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      This book contains adult language and scenes, including flashbacks of child physical and sexual abuse, which may cause trigger reactions. This story is meant only for adults as defined by the laws of the country where you made your purchase. Store your books and e-books carefully where they cannot be accessed by younger readers.
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          Prologue

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      Two hours later, I arrived in the small town near the New Mexico border. The address hadn’t shown up on GPS, so I had to drive the roads of the town until I found what I was looking for. It was a cracker box house on the outskirts of town. A one-car detached garage sat off to the side.

      Tom Simpson’s hideout.

      I parked a block away to hide my car and then walked stealthily to the small abode.

      I didn’t bother knocking, just turned the knob on the door. Oddly, it was open. I walked in. A nice enough home, sparsely furnished.

      “Tom? Come out here, you sick son of a bitch.”

      No response. Not that I thought there would be. I walked through the living area, down a hall, to a couple of bedrooms. One was clearly being used, but no one was there. The door to what turned out to be a bathroom was also closed, but I opened it and walked in, not caring if I might catch Tom Simpson in the middle of a crap. But it was also vacant.

      On the other side of the bedrooms was a small kitchen. Supplies had clearly been laid in. One more door. I opened it. It led to a dank basement surrounded by dark concrete walls. As I descended the stairs, eerie fingers seemed to crawl over my body.

      The steps. The walls.

      I inhaled, nearly gagging. Waste. Whether it was human or animal, I didn’t know.

      I looked around once I got to the bottom.

      My heart nearly stopped. It was exactly how Talon had described it. I could almost see the phoenix on the dark-gray walls, taunting him.

      I had just walked into the cave-like cellar where my brother had lived for two months when he was a child of ten.

      My skin tightened around me. I could hardly catch my breath. Was there no oxygen in this place?

      I suppressed my fears as best I could and looked around. No windows, which was odd, and the room was pitch black. I waited for my eyes to adjust, feeling the wall for guidance, and I checked out the space. The rough concrete walls scratched at my—

      I jerked.

      A groan had come from the corner. I inched forward slowly, and a heap of blankets emerged in my field of vision. More groaning.

      Someone was here. Someone in this basement where those three psychos had kept my brother.

      I didn’t dare speak. I made my way slowly and quietly to the blanketed lump on the floor and removed the dirty covers.

      The body, bound and gagged, recoiled away, whimpering.

      My God.

      It was alive.

      “Hey, hey,” I whispered. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      It was a male, naked, his bony body streaked with blood and grime. His head had been shaved.

      “I want to help you. I’m a friend. I’m going to take the gag off you, but don’t scream. All right?”

      The man whimpered and nodded.

      I removed the gag carefully. “Who are you?”

      He groaned, muttering unintelligible words.

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to talk. I’m going to get you out of here.” As quickly as I could, I unbound his ankles and wrists.

      I startled when a sound like a board creaking came from somewhere upstairs. Tom must have come back. I threw the dirty blanket over the sickly man. “Shh,” I said. “Don’t let him know I’ve untied you. I’ll take care of him. If I don’t come back for you in half an hour, find something to use as a weapon, and get the fuck out of here.”

      I hated leaving him there, but he’d at least be safe while I was in the house. I’d told him to leave if I didn’t return, but he was so bony and sickly looking, I wondered if he’d be able to get up the stairs.

      But he would. Talon had gotten up those very same stairs.

      “I’ll be back for you. I promise.”

      I hoped I’d be able to keep that promise.

      I walked toward the stairway, the dark walls seeming to pulse and close in.

      My God, how had Talon survived this?

      And who was the man in the cellar?

      I willed myself to get a grip and ascended the stairs slowly. I had come here alone and unarmed. I hadn’t thought about protecting myself. I could kick the shit out of Tom Simpson with a look, and if he had a knife, I could easily disarm him.

      But if he had a gun…

      The man was a killer. A cold-blooded killer. And God only knew what he’d done to this poor man in the cellar.

      Bile nudged up my throat. That was a crock. I knew exactly what Tom had done. The same thing he’d done to my brother.

      I shut the door of the basement quietly and walked through the small kitchen. The doorknob to the front door turned slowly.

      A man entered, carrying a bag of groceries. As far as I could tell, he was unarmed. The hair on his head was dyed dark brown.

      But the eyes…

      A maniacal smile crossed my face. I had him.

      Finally.

      Finally, I would avenge my brother.

      My smile became wider.

      “Hello, Tom.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      I was determined to take my life back. Take myself back. I didn’t for one moment think that Jonah and I were over. I could forgive him for ignoring my call that night. After all, I was the one who had left him, sneaked out of this house because I was too embarrassed to stay and talk with Talon and Jade after they caught us naked by Jonah’s pool.

      But one thing I knew more than anything else—I could no longer depend on Jonah for my safety, for my protection. I had to make peace with the ghosts of my past so they would no longer follow me and haunt me.

      I drove to my loft in the city. I had gotten a voice mail earlier from my insurance agent, telling me that the police had gotten all the evidence they needed and that I could now go to the loft and take whatever I wanted without a police escort. I would start there. Once my insurance company paid and I got the place fixed up, it was going on the market. Yes, I wanted to take my life back, but I wouldn’t do it in that loft. Too much history there. I would begin somewhere else.

      I pulled into my parking spot and went into my building. I took the elevator to the fourth floor and walked toward my door. The police tape was gone, and a new lock had been installed. It was a touch-tone lock, and the police had given me the code and instructions on how to change it. I punched in the four digits and opened the door.

      “Dr. Carmichael?”

      I looked over my shoulder. Officer Ruby Lee, whom I had met while I was in the hospital and talked with several times, walked off the elevator toward me. I almost hadn’t recognized her because she wasn’t in uniform. She wore khaki pants and a white Oxford shirt buttoned almost all the way up. Her slick, dark hair was still pulled back and secured in a severe bun.

      She had lovely features and searing blue eyes, yet she still dressed like a man when she wasn’t in uniform. To each her own.

      “Officer Lee, what are you doing here?”

      She smiled broadly. “It’s Detective Lee now.”

      “Oh. Congratulations. I was wondering why you weren’t in uniform.”

      “I didn’t expect to see you here tonight,” she said.

      “I didn’t expect to be here either. But here I am. Why put this off, you know? It’s not going to get any easier.”

      “Well, don’t let me bother you. I was going to look around. I want to make sure the uniforms and the others didn’t miss anything.”

      “Anything new on the case? Do you have any leads?”

      “No. I’m afraid not. I’ve talked to just about everyone I can, even though this isn’t officially my case anymore. In fact, I probably shouldn’t even be here. I’m off duty. But something about this case…”

      I startled. “What?”

      She shook her head. “It’s kind of…personal to me. Let’s leave it at that.”

      I was a psychotherapist. I couldn’t leave anything “at that.”

      “Make yourself at home, such that it is. If you’re here to help, you’re certainly welcome.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.” She followed me into the loft.

      The place was still in shambles. Of course it was. The police department wasn’t going to hire a cleaning service to clean up after a felon—or themselves, for that matter. I regarded the living room. My sofa had been ripped apart, and I darted my gaze to the floor. My book sat there, nearly hidden by the sofa’s dust ruffle. I picked it up and turned it over to see the front cover.

      Ice crept through my veins. “Bitch” had been scrawled across it in black marker.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that,” the other woman said, taking it from me.

      “It’s all right, Officer. I mean Detective.”

      She smiled. “How about we just settle on Ruby?”

      I returned her smile. “Then you call me Melanie.”

      She held out her hand. “Deal.” Then she took the book from me. “This should have been taken in as evidence. Damn. And I’m not wearing gloves.”

      “I guess it has both your prints and mine on it now. Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t be sorry. None of this is your fault. The guys on this case will be hearing from me.” She shook her head. “Morons.”

      I cocked my head at her.

      “Sorry. They’re overworked, just like we all are. And since you got away and aren’t horribly hurt or dead, this case isn’t a priority. I wish it were, but unfortunately, our resources are limited.”

      I sighed. Story of my life. Never a priority.

      Stop it!

      I’d made a promise to myself to stop thinking of myself as average, and damn it, I was going to keep that vow, no matter how neglectful my parents had been or how neglectful the police were being now.

      “I think it’s sad that my case isn’t a big priority, but I guess I understand.” I looked around the room again. “I don’t think I want any of this stuff. I’ll get some insurance money for what’s been ruined. I’ll use that to buy new stuff. I think I’ll call a charity and have the rest of this shit picked up.” I whipped out my cell phone and quickly searched for the number for the Salvation Army.

      “Hold on,” Ruby said. “I’d like to do some more investigating if it’s okay. I mean, before you dump all this stuff.”

      “I thought the officers and detectives already got everything they needed,” I said. “That’s why I could come without an escort.”

      “So they said, but they obviously missed the book.” She held it up to me. “Like I said, I’m off duty. This case is…personal to me.”

      The second time she’d said that. Surely she didn’t expect me, a therapist, to let it go.

      “Pardon me for prying,” I began, “but why? Why is it personal?”

      “I don’t really want to talk about it.”

      “You opened that door, Ruby. This is my apartment, and you’re not here officially. If anything you find can uncover the lunatic who kidnapped, drugged, and tried to kill me, I’m all for it. But I need to know why.”

      She sighed and looked around. “Not really any place to sit, huh?”

      “Unfortunately, no. At least not in here. We can sit on the bed in the other room. Or here on the floor.” I gestured.

      “Works for me.” Ruby sat down cross-legged.

      I sat across from her. “Look, you don’t have to talk about anything you don’t want to talk about, but I need to have some clue as to why this is personal to you.”

      “All right.” She cleared her throat. “Here goes. There’s a reason why I was taken off the case when they promoted me.”

      “Yes?”

      “This is difficult for me to talk about. It’s a crazy sort of coincidence that is almost unreal.”

      My heart started beating faster. What was she getting at?

      “I’ve been estranged from my family since I was fifteen. I ran away from home and never looked back.”

      Teenagers didn’t usually run away unless they had a very good reason. “What happened? Why would you do that?”

      “I ran from my father.”

      “What about your mother?”

      “She’s dead. At least I think she is. He always told me she was, but I’ve never been sure, you know?”

      I nodded. “What does all of this have to do with my case?”

      She inhaled a deep breath and let it out slowly, closing her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, they flamed a bright blue. “I know about your history with Gina Cates, and I know about her uncle who abused her.”

      This was all information I had given to the police when I was questioned, and surely they had heard it from Dr. Rodney Cates, Gina’s father, as well, since he’d been the prime suspect in my abduction until he exonerated himself with an ironclad alibi.

      “I hope you know I can’t talk to you about any of that. Even though Gina is dead, her psychotherapy notes are still protected under HIPAA.”

      “Yeah, I understand all of that. I’m not going to probe you for information on Gina. I know all I need to know about her. We were actually close once. A long time ago.”

      “You were?”

      “Yes. She was my cousin. The man who raped her is my father.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      Tom was unfazed. His eyes didn’t widen. His face didn’t pale. Icy. Yup, an iceman. But I saw beneath the surface. Beads of sweat were emerging on his forehead. His hands trembled. Only slightly, but I noticed.

      “Nice of you to bring groceries. Were you planning to feed your guest in the basement?” I stood, advancing toward him.

      His trembling hands got the best of him, and he dropped the bag of groceries. Apples rolled toward me as he turned to flee.

      Oh, hell, no.

      I ran after him and tackled him on the lawn with a thud. If only it had been concrete, I could have hurt the psycho. “You motherfucking son of a bitch!”

      “Who are you?” he yelled. “You’ve got the wrong guy!”

      “You want to tell me you’re not Tom Simpson? The fucking mayor of Snow Creek? One of the men who raped my brother? That bad dye job can’t hide who you are.”

      “Let me go!”

      I threw my body on top of him and clamped my hand over his mouth. “I’d recognize those eyes anywhere. My best friend has the same ones, and so does his baby son. And if I ever find out you touched one hair on that baby’s head— Fuck!”

      I removed my hand quickly. The fucker had bitten me hard enough to draw blood.

      He moved quickly, but I was bigger and stronger. In a flash, I had my hand back over his mouth, pain be damned. My blood smeared crimson across his cheeks.

      “You think you can get away from me, you stupid motherfucker? I’m not a ten-year-old little boy. I’m a grown man, and I can destroy you.” I straddled his thighs, keeping his legs in place, and wrung his neck with my other hand. I looked around quickly. We were isolated enough that no one could see us, thank God. “I could break your neck. Right now as you lie here, struggling to get free. I could break your fucking neck, Tom.”

      He mumbled unintelligibly against my hand.

      “Why did you do it? Are you just that sick? Or did somebody pay you off? Why did you take my brother? Was it to get back at my father for something? You’re going to fucking tell me. When we go in the house, I’m going to duct tape your fucking arms and legs together, and you’re going to start talking.”

      His lips moved beneath my palm, and I clamped my hand harder over his mouth. “No more biting, or I’ll make this worse for you.” I squeezed his neck harder. “Do we understand each other, Tom?”

      He screamed against my hand, his voice vibrating against my palm.

      “It’s a yes or no question. You nod or you shake your head. Do we understand each other?”

      His eyes seemed to calm. What the fuck?

      Slowly, without releasing my hold on his mouth, I unclenched my thighs from around his. Quick as a jackrabbit, I stood and jumped, bringing him with me and into a chokehold. I led him back into the house and threw him onto a chair.

      Among the apples and other groceries on the floor was, lo and behold, a roll of duct tape.

      I picked it up. “You use a lot of this, don’t you, Tom?”

      He grunted, rubbing his neck.

      Quickly, I opened the duct tape and bound his wrists and ankles. “Now we know you’re not going anywhere.”

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      I laughed out loud. “Do you really want to go there? Play the ‘you’ve got the wrong guy’ routine?”

      “Help me! Help me!” His voice was forced and not very loud.

      “Who the hell will hear you? That poor guy you have tied up downstairs? He’s so weak from the abuse he can hardly move. And why would he help you if he could? You’ve used and abused him, just like you did my brother, just like you did your own nephew. Just like you did all those other kids and God knows who else.”

      He opened his mouth and then shut it.

      “Got something else to say?”

      “Joe…”

      “So you do know who I am. Shocking.”

      “Joe, you don’t understand.”

      “I think I understand just fine. You and your psycho friends have been doing this for a long time. It’s over as of today. We caught Larry Wade, and now we’ve got you. But before I call the cops in here to drag your ass off to prison, I have a question for you. Who the hell is the third guy who abducted my brother?”

      Tom pursed his lips into a line.

      “Just like Larry. You’re not talking. What the hell does this guy have on the two of you?”

      His lips remained closed.

      “You know, I wasn’t in the Marines like Talon was. I don’t have any experience torturing people. But I do have a very imaginative mind. I bet I could get you to talk.”

      He shook his head, his lips still pursed.

      I was talking a big game. I had no idea if there was anything in the tiny house that I could torture him with, and I didn’t really relish the idea of doing anything other than pummeling him into tomorrow. But I had to do something. Something that would hurt him enough to talk.

      “Ever been fucked in the ass, Tom?”

      Tom stiffened. He was trying to remain unfazed, but this got to him. I could tell. The sweat was meandering down the sides of his face now, and he inhaled a swift breath.

      “Don’t get too excited. I have no intention of doing the deed myself. Unlike you, I can only get a hard-on for women I feel something for. Not some poor soul down in the basement, and certainly not little boys and girls. And definitely not you. But I bet there’s something around here that I could shove up your tight virgin ass. Something big. Something to make you feel what it felt like to my brother all those times.”

      “Joe, please…” Tom strained against his duct tape bindings.

      “Begging? Really? You? The quintessential iceman?” I paced around the living room, eyeing everything, looking for something long and thick. “Do you really think I give a fuck? You’re delusional. How many times did Talon beg you? How many, Tom? How about Luke? How about that poor guy in the basement?”

      He opened his mouth again, but I slugged him with a right hook.

      “Not interested. Let’s just say that every time you open your mouth, I’m going to torture you longer.”

      “You could never torture anyone, Joe.” He lifted one corner of his mouth in a half smile. His face went stoic. The iceman had returned. “You don’t have it in you.”

      Rage swelled within me. “You have no idea how mean I am. Part of me died that day when you took my brother. Part of my humanity…and it never fucking grew back.”

      That was a lie. Melanie had nurtured what was missing within me, and I had been on the road to becoming whole again.

      But she was gone now.

      And right now, I wasn’t feeling real human. In front of me sat one of the monsters who had tortured my brother.

      Payback time.

      I walked into the kitchen and zeroed in on an old broom standing in the corner. Not thick enough, but it would have to do. I broke it over my knee and regarded the splintered ends.

      Yeah. One of those would do it.

      Weapon in hand, I returned to the living room, where Tom had hopped to the door. I grabbed him by the arm and yanked him back down onto the couch.

      I held up the splintered piece of broom handle. “What do you think I can do with this?”

      His eyes widened. Only slightly, but I noticed. Then his irises flicked to the right and back. The iceman was melting again.

      “I see you’re getting the picture. But first—” I channeled every bit of strength I had and whipped Tom across the cheek with the stick.

      He grunted, but still, his countenance was unfazed.

      “Enjoy that? We’re just getting started.” I whipped him again, this time on his shoulder.

      He grunted again. “You won’t do it, Joe.”

      “What did I say about talking? You just added more time to your torture, asshole. But you like fun. It’s fun, what you do to others. All those innocent kids. I mean, why would you do it otherwise?”

      He said nothing.

      I raised my hand to whip him once more when the door crashed open.

      I jerked toward the noise. A man in all black, including a ski mask, stood there, pointing a Glock at me.

      Icy blue eyes glared. “Don’t you fucking move, or I’ll blow your head off.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      I stiffened. Had I heard Detective Lee—Ruby—right? “Gina’s uncle is your father?”

      She nodded. “I’m not proud of it. I didn’t even know him until I was in my teens.”

      “Then you didn’t grow up with him.”

      She shook her head. “No. My mom was a single mother. She died when I was fourteen. At least that’s what I was told. I never saw a body. She didn’t have any family that I knew of or that anyone could find, so the court sent me to the man whose name was on my birth certificate. My father.”

      “And what was his name?”

      “My father? Who knows which one he’s going by now? He went by a lot of different names. His real name is Theodore Mathias. He went by Theo—when he was using that name, that is.”

      I flashed back to a session I’d had with Gina.

      
        “What was his name? What did you call him?”

        “I called him Tio.”

        “Why did he want you to call him that?”

        “I don’t know.”

        “It’s Spanish for uncle. Was your uncle Spanish?”

        “No. He was my mother’s brother. They were both born here.”

      

      Could Gina have meant Theo? She had been eight years old when the abuse started, younger when she got close to her uncle. Perhaps to her, Theo had sounded like Tio.

      “When was the last time you saw your father?” I asked.

      “I hadn’t seen him since I left. He never came looking for me. But a couple months ago, he called me. I’m not sure why I agreed to see him. A glutton for punishment, I guess.” She laughed nervously. “Maybe I thought I could get something on him. Anyway, he came to town with a girlfriend. Some ex-supermodel who hung on his every word. It was pretty sickening.”

      My stomach dropped. “Oh my God.” Had Talon been right?

      “What?”

      “The model. Was her name Brooke Bailey?”

      “Yeah. That was her. Gorgeous, but God, so full of herself.”

      Yes, that was Brooke Bailey to a T.

      “She went on and on and on about my high cheekbones and my delicate features and how she wanted to do a makeover on me. Get me into some decent clothes that would flatter my body, do something with my hair. Pretty much made me want to vomit.” Ruby rolled her eyes.

      I was pretty close to vomiting myself, but not because Brooke had wanted to make Ruby over. This was crazy. Finally things were starting to add up. Talon had been right. Turned out that this was all too close for comfort for a reason.

      Unbeknownst to her, Ruby had just given me the proof I needed. Proof that Gina’s uncle was most likely also one of the men who’d abducted Talon. The third man. The one who had so far been elusive. I wasn’t sure how much I could say to Ruby right now. It was still somewhat conjecture. All I knew for sure was that Brooke Bailey’s boyfriend, Nico Kostas, was Ruby’s father and the same man who had abused Gina. There was still no proof that he had abducted Talon, other than the circumstantial fact that someone named Milo Sanchez—another alias that Theodore Mathias had used, according to Rodney Cates—had the exact same tattoo as Nico Kostas and one of Talon’s abductors.

      “Does your father happen to have a tattoo?”

      “Yeah, he has several.”

      “Any chance one is on his forearm?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, he does have one there. On the left, I think.”

      Bingo.

      “Let me guess. It’s a phoenix.”

      “How did you know that?”

      I had just identified the third abductor. I swallowed back the nausea that threatened to overtake me.

      “You okay?” Ruby asked.

      I nodded. “I’m sorry. My mind was racing there for a minute.”

      “You didn’t answer my question. How did you know my dad had a phoenix tattoo on his forearm?”

      “I’m not at liberty to say yet.” I silently hoped she’d buy that. She was a cop. She understood keeping things under wraps. “So you haven’t seen your father for a few months, you say?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. And let me tell you, I have no desire to ever see him again.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Why do you think? He’s a horrible excuse for a human being. He raped and abused my cousin, leading to her suicide.” She let out a huff. “Let me rephrase what I just said. I do want to see him again—behind bars.”

      Was it too soon for me to voice my theory that Gina had not committed suicide but instead had been murdered? Probably. Not before I talked to Jonah and Talon. And I certainly couldn’t tell Ruby what else I suspected—no, what I knew—about her father. That he had been one of the three who abducted and molested Talon Steel.

      “Ruby, he didn’t ever…”

      She sighed. “No. He tried once, but I got away. That’s why I ran away when I was fifteen.”

      My heart went out to her. The therapist in me wanted to find out everything and help her. “What did you do? Where did you go?”

      She stood. “You have any booze around here? If we’re going to stroll down memory lane, I need a drink.”

      A drink didn’t sound bad to me, either. “I might have a bottle of wine around. Maybe some gin. I’m not a huge drinker.”

      “Neither am I,” Ruby said. “But if I’m going to talk about dear old Daddy, it’s a necessity.”

      I rummaged through the kitchen and found a bottle of Pinot Noir. I foraged for my corkscrew and opened the bottle quickly, pouring two glasses. I handed one to Ruby.

      “I wish I had a decent place to sit.”

      “Don’t mind me. The floor is fine.” She sat back down cross-legged.

      “I’m really sorry,” I said. “About what you went through with your father, I mean.”

      Ruby took a long sip of her wine. “That’s not bad. Wine is my drink of choice, though I’m not usually a big Pinot Noir fan. I’d like to learn more about wine sometime.”

      Ryan Steel popped into my mind. Now there was a man who knew wine. I looked at Ruby. She did have a lovely face, and her hair, although pulled back, was clearly thick and a lush dark brown, nearly black. Her eyes were a startling clear blue. I smiled in spite of myself. This woman must have been a wet dream for Brooke Bailey. A blank canvas upon which she could work her makeover magic.

      Certainly not Ryan Steel’s type. But then, what did I know about his type? I hardly knew the man. He’d been absent from family stuff lately because it was his busy season. He was gorgeous, though. Model handsome, and Ruby Lee was far from a model. With a makeover though—

      I stopped that thought. Now I sounded like Brooke Bailey. God forbid.

      “I like wine myself too. Pretty much all red wine.”

      “Yeah, I prefer red as well. It has so much more complexity than white.”

      I wasn’t really interested in talking about wine, but it was a way to open Ruby up. “What’s your favorite? Red wine, I mean.”

      “That’s a tough one. I love a good vintage Bordeaux, but sometimes a nice Barbera table wine from Italy is perfect. Depends on my mood, you know?”

      Clearly, she already knew way more about wine than I did. I had never heard of Barbera. I’d have to ask Ryan about it. “Yeah, I get it.”

      “So you were asking about my father.”

      “Yeah. I don’t want to pry, but you already know that Gina was a patient of mine. Anything you can tell me that might shed light on the situation, even though she’s gone now, would help me.”

      “I don’t know that much about him, really. Or rather, I don’t know that much about what he does. He’s gone by many names in the past. Obviously, he’s a child molester, and I can’t even begin to imagine what other things he might be culpable of. Hence the need for all the aliases, I guess.” She took another sip of wine.

      I regarded her. Ruby was being nonchalant about this. Too nonchalant. It was a facade. Her facial muscles were tensed up. I wanted to tell her she could be herself with me. To be angry if she needed to be. That I understood. But it was too soon. We hardly knew each other, so I couldn’t go into therapist mode yet. “Do you know which alias he was using when you saw him recently? When you met Brooke?”

      “She called him Nico. That’s a new one. I’d never heard him use it before.”

      “How do you know about all the others?”

      “I’ve kept tabs on him over the years.” She shook her head. “It’s crazy, to be honest. I don’t know how he gets away with the shit he does. He’s never even been arrested.”

      “What was his relationship with your mother like?”

      “It was nonexistent. I didn’t even know who he was until my mom left.” She cleared her throat. “She never told me anything about my father. Always refused to talk about it when I asked. Then, when she disappeared, my birth certificate was pulled, and there was his name and birth date.”

      “So you never knew the story between them?”

      “Nope. According to my father, it was a one-night stand that went wrong.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. The man is a psychopath. I’d just as soon not have his genes, but I wasn’t given a choice in the matter.”

      “So what happened then? When you ran away? Did your father come looking for you?”

      “Are you kidding me? He never wanted me in the first place. Sure, I was good enough for a fuck buddy, but he could find that easily anywhere else, as we both know.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “It was summer when I left, and I lived on the streets for a few weeks. It wasn’t that difficult. My mom and I had been pretty poor, and I’d been reduced to stealing to eat more than once. So this was nothing new, though I tried to avoid stealing as much as possible. I didn’t want to be arrested and sent home. Once fall came, I knew I had to find other arrangements. I was afraid to go to social services, for fear they would send me back to him. So I got a job waiting tables, with the help of a fake ID, and within a few weeks, I had scraped together enough to move into this really shitty place on the wrong side of town. But I kept quiet, slid under the radar, and stayed safe for the next three years, until my eighteenth birthday. I also went to the police department and filed a complaint against my father. Then I applied to the police academy.”

      “Wow.”

      “My happy ending didn’t start there, though. I found out I had to be twenty-one and a high school graduate to be accepted into the police academy. So I needed a new plan. I had worked my way up to night manager at the little diner where I waitressed, so I kept that job, moved into a slightly better place, got my GED, and waited another three years. During that time, the PD never did anything about my father. I contacted them every week for a while. Then I gave up.”

      “Wow,” I said again.

      “At that point, I didn’t want to leave anything to chance, so I started working out voraciously. I was determined that in three years, I would be accepted at the academy and become the best police officer out there. I would put people like my father away.”

      “So why haven’t you? Put your father away, I mean?”

      “Because the dirty bastard never leaves a trail. I’ve never had probable cause to even have him arrested, let alone evidence that would stick through a trial and conviction.”

      “Really? What about Gina?”

      “She refused to press charges. I stopped pestering her after a while. She was having a hard enough time as it was.”

      “And there was nothing else?”

      Ruby shook her head. “He’s one smart and sneaky son of a bitch. But he’ll trip up sometime, and when he does, I will be there, handcuffs in hand.”

      Her blue eyes burned like hot fire. I had no doubt that Ruby would be there. And I had no doubt that she would see her father behind bars at some point in the future. The near future, if the Steels and I had anything to say about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      In the back of my mind, I had always wondered how I would react if I had to stare down the barrel of a gun.

      People always said your life flashed before your eyes.

      Mine didn’t.

      Perhaps if I’d still had Melanie, or perhaps if I still felt needed by my family, I would’ve feared for my life.

      But I didn’t.

      Melanie was gone because I had betrayed her. Let her down. And Talon had Jade now. Thanks to Melanie, he was healing, and he and Jade would have a beautiful life together.

      Neither of them needed me anymore.

      No one needed me.

      Except for…

      The man in the basement.

      I could not leave him here to be further abused by these two degenerates.

      So I decided to bluff.

      “You think I’m scared of your fucking gun? I called the police five minutes ago. They’ll be here anytime. So kill me if you want to, but the poor guy downstairs will rat you out if I’m not here. He’s gone. I let him go.” I looked to Tom. “He knows your name, Tom. I told him everything. And even if he’s too weak to talk? Larry Wade told me everything. He rolled over on you two sick fucks, and they will find you eventually.”

      I knew from Talon that the third abductor had brown eyes, not blue like the masked man, but oddly, my comment got his attention. His blue eyes narrowed slightly, and I zeroed in on them.

      Something sinister lurked behind those eyes. They were cold. Harsh. Unreal.

      “Nice timing,” Tom said to him, his voice icy and unwavering. It was an act, though. Sweat dripped from his hairline.

      “I saw his car. A beamer parked a block or so away. Big red flag. That’s why I put on the mask. What’d you do? Walk in without a mask or a gun? Without checking out your surroundings? Your overconfidence is going to get you killed. Dumb fuck.” The man in black turned to me. “What’d you say about Larry Wade?”

      “Don’t listen to him,” Tom said. “Larry would never roll over. I’ve made sure of it.”

      “Really?” I laughed. “How do you think I found you?” Another bluff, but one that worked.

      Tom raised his eyebrows.

      I turned to the man in the mask, the one with the gun, which was finally starting to fuel my fear. Hold it together, Joe.

      “And you… What should I call you? You go by so many different names.”

      “You’re bluffing,” the masked man said.

      I stood my ground, desperately hoping I wouldn’t piss myself. “You want to take that chance? They’ll be here before you can kill me and catch the guy in the basement. So go ahead. Shoot. Then you’ll be arrested for my murder as well as for all the other vile shit you’ve done.”

      “Shit.” The man turned to Tom. “I’m out of here.”

      Tom tried to stand but fell back onto the sofa. “You’re going to fucking leave me here? To get caught? After all these years? All I’ve done for you?”

      “Jesus fucking Christ.” He yanked Tom off the sofa. “Hop out to the car, for God’s sake. Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      They left quickly.

      I gulped down relief as a blue car—a Mustang—skidded across the gravel, taking Tom and the masked man with it. Nausea swelled in my throat.

      I had just bluffed my way out of being shot.

      Damn, I had to take a shit.

      But first, I had to call the cops. For real this time. I yanked my cell phone out of my back pocket, and then I heard some scratching behind me.

      I turned.

      The poor man had made his way up the stairs and was on his hands and knees, falling toward me.

      I shoved my phone back in my pocket and ran to him. “My God. Here.” I picked him up—he weighed no more than Melanie—and laid him on the couch. “Let me get you a glass of water.”

      I ran to the kitchen, found a cup, quickly filled it, and brought it back to him. I put a pillow under him to perch his head and shoulders up. I held the cup up to his lips. “Not too much at first. Your system needs to get used to it.”

      After he had taken a couple of sips, I set the cup on an end table.

      “Can you tell me who you are?”

      “Kahh…” His voice cracked and turned to a whisper.

      “It’s okay. You’ll get your strength back, and then you’ll be able to tell me.” I ran into the bedroom and found a pair of sweatpants. I brought them back out to the man and helped him struggle into them. Now at least he didn’t have to be ashamed of his nakedness.

      Unfortunately, the odor of waste had ascended with the young man. He needed a shower badly, but right now, I wasn’t sure he had the strength. I could at least get a warm cloth and wipe his face and hands for him.

      “Hold tight. I’ll be right back.” I went quickly into the kitchen and soaked a dishrag in warm water. I returned and rubbed it over his face and hands.

      “Can you tell me anything?”

      “Kahh…” he said again.

      “Yes, I’m going to call the cops.” I reached to grab my phone out of my back pocket, but the man touched my forearm. I looked into his eyes. They were greenish brown.

      “Kahh-lin.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      I had a million more questions for Ruby—starting with the other names her father used, everything that Gina had told her, how she had escaped—but I wasn’t sure where to begin.

      Ruby picked up the bottle of wine sitting next to us on the floor and held it up. “You mind?”

      “Please, help yourself.” I held up my glass so she could top it off as well.

      She took a sip of her now refilled glass. “Melanie…”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’d appreciate it if you…didn’t tell anyone I was here. You know, since it’s no longer technically my case and I’m off the clock.”

      “Of course. Except I would like your permission to talk to my…” My what? What was Jonah to me now? Until I knew, and until I had his and Talon’s permission to discuss their situation with Ruby, I had better keep mum. “Never mind.”

      “You want to talk to someone else about this?”

      “Not at the moment.”

      “Fair enough. But this isn’t a secret as far as I’m concerned. I’m not out to protect my father.”

      I took a sip of wine. “Then there are a few people I’ll need to tell, but I don’t know when. In the meantime, do you mind talking a little bit about Gina?”

      “No, I can talk about it. I’ve come to terms with what happened—well, as best as I can.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You have to remember that I didn’t know Gina until I met my father. She was quite a bit younger than I was, by about eight years. And in case you’re wondering, that makes me thirty-two.” Ruby smiled. “I’m not one of those women who has problems telling people how old she is.”

      “I’m not either. I’m forty, if you want to know.”

      “You look great.”

      I laughed. “So do you.” She truly did. Her skin was flawless. Even without makeup, she had a lovely natural blush to her complexion. Why she downplayed her looks, I didn’t know, but I had my suspicions.

      “Thanks. Anyway, when I ran away, I was fifteen, and Gina was seven. It wasn’t until she found me as an adult that she told me what my father had done to her. I’ve always felt a lot of guilt about that. If I hadn’t left, he would’ve done it to me, and perhaps she would have been spared.”

      Guilt. It emanated from Ruby like a black aura.

      Seemed everyone I’d met lately was suffering with guilt…along with me.

      “You can’t take that on your shoulders,” I said. “What your father did to Gina lies at his feet, not at yours. Not at anyone’s except his.”

      “Yeah, I know all that. And I know you’re a shrink— Oh, God. I’m sorry.”

      I let out a chuckle. “It’s okay. We’re all used to that.”

      “Oh, good. I guess. Anyway, I know that. I’ve actually gone through a few counseling sessions through work. But it’s hard to shake, you know?”

      How I did know. “Believe me, I understand. I’ve spent the better part of the last six months wondering where I went wrong with Gina. If she was suicidal, why didn’t I see something in our sessions?” I shook my head. “Guilt is enough to kill you sometimes.”

      She nodded. “That’s for sure. For what it’s worth, I don’t blame you for Gina’s death.”

      “Thank you. That means a lot. Her parents do, though. They filed a grievance against me with the medical board, and now they’re suing me for malpractice, as well.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      I took a sip of wine. “Nope.”

      Ruby shook her head. “That takes a lot of nerve.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      She let out a sarcastic laugh. “Because they both knew exactly what was going on with my father.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      Colin?

      “Not Colin Morse?”

      He nodded.

      I had only seen Colin Morse, Jade’s ex-fiancé, once. One evening, and I had threatened him because he was threatening Talon. I’d been mad as hell, but I hadn’t acted on it, thank God. Colin had been a nice enough looking young man, with dirty-blond hair and brownish-green eyes. Now his head was shaved clean, he must have weighed at least thirty pounds less, and he looked thoroughly drained.

      He didn’t appear to recognize me.

      What had they done to him? And why?

      I knew damned well what they had done, and the “why” was probably no more than because they were sick as fuck. But why Colin specifically?

      He had disappeared sometime after our last meeting. His father had been looking for him for a couple of months now. Had he been here all that time?

      “How long have you been here?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” he croaked.

      “Who brought you here?”

      “Don’t know,” he said again.

      “What do you remember?”

      He shook his head.

      “I’m sorry. Try not to talk. I’m going to call the cops now, and an ambulance for you. I know you must be hungry, but we need to get you to a hospital. You’re obviously dehydrated and malnourished.”

      And physically, emotionally, and sexually abused, but I didn’t need to voice that. He knew that as well as I did. His body was battered and bruised, so he had most likely been beaten, too.

      That fucking snake Tom Simpson. At least we had an eyewitness now.

      Or maybe not. Tom and the other guy had probably used masks, like they always had with Talon.

      Shit.

      I quickly pulled my phone out and dialed 9-1-1. They answered on the first ring. I shook my head, remembering how 9-1-1 had been busy the night Melanie had called them. Shitheads. I gave the operator the lowdown, hung up, and turned back to Colin.

      “It won’t be too long now,” I told him. “The ambulance will be here soon.”

      I wasn’t sure if I should try to feed him. What had we done for Talon when we found him? I couldn’t quite remember. He had gone straight to the hospital as far as I knew. I had only been thirteen. Damn. How was I supposed to help this guy?

      He reached up my forearm with his bony hand. “Don’t want to talk.”

      “You won’t have to. Not until you’re feeling better. Right now you need to be in a hospital.”

      “Haas…” He closed his eyes.

      “Colin, your father has been desperate to find you. I’m going to call him, okay?”

      His sunken eyes shot open. “No. Don’t.”

      “Why not? He needs to know that you’re alive.”

      “No!”

      “All right, all right. I won’t.” I put my phone back in my pocket. The hospital would call his father anyway. I would do as he asked for now.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I followed the ambulance to the hospital. It was nearly an hour to the next city that had the facilities to care for him, but he was getting care from the paramedics, so he’d be okay.

      I screeched to a halt along with the ambulance when we reached the hospital and then followed them in.

      “Male, mid-twenties, dehydrated and malnourished. Multiple lacerations and contusions. Physical and sexual abuse.” The paramedics handed him off to some ER doctors.

      “Let’s get an IV started,” a doctor said. “Danny, get a rape kit,” he said to an orderly.

      Two police officers approached the paramedics. After they had answered their questions, the officers turned to me.

      “I’m Officer Jones, and this is Officer Goldman,” one of them said. “I understand you found this man?”

      “Yes, sir,” I said. “He was being held captive in a basement at this address.” I handed him the piece of paper on which I had written the address that Trevor Mills, one of the private investigators Talon had hired, had uncovered.

      “Good. We’ll check it out,” Jones said. “I’m going to need your name.”

      “Jonah Steel.”

      “You’re one of the Steels?”

      “I am.”

      “So what were you doing at that address?”

      I let out a heavy sigh. “I’m afraid that’s a really long story.”

      “Well, we’ve got time.” Jones pointed to a couple of chairs in the waiting area that were secluded. “Let’s sit down, and we’ll have a long talk.”

      After I had related my entire story, Jones made a few telephone calls. When he was done, he turned back to me.

      “Your story checks out.”

      “Of course it checks out. What? Did you think I had some hand in torturing this poor guy?”

      “Well, he is your brother’s girlfriend’s ex. And your brother was arrested for beating him up.”

      “For God’s sake. My brother has also paid his debt for that. And I’m not my brother.”

      “Mr. Steel, I know you’re an upstanding citizen and business owner here in Colorado, but we have to check everything out.”

      “Sure, sure.” I threaded my fingers through my hair. “But I was just held at gunpoint by one of the men—possibly two of the men—who kidnapped and tortured my brother twenty-five years ago, and then I found out they were doing the same thing to this poor guy. So my patience is wearing just a little thin. I’m sure you understand.”

      Jones cleared his throat. “Sure. Of course.”

      “Look, Colin didn’t want me to contact his father. I’m not sure why. But I do know how to get in touch with him. My brother’s girlfriend has the number. His name is Ted Morse.”

      “No worries. We’ll figure out how to get in touch with him, Mr. Steel.”

      “Sure. That’s your call.”

      “Can you tell us anything else about the other guy? The one wearing a black ski mask?”

      “Only that he had really bizarre blue eyes.”

      “What do you mean ‘bizarre?’”

      “They looked… I don’t know. Almost fake.”

      “Can you be more specific?”

      “I don’t know. I was staring down the barrel of a Glock, for God’s sake. They were just really blue.”

      “All right.” Jones took a few more notes. “We’ll get in touch with you if we need more information, Mr. Steel. You’re free to go.”

      Thank God.

      All I wanted to do was go home. To Melanie.

      But Melanie was no longer there.
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        Melanie

      

    
    
      Had I just heard Ruby correctly? Gina’s parents knew?

      I opened my mouth, but no words emerged.

      “I see that surprises you.”

      “Hell, yes, I’m surprised. Right now, the two of them are blaming me for their daughter’s suicide. And quite frankly, I’m not exactly sure it was a suicide.”

      Ruby nodded. “I’m not so sure either.”

      My heart nearly jumped right out of my chest. Here was someone who maybe agreed with my theory? That Gina hadn’t committed suicide but had been murdered?

      “Do you think her father and mother had anything to do with it? Her death, I mean.”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me. I didn’t know either of them very well, but they were terrible parents. They really neglected Gina. So for the short time that I was in their lives, I tried to take her under my wing, but I was still a kid myself who had just lost her mother. There were limits to what I could do.”

      “Understandable,” I said.

      “Her mother—my father’s sister—she was a mess. In and out of mental hospitals her whole life.”

      I shot my eyes open. “What?”

      “Oh, yeah. She’s been committed several times.”

      “Gina never told me anything about that.”

      “She might not have known. She was still pretty young when all this was happening, and I’m sure her father covered it up. Said Mommy was on a vacation or something.”

      “Then how did you know?”

      “My father told me. Said his sister was crazy and out of her mind and that her husband was a psycho.”

      “Well, coming from another psycho, I’m not sure how much value I put into that assessment.”

      Ruby took a sip of her wine. “Agreed. Gina’s dad and my dad had a weird relationship. They had this love-hate thing going. I never quite knew what to make of it.”

      “Have you had any contact with Gina’s parents lately?”

      “When I found out about her death, I called to offer my condolences. Neither of them were very interested in talking to me. Probably because I was a police officer. That’s my best guess, anyway.”

      “But how do you know? How do you know that Gina’s parents knew your father was abusing their daughter?”

      “Gina had this friend. Marie Cooke. Marie came to me when I was a young officer right out of the academy. I’m not sure how she found me. She was one of the only people Gina confided in about what was going on, and even then, she wouldn’t go into any detail or name any names. But I knew exactly what she was talking about. Remember, my father tried to rape me. That’s why I left.

      “Anyway, Marie said that Gina’s father had come to her and told her not to come around anymore. That she’d better stay away and not breathe a word of anything to anyone, or the same thing would happen to her.”

      My mouth dropped open. “I suppose he could’ve been talking about something else entirely.”

      “What else could he have been talking about? What else was going on? Gina was your patient for a while. Was there anything else going on that he might have been talking about?”

      No, there wasn’t. And although I really couldn’t discuss what went on in my sessions with Gina with Ruby, it certainly didn’t hurt to say one thing. “No. She never gave me any indication of any other traumatic event in her life.”

      “They’re terrible, terrible people. I wish I didn’t have their DNA.”

      “Your DNA doesn’t define you, Ruby. Your choices and your actions do. You joined the police force. You’re one of the good guys.”

      “I try to be. But let me tell you, confidentially. There are times when I want to whip out my gun and shoot some of those people.”

      “Believe me, I know exactly how you feel. My parents were horrible and neglectful people, very verbally and emotionally abusive. But compared to Gina, I was lucky. I was at least never physically or sexually abused by anyone. I’ve always wondered if I had it in me to be a parent. My own parents were terrible, and I possess their DNA. But you know what? I think I would be a good mother. I think I would like to have a child someday.” I chuckled nervously, taking a sip of my wine. That was the first time I had ever thought it consciously—that I might like to be a mother. “Of course, my biological clock is ticking away.”

      “No, not really. Lots of women in their forties are having children now.”

      “True. But as a physician, I know the risks of a pregnancy in later years.”

      “Sure, there are more risks, but the odds are still in your favor.”

      I couldn’t help a smile. There was something about Ruby Lee that I liked. She had a cautious optimism that was unusual, given her circumstances. “Was Lee your mother’s last name?”

      She shook her head. “The name on my birth certificate is Ruby Lee Thornbush. That was her maiden name. Her first name was Diamond, no lie. I guess that’s where I got my gem of a name.” She chuckled. “After she died and I went to live with my father, he had it legally changed to Mathias. Once I turned eighteen, I decided I needed a new start, free of both of them. So I took my middle name as my last name.”

      “I don’t blame you,” I said.

      “I almost changed my first name as well. I never wanted to be named after a stone. I mean, look at me. I’m sort of a tomboy. With the name Ruby.” She let out a raucous laugh.

      “Actually, I think Ruby suits you. You have beautiful features.”

      “Now, don’t you start trying to make me over too.”

      “Oh, God, no. I would never do anything Brooke Bailey would.” Ruby had no way of knowing that I was intimately acquainted with Brooke Bailey and that she had come on to Jonah. I had no great love for the woman, but I did feel sorry for her. Her boyfriend was a complete psycho, and although they couldn’t prove it, Talon and Jonah both believed that Nico Kostas had tried to have Brooke killed for insurance money. She was still living in Talon’s home, recuperating from her severe accident.

      “I suppose, as a cop, it’s easier to be taken seriously if you don’t dress like a froufrou woman.”

      Ruby looked down and stared at her wine glass. “Yeah. That’s it.”

      She was hiding something. Her mannerisms were feminine, even though she dressed like a tomboy. Something was off. It didn’t take my experiences as a psychotherapist to know that. There was more to Ruby Lee than met the eye, and I had a feeling that before this mystery was solved, I would know her quite well.
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        Jonah

      

    
    
      Melanie was no longer at home—at least not at my home. I’d told her to leave, to go to Talon’s. So that’s where I was going. I didn’t deserve to see her, but I needed to.

      The drive took an hour, and it was near midnight when I rolled toward Talon’s ranch house. I didn’t expect anyone to be up, but luckily, I could see through the front picture window that the light in the kitchen at the back of the house was on.

      I knocked quietly.

      Talon’s dog, Roger, appeared in the window, his goofy canine smile on his face. Talon followed and opened the door.

      “Joe? What are you doing here this late?”

      “It’s a long story, bro. But I need to see Melanie.”

      “Melanie’s not here.”

      My skin chilled. “What? What do you mean she’s not here? I told her to go to your place.”

      “I know. When she didn’t show, Jade and I figured you had gotten some sense in your head and kept her at your home, where she belongs.”

      I walked past Talon into his house. “If she’s not here, where the hell is she?”

      “I don’t know. Did you come from your place?”

      “No.” I helped myself to a cup of coffee and sat down at the kitchen table, where Talon had papers spread out. “I couldn’t bear to be there when she left, so I left first.”

      “Then how do you know she’s not at your place?”

      “She isn’t. The way she looked at me when I told her the truth, that I had ignored her phone call that night she got taken… There’s no way she was going to stick around.”

      “I don’t think you’re giving her enough credit. She’s an amazing woman.”

      I rubbed at my forehead. “You don’t have to tell me.”

      “Listen, Joe, I don’t want to pry, but I have to tell you something. Jade told me that her mother told her that you and Melanie are in love.”

      “She did?”

      “Yes. Did you tell Brooke?”

      I shook my head. “No, I didn’t. It must’ve been Melanie, that day she was over here hanging out with Brooke while you and I were talking to Felicia.”

      “Well…is it true?”

      I sighed. “It is on my end. Probably not on hers any longer.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “What would you know about it?”

      Talon guffawed. “Are you kidding me? What wouldn’t I know? I fell head over heels in love with Jade, and I tried every trick in the book to stay away from her. It didn’t work. That love had a grip on me. It kept me by the shoulders and wouldn’t let me go. If Melanie is feeling for you anything close to what I’m feeling for Jade, she won’t be able to walk away, no matter what you think you did to her.”

      “Tal, you know what I did to her. I intentionally didn’t take her phone call that night while we were driving to Denver to see Wendy Madigan. I was pissed off because she had sneaked out of my house when you and Jade showed up. I was being petty. I deserted her in her time of greatest need, just like I deserted you.”

      “Are we really going to get back on that hobbyhorse?” Talon sat down next to me, a cup of coffee in his hand. “You did not desert me that day. You said you couldn’t go with me. I chose to go by myself.”

      “Ryan didn’t desert you. Your little brother was there when you needed him, but not your big brother.” I fisted my hands in each side of my hair. “Some big brother.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. How long are we going to go through this? Are you going to try to get me to sock you again? That didn’t work out so well the first time. You know damned well I can’t ease your guilt. No one can, except you. You have to let it go, Joe. And please, if you can’t let it go for yourself, let it go for me. I’m happy now. I have the most wonderful woman in the world by my side, I own a quarter of this ranch, and I thought, for a few seconds, that I was going to see my big brother get the same kind of happiness with a wonderful woman.”

      “Are you saying you’re healed?”

      “Yes and no. I’m functioning, and I’m happy. Does my past still haunt me sometimes? Of course it does. And I imagine your guilt will always haunt you on some level. But you have to let it go. You have to pick up the pieces of your life and live. Suck out the good in life while you can. Someday none of us will be here.”

      So here I was, feeling like an idiot again. My brother, who had been through so much at such a young age, was trying to pick me up. What a selfish bastard I was.

      “Man, I’m sorry.”

      “Would you stop apologizing to me? I forgave you a long time ago.”

      I smiled. “No, I didn’t mean for that. I meant for having this stupid pity party for myself right now. It was completely self-indulgent, and I’m sorry.”

      He returned my smile. I marveled at the fact that I had seen my brother smile more in the last several months than I had in the last twenty-five years. Every smile was triumphant. And he deserved each one.

      “No worries, bro. I still get self-indulgent myself sometimes. But Jade is always here to snap me out of it.”

      “You’re a lucky man.”

      Talon took a sip of coffee. “I am. That’s no lie. But you can be just as lucky. The doc is a wonderful woman. Take some advice from someone who knows. Don’t let her go, man.”

      “I don’t know, Tal. I don’t know if I can get her back.” I rubbed the back of my neck. Man, I was tense.

      “Joe, you don’t even know if she’s gone yet. Have you tried calling her?”

      “Actually, no. I’ve been a little busy.”

      “Yeah? Something going down in the pastures?”

      “No, man. You’re not going to fucking believe where I’ve been.”

      “Try me.”

      Where to start? I hadn’t even told Talon my suspicions—which were no longer suspicions and hadn’t been for a while—about Tom Simpson yet. Besides Marjorie, the only person I had told was Melanie.

      Now I risked my brother’s wrath for not letting him in on it. And also…for letting Tom Simpson get away.

      This was going to be a long night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      The talk with Ruby had renewed my vigor. What a strong woman. I had met a lot of strong women in my practice, but never one who’d been on her own since the age of fifteen. On top of that, I’d found a new friend who I had a feeling would turn out to be very helpful to both me and the Steels. I was beginning to look at my own strength in a new way.

      I had left Jonah’s home to take myself back. But the truth of the matter was I needed to be with him to do that very thing. I would show him the strength I possessed. I would fight for us.

      It was nearing midnight when Ruby finally left, and I decided I would not be going to a hotel. I packed up what little I wanted from my loft and got back into my car. I was going back to Jonah’s.

      I was going home.
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* * *

      Jonah’s ranch house was dark, but that didn’t concern me. It was the early hours of the morning, and he was no doubt in bed. I let myself in, and Lucy bounded to me.

      “What are you doing up, girl?” I let her out to do her business and then refilled her water bowl, which was bone-dry. It wasn’t like Jonah to neglect Lucy.

      I quietly stole down the hallway to his master suite. I knocked lightly on the door. “Jonah?”

      No answer.

      I opened the door slowly and walked in. I didn’t want to turn on the light and wake him. My eyes adjusted to the darkness, and I went through the sitting room and into the bedroom.

      The bed was made, and Jonah was nowhere to be found.

      Where was he?

      Oh, God. Images of his BDSM club floated through my mind. He wouldn’t go there, would he? He said he hadn’t been there in years and had no desire to go back.

      But that darkness still lived within him, a darkness I had only seen glimpses of.

      And he had been in a bad way when he left.

      Worry clenched at me. I sucked in a breath and left the bedroom. I went back outside to my car and brought in my things. It took me two trips, but I got it all, including the box that I had put all of Gina’s files in. Then I let Lucy back in and gave her some loving pets on her soft head. “I guess it’s just you and me tonight, girl.”

      She followed at my heels as I took my things to the guest room where I had been staying before. My file cabinet still sat there, undisturbed. Well, of course. I hadn’t yet been gone twelve hours.

      Where was Jonah? Why hadn’t he come home?

      I thought about calling him. Would he answer? I wasn’t sure. After all, he didn’t know where I was. He thought I had left.

      Boy, did I have a lot to tell him. And to tell Talon.

      “Oh, for God’s sake, Melanie,” I said aloud. “Just call him. You’ll drive yourself crazy if you don’t.”

      My cell phone was nearly dead, so I hooked it up to the charger and hit Jonah’s number.

      “Hey,” he said softly when he answered.

      “Hey. Where are you?” I asked.

      “I could ask you the same thing. You’re supposed to be at Talon’s.”

      “How do you know I’m not?”

      “Because I’m at Talon’s.”

      Relief swept through me. Jonah was all right. He hadn’t gone running off to the BDSM club or into the arms of some other woman. I hadn’t realized how tightly I was strung until my muscles relaxed.

      “Thank God.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because I’ve been worried about you, Jonah.”

      He paused a moment. Then, “Where are you, Melanie?”

      “I’m home.”

      “Your loft? I thought that was still a crime scene. And I thought you said you couldn’t stay there any longer.”

      I cleared my throat gently. “I got a call from the insurance guy earlier today. The police have wrapped up their work, so I can come and go as I please.”

      “Are you sure you’re safe there?”

      “I’m perfectly safe where I am.” And I was amazed that I actually believed what I was saying. I was safe at Jonah’s place, even if he wasn’t there. I had done what I had set out to do. I had taken myself back. I was no longer going to let the fear of being abducted again rule me.

      “I want you to leave there, Melanie. Come here to Talon’s. I need to know you’re safe.”

      “Like I said, I’m perfectly safe where I am.”

      “Fine. Don’t move. I’m coming to get you.”

      “You don’t have to. I told you. I’m home.” I smiled, knowing full well he couldn’t see me. “Our home.”

      Silence again.

      “Jonah?”

      “You… You didn’t leave?”

      I chuckled. “Oh, yes, I left. But I came back. I’m not going to let you run away from this, Jonah. I happen to think we’re worth fighting for.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      I couldn’t speak. Couldn’t breathe. Had I heard her right? She wasn’t leaving me?

      “Jonah?” Her voice was soft and questioning.

      “I’m here. I just can’t… I can’t believe it, Melanie. I let you down.”

      “You did, but you were perfectly within your rights to be angry with me that evening. And what were the chances of someone coming to my place and kidnapping me?”

      “Considering my family’s history, I should’ve known they were pretty damned good.”

      “I’m not going to let you torture yourself, Jonah. Not anymore. Not over what happened to Talon, and not over what happened to me. You’re a good man. A strong and protective man who would do anything for those you love. I know that, and it’s time for you to know that too.”

      Words failed me.

      “So would you please come home? Please? Come home to me?”

      I hadn’t yet had the chance to tell Talon what had happened tonight. He deserved to know. Again I was stuck with a choice. Stay and help Talon, or go home and make things right with Melanie.

      “I will. I’ll come home. But there are some things I have to talk to Talon about. I won’t be long, so don’t worry.”

      “Okay,” she said. “I understand.”

      “I’ll explain it all to you when I get home, baby. I love you. I love you so much.”

      “I love you too, Jonah. Always.”

      I ended the call and went back into the kitchen.

      “So?” Talon raised his eyebrows.

      “She’s at home. My home.”

      A broad grin split Talon’s face. “What are you waiting for then? Get on home to her.”

      I shook my head. “I need to tell you what I was up to today. I have some news—news that concerns all of us.”

      “Joe, you’re my big brother. I want to solve this whole thing as much as you do. But right now, go home to your woman. It took me a long time to figure out what’s really important in life. Don’t make the mistake of letting her go.”

      “Tal, you don’t understand. This is some big shit.”

      “Then come back tomorrow. Bring Doc with you. We can all have dinner here.”

      Dinner? This couldn’t wait that long. Jade would get the news in the morning from Ted Morse. I had to tell Talon before then.

      “How about breakfast?”

      “Breakfast? Don’t you eat burritos out in the pastures?”

      I nodded. “Usually, but not tomorrow. We’ll have breakfast here. What time does Jade go to the office?”

      “She leaves around eight thirty to get in by nine.”

      “Great. Melanie and I will be here at seven. Make sure Marj wakes up too. And keep Brooke in her room.”

      “Wow. This is that big?”

      “I’m perfectly willing to stay and talk to you now.”

      “No. I’m not going to let you screw this up with Melanie. Now that I know what love is, I want you to have it too.”

      “But how…”

      He silenced me with a gesture. “I’m dying to know what you have to say to me. Don’t get me wrong. I know how devoted you are to me. I know how responsible you feel. But I’m telling you this. The doc needs you right now. And Joe, you need her.”
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* * *

      Melanie was waiting for me, sitting in the kitchen sipping some water. I was tired, but awake. I was glad I’d had that cup of coffee with Talon. I had so much to tell Melanie.

      She smiled at me serenely, gliding her fingers through Lucy’s soft fur. Melanie was beautiful, clad in soft cotton pajamas, her face devoid of makeup, her long hair pulled back in a sloppy ponytail.

      How could I have even thought of letting her go? She had said we were worth fighting for. Of course we were worth fighting for. Why hadn’t I trusted her to know that? To feel that?

      And it dawned on me then. That even though I loved her more than anything, to the sun and stars and back, I had never quite believed that she loved me the same. I had never felt worthy.

      I had to make this work. Not just for me, and not just for Melanie, but for Talon as well. My brother knew how important this was because it was what he had with Jade. He was willing to forgo hearing my news if it meant I could work things out with the amazing woman sitting in front of me.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” I said.

      “Hey, yourself.”

      I had never in my life pictured myself doing what I did next. I knelt before her, took her hand in mine, and laid a gentle kiss upon it. “Can you ever forgive me?” I looked into her emerald-green eyes.

      “I already have.”

      I laid my head in her lap, and she gently stroked my hair.

      And I finally understood true love.

      She stood, pulling me up with her. Saying nothing, she led me to my bedroom, undressed me slowly, and pushed me gently onto the bed. Then she unclothed herself.

      So beautiful. Her breasts were rosy, her nipples red-brown and hard. My cock was thick and ready for her when she lay down next to me.

      I held her naked body against me, savoring every inch of her as I stroked her, caressed her. I kissed her—not with the fervor and passion that was normal between us, but with love. Only love. Pure emotion. Our lips slid against each other’s, our tongues tangling. And when I entered her, with no foreplay other than kissing her, she was wet for me.

      She clasped me so sweetly, almost reverently, as I slid in and out of her heat. Her soft sighs whispered against my cheeks, and she clamped her legs around me, drawing me farther into her.

      We were one being, bonded by our love.

      As I released into her, claiming her, she shattered around me, and we climaxed together.

      As one.

      [image: ]
* * *

      My alarm clock went off at its usual five a.m. I’d only gotten three hours of sleep, but I had certainly functioned on less in the past. I nudged at Melanie, who was softly breathing beside me.

      “Mmm,” she murmured.

      “Baby.” I nudged her again. “I need you to wake up. We need to talk, and then we need to meet for breakfast at Talon’s at seven.”

      She opened her eyes. “What?”

      I smiled. She was so beautiful in the morning, her blond hair in messy tangles on the pillow.

      “I’m sorry. But we need to talk.”

      She shot up. “Is everything okay?”

      I took her into my arms. “Yes. I have some new information and a lot to tell you.”

      “I have a lot to tell you too.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes. You won’t believe what I found out.”

      “And baby, you won’t believe what I found out. Let’s take a quick shower, and we can talk before we go over to Talon’s.”

      She smiled seductively. “All right. Except for one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I don’t really relish a quick shower.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      Jonah sprinkled a few drops of lavender oil in the shower and turned on the water. Within a few seconds, a fragrant, steamy paradise surrounded us.

      We hadn’t slept much, but that was okay. I was home, where I wanted—needed—to be. Jonah was here, stepping into the shower behind me and then pulling me into his arms for a passionate kiss.

      I opened for him, as I always did, and welcomed his tongue into my mouth. Unlike last night, the kiss was full of the desire and passion that was the norm for kisses between Jonah and me. We ravished each other’s mouths, both giving and taking, surrendering to the love and passion between us. When I broke the kiss to take a much-needed breath, his dark eyes were full of fire, full of lust, full of desire. His skin was red from the heat of the shower, and his larger-than-life cock stood out proudly.

      Without hesitation, he lifted me and sank me down upon his hardness.

      I moaned. The sweet stretching, the purposeful joining—it was all so perfect.

      This was where I belonged. This was where I would take myself back. With this man at my side.

      I cupped his cheeks, staring into those dark eyes full of love. “I love you,” I said. “I love you so much, Jonah.”

      He groaned. “God, baby, I love you too. How did I ever think I could exist without you?”

      “You don’t have to.” And then I unraveled around him, my orgasm spiraling me upward, until every cell in my body was tingling. I breathed in, the lavender infusing through me as my body pulsated around the man I love.

      Jonah’s hips pistoned frantically as he plunged in and out of me. “That’s it, sweetheart. Come for me. Come all over me.”

      Then he thrust into me so hard, I almost believed he touched my heart and my soul.

      As he shuddered, my climax soared again, and we flew together over the tops of the Rocky Mountains, releasing, flying.

      When his trembling finally ceased, I slid off of him, against his hard body, my head tucked into his wet shoulder. We stayed there for a few timeless moments, the hot water pelting us, and I listened to his heart thudding against his chest. My own beat in synchrony with his.

      And that’s when I knew the truth.

      Jonah Steel and I could get through anything, as long as we were together.
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* * *

      Once we were dressed, I made a pot of coffee in the kitchen while Jonah took care of Lucy. Then he sat at the table, and I brought over two mugs of the fresh brew.

      “Who should go first?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Hell if I know, baby. All I can tell you is that what I have to say is big.”

      “Me too.”

      “Well”—he took a sip of coffee—“I always say ladies first.”

      “All right.” I smiled but then got serious as I told him what I had learned from Ruby Lee the previous night.

      “I can’t believe it,” he finally said, after a few moments of silence when I stopped talking.

      “I can’t either. Seems we now have proof that Nico Kostas, alias Theodore Mathias, is Talon’s third abductor.”

      “I just don’t get it though.”

      “What?”

      “Who the hell is this guy with blue eyes? The one who kidnapped you?”

      “Most likely he was a hired gun. He pretty much told me that himself.”

      “But the guy who went to Felicia, who threatened her and forced her to leave that rose for Jade, he had blue eyes, and also…”

      “What?”

      “I came in contact with another guy yesterday. A guy with really bizarre blue eyes.”

      “You did?”

      “Yeah. It’s a long story.” He looked at his watch. “And we need to get to Talon’s. I’ll tell you everything in the car.”

      “No,” I said. “I’ll wait until we get to Talon’s. Whatever you have to say, he deserves to hear it first.”
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* * *

      When we walked into Talon’s, Marjorie was busy at the stove, making bacon and eggs. I inhaled the appetizing aroma.

      “Morning, Marj,” Jonah said.

      His sister turned around. “You better have a good reason for getting us all up at the butt crack of dawn, Joe.”

      Talon walked quickly into the kitchen, followed by Jade. “Well, Sis, we’re all used to getting up at the butt crack of dawn.”

      Marjorie laughed and scooped eggs onto a platter. The table had already been set, and glasses of orange juice sat at each place. Jade brought the coffeepot over and filled the mugs.

      “Everybody, sit down,” Talon said. “Joe says he has something important to talk to us all about.”

      “You don’t have to worry about my mom being here,” Jade said. “She stayed in the city overnight for therapy with her nurse.”

      A little bit of tension released from Jonah. And from me as well, to tell the truth. I still couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that Brooke Bailey had tried to seduce him.

      I took a seat next to Jonah. Marjorie sat on my other side and began passing around a platter of eggs, bacon, and toast. Once we were all served, Talon spoke.

      “So, Joe, it was your idea to get us all together for this breakfast. Let’s hear it.”

      I was antsy. I had no idea what Jonah was about to tell us, and my nerves were doing a little jig underneath my skin. After he was done with his news, and if there was any time left, I’d let them all know that I had almost positively identified the third abductor. I wondered if that was bigger news than what Jonah was about to say.

      I didn’t wonder for long.

      “Colin has been found,” Jonah said.

      A chorus of gasps came out of all of our mouths.

      “How did you find him?” Jade asked.

      “It’s a long story,” Jonah said. “I went after one of your abductors yesterday, Tal.”

      “Say what?”

      “You heard me. I know who another one of them is.”

      I kept my eye on Marjorie. She was chewing on her bottom lip. She knew as well, but no one had told Talon yet.

      “Who the hell is it?” Talon said through clenched teeth.

      “It’s pretty unbelievable, Tal. I didn’t believe it myself at first, but we have proof. It’s Tom Simpson. The mayor. My best friend’s father.”

      Talon stood, clenching his fists. “The fucking bastard.”

      “It’s true, Talon,” Marjorie said. “I’ve seen his birthmark. It’s exactly how you described it.”

      “And nobody told me any of this?”

      I itched to say something. Raising voices would do no good, and I, as a psychotherapist, could be the voice of reason. But I wasn’t a member of this family, at least not yet, so I kept my mouth shut.

      “We didn’t have any solid proof, other than the birthmark.” Joe rubbed at his chin.

      “Who the hell else would have a birthmark just like the one I remember?”

      “That’s fair enough,” Jonah said. “But I have proof now. I found the motherfucker.”

      “Jesus Christ!” Talon grabbed a fistful of his hair. “Where the hell is he?”

      “Well, that’s the bad news. He got away.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Talon sat down hard.

      “Talon,” Jade said soothingly. “Let’s hear him out.”

      Jonah inhaled and let out a slow breath. “Mills and Johnson found the address where Simpson was holed up. He disappeared about a week ago. Bryce told me. Anyway, I went there to confront him. He had a bad dye job on his hair, but it was him. He finally admitted who he was. And Tal? Where he was holed up? I’m pretty sure it’s the same place you were held.”

      Talon’s forearms tensed. “The same place?”

      “I’m pretty sure. It’s just how you described it.”

      “How did he get away?” Talon asked through clenched teeth.

      “I’m sorry about that. I didn’t have a choice. When I first got there, Tom wasn’t there. So I searched the house. When I went down to the basement, I found that they were keeping yet another prisoner. This was a grown man. His head had been shaved, and he had been beaten and abused.”

      Jade clasped her hand to her mouth.

      Jonah nodded at her. “Yes. It was Colin.”

      Talon shook his head. “I certainly can’t say I like the guy, but I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.”

      “Anyway, I was in the process of untying him and I got him unbound, but then I heard something upstairs. I told Colin to stay still and, if I didn’t come back in half an hour, to get the hell out of there if he could. He looked so weak though, I wasn’t sure if he’d be able to move.

      “So I went upstairs, and lo and behold, who should be coming in with a bag of groceries, but Tom. He had dyed his hair dark brown, but I recognized his blue eyes. They’re just like Bryce’s. He denied it at first, tried to get away, but I tackled him to the ground, got him tied up with his own duct tape, and then I threatened him with…bodily harm.”

      Jonah visibly tensed. What had he threatened Simpson with? I would ask him about that later. Or maybe not. He would come to me if he needed to.

      “Anyway, I was getting ready to call the cops on him, when a guy all in black wearing a ski mask barged in, holding a gun.” He gripped the edge of the table. “I’ve never stared down the barrel of a gun before.”

      I reached over and rubbed Jonah’s thigh. I hoped I was offering some comfort. I certainly wasn’t feeling comfortable myself. My nerves were on edge. The man I loved had been held at gunpoint. I kept quiet…for now.

      “I decided to bluff. I told them I had already called the cops, that I’d let the guy in the basement go and told him everything. I told them they could kill me if they wanted to, but they wouldn’t get far.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “I’m not sure I’ve ever been so fucking scared in my entire life.”

      I squeezed his thigh. I was scared myself right now.

      “What happened then?” Marjorie asked, her eyes wide.

      “He took Simpson and got away. But now we know for sure, Talon. Tom Simpson was one of your abductors.”

      “What about Colin?” Jade asked.

      “He managed to get up the stairs, and I took as good care of him as I could until the ambulance got there. He’s at a hospital in Murphy. He’ll be all right. He’s dehydrated and malnourished, has probably been raped, but he will survive.”

      Jade’s eyes glistened. “I’ve been nothing but angry with him for the last several months, with good reason, but I would never wish this on him.”

      “None of us would, blue eyes.” Talon sighed. “So now we know who two of them are for sure. I never thought I’d see the day.”

      Jonah turned to me and nodded.

      For the first time, I opened my mouth. “Actually, Talon, we know for sure who all three of them are.”

      He stood again. “Doc?”

      I quickly related the story about Ruby Lee and her father.

      “So Gina’s uncle is one of the same men who abused Talon?” Marjorie said.

      “Yes.”

      Talon sat still, staring at the cup of coffee in front of him.

      “Tal?” Jonah said.

      “I can’t believe it,” Talon said, still not moving.

      Jade stroked his forearm. “This is good news, Talon. We now know who they are. Both of them. Now we can find them.”

      “I can go see Larry Wade again,” Jonah said. “Now that I know who they are, there’s no reason for him not to tell me any information he knows.”

      “The guy who came to the house,” Talon said. “The one who held the gun on you. Were his eyes brown?”

      Jonah sighed. “I wish I could say they were. But they weren’t. They were very stark blue. Almost an unreal color of blue.”

      “The man who kidnapped me had weird blue eyes too,” I added. “He told me he was a hired hitman. And I believe the man who threatened Felicia also had blue eyes, right?”

      “So it wasn’t Nico Kostas or whatever the hell his name is.” Talon sighed.

      And then a light bulb went on over my head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      Melanie was thinking. She was gnawing on her lower lip as if her life depended on it.

      “What is it, sweetheart?” I asked.

      “You said his eyes looked unreal. Maybe they were.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He was wearing colored contact lenses. The kind that can make dark-brown eyes blue.”

      I smiled. “Why the hell didn’t the rest of us think of that?”

      “I don’t know,” Jade said. “Now that you mention it, Melanie, that makes perfect sense. I’m not sure why I didn’t think of it. Remember those funky cat-eye contacts you had in college, Marj?”

      Marj chuckled. “Oh, yeah. They were yellow.”

      “They were creepy,” Jade said.

      “I suppose there’s no way to know for sure,” I said. “But all three of us seem to think that the eyes were bizarre looking. Unreal looking. Granted, the guy who took Melanie said he was a hired gun, but it’s not so far-fetched for him to have been lying.”

      “It makes sense that Gina’s uncle is the one who abducted you, Doc,” Talon said. “First of all, you knew what he had done to Gina. Second, he probably also knew you were my therapist and assumed I had told you everything.”

      Footsteps thumped in the foyer. In a few seconds, Ryan popped his head in the kitchen. “I’m sorry I’m late. An issue in the vineyards early this morning.”

      “You missed quite a revelation,” Marj said. “Sit down. I’ll make you some eggs.”

      “Don’t bother. I had a couple doughnuts this morning. What’s going on?”
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* * *

      After Ryan had been filled in, Jade had to leave for work, and Marjorie left with Ryan to help him in the vineyards. Talon refilled our coffee cups.

      “You okay, Tal?” I asked.

      He was a little pale, but he nodded. “Yeah. I’m not the one who was held at gunpoint yesterday. I should be asking if you’re okay.”

      “I’m good, bro. I’m just sorry I let him get away.”

      Melanie caressed my forearm. “You didn’t have a choice. None of us want you dead.”

      “That’s for sure,” Talon agreed.

      My phone beeped. “Excuse me.” I took a look. “Damn.”

      “What is it?” Melanie asked.

      “I got another text from my stalker. Have we ruled out Brooke for sure?”

      Talon nodded. “Jade searched her room. She only has the one phone, and she couldn’t have hidden it anywhere else, since she can hardly move. Someone is usually here with her. Either Marj or Felicia, since she came back to work.”

      “I guess I’ll just put up with it for now.”

      “Why don’t you have Mills and Johnson find out who the number belongs to?” Talon said.

      “I don’t want to take them off your case. It’s way more important that we track down Tom Simpson and Nico Kostas. Or rather, Theodore Mathias.”

      Talon shook his head. “Tom fucking Simpson. I can hardly believe it.”

      “Believe it,” I said. “He’s way worse than Larry Wade. He’s an iceman, Tal. Nothing fazes him. He’s been hiding his true nature all these years. From his wife. From his son. It was freaking me out every time I thought of little Henry in that house with his pedophile grandfather.”

      “You don’t think he would hurt an innocent baby, do you?”

      “He hurt an innocent ten-year-old boy,” I said and then winced. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It’s old news now.” Talon shook his head. “Everyone knows. I’ve had to make my peace with that. It’s embarrassing. Humiliating. But it happened.”

      “There’s no reason for either of those emotions,” Melanie said. “What happened wasn’t your fault.”

      “I know that. It’s just…”

      Melanie smiled. “I understand. But believe me, no one thinks any less of you. We all admire your strength.”

      “She speaks the truth, Tal,” I said. “And no, I don’t think Tom hurt the baby. Evelyn was always home, and Bryce was usually there as well. So I figured that Henry was okay.”

      “Oh my God,” Talon said. “Does Bryce know any of this?”

      I nodded. “I told him my suspicions before I knew for sure. He wasn’t happy with me.”

      “He wasn’t happy with you? What the hell would he have against you?”

      “It’s his father, Tal. As far as he’s concerned, Tom was a good father. And I was very happy to hear that, because now I know he never touched Bryce and probably not Henry either.”

      “True. But he had no reason to get pissed off at you.”

      I took a drink of coffee. “He’ll come around. I have faith in our friendship. Especially now that we have proof. We just need to find the bastards.”

      My phone buzzed again, this time with a call. I frowned. “I don’t recognize the number. Do you mind?”

      “Of course not,” Talon said.

      Melanie shook her head.

      “Jonah Steel,” I said into the phone.

      “Mr. Steel, this is Officer Jones in Murphy. We need you to come back in for questioning and a blood test.”

      “A blood test? What the hell for?”

      “To check your DNA.”

      “And again, what the hell for?”

      “Well…” Jones cleared his throat. “The man you brought in, Colin Morse? He…uh…he says you’re the one who raped him.”

      I dropped the phone.

      That asshole.

      “What is it?” Melanie asked, stroking my arm.

      I pulled away from her. My mind raged in an angry red haze. I had saved that shithead’s life, and this was how he repaid me?

      I picked up the phone and power walked into the foyer. “What? That’s a fucking lie,” I yelled into the phone.

      “We have to explore all evidence, Mr. Steel. We’re just doing our jobs.”

      I clenched the phone in my hand. “I can’t believe this. You can all go to hell.”

      “Mr. Steel, if you don’t cooperate, we’ll get a warrant and force you to take the test. Do you want that?”

      “You want my blood, motherfucker? You come and get it.” I ended the call and threw the phone onto the floor.

      Melanie rushed toward me, her green eyes wide. “Jonah?”

      “Leave me alone.” I nudged away from her.

      “Hey, Joe,” Talon said. “That’s not like you. What the hell is wrong?”

      “Nothing.” How could I say this to the brother and woman that I loved?

      My phone beeped again. I picked it up. It was still working, thanks to the case I used. Jesus Christ. Another text from the stalker.

      If I can’t have you, no one will.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      Jonah was walled off all of a sudden. I couldn’t get near him. Physically, I was standing two feet away from him, but emotionally, he was miles away.

      “Did you get another text?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer. He shoved his phone into his back pocket and then raked his fingers through his disheveled hair.

      “Joe, man, what’s going on?” Talon approached him.

      “Back off, Talon.” Jonah’s eyes were dark and angry.

      “Please.” I edged toward him. “Who was that? What did you mean by telling him to take your blood?”

      “I have to get out of here.” He turned to Talon. “Can you see that she gets home safely?”

      “Of course, but Joe, you have to tell us what’s going on.”

      “I’ve got nothing else to say.” He stomped out, his cowboy boots thudding out of the kitchen, across the marble-tiled foyer, and out the door of Talon’s ranch house.

      My heart thumped wildly. Something wasn’t right. Who had made that phone call?

      “You all right, Doc?” Talon asked.

      And then I realized I was shaking. I forced myself to calm down. “Yes. I think so. I’m just…worried about him. What made him act like that?”

      “I don’t know. But Joe gets that way sometimes. He gets stuck in his own head and won’t let anyone in. We used to call it his ‘dark mood’ when we were kids.”

      Dark?

      I knew he had a darkness locked within him, but I always thought it had more to do with his sexual preferences. This wasn’t sexual at all. This was him retreating inside himself. And why? That’s what I needed to find out.

      “Tell me more about his ‘dark mood’ when you were younger,” I said to Talon.

      “I don’t know if I should. I mean, he never swore me to confidence or anything, but it’s not something Ry and I ever talk about. Then, after I got taken, I was the one who was always in a blackish mood, so I didn’t notice Joe’s as much, but Ry always said it was still there.”

      “Look,” I said. “I love your brother. More than I’ve ever loved anyone. I want to help him. So please. Tell me.”

      Talon sighed. “I hope my brother knows how lucky he is to have you.”

      Normally a comment like that would have made me smile, but right now I was too worried about Jonah. “I don’t know what he’s thinking. That’s why I need you to tell me what you know.”

      Talon cleared his throat. “It was actually our mother who coined the term ‘dark mood.’ There were times when Joe would go off by himself. We never knew why, and he would eventually return. And while I’m speaking somewhat metaphorically, he also physically left. Sometimes he would camp out in the pastures for a few days, only coming in for meals. He still did his duty. He was responsible to a T. But he wouldn’t talk.”

      “It almost sounds like he was suffering from depression, although the fact that he still did his duty around the ranch wouldn’t seem to indicate that.”

      “Oh?”

      I nodded. “Depression can be very debilitating. In its severe form, a person can hardly get out of bed in the morning. They find no joy in anything, even things they normally enjoy.”

      “That sounds kind of like Joe. But yeah, he never shirked his duties. And as an adult, he’s never avoided them either.”

      “Tell me what you remember.”

      “Well, I don’t really remember. But Ryan told me that he got really bad after I got taken. According to Ryan, Joe didn’t talk for over a week and a half at one point. It was summer, so there was no school. He did all his work around the ranch, but he had completely isolated himself.”

      The guilt. The guilt was eating him up, but had he had these “dark moods” before Talon had been taken?

      “You think Ryan would talk to me about that time?”

      “You’d have to ask him, but I don’t see why not. He loves his brother, just like I do, and if you can help him, I’m sure he’d be up for it.”

      “What about before you were taken?”

      “Yeah. It would happen every now and then, for no reason.”

      “Did your mother explain anything else about these moods?”

      Talon shook his head. “We were kids, Doc. We just accepted what she told us.”

      “I understand. So what happened in the days before you were taken?”

      “Like I said, he would just go inside himself for a day or two. Usually no longer than that. He wouldn’t talk. He spent his time alone in his room, doing God knows what. My mother told us not to bother him.”

      “Yet he never shirked his duties.”

      “Nope. Never. Joe was about as responsible as they came.”

      “Tell me, did your mother ever have these same kind of moods?”

      “Not that I remember, but Wendy Madigan did tell Joe and me that our mother was mentally ill. I look back, and I realize that must have been the case. Mentally fit people don’t normally commit suicide.”

      “Do you think your mother had mental problems before your abduction?”

      “The three of us always thought she killed herself because she couldn’t deal with what had happened to me and almost losing Marj as a result. But Wendy Madigan insists that she had been having mental issues long before then, and she’s a respected newswoman. Though I know Joe has his doubts about that.”

      My ears perked up. “What do you mean he has doubts?”

      “When we went to see Wendy Madigan a few weeks ago, she told us some stuff that was in direct conflict with what Larry Wade had said. Now personally, I think a newswoman’s word trumps a criminal psychopath’s word. But Joe’s not buying it.”

      “I know Jonah wants to look into the Wendy Madigan situation further,” I said. “But the point I was getting at is that depression is often hereditary. If your mother suffered, that could explain why Jonah suffers from depression.”

      “So you think it is depression?”

      “He would need a full psychological work-up for me to make that assessment. The good news is, even if it is depression, I don’t think it’s severe. Otherwise he wouldn’t be able to keep working.”

      “Please, Doc. Can you help him? I don’t want him suffering. I’m so tired of everyone suffering because of me.”

      “Talon, if Jonah is suffering from depression, it’s not your fault. It’s no one’s fault. It’s his body chemistry, nothing more. He probably inherited it from your mother. Be thankful you and Ryan didn’t.”

      “I’m not so sure I didn’t. Remember, there was a time when I wanted to get my ass shot off.”

      “Your depression was situational, due to what happened to you. I’m assuming you didn’t have a history of dark moods before that?”

      He shook his head. “No. I was a pretty happy kid.”

      “Exactly. Now that you’re working through what happened to you and the consequences of it, you no longer feel that way.”

      “No, I sure don’t.”

      I succumbed to a small smile. Knowing Talon was healing made me so happy, but knowing Jonah was suffering nearly negated all of it.

      “Talon,” I said, my voice serious, “you don’t think he would harm himself, do you?”

      “No. He never has. And whatever that phone call was about, you know I will always have his back.”

      Whatever was going on with Jonah, the phone call had been the catalyst. Something about his blood. I ached to call him, to help him, but I wasn’t sure if that was the direction to go. Still, he needed to know I was here for him.

      “I’m going to call him. He may not answer, but I want him to know we’re worried about him. Then, would you drive me home?”

      “Sure.”

      I retrieved my phone and made the call. As I suspected, I got his voice mail.

      “Jonah, it’s me. I don’t know what’s going on, but Talon and I are worried about you. Please call me. I love you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      I skidded into a parking spot at the hospital where that shithead Colin Morse was. I should have fucking left him in that basement to rot. This was my thanks for being a good Samaritan?

      No more.

      From now on, I’d let the darkness that I kept at bay take center stage. I was tired of this shit. At times, I held on by only a single thread. A line so thin that it was imperceptible. But I held on. I didn’t let the darkness take me.

      Until now.

      I swiped my hand over the Glock I had hidden in my ankle holster. I possessed a concealed carry permit, but I hardly ever used it. I hadn’t even stopped to arm myself before I went after Tom Simpson yesterday. No, I’d been too focused on my ultimate goal.

      Right now, though, I was ready to snap.

      How much was I supposed to take?

      My phone buzzed.

      Goddamnit! Probably another text from my psycho stalker. I threw the phone on the passenger seat. Screw it.

      I opened the door but then looked at the phone again. What if something was wrong?

      A voice mail. I keyed in my code and listened.

      “Jonah, it’s me. I don’t know what’s going on, but Talon and I are worried about you. Please call me. I love you.”

      Melanie.

      Melanie loved me.

      I sighed as I unclasped my ankle holster and locked the gun in the glove compartment. What had I been thinking? I’d gone dark. I’d told her to leave me alone. The most wonderful woman in the world loved me, and I’d told her to leave me alone.

      This wasn’t me. I couldn’t let it be me.

      Had I really thought I was going to walk into a hospital and shoot a patient? Thank God for Melanie. What if she hadn’t called me?

      I’d been ready to kill before, and something always happened to talk me out of it.

      Or maybe I was talking myself out of it.

      Who the fuck knew?

      I took a deep breath and counted to ten. Then I got out of the car and walked into the hospital. Officer Jones had told me to meet him in the ICU waiting area.

      Jones approached me. “Mr. Steel.”

      “Here I am.” I patted my arm. “And here’s a good vein. I assure you that you won’t find any trace of me anywhere near Colin. At least not where you’re looking for it.”

      Another man approached, wearing a suit and tie. “Mr. Steel,” he said.

      “Yeah? Who are you?”

      “I’m Ted Morse. Colin’s father. Might I have a word?”

      “I have nothing to say to you.” I turned back to Officer Jones.

      “Please. I think you’ll be interested in what I have to say.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Fine. Please excuse me,” I said to Jones.

      I followed him out of the waiting area and into a hallway. “What is it?”

      “I have a proposition for you. One I think you’ll find intriguing.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “My son is willing to drop his allegations against you.”

      “Great. I didn’t do a damned thing except save his life, so let’s get moving, then.”

      “He says otherwise. However, I think he could be persuaded to change his story for a price.”

      “Of course. A price. I’m innocent here. You and he both know that.”

      “I know nothing of the sort. I wasn’t there.”

      “He was. And I know the guys who tortured him. Their names are Tom Simpson and Theodore Mathias. That’s who you should be after.”

      “Nonetheless, he swears it was you.”

      “He’s lying.”

      “Perhaps. It doesn’t really matter. What matters is that he is the victim here, and he swears you are the perpetrator. But I guarantee you he’ll recant for five million dollars.”

      “Are you out of your fucking mind?”

      “That’s chump change to you.”

      “So what? I didn’t do anything to him. I saved him!”

      “Consider it a payment for his suffering. He says both you and your brothers threatened him the day before he was taken. In fact, your brother Talon beat him bloody.”

      “Talon went to court for that. He’s paid his debt.”

      “My son wanted to be in court that day, to tell his side of the story. But he wasn’t. And who would have the most to gain by him not being there? Your brother. And you.”

      Oh my God. Was this truly happening?

      “Look, we had nothing to do with that.”

      “As I understand it, only Talon has an alibi. Jade. And that’s sketchy, given her history with Colin. But you and your brother Ryan have no alibi for your whereabouts after you left Colin that night. For the five mil, this all goes away.”

      “This is all ridiculous. All I need to do is have the stupid DNA test and you’ll find out I’m innocent.”

      “Are you sure about that?” His eyes glinted with slime.

      What the fuck? Was he trying to frame me? There was no way any trace of my DNA could be found anywhere near Colin’s private parts.

      Would it be easier to just pay him off? I could afford it.

      Then—

      “Wait a goddamned minute. I want to talk to your son.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible. Only family can see him.”

      “This isn’t his idea at all, is it? He never told anyone that I raped him. You made that up to extort money from me. He knows I saved him.”

      “Mr. Steel—”

      “You are a goddamned piece of work, Morse. I’ll tell you the same thing I told Jones when he called me. You want my blood? Come here and take it.” I glared at him.

      He backed away slowly.

      “You know what my brother did to your son, and that was only because Talon saw Colin kissing his woman. Let me tell you something. I’m way meaner than my brother could ever hope to be. What do you think I could do to a guy who’s trying to frame me for kidnapping and rape?”

      “You had better think before you threaten me, Mr. Steel.”

      “This isn’t a threat. It’s just the way things are. You and I both know I never touched your son. In fact, I think I’ll go get Officer Jones, and I’ll tell him exactly what you said to me during this conversation.”

      Morse pursed his lips. “You still haven’t seen the last of us.”

      “Look, I’m really sorry about what happened to your son. Those degenerates did the same thing to my brother when he was only ten years old. I wouldn’t wish it on anyone. But I will not take the blame when all I did was find him and save him.”

      He looked at me sternly, his eyes betraying nothing.

      “I don’t think I’ll be having a blood test today after all,” I said. “Unless you let me talk to Colin first.”

      “That won’t be necessary.” Morse turned and walked away.

      The fucking asshole. Trying to extort money from me by accusing me of such a despicable act. Nausea rose in my throat. Part of me wished I had kept my Glock in my ankle holster, but I knew that wasn’t the answer.

      I had Melanie back now. I wasn’t going to screw up my life.

      I checked in with Officer Jones before I left. “I think you’ll find that my blood test is no longer necessary when you talk to Mr. Morse. In fact, the asshat just tried to extort money from me. You should arrest his sorry ass.”

      I walked out of the hospital.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      Talon dropped me off at Jonah’s, and I had been home only a few minutes when the doorbell rang.

      When I opened the door, I had to stop myself from dropping my jaw to the floor. Outside stood one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. She had auburn hair and blue-gray eyes. She was slightly shorter than I was and was dressed in hip-hugging jeans and a T-shirt that showed a sliver of belly along with her ample breasts. She had full and pouty pink lips, and her eyelashes were long. I didn’t see any indication of mascara.

      “Yes, can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for Jonah Steel,” she said in a high-pitched voice, reminiscent of Minnie Mouse.

      At least something about her wasn’t perfect. She sounded like a little kid.

      “He’s not here right now.”

      “Oh.” She turned her lips into a frown. “I’m only in town for the evening, and I really want to hook up with him.”

      Hook up? I didn’t like the sound of that.

      “Like I said, he’s not here, and I’m afraid I don’t know when he’ll return.” Unfortunately, that was the truth. He hadn’t called me back, and I had no idea whether he’d gotten my voice mail. “You want to leave a message for him or something?”

      “Actually, do you mind if I come in? He still has some stuff of mine that I want.”

      My hackles rose. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Kerry. Kerry Ross. Joe and I used to…date, I guess.”

      Kerry.

      Jonah had told me about Kerry. They had dated for a while, had frequented the BDSM club together. She had wanted him to be her Master, not just in the bedroom but in all of life. I looked her over. She didn’t look like a slave, but what did I know? I had never met a slave before, at least not that I knew of.

      She was so beautiful, so perfectly formed. Except for that voice of hers, she had no flaws at all. Jealousy surged through me.

      “I don’t know. Like I said, he’s not here, and I have no idea where your things might be.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that. I know exactly where they are.” She walked past me and into the foyer.

      I couldn’t believe it. She barged into what I now considered my own home.

      “Excuse me? I’m not sure I should be letting you in here.”

      She gave me a dazzling smile. Even her teeth were perfect. “Oh, I know he won’t mind. I’ve been meaning to stop by for a while now and pick up all the stuff.”

      “Why don’t you tell me where it would be, and I’ll get it for you?”

      “Honestly, it’s no bother. It’s just downstairs.” She walked into the kitchen and to the other wing of the house, one I’d hardly ever been in. She opened a door, which led down to the basement.

      I walked down the stairs behind her. I knew Jonah had a basement, but I’d never been in it. I’d had no reason to go down there. It was finished into a beautiful rec room, complete with a pool table, a big-screen TV, and a full bar. “Wow, this would’ve been a great party room when I was younger,” I said.

      “Oh, I know. Joe and I used to have the best parties down here.”

      The envy lanced through me again. He had parties with her down in the gorgeous room that I didn’t even know existed?

      She walked toward a door near the end of the room. She turned the doorknob. “Shoot, it’s locked. No worries, I think I still have the key.”

      She had a key to a room at Jonah’s house?

      She pulled a key chain out of her purse and unlocked the door. She walked in as if it were perfectly normal to do so and flipped the light switch.

      And I gasped.

      “What is this place?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. This is Joe’s dungeon.”

      Joe’s dungeon? Acid bubbled up in my throat. He’d talked about doing scenes at the BDSM club. He hadn’t said anything about his own private dungeon.

      The walls were painted dark blue, and part of the room looked completely normal. Against one wall was a large bed covered in a blue silk comforter with black brocade pillows. At the foot of the bed sat a settee of the same black brocade. On the opposite end were a sofa and a lounge chair, a slightly lighter blue, again with black pillows.

      But on the adjacent wall…

      On hooks hung handcuffs, rope, scarves, blindfolds, riding crops…and a lot of stuff I couldn’t name. What looked like some kind of stockade stood nearby. A strange-looking table jutted out from the wall as well. And it looked like—no lie—the table I lay on when I went to the gynecologist’s office.

      My skin prickled around me.

      Several crates sat beneath where the implements hung, and while Kerry walked to them and began sorting through them, my gaze was drawn to the chair in the corner.

      It resembled a standard wingback chair, but it was much larger than normal. Its fabric was black leather, the wood black lacquer. It was oddly beautiful yet terrifying. And though I’d never seen anything like it before, I knew what it was.

      It was a Master’s chair.

      Jonah was the Master in this room.

      I shivered.

      Did I really not know the man I loved at all? Was this the true extent of the darkness?

      Kerry pulled out and held up a pair of red fur-covered handcuffs. “Found them,” she said. “I’ve never been able to find a better pair of cuffs. I can’t believe I left these here so long.”

      I closed my eyes for a moment, and the image of Kerry, her beautiful naked body spread out on the table, her hands bound with the red handcuffs, Jonah whipping her with a riding crop…

      I opened my eyes.

      Now she was holding up a riding crop, also red.

      I cleared my throat, determined to stay polite and nonchalant. “Is that all you need, then?”

      “Yes. I suppose I should’ve called before barging in. I hope I didn’t bother you. It’s just that I’m only in town today, and I really wanted to get these.”

      She walked out of the room, and I followed along like an obedient puppy.

      She walked up the stairs, through the kitchen and foyer, to the door before she turned to me.

      “Please tell Joe I’m so sorry that I missed him.” She whipped the riding crop through the air, and it gave a hiss. “I’ve sure missed this thing.” She smiled. “Thanks so much for allowing me to get these. It was so nice to meet you… Oh, I guess I never got your name.”

      “Melanie,” I said, biting my lip.

      “Melanie, great. Please tell Joe I stopped by and that I hope he’s doing well.” She walked out the door and shut it behind her.

      I stood in the foyer for a few moments, attempting to swallow the lump that had lodged in my throat.

      This was crazy. Totally crazy. When Jonah had told me about his time at the BDSM club, I had been freaked out a little, but I was determined to accept every part of him, even the darker side of his desires.

      Why hadn’t he told me that he had a dungeon in this house? In this house he’d invited me to live in?

      Surely he would have thought I might go exploring while he wasn’t here. Now that I knew he had a beautiful rec room in the basement—

      Wait! The door to the dungeon had been locked.

      I wouldn’t have been able to get in, except that Kerry had a key.

      She still had a key to Jonah’s dungeon.

      My heart sank.

      Would I ever be able to please him? He was still keeping things from me, still not revealing the true extent of his dark yearning.

      My curiosity getting the best of me, I walked back down the stairs to the room that was still unlocked.

      It was such a strange combination of beauty and grandeur mixed with darkness and kink.

      Did Jonah fantasize about taking me in this room?

      He had never said anything about it. In fact, he had been loath to even discuss his darker desires with me. I had taken the lead and asked him to show me some of what I might be missing.

      He’d said he hadn’t been to the club in years. Was it possible he hadn’t been down in this room for years either?

      There was only one way to find out. I would have to ask him about it.

      I walked over to the Master’s chair and ran my fingers over the supple leather. I pictured Jonah sitting in the chair. It wasn’t a stretch. He exuded dominance. It was an easy image to form in my mind—him sitting in this chair, a submissive on her knees in front of him.

      What was difficult was imagining that the submissive was me.

      Was that what he wanted from me?

      And if it was, would I be able to give it to him?

      I knelt in front of the chair, imagining Jonah sitting there, me serving him.

      I gazed around the room, focusing on the thing that looked like a stockade and then the strange table. But if I looked just to the right, I saw a beautiful bed that almost looked like it belonged to a decadent bedroom, along with the settee, couch, and marble-topped coffee table.

      I stayed, kneeling in front of the chair, for a long time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      When I got home, I made sure Lucy had fresh water, and when I didn’t find Melanie in the family room or the kitchen, I figured she might be resting in the bedroom. I sighed. I had a lot of explaining to do to her. It hadn’t been fair of me to walk out on her and Talon without telling them where I was going or why, and I really shouldn’t have told her to leave me alone. I had just been so angry. And then to be blackmailed on top of everything else. Colin Morse and his father would not get one penny from me. Well, his father wouldn’t. I had no problem helping Colin, if he needed it and as long as he wasn’t perpetuating lies about my family or me.

      Whoever and whatever he was, he didn’t deserve the treatment he had received at the hands of Tom Simpson and Theodore Mathias.

      I walked to my bedroom to find Melanie. She wasn’t there, so I checked the guest room she had been using. Not there either.

      I grabbed my phone and called her. Oddly, a phone began ringing, and I found it on top of the dresser in the guest room.

      She would never go anywhere without her phone, so she must be around here somewhere.

      Instantly I began to panic. What if she had been taken again? Those two sickos were still out there.

      I ran out of the bedroom down the hallway. “Melanie? Melanie? Where are you?”

      Then I noticed the door to my basement was cracked. I usually kept it shut. Perhaps she had gone down there.

      I walked down the stairs slowly. “Melanie?”

      And then my heart raced. The door—that door—was open.

      Oh my God.

      I ran into the room.

      There she was, kneeling in front of my chair, her cheek on the black leather cushion.

      I stood, silent, for a moment. Kneeling at my chair, she was beautiful. I had always imagined her in that position. So lovely. But—

      How had she gotten into this room? I kept it locked for a reason. I hadn’t used it in years, not since Kerry. I had always meant to have it redecorated and converted into another spare bedroom. Damn. Why hadn’t I? Or why hadn’t I just told her about it? What must she have thought when she stumbled down here on her own?

      But I was sure it had been locked, and I had the only key.

      “Baby?” I said tentatively.

      She lifted her head and twisted her neck to face me.

      “What are you doing in here, sweetheart?”

      “I…didn’t mean to be nosy or anything. But…Kerry stopped by.”

      Kerry? “What was she doing here? She moved to California a couple years ago.”

      “She said she was just in town for the evening and you still had a few things of hers. She just walked on down here, knew her way around and everything, had a key to open the door…” Melanie closed her eyes.

      What had I done?

      “Baby, I can explain all this.”

      But could I? I hadn’t told her about this room. In truth, I just hadn’t thought of it. I’d never dreamed she’d see it without me being there to explain.

      “You…don’t have to explain anything.”

      I went to her, took her hand, pulled her to her feet, and then led her over to the bed and sat down. “I’m sorry you had to find out this way, that you had to see this room this way. I didn’t realize Kerry still had a key. I’ll change the lock immediately.”

      “I’ve been worried about you.” She cupped my cheek. “Where were you? Are you okay?”

      I closed my eyes and inhaled. This room had been a complete surprise, and who knew what had gone through her mind? But her first concern was me.

      Just one more reason I didn’t deserve this wonderful woman.

      “I’m fine. It’s a long story and I’ll explain it later, but everything is all right. Right now, I need to know. Are you all right?”

      She chewed on her lower lip. God, she was always so beautiful.

      “Kerry was…very nice. Very pretty.”

      “Yes, she is.” I wasn’t sure what I should say.

      “She didn’t look like a submissive.”

      “Most people in the lifestyle don’t go around town wearing their leathers.” I attempted a smile.

      “Yes, I know that. She said you had parties here.”

      “Yes. A few times, we had parties here. With others in the lifestyle.”

      She nodded.

      “Baby, are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about this? You told me about the club, and I understood. You said you had no desire to ever go back there, yet I find your own personal club in your home.”

      “I’m sorry. I’ve actually been meaning to have this room redone for a while. There’s always so much going on around here, and I just haven’t had the chance to hire someone to get it done. I’m so sorry you had to find out about it this way. I would’ve shown you eventually.”

      “Why didn’t you show me when we talked about this?”

      “I don’t know. I wasn’t thinking. I knew it was all so much for you to…digest.”

      She nodded. “That’s an understatement.”

      “Look, baby. Most of this is in my past. I don’t expect you to…” Didn’t expect her to what? Would I love to see her bound for my pleasure, ready to take my hard cock?

      Yes, I would.

      But I could never ask her to do that. Especially not after she had been kidnapped and bound and nearly killed.

      “I’ll tell you what,” I said. “Why don’t you take over the redecorating and make this room into whatever you want? An office, maybe. You’ll need a home office after all. It won’t be long until you’re practicing again.”

      “I couldn’t.”

      “Of course you can. This is your home now, Melanie. I want you to have your own space here.”

      “I understand that, Jonah. I just can’t have…this space. Knowing that you were down here with other women…” She let out a small laugh. “I suppose that doesn’t make any sense. I’m sure you had other women in your bedroom from time to time.”

      “Yes, from time to time.”

      But this did bother her. I could see it in her eyes. She was trying to understand, but this was disturbing her. How much, I wasn’t sure.

      “All right. We’ll make this into another guest room. You can use one of the upstairs rooms for your office.”

      “No,” she said. “I don’t think this should be a new guest room. I mean, you have plenty of guest rooms.”

      I caressed her silky hair. “Then what would you like to do with this room, my love?”

      She looked at me, still biting her lip, her emerald eyes shining. “I want you to show me what you do in this room. I want you to show me now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      I trembled inside. Was I actually ready for this? I wasn’t sure. All I knew was I loved this man with all my heart and soul, and I wanted to understand him more than anything. If surrendering to him in this dark dungeon would please him, that is exactly what I would do.

      “Baby, this isn’t necessary.”

      “No, Jonah, it is necessary. I just met a woman who you were intimate with in this room, a room I didn’t even know existed, despite the fact that I’ve been living here. I made myself a promise yesterday when I left here. I promised to take my life back, to take myself back. I’ve been looking at myself in a different way since my kidnapping. It made me look at Gina’s death in an entirely different way, a way that may turn out to be correct. Maybe finding this room is part of the journey I need to take. If you and I are going to be together, I need to understand you. In every way. I know there’s a part of you that still craves this.” I drew in a deep breath and let it out. “Tell me, honestly. Is there part of you that wants to see me tied down on this bed or that table?”

      He tensed up, his brow furrowed. “Melanie, I love our relationship exactly the way it is.”

      “That’s not what I asked you. I believe you. I believe you love me and you love our relationship as it is. But tell me honestly. Is there something inside you that would love to see me naked, bound, ready for your pain and pleasure?”

      He swallowed audibly, and my eyes were drawn to his Adam’s apple as he did so. Still, he did not respond.

      I knew the answer. If it were no, he would have no problem saying so.

      But Jonah could not lie to me, any more than I could lie to him. Our love bound us, not just physically but emotionally.

      Now I knew the truth.

      The only question up in the air was whether I could give in to his deepest desires.

      I wanted to try.

      I surveyed the wall where the straps and paddles hung. He had given me a slight slap with his hand, and though it had made me uncomfortable, I hadn’t hated it.

      “Tell me how it makes you feel, Jonah,” I said. “How did it make you feel when you slapped my behind?”

      He sighed. “Melanie, do you really want to go there?”

      I drew him toward me, cupped his cheeks, and pressed a soft kiss on his lips. “I love you. That will not change. Now I want to know you. Deeply. Please tell me. What do you feel when you slap me on the ass?”

      He closed his eyes for a moment. After a few timeless seconds, he opened them. “No one has ever asked me that before.”

      “Really?”

      “That surprises you?”

      “Yes, very much. I love you, and I want to know everything about you. Everything you feel.”

      His lips fell into a beautiful smile. “That must be the difference, then. None of my other partners ever loved me.”

      I shouldn’t have been so surprised. He had told me as much when we first discussed his enjoyment of BDSM activities. He hadn’t told any of them that he loved them, and apparently they hadn’t loved him either.

      “Does that mean you don’t have an answer?” I asked.

      “It’s not something I’ve ever put into words, Melanie.”

      “Could you try? For me?”

      He rubbed his temple, sighing. “For you, I will try. I would do anything for you, Melanie. Anything at all. And although I’ve always known that, I don’t think it hit me with full force until right now. For you, I will try to put this into words.”

      He took my hand, rubbing my palm with his thumb. “I see you looking at those instruments on the wall. Yes, I’ve used them, but no, I don’t always use them. Sometimes I only use my hand, as I did on you. But whether I use an implement or my hand doesn’t seem to matter. When I use a prop, it’s for the submissive’s pleasure, not my own. I get the same pleasure no matter what I use. It’s like the riding crop, or the paddle, or whatever I use becomes an extension of me. As it comes down on the submissive’s flesh, I feel it as if it is my own flesh touching hers.”

      I closed my other hand over his. “That’s fascinating. I never would’ve known.”

      “I’m not sure I knew it consciously myself. Not until I just put it into words.”

      “What else do you feel?”

      “Although I am the one inflicting the pain, I feel it. I feel it in my hand. The sting, the tingle. It travels through my fingers, up my arm, and into my entire body. It soaks into my groin, and my cock grows hard.”

      I nodded.

      “And then the redness of the submissive’s flesh… I feel that warmth in my own body, and sometimes, when I looked down at my chest, I become red as well, even though no one has slapped me.”

      His words had a dark beauty to them, and although I still didn’t quite understand his full motivation for the play he enjoyed, I was beginning to see a little more clearly.

      “In a way,” he continued, “it’s not all that different from normal vanilla sex. When we’re close, Melanie, and you become wet for me, I can feel your arousal, even before I touch you between your legs.”

      “I understand. I feel your arousal too.”

      “When I’m taking control over a submissive, my arousal becomes almost…” He shook his head. “It’s primal, but in a different way than you’re thinking. I can feel my adrenaline rushing through me. It’s not that I want to physically hurt my partner, at least not in a bad way. But those endorphins that my partner emits as the pain turns into pleasure somehow transfer to me. When she begs for more, my arousal intensifies and comes to a boiling point.”

      “From a medical standpoint, that makes sense,” I said. “A person in pain will produce endorphins. They act kind of like… Well, like narcotics. They block the pain receptors and can cause euphoria. But that doesn’t explain why you get those feelings as well.”

      “Not from a physical standpoint, no. What drives me is producing it in the person. The feeling of being in complete control of someone else’s pleasure. Something in me opens. I feel every slap of the riding crop, every prick of the needle, every burn of the melted candle wax on the submissive’s flesh.” He closed his eyes. “It’s arousing to be so in control yet so out of control at the same time.”

      I squeezed his hand. “I never knew it could be like that.”

      “For me, it feels good. It feels right to me to be in a dominant role, to know that another person trusts me that much. But I’ve learned something, Melanie. Although I love being in control of someone else’s pain and pleasure, and though I feel every bit of it myself as if it is happening to me, I have no more power than the person I’m dominating.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because it’s not so much about power. If she doesn’t like what I’m doing, she can stop the scene at any time. If I don’t like how things are going, I can stop. It really doesn’t have anything to do with power. The power is equal between us.”

      Jonah’s words struck a chord within me. Power. That was the problem I was having with this, with surrendering to him. I was afraid of giving up my power.

      But if what he said was true, I wouldn’t be giving up any power, and neither would he. The power would be equal between us. All I needed to do was trust him—trust that he would never harm me.

      And I did. I trusted Jonah Steel with my heart, my life.

      Now was the time to take myself back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      Melanie stared at me, her green eyes as beautiful as ever, nibbling on that luscious lower lip of hers. That red lip, the lip I had taken between my teeth and bitten on so many occasions, that I had run my tongue over, that I had kissed with wild abandon as well as soft sweetness.

      She was beautiful, my Melanie. Beautiful and strong and brilliant.

      She had asked me questions in her innocence, and I had answered them to the best of my ability. Had I made a mistake in doing so? I had to believe that I hadn’t. If we were meant to be together, we had to know each other unequivocally. There could be no barriers between us.

      I understood that now.

      And now I had the answer to the question she had asked at the beginning of this conversation. Was there a part of me that wanted to see her naked, bound, at my mercy?

      She probably already knew the answer.

      I had fought my baser desires, and I knew I could be happy just making love with her for the rest of our lives. After all, making love took many forms. If my intimate time with her was simply vanilla sex, I could handle that. Giving her up was not an option, and it never would be.

      But now was the time for me to be honest. She trusted me, and I owed her that much.

      I leaned forward and pressed my lips to her peachy cheek.

      I pulled back.

      “I hope this doesn’t scare you,” I said, “but the answer to your original question is ‘yes.’ There is a part of me that longs for your submission. I hunger for it, Melanie. I hunger for those feelings that I have when I’m taking control of another person, but not only because it’s so arousing for me. It’s more than that. It’s because this is part of me, and I want to share with you everything I am.”

      She smiled. “I can’t say I understand every bit of it, but I want so much to make you happy.”

      She fingered the beautiful diamond choker around her neck—the one I had bought weeks ago, the one I had originally planned to give to her as a formal collar, denoting the Dominant and submissive relationship between us.

      I had decided to give it to her anyway, regardless of whether we ever had that kind of relationship. It sparkled around her alabaster skin, and I knew no one else could ever wear it, no matter what kind of relationship she and I ended up with. The piece was made for her. No matter what happened between us, I hoped with all my heart she would never remove it.

      “I want to make you happy too, baby. So no pressure. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about this room. I was being honest when I told you I hadn’t used it in years and that I had eventually planned to get rid of it.”

      “I believe you. But if this is a part of who you are, you shouldn’t have to get rid of it for me. It wouldn’t be fair of me to ask you to do that, and I don’t want you to.”

      “I understand,” I said, “but we don’t have to use this room. I am perfectly happy making love with you the way we normally do in our bedroom.”

      She smiled. “You said ‘our bedroom.’”

      I returned her smile. “It is our bedroom, sweetheart. Everything in this house is yours as well as mine. I can’t imagine ever wanting another woman.”

      She stroked my cheek with her soft fingertips. “And I can’t imagine ever wanting another man.”

      I leaned forward and took her lips with mine, sliding them open with my tongue. She met my kiss with sweet eagerness. The kiss became more passionate, and when I finally broke it to take a breath, her green eyes were alight with fire.

      “Show me, Jonah. Show me what you do in this room.”

      I groaned, and my cock thickened beneath my jeans. At least now she knew what she was asking. “Are you sure, baby?”

      “I’m sure. Just be gentle at first. I’ll need to go slowly.”

      “God, of course. I don’t ever want to harm you. Please tell me you know that.”

      She smiled. “I do know that. I believe you with all my heart, and I trust you, Jonah.”

      I clamped my lips onto hers once more, and this time the kiss was ferocious, fueled by lust and passion. She began unbuttoning my shirt with her slender fingers, and my heart pounded.

      We undressed each other slowly, and when she was naked, her beautiful body bare to my view, I felt, for a moment, that I could be content just looking at her. Basking in the beauty of her, the happiness she had brought into my life, the trust she gave me so freely. The love.

      I could see the love in her eyes, and I hoped with all my heart that she could see the same thing staring at her from my own.

      My cock was thick and hard, already aching for release. But I would do as she asked. I would show her a little bit of what we could do in this room, of how we could create amazing pleasure for each other.

      I wasn’t ready to put her on the table. For now, we would use the bed. The headboard was made of brass with posts perfectly situated for binding. I went to the wall and chose two silk scarves. Silk was never my first choice, because it was harder to untie in case of an emergency, but it was soft and feminine, and after what Melanie had been through during her abduction—being bound with rope and duct tape—I thought silk the best thing to start with.

      I would only bind her hands to the headboard and leave her feet free.

      I took my dominant stance, standing over her. “Lie on the bed, Melanie. Facedown.”

      Her swift obedience surprised me, and my heart melted even further. Here was a woman who loved me, who didn’t understand everything that I was about, but wanted to please me nonetheless.

      I swept the soft fabric over her body. “These are silk bindings, Melanie. I’m only going to bind your wrists to the bedpost this time. If you’re uncomfortable at any time, you just tell me to stop, and I will. Do you understand?”

      “I understand,” she replied.

      The silk caught on my calloused fingertips, but I swiftly went to the head of the bed, took one of her wrists gently, and bound it to the post, not too tightly but enough that her hand wouldn’t slip through. Then I repeated the action with her other hand.

      “Does that feel all right?”

      She nodded.

      “I need you to answer verbally.”

      “Yes. Yes, it feels fine.”

      I sat down next to her on the bed and caressed the soft flesh of her ass. “Are you nervous, baby?”

      “A little,” she admitted.

      “Do you want to continue?”

      “Yes,” she said unequivocally. “I want to continue.”

      “I’ll use my hand this time, unless you want to try something else. Some of the riding crops feel nice.”

      “No, just your hand. And start slowly.”

      “I love you,” I said. “Thank you for letting me share this side of me.”

      She smiled, and the curve of her lips was so beautiful that my heart nearly burst. I was still caressing the globes of her beautiful ass, aching to slap her.

      So I did.

      She jerked just a little but didn’t say anything.

      I smacked her ass again.

      And again. And as I did, I felt the tingle through my own body, from my hand, up my arm, traveling outward. My cock tightened. Her ass shone a gorgeous shade of light pink.

      “Okay so far?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re so beautiful, Melanie. Your ass is so rosy.” I leaned down and kissed her soft cheek. Then I slapped her again.

      And again.

      My cock stiffened further.

      “How does that feel?” I asked.

      She turned her head and bit her lip. “It’s…painful…sort of.” But she wiggled her ass. “Again, please.”

      Slap! Slap! Slap!

      The light pink turned to deeper rose.

      So beautiful.

      I inhaled and smelled her arousal—that heady scent of apples, ginger, and female.

      I climbed behind her and pushed her knees forward so her ass was in the air. I gave each cheek another slap, and then I leaned down to taste her gorgeous pussy. She sighed as I swiped my tongue from her clit all the way up to her asshole. Then I went back down and smacked her ass one more time.

      She jerked under my slap, but let out a moan. A deep moan. A moan I had heard many times before.

      Her moan of pleasure.

      It was happening.

      She was beginning to surrender.

      And God, it was driving me crazy.

      I sucked at her pussy again, slapping her with one hand and then driving two fingers inside her wet heat with the other. I tongued her tight hole and still slapped her ass.

      She whimpered beneath me. “Jonah, God. I need to come. I need to come so badly.”

      So did I, but I had a lot to show her first.

      “You don’t come until I tell you to, baby.”

      A muffled whimper was her response. I continued to fuck her with my two fingers, adding a third because she was so wet, so responsive. As I continued to lick her asshole, I went a little longer between slaps. Her ass was so gorgeous and deep pink now. I felt the heat of her flesh through my own body, the pleasure-pain of the stinging, the tingle of a thousand needles jabbing into me.

      I had to have her.

      “I want to fuck you now, baby,” I said. “I’m going to shove my cock into you, and when I start to come, I want you to come with me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      “God, yes, please,” I said breathlessly.

      He jammed into me. My ass still stung from the spanking, and now as he thrust in and out of me, my entire body quaked. This was why he enjoyed pain play—the tingling, the point where pain and pleasure were indistinguishable. I had found that point.

      I wanted more.

      He thrust and he thrust, and I was on the verge of coming, but I held myself in check, determined not to come until he told me to.

      He pumped above me, thrusting upward, taking me, making me completely his.

      Then he pulled out, waited a few timeless seconds, and said, “I’m going to plunge into you now, Melanie, and I want you to come. Come, baby, with me.”

      He surged deeply inside my pussy, and I imploded. My entire body prickled as the orgasm floated through me like a hundred shooting stars.

      My whole world became my pussy. Everything I felt in my center I felt throughout the rest of my body. The pleasure ran through my body, coursing through my bloodstream and out my fingers, and then came lancing back, pulsing into me with the strength of a tidal wave.

      Jonah groaned above me, clasping my hips, so deeply embedded inside me that we were like one.

      I was so in tune with him I could feel the tiny contractions of his cock.

      When my orgasm finally began to subside, I pulled at my hands, trying to release myself. I wanted to turn over and touch Jonah, wanted to look into his eyes and tell him how much this had meant to me.

      But he had other ideas.

      In a few minutes, he withdrew, came to me, and unbound me. I turned onto my back and gazed at him, his dark eyes afire.

      “That was amazing, Jonah. I never knew.”

      “Baby, that was only the beginning.”

      He got up from the bed, rummaged through one of the boxes, and came back with a satin blindfold. He tied it around my eyes.

      “Stay on your back, baby. I’m going to bind your wrists to the posts again.”

      As soft silk whispered over my breasts, my nipples hardened, and my pussy began to throb. I had just had an earth-shattering orgasm, and I was already ready to go again.

      I had no idea what to expect. Again, he didn’t bind my ankles.

      For a while nothing happened, and just as I opened my mouth to speak, something touched my nipple. Coldness burst through me.

      It was ice.

      The chill hardened my nipples even further, the heat of my body melted the ice, and tiny rivers of water meandered over my body.

      “Spread your legs, baby,” Jonah said.

      It never occurred to me not to obey. In a flash, the cold ice touched my clit, and then his warm mouth glided over the hard nub and erased the coolness.

      I was so sensitive from my orgasm, but oh my God, I wanted to come again. I spread my legs farther, threatening to disjoint my hips, wanting so much for my hands to be free so I could push his tongue deeper into me.

      But they were not free. I could not touch him, and I longed to.

      And that was very erotic.

      As he continued to lick me, the combination of coldness from the ice and warmth from his mouth titillated me. I was near the urge again when he forced two fingers into me and commanded, “Come.”

      I hadn’t thought I was close to another orgasm, but at the commanding tone of his voice, I unraveled again.

      Shivers raced through me, morphing into heat, morphing into fire, and the flames burst through my veins.

      When I finally came down, he withdrew his fingers slowly. And then, before I knew it—

      Slap!

      Something came down over my breasts, over my still very hard nipples.

      Was it one of the riding crops?

      I felt the blood rushing to my breasts, and the soft whoosh of the riding crop met my ears with a loving hiss. The pain turned quickly to pleasure, culminating in my pussy once more.

      Slap!

      The crop came down on my breasts again.

      Slap! Slap!

      This time on my thighs.

      The heat barreled through me like something I’d never imagined. So this was what he was trying to give me. This was why he had a dungeon in the basement. For these kinds of hot, kinky pleasures.

      My nipples were straining, wanting to be sucked.

      As much as I’d always thought I didn’t want any of this pleasure-pain, I had always liked my nipples sucked hard.

      Slap! The cropping came down on my breasts once more. Slap! Slap!

      The tingling flew through my body again, landing in my pussy, and then moved again, all the way down to my toes and back up to my core.

      “How does that feel, sweetheart?”

      I bit my lip. How did it feel? I wasn’t sure how to answer, because these were feelings I’d never felt before. My orgasm was magnified, and the heat in my body was electrifying.

      “Wonderful.” Yet that word wasn’t enough to describe anything like what I was feeling. Yes, it was wonderful, but it was so much more than that.

      He pushed my thighs forward and stroked my folds with his tongue.

      “I have a surprise for you, sweetheart.”

      He began licking my puckered asshole, and then something cold dribbled over me.

      “Just a little bit of lube, baby.”

      And then, the stretching. The slight pain until the rim of muscle relaxed.

      “Easy,” he said softly. “It’s just an anal plug.”

      Something bulbous forced its way into my anus, but then the pain subsided as the muscles wrapped around it.

      “You keep this in for a little while, okay?”

      Not that I had a choice, my hands being bound.

      The feeling was different from when he breached it with his finger. That feeling had been wonderful, but I had been ready for it. This was…different. I had just come down from an orgasm, and he hadn’t gotten my ass ready.

      But the feeling was, oddly, not bad. Only unusual. I was being stretched for a reason I didn’t know.

      Would it be okay to ask? “Jonah?” I said tentatively.

      “Yes?”

      “What is that thing for?”

      He chuckled softly. “We’re going to do a little bit of training.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m going to train your ass, baby. Train it to take my cock.”

      The thought both terrified me and turned me on. Jonah had a large cock. Larger than any man I’d ever been with, larger than anything I’d ever imagined. Would I ever accommodate it…there?

      Warmth enveloped me. The thought was…arousing.

      “You keep this in for a little while. I’m going to give you another orgasm while it’s in your ass. And I want you to tell me what it feels like.”

      I shuddered. Already I was ripe for a new orgasm. This entire scene had taken me by surprise. I should’ve known there was more to this than met the eye. There was a reason Jonah enjoyed this. I was seeing those reasons now.

      “All right, Jonah.”

      “How do you want your orgasm, baby?”

      “My nipples. I need you to suck them.”

      “You got it.” His soft lips clamped around one, and he squeezed the other between his thumb and forefinger.

      I nearly spiraled out of control right there. My nipples had been neglected during this bout of play, and they were ready for some attention.

      He sucked them hard, twisted them, and they grew harder. My pussy grew wet. I inhaled the musk in the air. It hung around us like an early morning fog.

      As he continued to suck and play with my nipples, he trailed his fingers over my abdomen, threading them through my blond curls and finding my clit. He inserted two fingers into my wet heat, moistening them, and then he began rubbing my clit.

      God, so good.

      This wouldn’t take long.

      “Yes, Jonah. Please suck my nipples. Feels so good.”

      And as he was pleasuring me, his fingers hit just the right spot, and I soared once more.

      “Yes, yes, yes! Oh, Jonah, I’m coming for you.”

      “That’s right, baby,” he said against the soft flesh of my breasts. “You come for me. No one but me.”

      And as I spiraled outward, to the sun, moon, and stars, I knew, without a doubt, that my surrender had begun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      Melanie and I sat on the deck that evening, the fire pit burning, sipping martinis.

      We didn’t talk about what had happened in my dungeon, other than my asking her afterward how the plug had felt. She had bitten her lip and smiled shyly, saying only “good.” I had only begun to show her the pleasures I could give her down there. We’d be revisiting that room soon. But now, I had to tell her what happened today, that Colin Morse’s father had tried to frame me for his kidnapping and rape.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said after I’d spilled the story. “Talon and I were wondering why you took off so quickly.”

      “I’m the one who’s sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t have left you that way. But when the officer said I had to take a blood test, I didn’t know what to do.”

      “Unreal that Ted Morse would try to frame you like that, and after what you did for his son.”

      “He doesn’t really see it that way. He blames all of this on our family. After all, Colin wouldn’t have been in that situation if Talon hadn’t punched his daylights out in the first place.”

      “I’m not condoning what Talon did, but you and your brothers are not responsible for these sick men.”

      “If only I had gone with Talon that day…”

      “We’ve had this discussion.” Melanie touched my hand. “Stop playing the ‘what if’ game. We don’t know, and we never will know, what might have happened if you’d gone with him. You might’ve both been taken. Perhaps neither of you would’ve been taken. Perhaps you would’ve gone a different way. We just don’t know.”

      My head told me that she was right. My heart still wasn’t sure. At any rate, I had to let it go.

      “So has Colin dropped his accusations against you?” she asked.

      “Like I said, I don’t think the accusation even came from Colin. He was in no condition to form a story like that. I think his father made the whole thing up. Since I haven’t heard from him again, I assume the case is closed.”

      “That’s good. I suppose at some point I need to contact my malpractice insurance company and deal with the lawsuit the Cateses filed against me. The answer is due in a few weeks, and I certainly don’t want to default.”

      “Baby, I will get you the best lawyer out there.”

      “You don’t have to. I have insurance. They will pay.”

      “I can find you a better lawyer.”

      “It probably won’t come to that. I doubt the case will go far. But let me use the insurance I’ve been paying for the past fifteen years. I might as well get something for my money.”

      I couldn’t help a smile. She had been through so much, but she was moving forward. The least I could do was move forward as well.

      Time to really let go of the guilt now. To stop saying it and really do it.

      I hoped I could.

      “Another thing happened. I got another text from my stalker.”

      She dropped her mouth open. “We’ve got to find out who’s doing this. If it’s not Brooke, someone is after you, and I don’t like it.”

      “I think it’s probably harmless,” I said, and I truly believed that. But it was still starting to creep me out.

      “I think you should have Mills and Johnson look into it.” Melanie sighed. “I know you don’t want to take the time away from Talon’s and my cases, but look how much we’ve found out already. We know who the other two abductors are.”

      “But we don’t know where they are.”

      “Honestly, how much time is looking into a phone number going to take away from finding Tom Simpson and Theodore Mathias?”

      She had a point, and I was sick and tired of the stupid texts.

      “All right. I’ll call them and have them look into it.”

      “Good.”

      “As long as you promise to call your insurance company and get this lawsuit taken care of.”

      She let out a breath. “All right.”

      “Have you heard anything from the medical board?”

      She shook her head. “Not yet. I’ll have to talk to Miles Bennett at the hospital, see what they’ve found out. I’m hoping my leave of absence will end soon. I need to get back to work. I need to focus on something other than all this stuff.”

      “I hear that one.” I took a sip of my martini. “It has pretty much taken over our lives.”

      “So what’s the next step?” she asked.

      “For me? I’m going to go to the city again and see Larry Wade.”

      “I figured as much. Do you think Talon will go with you this time?”

      “I don’t know. That’s a lot to ask of him, Melanie.”

      “I agree. Although it may benefit him to look Larry in the eye at some point.”

      “I’m not sure it will tomorrow.”

      She nodded. “It’s still too soon. Do you want me to go with you?”

      Now that was an idea. “I honestly hadn’t given that a thought, Melanie, but it makes perfect sense. If there are two of us, we’ll have to use the visitation room, and there will be no barrier between us. Plus, your input as a psychotherapist will be invaluable. I never would’ve asked you to do this, but would you like to go?”

      “I will go. Do I want to go? Not really. I mean, to come face-to-face with him isn’t high on my list. But I’ve been thinking for a while now that maybe I should go. Not just to support you, but to try to help Talon in any way I can. I still consider myself his therapist.”

      “We all do.” I took her hand and rubbed my thumb into her palm.

      She sipped her martini with her other hand. “When do you want to go tomorrow? I’m sure you have things to do around the ranch.”

      I nodded. “I do. Let’s say we leave here around two in the afternoon. That will get us to the city by three. We can visit with Larry and then maybe catch dinner before we drive home.”

      She smiled. “That sounds good to me.”
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* * *

      Melanie was visibly tense as we sat at the table in the visitor’s room at the prison, waiting for the guard to escort Larry to us.

      “I don’t mean to be so jittery,” she said.

      “I understand completely. I was jittery the first time I met him as well. I’m still jittery to a certain extent. This man—my uncle, for God’s sake—did terrible things to my brother. That thought never leaves me as I talk to him. Yet I have to keep my cool, keep my head, because I’m trying to trip him up. I’m trying to get him to give me information.”

      “Do you think he’ll be a little more forthcoming today?”

      “I’m banking on it. I don’t know for sure, but now that we know who the two other culprits are, there’s no reason for him to keep anything from me. They already know that we know.”

      “True,” she said. “But don’t underestimate him. He may have his own reasons for keeping silent that have nothing to do with his fear of Simpson and Mathias.”

      I widened my eyes. That thought hadn’t occurred to me. “What other reason could he have?”

      “We may never know. The man is a psychopath. He doesn’t understand empathy or remorse. What is inherently wrong to a sane individual doesn’t seem wrong to a psychopath, and even though he knows he’s hurting someone, he feels no remorse or sorrow for his offenses.”

      “So are you saying you think he might’ve been pulling my chain all along?”

      “I’m saying it’s a possibility.”

      I looked up. A guard was escorting Larry to our table.

      “Steel,” Larry said, plunking into a chair. He had two black eyes that were sunken, and lacerations and bruising covered his arms. “What the hell do you want now?” He looked to Melanie. “And who the hell is this?”

      “This is Dr. Melanie Carmichael. She’s a psychotherapist.”

      “Oh, you want her to shrink my head? Believe me, I’ve been through more psych evaluations since I’ve been in here than I know what to do with.”

      “She’s not here for that. She’s here because she’s my friend. She’s here to support me.”

      “Hello, Mr. Wade,” she said.

      “Aren’t you courteous? Please call me Larry.”

      She didn’t bat an eye. “All right, if you prefer, Larry. You may call me Dr. Carmichael.”

      I had to bite my lip to keep from smiling. Melanie never ceased to amaze me. Professional even in the most dire circumstances.

      “You’re probably wondering why we’re here, Uncle,” I said.

      “Nah. I know why you’re here. You want information. Information I’ve already told you I can’t give you.”

      Melanie’s gaze was focused on Larry. She was reading him, or trying to. I couldn’t wait to hear what she had to say when we were done with this visit.

      “I’m definitely here for information. I’ve identified Talon’s other two abductors.”

      Larry narrowed his eyes, but his expression was not one of surprise. “You have?”

      “You already knew I was on the right track. You already knew whom I suspected. And you all but told me I was right the last time I was here.”

      Larry shook his head. “I did no such thing.”

      “Tell me, Uncle. How was your night that night? The night after I last visited?”

      Larry looked down into his lap, presumably staring at his handcuffed hands. His neck and cheeks turned ruddy. Apparently, my generous tip to the guards last time had paid off.

      “Don’t think things can’t get worse. We still have a lot to go over, as you already know.”

      He looked up at me, his eyes gray and sunken. “What the hell is it that you want?”

      “I need to find Simpson and Theodore Mathias.”
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      Jonah’s voice never cracked, his intonation never wavered. But the muscles in his forearms were tense as he looked his uncle straight in the eye.

      “I don’t know anything about those two,” Larry said.

      “Stop the innocent act,” Jonah said. “We’ve already identified them as the other two abductors. Right now, they’re on the run. I need your help to locate them.”

      Larry shook his head. “They never shared a lot of their information with me.”

      I regarded Larry’s countenance. He was looking Jonah straight in the eye. He wasn’t fidgeting. His body language indicated he was telling the truth, but there was no way for me to let Jonah know that.

      “Sure, Uncle Larry. And I have a couple acres of swampland in Florida I’d like to sell you.”

      “Think what you want. I don’t know where they are. I’ve never known where they hid. They weren’t there for me when I needed them, and the cops found me in New Mexico about ready to cross the border. You think I would’ve been caught if I’d had their help? The two of them are pros. They never get caught.”

      “They’re going to get caught this time. We’re going to see justice for Talon and Luke Walker, and for Gina Cates.”

      “You know about that?”

      “Yes, thanks to a source I’m not going to reveal to you.”

      Jonah was clearly talking about Detective Ruby Lee. I was glad he didn’t say her name. I didn’t want her in any more danger. She was at risk already, being the daughter of one of them.

      Jonah’s friend Bryce and his baby son, Henry, crossed my mind. They were the son and grandson, respectively, of the other. Were they in danger too? Had that occurred to Jonah? I trembled, clenching my fists together to cover it up.

      Larry looked at me, scrutinizing. “Shit. You’re her therapist, aren’t you?”

      “You only talk to her if I tell you to.” Jonah cleared his throat. “So you see, Uncle, we found out without your help. Finding them and bringing them to justice would be a lot easier if you cooperated.” Jonah eyed the guard standing about five feet away from Larry. “And I think you know what I can make happen if you don’t cooperate.”

      This side of Jonah didn’t surprise me. Inside, I knew he was wound tight as a drum, but he didn’t let anything faze him. I had seen him take on Gina’s father, threatening him without batting an eye. Jonah believed in what was right, and he would do anything to protect and avenge those he loved, even break the law himself.

      It was a side of him I hadn’t come fully to grips with yet.

      “Look,” Larry said. “Those two are still at large, and they probably think I ratted them out. Believe me, my time behind bars is limited. Meaning, they’re not going to let me live. And the more I tell you, the shorter my time on this earth will be.”

      “Not necessarily. My offer to pay for the best lawyer in Colorado still stands. If you help me find these two.”

      Larry rolled his eyes. “I don’t know where they hole up. They never told me. You think I’m lying to you? What would I have to gain at this point?”

      Jonah let out a laugh. “Hell, yes, I think you’re lying to me. You’ve been lying to me this whole time. I looked you straight in the eye and asked you if Tom Simpson was one of Talon’s abductors. You told me no.”

      “I never said no. At least not that I recall. I said I wasn’t rolling over on them, whoever they were.”

      “You knew I was on the right path, yet you said nothing. I’ve found them now. I know who they both are, although one of them does go by a dozen different names.”

      “Look, all I can tell you is this. Don’t underestimate those two. They’re way beyond psychopaths, especially Mathias. That man is dangerous.”

      “Uncle, are you concerned about me?”

      “Stop with your bullshit. I’m trying to be straight with you here. I don’t fucking know where they are. I have never known where they are, but I know what they are. They’re both criminally insane.”

      Jonah scoffed. “That’s an interesting assessment, coming from someone who’s criminally insane.”

      “Look, I’m far from perfect. Okay? I have certain urges that most people don’t have. I’m not proud of it, and I’m serving my time, but I’m telling you again. Don’t underestimate the two of them. They make me look like a fucking angel.”

      Again, as far as I could tell, he wasn’t lying. Of course, pathological liars were often very good at it and left no evidence that they were lying. But what if Larry was telling the truth? What if he was, as he’d put it, an angel compared to the other two? He probably wasn’t as good at lying as they were.

      I decided to chime in. “Larry, there has to be something you can tell us about those two.” I kept my voice as soft and feminine as I could. Perhaps Larry would respond to that. Perhaps not. But it was worth a try.

      “Sorry, Dr. Carmichael.”

      Jonah stood. “This is a fucking waste of our time.”

      I touched his forearm. God, he was so tense. “Let’s not leave yet,” I said. “Let me ask a few questions.”

      Jonah sat back down. “Melanie, I think you’re walking toward a dead end, but go for it if you want to.”

      I bit my lip and looked straight at Larry Wade. “What high school did you go to?”

      “That’s probably a matter of public record,” he said.

      “Maybe it is, but I don’t have access to those records right now. Why don’t you tell me where you went?”

      “Tejon Prep School in Grand Junction.”

      “Good. Tom Simpson told us that you and he went to the same high school. Or rather, he told Jonah.”

      Larry stiffened.

      “Did anyone else we know go to that high school? Theodore Mathias, perhaps?”

      Larry stiffened further, but he did not answer.

      “All right, let’s attack this from another angle,” I said. “You want to live through tonight?”

      Jonah looked at me, his eyes unreadable. Perhaps he hadn’t thought that I could play hardball.

      “Lady,” Larry said, “I’ve had a contract out on my life since I got here. Do I want to live through tonight? Sure. But you can’t give me any guarantee that I will.”

      “Don’t ever refer to her as ‘lady’ again. She’s Dr. Carmichael,” Jonah said.

      I squeezed his thigh, hopefully showing him that it was okay, as long as Larry was talking.

      “What can you tell us about Wendy Madigan?” I asked.

      Jonah darted his gaze at me again. Was he confused? I wasn’t sure, but I had a reason for asking this question.

      “She’s a newswoman. Retired.”

      “We already know that. I’m looking for something deeper. I want to know how she was involved in the attack on Talon.”

      “You’ll have to ask her.”

      “As you know, Jonah and Talon have asked her about it. Her story doesn’t jibe with yours. You say Talon was never meant to be taken. She says Talon was taken on purpose, and the plan might have been to take all three of the boys.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me.”

      “What doesn’t surprise you? That all the boys were meant to be taken?”

      “No. It doesn’t surprise me that she’s lying to you.”

      Jonah was rigid next to me. He’d had a bad feeling after his meeting with Wendy, thought there was more to her than met the eye. Clearly he was correct.

      “Why doesn’t that surprise you?”

      “Because she was obsessed. Obsessed with Bradford Steel.”

      “You mean my father and she were not lovers?” Jonah said.

      “They were a long time ago. She was a great-looking woman in her younger days. And Brad was no saint.”

      “Do you know for sure whether they were lovers?” Jonah asked.

      “I can’t say for sure. I mean, I never saw them in bed together, but it was pretty much known when they were younger. They went out during high school.” He shook his head. “She may play the part of the competent newswoman, but don’t be fooled. She has a dark side. And that dark side was obsessed with your father.”

      “You claim you didn’t get the five million dollars that mysteriously disappeared from one of my father’s accounts twenty-five years ago,” Jonah said.

      “Correct. I didn’t get any.”

      “Then where did it go?”

      “How the hell should I know? It would’ve been a nice gesture for them to give me some money. They chased me out of town after I helped your brother escape.”

      “Gee, I don’t know why my parents would chase you out of town,” Jonah said. “After you fucking abused their son.”

      “Let me get straight to the point here,” Larry said. “I did help him escape. He was never supposed to be taken. None of us wanted to incur the wrath of the Steel family. That would just be stupid. You can think what you want about all three of us, but we were never stupid.”

      “Seems you were stupid to get involved with the other two,” Jonah said through clenched teeth. “Seems you have their backs, but they never had yours.”

      I squeezed Jonah’s thigh again, hoping he would calm down a bit. “What else can you tell me about your high school experience?” I asked. “Were you and Tom good friends?”

      “We were both members of the future lawyers club. That’s how we met.”

      “And was anyone else a member of the club?”

      “Lady— Excuse me. Dr. Carmichael, I’m not saying another word about Simpson or the other one. But you can find the information you seek very easily.”
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      Melanie squeezed my thigh again. “Jonah, I think we can go now.”

      “Fine.” I signaled the guard. “We’re done here.”

      The guard led Larry away, and I grabbed Melanie’s hand. “I need to talk to the guard on duty.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m giving him a few hundreds to have Larry roughed up tonight.”

      She touched my upper arm. “Don’t do that.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Because he just gave us a clue.”

      “Are you kidding me? What clue did you get out of that?”

      “His high school. The future lawyers club.”

      “How in the world is that going to help us?”

      “The last thing he said was that we could find the information we needed easily. Since the only information he gave us was where he went to high school and the club he and Tom Simpson were in, that means we start there.”

      “We go to his high school?”

      “That’s right. We go to his high school right now, and we ask to see their old yearbooks.”

      “How would that help?”

      “I’ve dealt with my share of unstable and psychopathic people. They each follow a certain type of logic, which in their minds makes sense, even though it doesn’t make sense to the rest of us. Did you ever see Silence of the Lambs?”

      “Yes.”

      “Remember when Clarice first goes to see Hannibal Lecter? He tells her to ‘look inside yourself.’ He wasn’t referring to Clarice finding herself. He was referring to a Your Self storage company. What Larry said isn’t that different. He told us we would find what we need at his high school and the future lawyers club.”

      He smiled. “You’re fucking brilliant.”

      She laughed. “I don’t know that I’m brilliant. I could be completely wrong. It’s possible he’s sending us on a wild goose chase. But the way he looked at me when he said we already knew where to find the information we sought… Honestly, I think it’s worth checking out.”

      “I trust your judgment, Melanie. That’s why I brought you along. Let’s visit the good people at Tejon Prep School. Hell, we’re already here in the city.”
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* * *

      A half an hour later, we arrived at the school. Classes were over for the day, and after-school activities were in full swing. Melanie and I walked into the school to find the office.

      A redheaded receptionist sat behind a desk.

      “Excuse me,” I said.

      “May I help you?” she asked.

      “Yes. I’m Jonah Steel.” I handed her my business card. “Of Steel Acres ranch. We’d like to look at some of your old yearbooks.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Steel.” She smiled broadly. “Which yearbook are you looking for?”

      I looked at Melanie.

      “We’re not sure,” she said. “Probably at least thirty years ago. We’ll have to look to find the ones we need.”

      “We keep copies of all of our yearbooks in the school library and the school archives. Are you two alumni?”

      “No,” Jonah said. “But my uncle is. We’re trying to find some information for him.”

      “We don’t normally give access to our library and archives to anyone other than current students. I can have you fill out a form to request access, but that probably won’t be necessary.” She smiled.

      She was flirting with me. Melanie tensed a little beside me. I figured she would understand if I used this to my advantage.

      “Oh? Would you be willing to bend the rules a little for us”—I glanced at the name on her desk—“Jordan?” I gave her my best smile.

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that.” She batted her eyes coyly. “But all of our yearbooks are on our website. All your uncle needs to do is open an account.”

      I sighed. “My uncle is…incapacitated at this time. Are you sure you can’t grant us access to the library?”

      “I wish I could. It’s just not possible right now.” She nodded toward an office door marked “Principal.”

      Melanie grabbed my hand. “That’s quite all right. You’ve been very helpful. Let’s go.” She pulled me out of there.

      When we got outside, I said, “Are you crazy? I could’ve gotten access for us.”

      “Why bother? We can open an account in Larry’s name and get the information ourselves from the website.”

      “It’s not that easy, Melanie. We’ll probably need his year of graduation to get in. Or his Social Security number.”

      “You’re so funny, Jonah. Jade can get all of that information for us. From the lawyers registration file in Colorado.”

      “Still… I could’ve gotten in.”

      “Pardon me if I don’t want to see you flirting with some bubble-headed receptionist just to get something you want. This is an easier way. We can research it at home, and no one will be looking over our shoulders.”

      I squeezed her hand. “All right. You know, you’re cute when you’re jealous.”

      She smiled at me. “Admit it. Part of you liked that you had her in your clutches. You wanted to see how far you could get her to go with the principal in the next office.”

      “All right, I can’t fault your perception. But you’re right. Doing it in the privacy of our own home will be much easier.”

      “And if it doesn’t work?” Melanie said. “I will personally accompany you back here tomorrow, and the two of us will reduce that receptionist to jelly, okay?”

      I laughed.
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* * *

      Though we had originally been planning to eat dinner in the city, both Melanie and I were eager to get home and explore this new avenue. On the way home, Melanie called Jade at her office and got the information we needed—Larry’s date of birth and year of graduation from Tejon Prep School. When we got home, I let Lucy out while Melanie filled her food and water. Then I threw two of my home-chef-prepared frozen meals in the microwave, opened a bottle of wine, and fired up my laptop.

      Melanie sat next to me, positioned so she could see the screen as well, as I typed in the correct website. I typed in Larry Wade, his birthday, and graduation year.

      And jolted when it came up “nothing found.”

      “Damn.”

      “Maybe his real name is Lawrence,” Melanie said.

      “Good point.” I tried again.

      No dice.

      “Shit,” I said. “We’re going to have to see the hard copies of the yearbooks.”

      “Wow, I feel bad,” Melanie said. “This was my idea.”

      “Not your fault, sweetheart. You were right. This would have been easier. This isn’t the first time these guys have hacked in and changed databases. It wouldn’t surprise me if Larry Wade was erased from this one.”

      “If they were able to accomplish that, they were probably able to get into that school’s library and destroy the pertinent yearbooks.”

      “Yes, probably.” Would we ever be able to get this information? Seemed like they were always one step ahead of us.

      My phone buzzed. Damn, not another text from my stalker.

      But no, it was a phone call, from a Grand Junction number I didn’t recognize.
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      Jonah put the phone to his ear. “Jonah Steel.”

      He was silent for what seemed like forever but was only several seconds.

      “I see. And how can you do that?”

      I had no idea what he was talking about or to whom he was speaking. Probably work related.

      “Won’t that get you into trouble?”

      More silence.

      “I’m near Snow Creek. How soon can you get here?”

      Now I was curious.

      He rattled off the editions of the yearbooks we needed from Tejon Prep School, and my curiosity piqued again.

      “Thank you. You’re a lifesaver. I’ll make sure you’re well compensated.” He clicked off his phone.

      “What was all that about?” I asked.

      “You won’t believe this. That was my admirer, Jordan Hayes, the receptionist at Tejon. She’s going to sneak into the school archives and get the books we need. We’ll meet her at Murphy’s in an hour.”

      “What?” I let the words sink into my head. “You must have made more of an impression on her than you realized.”

      He smiled. “I guess it’s not just you women who can use your looks to get what you want.”

      I gave him a loving smack. “I don’t do that.”

      “No, I’m betting you don’t.” He smiled. “You’re too classy for that.”

      “How did she get your number?”

      “I handed her a business card while we were there. Maybe you didn’t see me.”

      Then I remembered. He had handed her the card when he introduced himself. He hadn’t introduced me. Perhaps he’d had the idea in his head the whole time to flirt his way into what he wanted. That was neither here nor there. If we could get the information that had been deleted from the website and possibly from the library, this was a good thing.

      “I suppose you’re going to want to go alone to meet her at the bar. If I tag along, you won’t be able to work her as well.”

      “No, Melanie. I want you to go. You have a way of reading people that I don’t. She’ll just have to get used to the fact that she’s not getting anywhere near this body.”

      I smiled. “You did say you would compensate her handsomely.”

      “Well, my body won’t be her compensation. Money will have to do.”

      “How can she sneak into the archives?”

      “The archives are off-site, at a storage place.”

      “That doesn’t mean that Simpson and Mathias haven’t figured it out and destroyed everything that was in the archives.”

      “Yes, I thought of that. I assume she’ll call me back if she can’t find what we need. But for now, let’s be hopeful. If we don’t get a call within a half hour, we head to Murphy’s in town.”
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* * *

      Jordan hadn’t called, and now I sat next to Jonah in a booth at Murphy’s, waiting for the spunky receptionist to walk through the door. It was nearing eight o’clock, and she had to drive all the way from Grand Junction. I had no doubt that she would show, though. The way she had looked at Jonah when we had been at the school earlier confirmed my beliefs.

      A-ha. The bell on the door chimed, and in she strolled, her red head bobbing. She couldn’t be more than twenty-five, but she wouldn’t be the first younger woman to be attracted to Jonah Steel. How could a woman not be attracted to his dark handsomeness?

      Jonah stood and motioned her over. She smiled and trotted toward us, but then her face fell when she noticed me sitting on the inside of the booth.

      “Have a seat.” Jonah gestured to the bench across from us. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Sure. What are you drinking?”

      “We’re just having a glass of wine.”

      “Perfect. I’ll have the same.”

      “Hello?” I nudged Jonah.

      “I’m so sorry. This is Dr. Melanie Carmichael.”

      I held my hand across the table. “Maybe you remember me from this afternoon? When we came to the school?”

      “Of course. So nice to meet you.” She arranged a large tote bag on the seat next to her.

      “Since I didn’t get a call from you and you’re here now, I assume you have some good news for us,” Jonah said.

      “I sure do.” She licked her lips. “I hope you know I could get fired for this.”

      “I know that, and I really appreciate this,” Jonah said. “We’ll just get the information we need, make copies, and then we’ll get these back to you as soon as we can. I will personally bring them back to your school.”

      “Oh, no. Don’t bring them to school. You’ll have to bring them to my home, and then I can sneak them back to the archives.”

      Jonah smiled. “Sure.”

      I smacked his thigh under the table.

      Jordan pulled out four yearbooks from the tote bag and set them on the table. “Here you go.”

      Jonah grabbed one and opened it.

      I nudged him again. “Shouldn’t we take these home? And look at them privately?”

      “We will. But Jordan hasn’t had a drink yet.” He motioned to a waitress and ordered a glass of wine for her.

      I couldn’t argue. The woman certainly did deserve a drink for her efforts. After all, she could lose her job if anyone found out she had sneaked into the archives.

      “Jordan,” I said, “why do you keep your archives off-site?”

      She pursed her lips. “No reason.”

      Yeah, she was lying. “Really? Seems like there would be a reason. I’m sure you have plenty of storage space at school.”

      “Oh, that’s where you’re wrong. We are so overcrowded. If the alumni don’t come through with more gifts, we may have to close down.”

      Good answer. But I still didn’t believe that was the only reason.

      I would leave it for now. If I could get Jonah alone, I could tell him my suspicions, and I could get him to turn on the sweetness and soften her up. Of course, I wasn’t in any mood for the two of them to be alone.

      I opened the yearbook in front of me, the one from Larry Wade’s junior year. I leafed through the pages. Juniors… Juniors… There they were. I flipped to the end and looked under W. There he was, Lawrence Wade. But for the fact that he was balding and graying, he looked about the same. Pretty forgettable. I backtracked to S, looking for Simpson. He wasn’t there. Well, that didn’t mean anything. Tom Simpson could have been in a different class. I turned to the seniors. Sure enough, there he was, Thomas Simpson. Blond, light-eyed, and very good-looking.

      “Bingo,” I said. I shoved the yearbook in front of Jonah.

      He gawked at it. “Oh my God. That’s exactly what Bryce looked like in high school, except with a different hairstyle.”

      Jonah hadn’t opened the book in front of him. He had been making small talk with Jordan. The waitress brought her wine, and she took a sip.

      I continued looking through the book. Lo and behold, there was Theodore Mathias, also a senior in this book. The photo was in black and white, but he appeared dark-haired and dark-eyed with an olive complexion. So Simpson and Mathias were both a year older than Larry, or at least a year ahead of him in school. Next thing on my list was to see if there was any mention of a future lawyers club anywhere in the yearbook. As I began to flip to the index, something caught my eye back in the Juniors section.

      “Oh my God,” I whispered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty–Four

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      Something in Melanie’s whisper gave me pause. I turned to her, and she had become pale. “Sweetheart, what is it?”

      She shoved the yearbook in front of me, pointing. “Check out who else was in Larry Wade’s class.”

      The pictures were in black and white, so I couldn’t tell if the hair and eyes were right, but the name I recognized.

      Rodney Cates.

      My heart thumped. This was all getting just a little too eerie.

      My phone buzzed on the table in front of me, and I glanced down. Another text.

      Our time is coming, my love. Soon we will be together for eternity.

      Shit.

      “What is it?” Melanie asked.

      “Nothing. Work related.” I hated lying to Melanie, but I would tell her later. I didn’t want to say anything in front of Jordan. The less she knew about this whole situation, the better. We were putting her in danger just by having her get these books.

      “I hope I’m not prying,” Jordan said, “but what do you need these books for? You said you needed to find some information for your uncle.”

      “Yes,” I said. “My uncle is…dying from cancer.”

      She clasped her hand to her mouth. “Oh! I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay. He’s lived a good life.” Lying really didn’t come easy for me. “He was hoping to get in touch with a few of his classmates.”

      “How would the yearbook help that? It would be easier to find them online. They’re probably all on Facebook.”

      Of course. This was why lying didn’t come easy to me. I sucked at it.

      “Oh, it’s not information so much he was looking for,” Melanie said, stroking my arm. “It’s photos. You see, all of his photos were destroyed in a fire a few years ago.”

      And again, the hand on the mouth. “Goodness, what terrible luck.”

      Melanie nodded. “I know. He’s been through so much. Now, as he is nearing the end of his life, he not only wants to talk to these people that he hasn’t seen in decades, but he also wants to remember them with these photos.”

      “I completely understand. I’m so glad that I could be of help to you.” Jordan took a sip of her wine.

      I tried not to stare at Melanie in awe. She had just lied her way out of this situation. I had never known her to be anything except completely honest, and I knew she would be when it mattered. But here, the way she was able to save the situation impressed me. To her mind, she was in a session right now, trying to extract information. Brilliant.

      I took a sip of my wine. Now we knew that three abductors had been at the same high school, two of them in the same class, one a class below. Rodney Cates was there too… What else did they have in common?

      “We truly do want to compensate you for your time,” Melanie was saying.

      “Goodness, the drink is more than enough. I’m glad I could do something to make your uncle’s last days better.”

      I nearly choked on my wine. I took my wallet out of my pocket and pulled out a hundred-dollar bill. “Please, take this.”

      “I can’t take so much.”

      I shoved the bill across the table. “I insist. You’ve helped us more than you’ll ever know.”

      “Are the two of you…involved?” she asked.

      Before I could open my mouth to speak, Melanie said, “We’re just good friends.”

      I couldn’t read the look on her face. She had body language down to a T. Anyone looking at her would think she was telling the truth. It unnerved me a bit.

      The alpha in me urged me to take her by the hand, pull her toward me, and kiss the life out of her. But Melanie never did anything without a reason. If she thought it would be better for Jordan not to think we were involved, I would go with that.

      Did she want me to ask Jordan out or something? Beyond the yearbook, there wasn’t really any information Jordan had that I needed. I’d talk to Melanie about it later.

      “I have to use the ladies room,” Melanie said. “If you’ll excuse me for a few minutes?”

      “Of course.” I stood and let her out of the booth. I couldn’t help watching her as she walked toward the restroom. She moved with such beauty and confidence.

      She was giving me permission to do something. I just wasn’t sure what it was. What more help could Jordan be to us?

      Unless Melanie thought knowing why the archives were in a storage facility was important.

      “Let me ask,” I said. “How long has your school kept the archives off-site?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ve only been at this particular school for two years, and archives have been off-site the whole time. But I’ve heard rumors.”

      “What kind of rumors?”

      “Evidently, the school was broken into about five years ago. Some yearbooks were stolen from the library. You know what’s funny? They’re the exact same yearbooks that you requested from me.”

      This woman clearly wasn’t the brightest. I lifted my eyebrow. “Really? That’s strange.”

      “It is strange, isn’t it? Once I realized that, I called you with the offer to go to the archives. I figured if they weren’t in the library, they probably hadn’t made it online either.”

      Okay. Not so dumb after all.

      “Anyway, I wanted to help. I mean, you and your friend hardly look like the type who would try to put something over on me. You’re just so…” Rosiness crept into her cheeks.

      This was my cue to ask her out. But that wasn’t going to happen. “I’m just a nephew who loves his uncle and will do anything for him.” I stopped, waiting for lightning to strike. I really did hate lying, and that was a big one.

      “That’s so very nice of you,” she said.

      “Yeah, well, I’m a nice guy. Can I get you another drink?”

      “No, thank you. I have to be driving home.”

      “I understand.” I stared down at the yearbook Melanie had been looking at. I flipped through a few pages, landing on clubs. French club, German club, Fellowship of Christian Athletes, National Honor Society… Where were the future lawyers?

      And then they appeared in front of my eyes. Not the future lawyers, but the future lawmakers. There was Larry, there was Tom, there was Theodore Mathias, and—

      My heart nearly stopped. The club had three additional members.

      “Are you okay?” Jordan asked.

      “Fine.” My voice was tight. Thank God, Melanie was returning from the restroom.

      She touched my arm. “Jonah, do you mind if we leave? I’m not feeling very well.”

      I went into protective mode. “Of course.” I looked to Jordan. “Do you mind? We’ll need to cut this short.”

      “Not at all.” She stood. “Thank you so much for the drink.”

      I stood and gave her a hug. “Thank you. You’ve made my uncle very happy.”

      “Just call me when you’re done with the yearbooks, and I’ll arrange to meet you somewhere to get them.”

      “Will do.”

      She turned and walked out the door.

      “What’s wrong, baby?” I asked Melanie.

      Melanie sat down next to me. “Nothing. I decided it was time to get rid of her. Did you get any information out of her?” Then she looked at me, touching my cheek. “Jonah, what’s wrong?”

      I pointed to the future lawmakers club.

      “This.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty–Five

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      The photo showed six students, five male and one female. I quickly perused the faces. Larry, Tom, and then Theodore Mathias.

      One of the two other men was none other than Rodney Cates.

      The woman?

      My heart stopped.

      Wendy Madigan.

      I looked to Jonah. And then back down at the book. The last male was taller than the other four and virtually identical to the man sitting beside me.

      Bradford Steel.

      “Oh my God.”

      “Melanie, I have no idea what to make of this. My father knew these men. Was in some lawmaking club with them. What the hell does all this mean?”

      I stroked his arm. “I wish I knew. But I can tell you one thing. We will find out.”

      “We need to keep these yearbooks. We can’t give them back to Jordan.”

      “We don’t want to get her in trouble, Jonah.”

      “No, I don’t want to do that,” he said. “But we need these original documents. And I need to talk to Wendy Madigan. Goddamnit, someone is going to tell me the truth if I have to beat it out of them.”

      “Jonah, you’re not going to hit a woman.”

      He raked his fingers through his hair. “Of course not, baby. You know I would never do that.”

      “You know,” I said, “this could mean nothing. So the six of them knew each other in school. That was eons ago. It doesn’t mean a thing.”

      He looked at me, straight in my eyes, his own burning. “You don’t believe that.”

      I sighed. “No, I don’t. But we have no reason to believe that your father was involved in anything nefarious. He certainly wouldn’t have participated in the kidnapping and rape of his own son.”

      Jonah shook his head, his pallor lightening. “At this point, Melanie, I just don’t know. I keep coming back to what Larry said to Bryce and me. ‘The truth is overrated. Once you open the door to that dark room, getting out is damn near impossible.’ I’m now seeing the ironic truth of those words.”

      I took his hand, rubbing my thumb into his palm. “I can’t promise you what we’ll find, but I promise you this. We will get to the bottom of this. You and I together. And Talon, Jade, Ryan, and Marj. We will find the truth.”
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* * *

      Jonah didn’t speak much on the drive home, and when we entered the house, he didn’t even stop to pet Lucy when she trotted up to meet us. He grabbed me, pushed me up against the wall, and crushed his mouth to mine.

      The kiss was angry, and while I knew Jonah wasn’t angry with me, I understood why his emotions were coiled up the way they were. He had just found out that his father actually knew all of Talon’s kidnappers, indeed had been in a club with them in high school. Perhaps his emotion wasn’t anger so much as it was helplessness, probably a combination of the two. Whatever it was, I would be here for him. I would see to whatever needs he had.

      His tongue tangled with mine, and he groaned against me. When he pulled back a little, he nipped at my lips, sucking the lower one into his mouth and biting it. Then he crushed our lips together again in a demanding, punishing kiss. I knew he wasn’t punishing me. This was his way of punishing the world around him, the world that had delivered to him such a feeling of helplessness.

      When he finally broke the kiss and sucked in a deep breath, he grabbed me, holding my face in one hand. “I need to take you downstairs, Melanie. I need that more than I can even put into words right now.”

      “Jonah…”

      “No, Melanie. I could go out and swim a hundred laps in my pool, or I could go on a run, or we could go to my bedroom and fuck each other’s brains out. But none of those will give me peace, not right now. I need to take you downstairs. And I don’t know what I’ll do if you say no.”

      I was not about to deny him. Things tonight might go farther than I was ready for, but I had pledged my love to this man. I had pledged my life to him, and right now he was in pain, big-time emotional pain, and I would do what I could to ease it for him.

      I looked at him straight into his dark brooding eyes. “I’m not going to say no.”

      He touched his forehead to mine. “Thank God.” Then he swooped me up in his arms, walked me through the foyer and to the door that led to his basement. He thumped down the stairs quickly, turning, walking through the rec room and then opening the door to his dungeon.

      “I can’t be gentle with you,” he said. “Not tonight. But I won’t hurt you. I’d never hurt you.”

      Fear sliced into me, but I was determined to give him what he needed. “I know you won’t. Take from me what you need, Jonah. I’m here for you.”

      He set me down and took a seat on the bed. “Undress.” His voice was firm, commanding.

      I wasn’t sure whether he wanted me to undress slowly and give him a striptease or just get naked as quickly as I could. So I decided to compromise and try to be sexy while getting undressed quickly.

      I unbuttoned my blouse and slid it over my shoulders. I bent forward and unclasped my bra, so he could see my breasts pointing downward as I removed it. Then I stood straight and put one foot on the bed, unzipping my ankle boot. I removed it and then my sock, and then repeated the motions with my other leg. I stood straight again and unzipped my jeans, sliding them over my hips and thighs and stepping out of them.

      He groaned. “Still that damned beige cotton.”

      I bit my lip. My cotton underwear was angering him tonight?

      “Come here,” he growled.

      I walked toward him slowly, and he grabbed my hips and unceremoniously ripped the panties off me.

      “From now on,” he said, “you do not enter this room wearing beige cotton. Is that understood?”

      I bit my lip again and nodded.

      “Only lace and satin will be allowed in this room,” he said. “I’ll make sure that you possess adequate garments after tonight.”

      I nodded again.

      “I need to put you on the table tonight, Melanie. I need to bind not only your wrists but also your ankles this time. I need you surrendered to me, laid out for my pleasure. You understand?”

      I nodded, but then remembered what he’d said about answering in words. “Yes.”

      I looked toward the table. It was rectangular, with stirrups attached. There was a black skirt around it, so I couldn’t see what, if any, mechanism lay underneath. There were clamps attached where I assumed he would bind me.

      He came toward me, lifted me in his arms, carried me to the table, and set me down upon the black leather that covered it.

      “Don’t be afraid,” he said in a husky voice.

      That was a little too much to ask. I was afraid. Goose bumps had erupted on my skin. I was trembling. But I trusted him, and I wanted to do what he needed.

      “Lie down.”

      I obeyed. He took one of my hands, bound my wrist to one end of the table, and then repeated with my other hand. The bindings were made of leather and were tight but not tight enough to be painful.

      I was face up.

      He moved to the foot of the table and repeated his actions with each of my ankles. He then removed the stirrups from the table. I secretly sighed in relief. I didn’t really want to go there tonight.

      Oddly, my legs weren’t very far apart, but he soon remedied that situation. He unlatched a mechanism at the bottom of the table, and the two sections moved apart until I was spread-eagled before him. He could now position himself between my legs.

      I was still trembling, but my nipples had hardened into berries. My skin was heating. I didn’t know what was going to happen, and that alone was starting to turn me on. This surprised me. I could tell my pussy was getting wet. I had that telltale tickle between my legs.

      Jonah inhaled. “God, you’re ripe. So fucking ripe.”

      “What are you going to do to me?” I asked.

      “You’ll see. And from now on, don’t talk until I tell you to.”

      The sternness in his voice unnerved me for a moment, but I was determined to get through this, to show him I could be what he needed. I loved this man so much, with my entire heart and soul. I wanted nothing more than to bring him some semblance of peace tonight. If this is what it would take, I would gladly participate.

      He came back to the head of the table and placed a silk blindfold over my eyes. Just as well. I wasn’t sure I wanted to see what he’d be doing anyway.

      “I’m going to use nipple clamps tonight, Melanie. I think you’ll enjoy it.”

      I shuddered. I opened my mouth to say something, I wasn’t sure what, but then closed it. He’d told me not to speak unless told to.

      “Your nipples are already hard. They’re so beautiful. They’re going to get very red when I clamp them. You’ll feel it in your pussy, baby. You’ll feel it through your whole body, and I’ll feel it too, as I watch you.”

      Again I said nothing, but tensed up a bit, waiting for the clamps.

      “First, I’m going to slap your breasts, baby. Slap those pretty titties.”

      Swat!

      Something came down on me. I was blindfolded, so I had no idea what he was using. The sound as much as the sting made my nipples tighten further.

      I cried out, not from pain so much as pleasure.

      “You like that, baby? You like when I punish your breasts?”

      Did that mean I had permission to talk? “Yes,” I said.

      “Good. Ready for the clamps?”

      “Yes.” I bit my lip.

      I was expecting cool metal, but what touched me felt more like vinyl. I gasped as the clamp tightened around my nipple. Soon the other was in a clamp as well, and as he tightened both of them, I cried out.

      “Too much?” he asked.

      “God, no.” I gritted my teeth. It was painful, yes, but oh, so amazing at the same time. My nipples were being twisted in the most wonderful way, and I felt it all the way down to my pussy, just like Jonah had said I would.

      “I’m going to chain the clamps together now, Melanie, and tug on them.”

      I groaned.

      Soon my nipples were being pulled. God, so good.

      “Jonah,” I gasped. “I need you. I need you now. Your cock inside me.”

      Slap!

      Something came down upon my abdomen.

      “I told you not to speak without permission.”

      I started to open my mouth to say I was sorry but bit my lip instead.

      I was at his mercy. He could do with me whatever he wanted right now. If he hurt me, I could tell him to stop, and I trusted that he would. So far, he wasn’t hurting me. The clamps were…surreal. As much as I loved having my nipples sucked hard, the clamps were something completely different. Yes, they were influencing the same nerve endings, but it was a different sensation, different than a suck, different even than a bite. Perhaps it was because it was prolonged. I didn’t know, and I didn’t rightly care. All I knew was my body was hot, so hot.

      This was more physical for me than it had ever been before. Right now I wanted to be fucked.

      But Jonah obviously had other ideas.

      “I’m going to put some clamps on your thighs. Let me know if it’s too much,” he said.

      I sucked in a breath at the first pinch on the top of my thigh.

      Too much? Hell no.

      I breathed out. A few seconds later, he pinched my other side in the same spot, about a couple of inches below my groin.

      “Okay?” he asked.

      “Yes.” I wasn’t sure if I was allowed to say any more.

      He applied two more to each thigh, one in the middle and one right above the knee.

      I tensed, letting the pain course through me, letting it grow into something that wasn’t quite pleasure but was amazing at the same time.

      “This is why I like this kind of play, Melanie,” Jonah said. “I know what it does to you. It’s doing exactly the same thing to me. Everything I produce in your body I feel in my own. I don’t know why, but I do. I have such a hard-on right now for you, Melanie.” His erection pressed against my hand that was bound. “Feel me. Feel what you do to me. Feel how much I want you.”

      Then fuck me! I longed to shout. But I would not disobey him again. I kept my hand on his bulge until he moved away.

      Slap! Tiny smacks that didn’t hurt—in fact, felt amazing—came down on my abdomen and then on my clamped thighs.

      Slap!

      This time on the blond curls between my legs, and then again, between them, against my slick folds of my pussy.

      I bit my lip to keep from crying out, so hard that I actually drew blood. The tangy metal taste made its way to my tongue. If only he would fuck me, fuck me hard.

      As if he were reading my mind, two fingers suddenly forced their way into my pussy.

      I let out a gasp. “Oh!”

      Something slapped against my clit.

      “I told you not to speak.”

      He tugged on the chain joining the clamps again, and oh my God, without any clitoral stimulation, I began to orgasm.

      How was this possible?

      I couldn’t help myself. I tried to stop it because he hadn’t given me permission to come. But it was too late. The convulsions started in my pussy and spread outward until I tingled all over, and sparks of electricity surged through my entire body, culminating in those places where I was bound, where I was clamped.

      “Good, baby. Enjoy it.”

      I flew and I flew, and when my pussy finally stopped pulsating and the tingling in my body subsided a bit, I said, “I’m sorry.”

      This time he didn’t discipline me for speaking out of turn. “Why are you sorry?”

      “Because you didn’t tell me I could come.”

      He let out a little laugh. “No, I didn’t. But I didn’t tell you that you couldn’t, either.”

      I smiled.

      He touched my lips. “You need to stop biting your lip so much, Melanie. You’re bleeding.”

      “May I speak freely?”

      “Yes.”

      “I was biting my lip to keep from begging you to fuck me.”

      Another chuckle. “I may never again put any restraint on your talking.”

      I let out a soft laugh myself at that.

      “I will fuck you, Melanie. But all in good time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty–Six

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      She was so beautiful. Laid out before me naked, each of her limbs bound, her legs spread, her nipples and thighs clamped. She did this for me because she knew I needed it.

      She hadn’t completely surrendered to me yet. That wouldn’t happen until she knelt at my feet while I sat in my chair. But this was enough for now. I could not push her any further tonight.

      I grabbed a feather boa from one of the boxes near the wall and delicately drifted it over her.

      I was done inflicting pain for tonight. Now I would give her only pleasure. She sighed against the touch, and after she was sufficiently relaxed, I removed the clamps from her thighs, relishing the pink marks they left. Although I would show no pink marks on my own skin, I felt every place those implements touched her. I closed my eyes, sighing, my cock hard as granite.

      I would keep the clamps on her nipples for now. She responded well to them, and when she came again, this time with me embedded deep inside her, she would be glad of the clamps.

      I slowly removed my shirt and then my boots, socks, jeans, and boxers. My cock was the biggest it had ever been, harder than normal even. I was ready to put it inside her, to complete the scene and make her mine. I knelt between her legs for a moment and licked her folds. She was so juicy and glistening. She sighed.

      “I’m going to ram into you, Melanie. Fuck you hard and fast. It won’t be gentle.”

      I climbed onto the table and slid my knees into the notches that had been built to my own specifications. I was primed at the right angle, and I entered her with one swift thrust. She let out a gasp as I embedded myself into her balls-deep.

      She began biting her lip again.

      “You can speak now, Melanie. Speak at your will.”

      “God, thank you. You feel so good inside me, Jonah. I’ve been longing for this all night.”

      I groaned. “Me too.” I pulled out all the way so the tip of my cock was only barely touching her slick folds. I waited for a moment, even though my instinct was to plunge back in.

      I wanted to tease her a little.

      But only a little.

      I thrust back into her, all the way, pulled out again, and thrust back in.

      She screamed my name.

      And I thrust again.

      My entire body was tense and rigid, in need of release.

      So I pulled back out again, tickling her folds with the head of my cock, and then thrust into her violently, letting my orgasm release into her.

      As I emptied into her, the tension and stress left my body.

      And I knew, with this woman by my side, I could get through anything.

      Anything at all.
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* * *

      After we showered, we sat together in the bedroom, Melanie with her laptop.

      “What are you working on?” I asked.

      “Just some basic searching. Trying to find out what the future lawmakers club is. Maybe it’s some national thing, like National Honor Society. So far I haven’t found anything though.”

      “None of this makes sense. I always thought my father went to Snow Creek High School. That’s where he always said he went.”

      “Your family has a lot of money, Jonah. It also makes sense that he’d go to a private preparatory school like Tejon.”

      “Wendy Madigan told us so many lies.”

      “I know. But remember, you’re the one who had a feeling she wasn’t trustworthy when you met with her. Turns out you were right.”

      “Great. I was right. So why do I feel so awful?”

      “You know the answer to that as well as I do. Because this is an awful situation. And now you need to find out what your father’s role was.”

      I shook my head. “I’ve always wondered why my father swept Talon’s abduction under the rug and never let any of us deal with it. I always wanted to know why, for my own sake as well as Talon’s. Now that I know about a link to the three abductors…” I raked my fingers through my hair. “Melanie, I’m afraid.”

      “Afraid of what?”

      “Afraid of finding out who my father truly was.”

      She put her laptop away, came to me, and then, taking a seat on my lap, curled her arms around my neck. “Our parents are never really who we want them to be. I know mine aren’t.”

      Her words made me feel selfish and self-indulgent. I had been focusing so much on my own familial turmoil, and here she was, the woman I loved, and I knew next to nothing about her own family. “Tell me about your parents, sweetheart.”

      “There’s not much to tell, really. It’s not something I like talking about.”

      “I want to know you, Melanie. I already know that I love you more than anything, but I need to know you, everything about you. Beginning with your childhood.”

      She heaved a sigh and then gave me a kiss on the cheek. “It’s not a happy story, but it’s not horrible either. My parents gave me everything I wanted or needed…except their love and affection.”

      I looked at her beautiful face. She must’ve been a gorgeous child. How could her parents not have loved her? “I’m sorry, baby.”

      “I’ve long since gotten past it. At least I like to think I have. It has come back to me a little since Gina’s death. I think part of the reason I wanted to help Gina so much was because my own parents were a lot like hers. She sought love and affection from someone else because her parents weren’t giving it to her. That someone else turned out to be her uncle, and you know where that led.”

      “Did you seek love and affection from anyone else?”

      She shook her head. “No. I threw myself into school. I was a basic nerd, always had my nose in a book, always made straight As. I ended up getting scholarships for most of my college and medical school, and for what didn’t get paid for, I took out student loans. My parents could’ve helped me, but I didn’t want to take their money. That was all I ever had from them, and I vowed, at that time, that I was done taking it. That I would make it on my own. So far I have. I’ve never asked them for a penny since I left for college.”

      “I’ve said this before, Melanie. You’re the strongest woman I’ve ever known.”

      She bit her lip. “I’m stronger now than I was mere weeks ago. It’s funny how things get put into perspective. Even with all my successes, I always thought of myself as average. If I’d been anything great, my parents would’ve loved me, so I must not have been anything great. The truth is that no matter how old a child gets, somewhere in the back of his mind—it can be fully subconscious—he always longs for his parents’ approval and affection.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but she placed two fingers over my lips.

      “You’re going to tell me how wonderful I am.” She smiled. “I can see it in your eyes. Every time you look at me, Jonah, I can tell how much you love me, and that means more to me than you’ll ever know.”

      “Are your parents still around?”

      She nodded. “But we don’t talk much. There’s no reason to.”

      “I’d like to meet them,” he said.

      “There’s no reason for you to meet them.”

      “Melanie, if you and I are going to have a future together, which I hope we will, I do need to meet your parents.”

      She let out a sigh. “All right. We’ll drive to Denver to meet them sometime. But not anytime soon, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “I never thought I’d have kids. I didn’t want to make the same mistakes my parents did.”

      “I never thought I’d have kids either, Melanie. But now that I’ve met you, I think I might want to try.”

      She smiled, shaking her head. “I may be too old for that.”

      “I doubt it. Lots of women are having kids in their forties.”

      She laughed. “Someone just told me that same thing.”

      “Oh? Who?”

      “Ruby Lee. She and I had quite a talk the other day.”

      “She’s another one we probably need to talk to further,” I said. “After all, her father was one of Talon’s abusers. A member of that ‘future lawmakers club,’ whatever that could mean.”

      “I think Ruby will be cooperative,” Melanie said. “She wants to see her father behind bars. She told me so.”

      “Damn it, so do I. I want to see my brother avenged.”

      She touched my cheek. “We will, my love. I know we will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty–Seven

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      I woke up at about nine a.m. and stretched. Jonah had taken the yearbooks to his office early that morning to have Dolores make the copies we needed. Then we had to return them to Jordan before anyone noticed they were missing. He was going to get back to the house as quickly as he could, because he and I were taking a trip to Denver to see Wendy Madigan.

      I wasn’t sure what her story was. She had obviously been a respected newswoman, so on the surface, at least, she was intelligent and hardworking. But who knew what went on in her mind?

      She was a sophomore in the yearbook where she was shown as one of the members of the future lawmakers club. Tom Simpson and Theodore Mathias were seniors, and Brad, Rodney Cates, and Larry were juniors that year. Wendy had told Jade that her family had moved from the western slope to Denver when she was sixteen and Brad was seventeen. She didn’t appear in any yearbooks after that year, so perhaps she had been telling the truth.

      What was that club truly about? Larry had called the club the “future lawyers.” Had he made that mistake on purpose, trying to throw us off track? Or had he simply misspoken? After all, he and Tom were the only ones who actually became lawyers. I shook my head to myself. No, he had given us the wrong name on purpose. I was sure of it.

      I would find out later. Right now, I had to get Lucy fed, take a shower, and get ready for Jonah to come home so we could drive to Denver this afternoon.

      When I stood, a vibrating buzz met my ears. My phone was still hooked up to the charger in the bedroom, but I looked around.

      Jonah’s phone sat on the kitchen counter. Very odd. He never went anywhere without his phone, but there was a first time for everything. I grabbed the phone. It was a text.

      Now you are mine.

      I dropped the phone back on the counter with a clatter. Icy chills crept up the back of my neck. He was still getting those texts. Had Mills and Johnson traced that number yet? Had Jonah even called them? I had no idea. Well, I had the number right in front of me now. I would call and get to the bottom of this. Taking Jonah’s phone with me, I walked swiftly to the bedroom where my own phone was. Quickly I dialed Trevor Mills’s number.

      “Mills.”

      “Hi there, this is Melanie Carmichael, Jonah Steel’s…girlfriend.”

      “Of course. What can I do for you, Doctor?”

      “I need you to trace a phone number for me.” I rattled off the number. “Jonah’s been getting some unusual texts from this number, and all we could find is that the area code is in Iowa.”

      “I’ll get on it. Anything else?”

      “No. Just give me a call when you have any information.”

      “Will do. Have a good day.”

      I stared at Jonah’s phone for a moment, again questioning why he’d left it here. Probably just an oversight. I walked into the bathroom and started the shower.
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* * *

      Jonah was late getting back from the pastures. I couldn’t call him because I had his phone. So I decided to call Dolores at his office.

      “Steel Acres.”

      “Hi, Dolores. This is Melanie Carmichael. Is Jonah still in the office?”

      “Jonah hasn’t been in this morning,” the secretary said. “I just assumed he went straight out to the pastures.”

      My heart nearly stopped. “You mean he didn’t go in this morning and ask you to make some copies of some old yearbooks?”

      “No, Melanie. Sorry.”

      My skin prickled, and my pulse raced. What was going on?

      “So you haven’t seen him at all today?”

      “No, I haven’t. Is anything wrong?”

      I didn’t want to worry her. “Everything’s fine. Thank you.” I ended the call.

      Now what? I bit my lip, drawing blood. Where was he? I paced around the house, Lucy following my heels.

      Maybe he hadn’t gone into the office after all and had just been delayed out in the pastures. That would make sense. What didn’t make sense, though, was how he had forgotten his phone. That was so unlike him.

      I looked around, finding nothing more in the kitchen and bedroom. I walked into the other wing of the house, to Jonah’s study. I gasped.

      On his desk sat the four yearbooks.

      There was no way he would’ve forgotten both the phone and the yearbooks.

      Something was wrong.

      Very wrong.

      My adrenaline surging, I flipped on his printer and copier and quickly went through each yearbook, making the copies we needed.

      Then I let the fear take me. My heart pounded and my nerves bristled. Nausea crept up my throat. Someone had Jonah. He wouldn’t leave without a trace unless someone had taken him.

      Blood rushed to my head, and I was caught in a haze of white noise.

      No!

      I had to do something. The police. I’d call the police.

      I quickly made a call to 9-1-1 and alerted the authorities that Jonah was missing. What next?

      I let out a breath and rubbed my shivering arms.

      I would have to call Talon. I just didn’t relish telling this man who had been through so much already that his big brother was missing.

      My phone rang in my pocket. I picked it up and recognized Mills’s number.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Doctor, this didn’t take long at all. We got a name for your number. Definitely an Iowa area code, as you know, but as far as we can tell, the person with the number never lived in Iowa.”

      Right. The number of the person who’d been stalking Jonah. Of course. I willed myself to stay in control. “Okay.”

      “The number is registered to a female in the name of Selena Winters.”

      “Jonah has never mentioned anyone by that name. Why would she be stalking him by phone?”

      “With a little more research, we found out that Selena Winters is an alias. The person who uses this number is a retired newswoman living in Denver. Her name is Wendy Madigan.”

      The phone flipped from my hands. I quickly picked it up, my pulse racing. “I’m sorry. Wendy Madigan?”

      “That’s right. She’s had this phone number for nearly ten years. But it doesn’t get used very often.”

      “Can you get her phone records?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Working on it.”

      “Great. Call me when you have something.” I hung up quickly.

      Oh God oh God oh God.

      The text I’d read forced its way into my mind.

      Now you are mine.

      She had him. Wendy Madigan had my Jonah.

      I quickly called Mills back.

      “Yeah?”

      “Melanie Carmichael again. I need you to drop everything. Jonah is missing, and it’s most likely that he’s with this Wendy Madigan. I’ve called the police, but I want you on this. All I know is that she lives in Denver with her mother, but we need to find her. Scratch that. I don’t give a damn about her. I just need to find Jonah.”

      “We’ll get on it, Doctor.”

      “I don’t care what it costs. Please. Find him.” I ended the call.

      Now I definitely had to call Talon.

      But I wasn’t looking forward to it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty–Eight

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      I opened my eyes to pastel blurs.

      Where the hell was I?

      I had gotten up at five a.m., showered quickly, and was filling my travel cup full of coffee when…

      My mind was blank after that.

      I was in a bed. A king-size bed crammed into a small bedroom. I wasn’t tied down, so I sat up.

      Whoa. Really woozy.

      I moved my knees over the side of the bed and stood, but my knees wouldn’t hold me. I toppled over on the floor.

      Someone came rushing in. “Goodness, my love, you shouldn’t be up yet.”

      I strained my eyes, but the woman in front of me was a blur. She had short hair, maybe blue eyes.

      “Lie back down, Brad. You’ll be feeling better soon.”

      Brad? I opened my mouth to argue with her but only garbled noises emerged.

      What the hell was going on?

      “I’ll be bringing in your lunch soon,” the woman said. “Once you’re feeling better, we can talk. I’ve missed you so much, Brad.” She left the room, closing the door behind her.

      Brad. That was my father’s name. My father whom I didn’t know anymore.

      My mind seemed to be working fine. It was my body that was having trouble catching up. What happened? Was I dreaming? Did I have a stroke? Why wasn’t my body working?

      Drugs.

      Someone must’ve drugged me. I had been in my kitchen, getting ready to pour coffee…

      I squeezed my eyes shut, desperately trying to remember anything beyond that moment.

      Nothing came.

      I patted the back pocket of my jeans for my phone.

      It wasn’t there.

      Damn. I never went anywhere without my phone. I had set it on the kitchen counter because I was in the middle of reading an e-mail when I went to fill my coffee cup…

      It must still be there.

      What time was it?

      I was supposed to meet Melanie back at the house so we could drive to Denver…

      I tried standing again, to no avail. I would have to wait until whatever I had been drugged with left my system.

      Think, Joe, think. What could be going on? Who would be calling you Brad?

      The door opened again, and the woman, still a blur, came in with a tray.

      I said nothing. Just sat, squinting, trying to make out who it was.

      And then I knew.

      Brooke Bailey had never been stalking me.

      The person stalking me, who was now talking to me as though I were my father, was none other than Wendy Madigan. She couldn’t have gotten me here by herself. Someone was helping her.

      Was I in Denver? How much time had passed?

      Wendy set the tray down on a TV tray and brought it to me. “I hope you’re hungry. I made my famous beef stew. I remember how much you used to love it.”

      Should I play along? Not like I had much choice until I could work my body. Right now I was tingling all over. From nerves? Probably. But maybe also from whatever drug she’d given me wearing off. Hopefully.

      She hadn’t bound me, thank God, but she was probably locking the door behind her while I was in here. But the room was sunny and had a window. I could easily get out of here.

      What to do until then? Appease her? That would probably be the safest thing, but it wasn’t in me to do that without trying to get out first.

      “You made a mistake,” I said. “I’m not Brad. I’m his son, Jonah. Brad was my father.”

      “Always the same thing, Brad,” she said. “Always trying to deny what has always been between us. That’s why I brought you here. That’s why I’ve been texting you. It’s time that you finally surrendered to our love.”

      She was crazy. My skin compressed against my muscles, and I remembered the last time I had seen Wendy Madigan. She had said more than once how much I looked like my father, more so than Talon and Ryan did. That much was true, and I recalled the way she’d stared at me, to a point where I’d become uncomfortable.

      Now she had clearly flipped her wig.

      I tried not to worry about my fate. Melanie would notice I was gone, and she would go to Talon and Ryan. They would put Mills and Johnson on the case, and I would be found soon. Still, I needed to try to escape.

      “I’m ovulating, Brad. I think we may finally get that baby we’ve been wishing for.”

      Nausea crept up my throat. Ovulating? Wendy was in her sixties. Not only crazy but delusional as well. No way was this happening.

      “Enjoy your stew. I’ll be back to check on you later.”

      “Look, Wendy, you know I’m married. Daphne and I have four children.”

      “Silly, you only have three. Three boys. You say you love Daphne, but I was always your first and only love. You told me so yourself.”

      All right. No wonder she thought she was ovulating. She was stuck in the past, obviously before Marjorie had been born. I could work with that. “That was a long time ago. We were just kids.”

      “Not that long ago. You know as well as I do that we were always meant for each other. I forgave you when you impregnated that slut Daphne.”

      I chilled. The need to defend my mother rose up within me, but would that be the right attack?

      “I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t talk about Daphne that way,” I said. “She is, after all, the mother of my children.”

      Wendy stiffened, picked up the bowl of stew on the tray, and hurled it against the wall. “I was always supposed to be the mother of your children. You know that as well as I do. You took that chance away from me.” She pointed to the mess she had made. “Now clean that shit up.” She walked out the door, slamming it, the lock turning.

      I had no intention of cleaning up her mess. I wasn’t hungry anyway.

      I walked to the door to examine the lock. It was a deadbolt, so picking it was out of the question, especially since I didn’t have any tools. I could turn this room upside down looking for something, but I’d check the window first. I walked toward it and looked out. I was on the second story of what appeared to be a house in a decent neighborhood. Was this the same house Talon and I had visited in Denver? I had no idea.

      The window wasn’t locked, so I unlatched it and slid it open. However, instead of a screen, another pane of glass had been installed. Not a huge problem. I could break glass, and I could probably jump to safety, even though I was on the second story.

      When I heard the lock being tinkered with on the door, I hurried back to the bed and sat down.

      Wendy walked back in, locking the door behind her. She looked toward the mess she had made with the stew earlier, looked at me, and then back at the floor. “Brad, please forgive me. You know how I get sometimes.”

      How many personalities did this woman have? I tried standing again, and my knees wobbled a little less this time. I managed to stay standing for a second until she walked toward me and pushed me back down on the bed.

      “You shouldn’t be up. You need to rest. Just lie down while I clean up this mess. Again, I’m so sorry.” She walked out the door for a moment and then came back with some rags and a shop vac. She worked quickly, as if possessed by a manic streak, and within ten minutes, the mess was gone.

      Now, instead of beef and carrots, the room smelled like beef, carrots, and carpet shampoo. Great.

      She slid the shop vac outside the door and then returned. “I’m so sorry, Brad. Please forgive me.”

      I was at a loss. How should I approach this? Obviously, I should approach it as my father would have, but it had become increasingly clear to me that I didn’t know my father at all. How would he have acted?

      Like the domineering man he had been. He had been a kind father, but he had been strict, teaching us responsibility and the value of hard work. He had been a sexist, to Marj’s chagrin, believing a woman’s place was in the home and not out on the ranch. I smiled. Marj had set him straight on that. Once she’d stood up to him, he had spoiled her rotten.

      How would he have treated Wendy?

      I had no fucking idea.

      I knew one thing, though. He wouldn’t have put up with her little tantrum and throwing food.

      I looked at her with all the anger I could muster…and I had a lot of it pouring through me at the moment. “If you ever pull a stunt like that again, Wendy, I will walk out of here and never come back.”

      She fell at my knees, sobbing into them. “Brad, please don’t leave me. You know we were meant to be together. You can’t deny it. You don’t love Daphne the way you love me. You know you don’t.”

      Would I get further with her if I pacified her, told her I loved her? Or would I get further if I defended my mother? If only I knew what my father had done.

      According to what Wendy had told Jade, Wendy and my father had been in love and had engaged in an affair while he was alive. Was that true? Or was it part of Wendy’s delusion?

      She had been instrumental in covering up what had happened to Talon, and I still didn’t understand why my father had swept it all under the rug.

      Maybe I could find out…

      “I’m sorry, Wendy,” I said, “but I can never forgive you for your part in what happened to my son.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty–Nine

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      I sat in Jonah’s kitchen with his brothers.

      “Joe tried to tell me,” Talon said. “He thought something was off about Wendy Madigan, but I kind of brushed it off. She had been a huge help to Jade, and Jade spoke highly of her.” He shook his head. “I should have listened to my big brother.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up, Tal,” Ryan said.

      “Yes, don’t,” I agreed. “Right now we have to find Jonah.” I sank my head into my hands.

      Talon touched my shoulder. “Doc, it’s going to be okay.”

      I let out a sigh. If only… I was in a position right now that I was never supposed to be in. Not only was the man I loved missing, probably taken by a woman who was clearly mad, but someone had to tell Talon what Jonah and I had learned from the yearbooks. That was never supposed to be me, but right now, I didn’t have a choice.

      “We’ll get through this, Tal,” Ryan said gently.

      He shook his head. “I still can’t get over it. One of those motherfuckers was here the whole time, and I didn’t know it. The fucking mayor. He congratulated me on my heroics overseas, officiated at that stupid-ass ceremony they did for me in town. And all that time…”

      “I’d like to tear his fucking head off,” Ryan said, tensing.

      “I think we all would, Ryan,” I said.

      “And the other one… I was right. Jade’s mother’s boyfriend.” He shook his head again. “I was actually right.”

      “You were,” I said.

      “Funny,” he said. “It doesn’t feel good to be right.”

      “Of course it doesn’t. It doesn’t change what happened to you. I always told you that your healing didn’t depend on finding those three.” I rubbed at my forehead. Now wasn’t the time for a therapy session. “But there is a silver lining to this cloud. We know who we’re looking for now. And they can’t hide forever.”

      Talon stood, his eyelids heavy. “I don’t even care anymore, Doc. I just want my big brother back.”

      So did I. Tears emerged at the corners of my eyes. I sniffled. “I’m worried and scared, just like you two. But we need to take solace in the fact that if Wendy has him, she probably won’t hurt him. After all, she was in love with your father.”

      As I said the word “father,” my heart sank. The next step was to show Talon and Ryan the yearbooks—and the connection between Rodney Cates, Wendy, the three abductors…and Bradford Steel.

      I doubted they’d take it any better than Jonah had.

      I inhaled a deep breath.

      This wasn’t going to be easy.
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* * *

      After half an hour of telling the story and looking at Talon’s and Ryan’s mouths wide open, we were all ready for a drink. Ryan played bartender at Jonah’s bar, mixing up a bourbon for Talon, a martini for me, and then, in a surprise twist, a bourbon for himself.

      “I thought you were a wine guy,” I said.

      “Today screams for something stronger,” he replied, taking a sip of his bourbon and then clenching his jaw. “We need to get out of here. We should be out looking for Joe. He’d be doing that for us.”

      “True,” Talon said, standing.

      I hadn’t been able to shake the nausea I’d been experiencing since I realized Jonah was gone. I’d thought a drink might be a good idea, but I couldn’t choke any of it down. “The police are on it. So are Mills and Johnson. There’s nothing more we can do.”

      “The hell there’s not,” Ryan said, downing his bourbon like a shot. “Let’s go, Tal.”

      “If you two are going, I’m going with you,” I said.

      Talon turned to me, handing me the yearbooks. “You stay here, Doc. Joe would never forgive us if we put you in harm’s way.” He checked his watch. “Jade should be home from work soon. I’m going to text her and tell her to come stay with you. I don’t want you to be alone.”

      “You’re crazy.” My blood was rushing through my veins. I could almost hear the whoosh. “I’m not staying here.”

      “Please,” Ryan said. “Stay here. We need to know you’re safe. For Joe.”

      For Joe.

      They knew the words that would get to me. I would do anything for their brother. Finally, I relented. I would stay, but I elicited a promise that they would text me every half hour. I didn’t need to be worrying about them, as well.

      “Why hasn’t Mills called? Or the police?” I pulled at my hair.

      “Jonah’s strong, Doc,” Ryan said. “He’ll be all right.”

      “I can’t lose him now. I just can’t. I don’t know how I’ll go on.”

      “If Wendy loved our dad the way she said she did, she won’t hurt one of his kids,” Ryan said.

      Talon jolted on his bar stool. “Oh my God…”

      “What is it, Tal?”

      “Oh, God,” he said again. “Melanie…”

      Talon had never called me Melanie before. Always Dr. Carmichael or Doc. His use of my first name couldn’t signify anything good. I inhaled, gathering what courage I had left. “What is it?”

      “If Wendy was in the group, this future lawmakers club, with my father and my three abductors… What if she was somehow involved in my kidnapping?”

      I heard the words Talon didn’t say. If what he proposed was true, and if Wendy had been involved in his abduction, she certainly wasn’t above hurting one of Brad’s children.

      I rubbed my shoulders as cold fear pressed through me. My breath came in rapid pants. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t see…

      I fell into Talon’s arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      Wendy stared at me, but I couldn’t read the look on her face. My vision was still too blurry. She advanced toward me.

      “Brad, you know as well as I do that what happened to your son was your own fault.”

      What? Fiery rage pulsed in my veins. How dare she blame my father for what happened to Talon? I opened my mouth to say as much but then closed it quickly.

      Had Wendy orchestrated Talon’s kidnapping to punish my father?

      Had she been telling the truth? That my father had an enemy? And that she was the enemy?

      Then again, that would contradict what Larry had said—that Talon was never meant to be taken. Larry’s story made more sense, as Talon and Ryan had gone searching for Luke Walker that day, and there was no way that Tom and the other one, whichever name he was using at the time, could’ve known where they had gone. Wendy couldn’t have known either. She lived in Denver, not Snow Creek, at that time.

      What could I say to get the most information out of Wendy?

      “It was not my fault, Wendy,” I said. “You and I both know the truth.” I had no idea what truth I was speaking of, but maybe she would start talking.

      “The only truth I know, Brad, is that we are meant for each other. We have always been meant to be together. And I will use whatever means I must to make you see that ultimate certainty.”

      While I was thinking about how to respond, she stalked toward me, pushing me down supine on the bed. She began unbuttoning my shirt. “It’s time, Brad. It’s time for you to impregnate me. I’m ovulating, ripe as a tomato ready to fall off the vine. I’m ready to take your seed, to start making your true heir.”

      My vision was finally coming back. She looked at me with a mixture of love and madness, her blue eyes filled with emotion unreadable. There was no way we were having sex.

      I exerted my strength, sat up, and pushed her away. “No. Not after what you did to my son. Maybe we had a future at one time, Wendy. But when you harmed my son, you ended whatever was between us.”

      “And I told you, what happened to your son was your own fault, not mine. You were the one who refused to surrender to our love. You needed to be punished.”

      “So to punish me, you harmed an innocent little boy. You’re a monster, Wendy. A monster, and I cannot love a monster.”

      Tears emerged in Wendy’s eyes. “Everything I’ve done, I’ve done out of love for you. How do you not see that?”

      And then an idea popped into my mind. “Wendy, I’ll make a deal with you. You tell me exactly how the attack on Talon was orchestrated. Be totally honest so I can punish the people involved. If you do that for me, I will give you the child you so desperately want.”

      The thought of actually sleeping with Wendy Madigan made my skin crawl, but I had no intention of doing so. It was clear that my father had been able to manipulate her, as I was doing now. It was also clear that she was unstable and this so-called love for my father had blinded her to everything else. Had blinded her into orchestrating the kidnapping of an innocent ten-year-old boy, if what I suspected was true.

      “No, Brad. You give me the child first. Then I will tell you everything.”

      Time to act the domineering male again, an act I was no stranger to. I stood, pulling her up next to me. I looked her straight in her blue eyes, which were now no longer blurry, thank God. “You seem to be forgetting who makes the rules around here. In case you need an answer, I do. Not you.”

      She fell against me, weeping. “Brad, of course you make the rules. I would do anything for you. You know that.”

      I pushed her away from me, again meeting her gaze. “Then you will tell me right now. Tell me exactly how Talon was taken and who orchestrated it.”

      “You know already. You knew what kind of men the future lawmakers were. You joined their club anyway, like I did.”

      “Refresh my memory. Tell me what that club was about. Tell me why you joined, Wendy.”

      “You know why I joined. To be near you.”

      “What about Rodney Cates? Why did he join?”

      “He had the hots for Theo’s sister. You know that.”

      Of course. Gina’s mother, Theodore Mathias’s sister. Things were starting to fall into place.

      Sort of.

      Why would my father have joined the club? He wasn’t a future lawyer or future lawmaker. He was heir to the most profitable ranch in Colorado. What was that club truly about?

      “Wendy, I’m losing patience quickly. You will tell me right now what the future lawmakers club was about and how and why the attack on my son was orchestrated. Am I making myself clear?” I gripped her upper arm harshly.

      “Yes, Brad. I love it when you get rough with me. Squeeze my arm harder.”

      Okay, not where I wanted to go with this. “I will not get rough with you. I will not do anything you want until you tell me what I need to know.”

      “Why? Have you somehow lost your memory? You know how that happened. You were a big part of it. Remember?”

      She was lying. No way had my father been involved in any way with Talon’s abduction. I gripped her other upper arm and shook her. “Goddamnit,” I said through clenched teeth. “You will tell me the truth. Now.” I threw her down on the bed.

      “Yes, Brad, take me.” She began unbuttoning her blouse. “I’m yours. Only yours. Take me now.”

      I needed to get hold of myself. Getting rough with her was not getting through to her, clearly. Plus, even as angry as I was, I wasn’t comfortable roughing up a woman, even one who deserved it as much as Wendy Madigan did.

      No. That was not who I was. I could never get violent with a woman. Especially not now. I would never be able to look my sweet Melanie in the eye.

      And then another thought occurred to me. If she liked me roughing her up, I would do the opposite.

      “No.” I looked straight into her eyes. “I will not take you. I don’t want you, Wendy. I love Daphne.”

      “Need I remind you, Brad, that talk like that is what got your son taken in the first place? You have two other sons, you know. Aren’t you concerned about their safety? Especially the young one?”

      “Why you little bit—” I stopped myself from finishing the sentence. Although the rage and ire were consuming me, I had to keep my head. I had to figure out how to get her to talk.

      She finished unbuttoning her blouse and pushed the pieces of fabric to each side, showing her bra. “You always loved my breasts, Brad. Don’t you remember?”

      “We were just kids, Wendy.”

      I fervently wished she would leave her clothes on. “Button yourself back up. I don’t even want to look at you anymore.” I turned and walked toward the door.

      To my surprise, it opened. I rushed down the hallway and down a flight of stairs to the first floor of the house.

      I raced through what appeared to be a living room to the front door and turned the knob. Locked. From the fucking outside. She had locked me in.

      Wendy came running down the stairs, the two sides of her blouse flapping. “Just where do you think you’re going?”

      I turned to her. “I’m getting the hell out of this house. I’m going home to my wife and children.”

      “No!” She launched herself into me, nearly making me lose my footing. “I’ll never let you go, Brad. Never.”

      I pushed her off me, gripping her upper arms. “You don’t have a choice.”

      I shoved her to the side and walked through the house, looking for a back door. When I found it, I turned the knob, and to my delight, it opened.

      I gasped.

      I stood facing a man in a black mask, a man with unreal blue eyes. Eyes I had seen before.

      He was pointing a gun at my heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty–One

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      I woke up on Jonah’s bed, a woman removing a damp cloth from my forehead. I squinted. It was Jade.

      “Melanie,” she said. “Can you hear me?”

      I nodded. “What happened?”

      “You fainted. Talon carried you in here.”

      “Did they tell you…”

      “Yes.” She replaced the cloth on my head. “It’s all so unbelievable.”

      Yes, it was. “Did you look at the yearbooks?”

      She nodded. “Talon texted me about them, and yes, I looked at them. He’s a mess, Melanie. I’m worried about all three of them right now.”

      “Talon is strong. He’ll get through it. He’s gotten through much worse. Is there any word from…”

      She shook her head. “I’m so sorry. But we have the cops and Mills and Johnson on it. Plus Talon and Ryan. We’ll find him, Melanie. I promise we will.”

      Jade was an attorney. She knew better than to make such a promise, just as I did as a physician. But I wouldn’t bring that to her attention. She was simply trying to make me feel better. I couldn’t fault her for that. I would be doing the same thing if our positions were reversed.

      I was still a little woozy, but I sat up in bed. “I’ve made copies of all the relevant pages in the yearbooks. We have to get them back to Jordan Hayes, the receptionist at Tejon Prep School. In fact, I should call her.” I moved to stand.

      “You should probably stay in bed.”

      “Nonsense. I’m a doctor. This was a simple neurally mediated syncope.”

      “Huh?”

      “Just a silly fainting spell caused by anxiety. Perfectly normal.”

      “Have you eaten anything today?”

      Had I? “I’m not sure.”

      “Why don’t you let me bring you some dinner in here?” Jade said.

      I opened my mouth to protest, but she was right. I needed sustenance. I was feeling a bit nauseated, but that was common after fainting. My body needed the food for strength, even though I couldn’t wrap my mind around putting anything in my stomach.

      “All right.”

      “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      “Thanks.”

      I closed my eyes. I had to return the yearbooks, or at least call Jordan and let her know there would be a delay. I would call her later from Jonah’s phone. He had the number.

      I fell back onto my pillow, a black cloud hovering above me.

      Come home to me, Jonah. Please, come home.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I woke up the next morning, Lucy at the foot of Jonah’s bed. I’d invited her up. Sleeping in Jonah’s bed without Jonah seemed so many kinds of wrong.

      After I had eaten my dinner the previous night, I had been able to go back out to the kitchen, where Jade and Marjorie were. After we had received several texts from Talon and Ryan, assuring us they were fine, I promised Jade and Marj that I would be fine and told them they should go home.

      In truth, I needed to be alone.

      They hadn’t wanted to leave me alone here, especially considering we didn’t know exactly how Jonah had disappeared. Because his phone was still in the house, it was likely someone had been here and had taken him. Either that or he’d left willingly, which none of us thought was the case.

      They finally relented after they talked to the Snow Creek police and the county sheriff about keeping an eye on Jonah’s house overnight.

      Once they had left, I had gone straight to bed, huddled in the fetal position shivering, until Lucy’s presence calmed me. A bit.

      Last night I hadn’t been able to think about the possibility that Jonah wouldn’t return. This morning, though, I had to face the reality of that prospect.

      Wendy Madigan had somehow taken Jonah from his home. She was an older woman, probably in her sixties, so she would’ve had help. I had a sinking feeling that help had come in the form of Tom Simpson and Theodore Mathias.

      Those two men had been in this house.

      From what I knew, I didn’t think Wendy Madigan would harm Jonah. Tom Simpson and Theodore Mathias, on the other hand? They would have no qualms about it.

      And that was what frightened me to no end.

      But Jonah was alive. I felt it. Knew it in the marrow of my bones. We were connected. I would feel it if he were gone.

      I would.

      I would.

      I got up finally, only because I knew Lucy needed to go out. I let her out, filled up her food and water, and was on my way back to bed when I spied Jonah’s phone. I had left it in the kitchen last night.

      The yearbooks sat on the kitchen table. I didn’t have the strength to return them to Jordan today, but I at least owed her the courtesy of a phone call to let her know we would be returning them soon.

      I flipped through Jonah’s phone to find the number for Jordan Hayes. Once I found it, I was ready to hit dial, but then I stopped.

      I just couldn’t call her. Not yet. I needed to at least have a cup of tea or something first.

      I let Lucy back in so she could have her breakfast and then found the container of tea I had bought when I replenished Jonah’s groceries. I put the tea kettle on the stove and then sat down at the table, my head in my hands.

      I had come so far. I had gotten through my own private hell, had come out kicking, had fallen in love with the most wonderful man in the world, had begun to surrender to his darkest desires and had found myself in the process.

      And for what? To have it taken away from me?

      Tears slid from my eyes, and I sniffled. Lucy looked up from her kibble and came to me, wagging her tail. I couldn’t muster a smile for the sweet dog, but I did give her a pet on the head.

      The tea kettle whistled, and I poured water over my tea bag. As it steeped, I stared at the threads of darkness feathering through the clear water.

      Threads of darkness.

      I had unraveled Jonah’s darkness, and we had become closer than ever.

      I wasn’t going to give him up without a fight.

      I returned to the counter and picked up his phone. I would start by calling Jordan Hayes and arranging to get those yearbooks back to her. The sooner they were back in place, the sooner the poor woman would be out of any danger.

      I dialed the number.

      “Hello?” It was a male voice.

      “Yes, good morning.” I cleared my throat. “I’m trying to reach Jordan Hayes.”

      A gasp met my ears. “I’m sorry. This is Jordan’s father.” A pause. “Jordan was murdered last night.”
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      My life still didn’t flash before my eyes.

      But this time, my bowels clenched. Now I had something to live for. I had Melanie—sweet Melanie who had forgiven my transgressions, who had surrendered to me in so many ways, who loved me beyond measure.

      I inhaled, gathering every ounce of courage I possessed. “Theodore Mathias,” I said. “A.k.a. Nico Kostas, Milo Sanchez, and a host of other names.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the masked man said.

      “Where’s Simpson?”

      “Again, don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.” He walked toward me.

      I stepped backward, retreating into the house.

      Wendy ran toward me, pushing at the masked man. “Please, don’t hurt him.”

      “Why shouldn’t I? He’s a fucking thorn in my side.”

      “He’s the love of my life.”

      “You’re crazy as a fucking loon, Wendy,” he said. “I’ll do what I want with this asshole. One less Steel in the world will be no loss to anyone.”

      “Please, no.” Wendy tried to grab the gun from the masked man.

      The man crashed it down onto her shoulder, and Wendy crumpled to the ground, wailing.

      As much as I hated Wendy Madigan, I didn’t like seeing any woman mistreated. But I didn’t say anything. This was between Mathias and me.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “I want what’s been due to me for years.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Your fucking money, Steel. I want it all.”

      I stopped myself from laughing out loud. I didn’t want to give him any reason to shoot me.

      “You can kill me,” I said, bluffing. “But if you do, the entire Steel fortune goes up in flames.”

      “That’s a goddamned lie and you know it. We’ve seen your father’s will.”

      “Maybe you have and maybe you haven’t. In Colorado, wills aren’t a matter of public record. But even if you have seen my father’s will, you haven’t seen mine. Maybe it escaped your notice, but my father is dead. Everything belongs to me now, and my brothers and sister and I decided long ago what to do with it should any harm come to any one of us. We have things in place with our attorneys. Contracts that override any stipulations that we might be forced to sign at gunpoint. Ironically, we made that decision because of you and what you did to our brother.”

      “You’re bluffing.”

      “Maybe I am, and maybe I’m not. Do you really want to take that chance? Kill me if you want, but you won’t see one penny from the Steels.”

      “I have had enough Steels to last a fucking lifetime. You people ruined my life.”

      “You ruined your own life. You abducted and raped my brother, raped your own niece, tried to kill your girlfriend for insurance money.”

      His eyes got a little rounder. Only slightly, but I had rattled him.

      “Oh, yeah. I know all about you, Mathias. You’re legendary around here.”

      “I don’t know who the hell you think I am, but you’ve got the wrong name.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re not that good of a liar.”

      He moved toward me and nudged the barrel of the gun against my heart. I tried hard not to piss myself.

      “Not a good liar? Do you think I’m lying now? I’m going to kill you, Steel. I’m going to put a bullet into your heart.”

      Wendy surged forward then and plowed into the masked man, making him drop his gun. The weapon slid across the tile floor.

      “You will not hurt him! I love that man!”

      Before I could think about what was happening, I lunged toward the gun. My hands were clammy, but I got hold of the slick weapon.

      I stood over the two of them. “Don’t either of you fucking move.”

      The masked man got to his feet and grabbed Wendy, putting her in a headlock. “You drop that gun, motherfucker, or I’ll twist her head right off.”

      “You think I care?”

      “Brad, please!” Wendy cried. “Don’t let him hurt me. I’m carrying your child!”

      Jesus Christ, this woman was deranged. I looked around the house. There had to be a landline here somewhere, but I hadn’t been able to find one. I had no cell phone.

      “Either one of you have a phone?” I asked.

      “You think I’m giving my phone to you?” the man said.

      “I think you’re giving your phone to me,” I said. “Otherwise I’m going to put a bullet in your brain.” I touched the barrel of the gun to his forehead.

      The man was cold as ice. No reaction at all.

      Until I heard the cock of a pistol behind me.

      “Drop the gun, Joe.”

      That voice I recognized. Tom Simpson. I had wondered how Mathias had known which door I would try to use to exit this house from hell. Now I knew. He hadn’t. Simpson had been waiting at the other door.

      “Nice to see you again,” I said, although I hadn’t turned and I couldn’t see him. I didn’t dare budge with a gun pointed at me.

      “Let her go,” Tom said to Mathias, “and move out the door slowly.”

      The masked man pushed Wendy to the ground and walked backward toward the door.

      Tom moved into my vision. He was wearing a mask this time as well, but I recognized his eyes.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I asked. “What am I supposed to tell Bryce? What about Evelyn?”

      “You were never supposed to know about any of this, Joe,” he said. “But you Steel boys wouldn’t quit pushing. Our beef was never with you. It was with your father.”

      “You have no beef with us? You torture my little brother, and you think we’re not going to come after you? You don’t know any of us very well, and you sure as hell didn’t know our father.”

      “You’re the one who never knew who your father really was, Joe.”

      I froze, chills skittering through my veins.

      Tom was right. I just didn’t know to what degree he was right.

      I would damned well find out.

      “Everything was going along fine,” Tom continued, “until your brother decided to go into therapy, decided to dredge up all the shit that had been long buried.” He held the gun against the side of my head. “You think I won’t kill you, don’t you, Joe? You think because you’re Bryce’s best friend, I won’t do it.”

      I scoffed. “Are you kidding me? You killed your nephew, Tom. I know you have every intention of killing me. You won’t lose a wink of sleep over it. I don’t question you at all. I know you wouldn’t think twice about pulling that trigger and putting a bullet in my head.”

      “How do you think it feels to die, Joe? How do you think it feels to have a bullet rip through your body?”

      My bowels churned once again, but no way was I going to shit myself in front of Tom Simpson. He was sure as hell not worth that. I would go down fighting.

      “Go ahead and kill me if you have to.” I willed my voice not to crack. “But I already told your friend here that we made arrangements with our attorneys for our fortune should anything happen to any one of us. You won’t get your hands on a cent of it.”

      “We’ve seen your father’s will, Joe.”

      “Good for you. I’ve seen my father’s will, also. You seem to be forgetting that my father is dead, so his will is moot. I have my own will. And trust me, it’s ironclad.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Tom said. “We know what’s in his will, and nothing you can do can change what we know to be true. We made sure there were no loopholes.”

      What the hell was he talking about? My father’s will had been read to us by his attorneys after his death. No one had contested it, and his death was common knowledge. His obituary appeared in all the local papers. As informed as these jokers claimed to be, surely they knew that.

      This was all a ruse. They were trying to play with my mind. To manipulate me. Well, I was far from a ten-year-old boy or eight-year-old girl. “I’m done with this conversation. Either kill me or get the fuck out of here.” I looked to Wendy. “And take her with you.”

      “We don’t want her. She was your father’s problem, not ours.”

      “Come on!” Mathias yelled from the doorway. “Leave him be. We’d never hear the end of it from her if we blasted his brains all over this place.”

      “We could kill both of them,” Tom said. “I’m sick of the sight of them.”

      “No more than I am, but you know the consequences. Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      Tom walked toward the door, still holding the gun on me. “You’re getting spared again, Joe. But trust me when I say your luck will run out eventually.” He shut the door behind him.

      I let out a gasping sigh, ready to release my bladder. Wendy was crumpled on the floor.

      And I realized I still held a gun in my hand.

      I pointed it straight at her.
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      I dropped the phone, and it hurtled to the floor.

      Murdered?

      Oh my God.

      I hadn’t liked the way she had been making eyes at Jonah, but I certainly never wished her dead.

      I quickly picked up the phone and put it back to my ear. “I’m so very sorry,” I said. “May I ask what happened?”

      “Who is this?”

      “This is Dr. Melanie Carmichael. I’m a…friend of Jordan’s.”

      “The name that came up on the caller ID was Jonah Steel.”

      “Yes. Jonah Steel is my boyfriend. I’m using his phone.”

      “How does my daughter know the two of you?”

      I wasn’t sure how to answer that question. The fact that she had been rooting around in Jonah’s father’s past could very well have been what had gotten her killed.

      “Jonah’s father and his uncle were alumni at the school where Jordan works. They had been in touch with her about getting some information.” That seemed tame enough.

      “I see. There’s not much to tell you. She was shot in her apartment late last night, apparently. There was no evidence of a forced entry, and the police are investigating now.”

      I shivered as chills swept through me. “Again, I’m very sorry for your loss.” I wasn’t sure what else to say.

      “Thank you.” Jordan’s father ended the call.

      I sat back down at the table. Lucy rested her head on my knee. I absently ran my fingers across her soft head.

      Another life had ended. Maybe not technically on my watch, but because of what Jonah and I had been doing. Granted, I didn’t know this for certain, but I had a strong hunch.

      My heart broke for Jordan. So young. Oddly, she was probably around the same age as Gina. Most likely killed by the same person.

      There was nothing I could do about the yearbooks now. So I would keep them. I would keep them until Jonah came home. And he would come home. I couldn’t think otherwise. I couldn’t allow the words to form in my mind.

      He had to come home.

      “Oh, Jonah,” I said aloud. “Please come home to me. Please. I need you so much.”

      I wasn’t hungry, but I walked to the kitchen to fix myself some scrambled eggs.

      When I had finished eating, I went back to the bedroom. Talon had texted again, assuring me he and Ryan were fine. I had also missed a call on my cell phone. From Detective Ruby Lee.

      Theodore Mathias’s daughter.

      This was all too much to deal with.

      I didn’t want to talk to her right now. I didn’t want to talk to anyone. But she might have news that would help me find Jonah.

      I pushed the button to dial her number.

      “Lee,” she said into the phone.

      “Ruby, hi. This is Melanie Carmichael returning your call.”

      “Yeah, Melanie. How are you?”

      Surely she hadn’t called just to ask how I was. “Do you have any news on my case?” I didn’t mean to be rude, but my mind was hammering and my head beginning to ache.

      “No. Like I told you before, I’m not technically on your case anymore. But I wanted to call and let you know that my aunt, Erica Cates, has been released from the hospital.”

      My nerves jumped. “Oh?”

      She cleared her throat. “Yeah. I haven’t spoken to her or Rodney, but I’ve been keeping tabs through my connections at the hospital. She was released into her husband’s care by a Dr. Miles Bennett.”

      Miles Bennett. The doctor who had recommended I take a leave of absence from my practice. Some recommendation. He’d all but threatened to suspend my privileges if I didn’t heed his advice.

      “Are they returning to Denver?”

      “No. They’re staying in a townhome Rodney rented in the city.”

      “Yeah. I’ve been there.”

      “So, I was wondering…”

      “What?”

      “I’m thinking of paying my aunt and uncle a visit.”

      “What does this have to do with me?” I didn’t mean to be short with her, but my mind was full of Jonah. I couldn’t focus on anything else right now.

      “I was wondering if you’d like to come with me.”

      “I’m not sure that’s the best idea. Right now I have a complaint with the medical board pending that was initiated by Rodney Cates, plus he’s suing me for malpractice.” Jade had given me the name of an attorney in Denver, Sherry Malone, who handled malpractice cases and was considered one of the best. Of course, whether my insurance company would agree to pay her rates was still up in the air.

      “Why? Have you been told by counsel not to talk to them?”

      “No…” I just didn’t really want to talk to them. Especially not now, with Jonah missing.

      “I understand. I was just hoping for some company. I don’t have anyone else to ask.”

      Ruby sounded lonely. She’d been on her own for so long. Did she even have any friends?

      What the hell? I wasn’t any use to Jonah sitting around the house worrying. Maybe I could get some clues from the Cateses about everything else we were dealing with. All these people were interrelated somehow. “Okay, I’ll go along, but there are a few things I need to tell you first.”
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      “No, Brad, please! I love you!” Wendy crawled toward me even as I pointed the gun straight at her.

      “Don’t come any closer, you crazy-assed bitch. I’m getting out of here.”

      “You can’t leave me. You promised we’d be together. What will I tell our child?”

      She was so delusional. I wasn’t sure I could get anything close to the truth out of her, but I had to try.

      “Tell me about those men, Wendy. Why were they here?”

      “You know why, Brad.”

      “Damn it! I’m not Br—” I stopped myself. It wouldn’t matter. She had convinced herself that I was my father, and nothing I could say would change her lunatic mind. So far, posing as my father hadn’t gotten me any information that was helpful, but maybe that would change. “No, Wendy, I don’t know why they were here. And why did one of them keep calling me Joe?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe because that’s your son’s name.”

      “I have a son?”

      “You have two.”

      Two? Had she gone back further in time to when Ryan hadn’t yet been born? “What is my other son’s name?” I asked.

      “You know your son’s name, silly.” She smiled and batted her eyes.

      “Humor me.” I stood over her, letting the gun sag a bit in my hand. “Tell me my son’s name, damn it.”

      “Some weird name your slut wife picked out. Talmud or something.”

      “Talon.”

      “Yes, that’s it.”

      I stood over her, rage pouring out of me. “If you refer to my wife as a slut again, Wendy, I’ll rip your throat right out of your neck.”

      “I’m sorry. Please. Don’t leave me, Brad. I need you. Our child needs you.”

      “Wendy, you know I’m married. Only Daphne is having my children.”

      “I am. I am. I swear. I went to the doctor just the other day. He confirmed that I’m pregnant. It’s going to be a boy, Brad. A boy just like you. More beautiful than your two sons with Daphne, with a shining smile and eyes that laugh. Our son will be a god.”

      Her words niggled at me. A boy. A Steel son that was considered the best looking and most jovial of the three.

      Ryan.

      No. Ryan truly was the most handsome of all of us, so he must have come from our mother. Daphne Steel was more beautiful than Wendy Madigan could ever hope to be.

      Oh, God…

      “Fast forward, Wendy. Tell me about our son.”

      “He’s beautiful, just like I knew he would be. Dark eyes and hair like yours, Brad. But his eyes have a brightness that your other sons’ lack. I wanted to name him. I wanted to name him, but you wouldn’t let me.”

      “Why?”

      “You had a name in mind. But you let me give him his middle name. Warren, after my father.”

      Warren? Ryan’s middle name was Warren, but it had been our mother’s maiden—

      No, it hadn’t. Our mother’s maiden name was Wade. We had always been told it was Warren, and in fact, Warren was listed as her maiden name on her birth certificate and her marriage certificate. But Jade had uncovered her original birth certificate. The one in the database had been altered. Her actual name was Daphne Kay Wade. That was how we had first found out she was the half sister of Larry Wade.

      No.

      This could not be happening.

      Ryan was not the spawn of my father and this crazy woman.

      He looked like us, for God’s sake.

      But…we all looked like our father. Marjorie was the only one who looked even slightly like our mother.

      No. No. No.

      Our mother would never have stood for it. She never would have raised another woman’s child as her own.

      But our mother did as she was told… Always…

      “I told them,” Wendy was saying. “I told them not to take my son. Only the other one. That’s why they let the little one go.”

      Acid slowly crept up my throat, leaving trails of flame in its wake. No. Talon had saved Ryan. That’s why he hadn’t been taken that day. Ryan had told the story over and over again. Talon had saved him. Saved him….

      But Talon was never supposed to have been taken. That’s what Larry had said.

      Had Wendy been telling the truth all along? That Talon was taken by my father’s enemies? And those enemies happened to be Tom Simpson and Theodore Mathias?

      Larry had been lying?

      I closed my eyes and inhaled, trying to get my bearings.

      If what I suspected was the case, the truth lay somewhere in between.

      “Wendy, are you saying you gave birth to my child?”

      She nodded, sniffling. “You took my baby, Brad. You took him, and I let you. I let you because I love you and I’d do anything for you. I let you give my child to another woman to raise. That’s how much I love you, Brad. But still, it wasn’t enough for you. So I made sure you paid the ultimate price for your betrayal.”
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      After I’d told her over the phone about Jonah being missing and the future lawmakers club, I met Ruby at her tiny apartment in the city. I’d made a conscious decision to push my worry to the back of my mind. Talon and Ryan hadn’t let me go with them to search for Jonah, but maybe I could find out something by going with Ruby to see Rodney Cates. After all, he’d been a member of that strange club too.

      “I can afford a decent neighborhood now,” Ruby said, “but I keep my life simple. Very few possessions and a small place. I like to be able to pick up and leave quickly if I need to.”

      Ruby was dressed in her usual khaki pants and white shirt, one button unbuttoned at the collar. No makeup, hair pulled back tightly. No jewelry or adornments of any kind other than a chunky black watch on her left wrist. I looked closely. Nope. Even her ears weren’t pierced.

      “I understand.” And I did. She’d been through a lot. Life hadn’t been easy for her, and she didn’t take anything for granted. I sighed as I took a long look at her. Compared to her life, mine had been easy. Sure, I’d gotten no love or affection from my parents, but at least I hadn’t been physically abused. I’d always had a roof over my head. Plenty of books on my shelves. A chance for a top-notch education.

      But Ruby? She’d done all of this herself. Starting at age fifteen.

      Unreal.

      “I did a little research while you drove over here,” she was saying. “There’s no news on the murder of Jordan Hayes, and nothing about Jonah either. I don’t blame you for putting Mills and Johnson on it. They’re the best. They’ll find him.”

      “I hope so.” Over twenty-four hours had passed, and no news. I was numb.

      “Thank you for coming with me. I know how worried you are.”

      “I was wondering if we could make a stop before we see your aunt and uncle,” I said.

      “I suppose so. Where do you need to go?”

      I pulled my wallet out of my purse and retracted the wrinkled piece of paper with some names on it. Rodney Cates had written down some information the last time Jonah and I had visited him. On this sheet of paper was the name of a woman, Marie Cooke, who had been a friend of Gina’s. She had told Rodney that Gina had been in love.

      Gina’s suicide note, which I’d told Ruby about, had indicated she was in love with me. I wanted to talk to Marie and find out if that was true. I had a suspicion that it wasn’t, and that the letter from Gina was a forgery, with the part about her being in love with me thrown in to push me further off track.

      It had worked.

      I handed the paper to Ruby. “Can you get an address for this name and number?”

      “I can try.” She called into the station. Within a few minutes, she had a home and work address.

      “I hate to bother her at work,” I said.

      “Police business,” she said. “I’ll whip out my badge, and she’ll cooperate.”

      “But she’s not in any trouble.”

      “Of course not, but this way we won’t have any trouble getting in to talk to her.”

      “All right.” I needed the information, and there was no reason Marie wouldn’t give it to me. Gina was gone.

      We drove in separate cars to the real estate office where Marie worked as a receptionist. When we walked in, there she sat right in the front. She was a pleasantly attractive young woman with light-brown hair and hazel eyes.

      “May I help you?” she asked us.

      Ruby whipped out her badge. “I’m Detective Ruby Lee with the Grand Junction Police, and this is Dr. Melanie Carmichael. Are you Marie Cooke?”

      “Yes.” She bit her lip timidly.

      “You’re not in any trouble, ma’am,” Ruby said, “but we need to speak to you. Is there a place where we can talk privately?”

      “Uh…sure. I guess.” She picked up her phone. “Megan? Can you cover for me for a few minutes?”

      Another girl came and took over the phones.

      Marie came out from behind her desk and led us to a conference room. “Is this okay?”

      “Yes, this is fine,” Ruby said. “We won’t take up much of your time.”

      Marie was still looking nervous.

      I smiled at her. “It’s okay. You’re not in any trouble, like Detective Lee said.”

      “All right. It’s just…weird when the police come looking for you.”

      “I know.” I patted her arm.

      “We’re actually here to ask about a friend of yours. Gina Cates,” Ruby said.

      “Oh. Gina is…”

      “We know she’s dead, ma’am,” Ruby said.

      I wanted to intervene. Ruby was just doing her job as professionally as she knew how, but her formality was freaking out Marie. I could see it in her eyes.

      I looked to Ruby, and she nodded slightly. I hoped that meant I could take the lead here.

      “Marie,” I said, “Gina’s father told us that you told him that Gina had been in love. Is that true?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “Did she tell you who she was in love with?”

      “No. She didn’t. It was in the beginning phase, you know? She just said it was someone she’d met recently who made her toes curl. They’d only been out together a couple of times.”

      A-ha! “You mean she had gone out with this…person?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was this person a man?” I asked.

      Marie smiled. “I’m assuming so. Are you asking if Gina was a lesbian? Because she wasn’t. She was straight.”

      “We have reason to believe that Gina might have been in love with a woman. Is this something she would have told you?”

      “Maybe. We were friendly, but not that close. We were really close when we were teenagers, but her father threatened me when I was about fifteen.”

      “Yes,” Ruby said. “Gina told me about that.”

      “We connected again as adults, but we were never as close as we once had been. She probably would have told me if she was in love with a woman. But believe me, that wasn’t Gina. Gina liked men.”

      “Is it possible that she could have fallen in love with a woman?” I asked. “Her therapist, maybe?”

      “She was in therapy?”

      “That was just hypothetical.” Sometimes people didn’t even tell their closest friends they were in therapy. Nothing strange about that.

      “Oh. I can’t say for sure about anything. Like I said, we had kind of lost touch. But Gina was straight, and she did say she had been out with this person a few times.”

      Good enough proof for me. Gina and I had certainly never “gone out,” so Marie was talking about someone else. Whether the person was male or female didn’t matter at this point.

      “Thank you so much. I don’t think we need anything else.” I looked to Ruby.

      “Yes, thank you, ma’am. We’ll be in touch if we need you further.” She handed a business card to Marie.

      In the elevator going down, I turned to Ruby. “I hope I didn’t overstep my bounds. She just seemed so uncomfortable.”

      “I know I take being ‘businesslike’ to new heights,” Ruby said. “That’s why I let you do the talking. It was clear she wasn’t responding to me.”

      “Don’t be afraid to be…”

      “Be what?”

      I laughed. “Well, I was going to say ‘human,’ but I didn’t want you to think I was insulting you.”

      She joined in my laughter. “When you grow up like I did, you don’t really learn the finer points of etiquette.”

      “I understand.”

      “I’ve just never let myself get close to anyone. At first it was a defense mechanism. If anyone got close, I’d get caught when I was underage and shipped back to my father. Later, I just got used to it. I like being alone.”

      “Don’t be afraid of people, though. They can help.”

      She let out a chuckle. “You have no idea how hard it was for me to call you today and ask you to come along.”

      “But you did it.”

      “Only because the thought of facing my aunt and uncle alone scares the shit out of me. I mean, these people let their daughter get abused by my father. I haven’t seen them in years.”

      “Are you armed?” I asked.

      She pointed to her ankle. “Always.”

      “Good. Not that I think they’ll be violent, but we don’t have the muscle Jonah has. He had to get pretty tough with Rodney the last time.”

      Jonah. He was never far from my mind, even when I’d been talking to Marie. I’d turned on the therapist to make her comfortable and get the information I needed, but still, Jonah niggled at my mind. I couldn’t turn off the worry that consumed me.

      I couldn’t lose him.

      I just couldn’t.

      I wouldn’t.

      Ruby and I drove to the townhome where the Cateses were staying. A new door hung from the hinges. Jonah had cracked the old one, trying to break it down because Rodney wouldn’t come to the door.

      I grabbed the yearbook that I had brought with me off the dash.

      “Here we are,” Ruby said.

      I clutched at the book. “Here we are indeed.”
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      My body swayed.

      No! Had to stay focused. I drew the gun and aimed it at Wendy once more.

      “Now you listen to me, you conniving, crazy bitch. You are going to walk me through what happened to my son. And don’t you leave out one single detail, or I will put a bullet in your heart and splatter your blood on this cheap carpeting. Do we understand each other?”

      She nodded timidly, and I opened my mouth to speak—

      The blare of a siren pierced through the silence.

      Someone had found me.

      At just the wrong time.

      Just as I was about to get the information out of Wendy that I needed.

      I turned toward the sounds that were growing louder by the second.

      “Joe?”

      I turned back to Wendy.

      “What are you doing here?”

      I lifted my eyebrows. “What did you call me?”

      “I called you Joe. Short for Jonah. Your name.”

      Now her sanity kicks in. Great.

      “Wendy, where are we?”

      “We’re in my home. Of course, I no longer live here. I live with my mother in Denver now. How did I get here?”

      “You really want to know? You freaking kidnapped me and brought me here. You were convinced I was my father.”

      She shook her head, her brow furrowing. “That doesn’t make any sense. You do look just like him, though.”

      “You’ve been sending me stalking texts from some phone number in Iowa.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t have any phone number in—”

      Someone banged on the door. “Police! Open up!”

      “Gladly,” I said under my breath, still holding the gun. I went to the door and opened it.

      Two uniformed officers stood there, their guns drawn.

      “Jonah Steel?” one of them said.

      “Yes.”

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yes. She didn’t harm me, other than injecting me with something. I’m recovered now.”

      They walked in. “Where is she?”

      I laid down the weapon and gestured. “Over there.”

      Now Wendy was cowering in the corner. “Officers? I don’t understand what’s going on.”

      “Are you Wendy Madigan?” one asked.

      “Yes. I am.”

      “Get to your feet, ma’am.” The first officer pointed a gun at her.

      “I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “You abducted this man, Jonah Steel. How do you think he got here otherwise?”

      Her eyes misted up. “I wish I could tell you. The last thing I remember is… I think I was in Denver with my mother. Maybe… What day is it today anyway?”

      “She’s got some kind of personality disorder. Or she’s just a great liar,” I said. “I don’t know how I got here. She drugged me with something. She’s been calling me by my father’s name. She only just came out of the delusion now.”

      “Is this true, ma’am?”

      She shook her head, closing her eyes. “No. I don’t remember…”

      “She’s crazy,” I said.

      The first officer nodded. He put his gun in his holster and grabbed a set of handcuffs. “Wendy Madigan, I’m placing you under arrest for the abduction, drugging, and false imprisonment of Jonah Steel. You have the right to remain silent. If you choose not to remain silent, anything you say can and will be used against you. You have a right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, the court will provide one to represent you. Do you understand these rights?”

      She nodded, biting her lip. I wasn’t sure she understood the rights at all. Clearly she was incapacitated. Her attorney would probably get her off on some insanity plea.

      “Officer,” I said. “She has information I need. I was just getting her to talk when you burst in.”

      “We’re taking her in, Mr. Steel. You can talk to her at the station. If it’s okay with her attorney.”

      Shit. Now I might never get what I needed. She would no doubt end up in some psychiatric hospital strapped to a bed, and I might never be able to find out what had truly happened to Talon and why.

      And then there was the issue of Ryan.

      Part of me wanted to disbelieve Wendy. What she said couldn’t be true. But it made an eerie sort of sense.

      How could my father have slept with this woman? I shook my head. He’d probably slept with her when he was in high school. That was when her obsession with him seemed to have started. She said herself that she had joined the future lawmakers club to be near him.

      I heaved a sigh.

      “You all right?” the second officer asked me.

      “Fucking fine,” I said. “Just no closer than I’ve ever been to the truth.”

      “What truth is that?” the officer asked me.

      I shook my head. “Nothing. Nothing at all. How did you find me?”

      “We got a tip from some PIs.”

      “Mills and Johnson?”

      “Those are the ones. They’re legendary all throughout Colorado. They charge a pretty penny.”

      I nodded. How well I knew.

      “You sure you’re okay? Should we call an ambulance for you?”

      “Whatever she gave me seems to have worn off. My mind came back before my body. My vision was blurry and my legs and knees didn’t work for a while, but I’m fine now, as you can see.”

      “Let’s get you an ambulance. That way they can do a blood test on you and see what you’ve got in your system.”

      What the hell? I wasn’t going to get any further hanging around here. Besides, I needed a ride.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Chloral hydrate,” the doctor said to me. “It’s an older drug. When used with alcohol, it’s called a Mickey Finn. You’ve heard the phrase ‘slipped him a mickey,’ haven’t you?” He pointed to a tender spot on my neck. “Looks like you were injected here.”

      “My vision was blurry when I woke, even though my mind was okay. I had trouble standing.”

      “Dizziness is a common side effect. You’ll be okay. It’ll be out of your system soon.”

      “Damn.” I shook my head. “I can’t believe somebody got into my house and did all this.”

      “Do you have a security system?”

      “Yes. But I was up. I had turned it off. Why can’t I remember any of this happening?”

      “Retrograde amnesia. It’s pretty common. People sometimes lose the few minutes before an attack.”

      I shook my head again.

      “The good news is there’s no evidence of any other bodily injury.”

      So I hadn’t been beaten or raped. I supposed that was good news, given what our family had already been through.

      “How long do I need to stay here?”

      “I don’t see any reason to keep you. You’re obviously fine. The drug will leave your system on its own.”

      “Good. Is there a phone around here? I have some calls I need to make.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty–Seven

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      Ruby knocked on the door of the townhome. “Rodney Cates? Open up. Police.”

      No response. Not that I expected one.

      She banged on the door again. “Open up, or we’ll force our way in.”

      A few seconds later, the doorknob turned.

      Rodney Cates stood there. “You don’t look like a police officer to me. Where’s your uniform?”

      “I guess you don’t recognize me”—Ruby pulled out her badge—“Uncle Rodney.”

      He took the badge from her and stared at it. “Detective Ruby Lee.” He looked back at Ruby. “Shit, you’re Theo’s daughter.”

      “I am. I think you know Dr. Carmichael?”

      Rodney glared at me. “What are you doing here? You have no right to be here. I just brought Erica home.”

      “Good,” Ruby said. “I have a few words for you and for her.”

      “She’s not in any condition—”

      Ruby grabbed the badge from Rodney’s hand and pushed him out of the way, entering the townhome. I did a double take. She was a completely different person in the line of duty.

      I followed her in, clasping the yearbook to my chest.

      “We have some questions, Uncle Rodney.”

      “Look, whatever you think is going on, I assure you that Erica and I are not involved.”

      “Really? Two people are wanted for murder and a host of other crimes right now—two people you knew very well at one time. One of them is your brother-in-law, my father, the man who raped my cousin, which led directly to her death.”

      “Gina’s suicide is no business of yours.”

      “Isn’t it? My father tried to do the same thing to me, as you know. And at this point, we’re questioning whether Gina actually did kill herself.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “We think she might’ve been murdered.”

      He rolled his eyes. I scanned his features. An eye roll wasn’t what I had expected from a distraught father. I walked closer, still clutching the yearbook to my chest.

      He regarded me. “What do you have there?”

      I handed the book to Ruby. She turned to the relevant page, the photo of the future lawmakers club.

      “I want you to take a look at this.” She pointed. “That is Theodore Mathias, my father. That is Tom Simpson, who is also wanted right now on charges of kidnapping, raping, and torturing a ten-year-old boy. That is Larry Wade, currently incarcerated and awaiting trial on those same charges. And that, Uncle Rodney, is you.”

      “Where the hell did you get this?”

      “I’m thinking you might already know. A poor woman is dead because of this yearbook.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You don’t? Then I think I will be going into the bedroom there to talk to my aunt. I have a feeling she’ll be a little more talkative than you are.”

      “You know I’m not going to allow that.”

      “That’s fine. I can make her talk to me. I can take you both down to the station for questioning. Then you’ll have to talk to me.”

      “You don’t have anything on me. Or Erica.”

      “I don’t have to have anything on you. Your brother-in-law is a wanted man. Taking you to the station for questioning is standard procedure.”

      “Erica is not in any condition—”

      “I don’t rightly care. I came here for information, and I aim to get it. Now we can either do it here or at the station.”

      “Fine.” Rodney sighed. “I don’t want her here.” He pointed to me.

      “No, you don’t get to make the rules. She stays.” Ruby walked through the living room and into the kitchen. “Let’s all sit at the table.”

      I followed her, determined to be strong. I didn’t know what Rodney’s connection was to Talon’s abductors, other than being the brother-in-law of one and being in the same club as they were decades ago, but I knew one thing. Whatever the connection was, it wasn’t going to be good.

      We sat at the table, and Ruby slid the yearbook in front of Rodney. “I need to know about this club. What was the purpose of it?”

      “It’s pretty simple. The club was exactly what it says it was. For future lawmakers. People who wanted to go into law, whether as an attorney, or legislator, or lobbyist. Politicians.”

      “Doesn’t it seem a little strange that three of these people are criminals? We already have Larry Wade in custody.”

      “Larry Wade is a creep.”

      “I can’t fault your observation. Why were you in the club?”

      “None of your damned business.”

      “I think it is. You’re a linguistics professor. You didn’t go into lawmaking of any kind.”

      “I don’t have to tell you anything.”

      Ruby looked at her chunky black watch. “I suppose you don’t. But I’m not leaving here without what I came for, and I don’t have anywhere to be. Do you, Melanie?”

      “No.” I gathered my courage and looked Rodney Cates in his eyes. “I don’t have anywhere to be. You made sure of that.”

      “Look, you let my daughter die. I was well within my rights to file a grievance and a lawsuit against you.”

      “We’re actually not here to talk about that,” Ruby said. “We’re here to find out the link between Larry Wade, Tom Simpson, and Theodore Mathias. They have obviously known each other for a long time, and they got into some really bad shit. You’re going to tell me why.”

      Rodney started to tremble. “I can’t.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “They’ll kill me.”

      Now we were getting somewhere. It was time for me to bring in my psychological expertise.

      “Look, Dr. Cates,” I said. “I know what you think of me. You’re wrong, but I understand why you think it. Right now Jonah Steel is missing. We’re pretty sure that some members of this club are responsible.”

      “I don’t have anything against the Steels, except for the fact that one of them barged in here recently with you in tow, Doctor.”

      “Jonah had his reasons.”

      “I’m sure he thought he did. Didn’t stop me from having to replace the door.”

      “He paid for that door and then some. Right now he is missing, and we’re worried about him.”

      “He’s getting what he deserves.”

      “I thought you just said you didn’t have anything against the Steels.”

      “I don’t. Except for that one.”

      “Rodney,” Ruby said, pulling her bad cop routine. “I’m about this close”—she gestured with two fingers—“to dragging you down to the station. In fact, I’m thinking I might have you arrested.”

      “What for?”

      “For not cooperating with an investigation. We have a missing person here. This is serious business.”

      “For God’s sake. What do you want to know about that stupid club?”

      “What it was. What it truly was,” Ruby said, putting her feet on the table. “And I have all fucking day, Uncle.”

      As I prepared to hear what Rodney Cates would say, my phone buzzed.
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      The hospital no longer had a pay phone, but since I didn’t have my wallet, I wouldn’t have been able to pay for a call anyway. The doctor let me go into his office and use his phone.

      I needed to call someone to pick me up, probably Talon or Ryan. But first, I had to call Melanie and let her know I was all right.

      I dialed the number. No response.

      “Damn,” I said aloud.

      I tried again. This time I got a “Hello?”

      “Melanie?”

      “Jonah! Where are you? Are you all right?”

      “I’m okay, sweetheart. It’s a long story. I’m at Valleycrest.”

      “The hospital? What’s wrong? Oh my God.”

      “Baby, calm down. I’ll tell you everything.”

      “I’m here in the city, Jonah. I’ll come to you. I can be there quickly.”

      “What are you doing in the city?”

      “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you when I get there.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I was sitting in the waiting area when Melanie shot through the door to the emergency room about fifteen minutes later. She ran straight to me and launched herself into my waiting arms.

      “I’ve been so worried. Where have you been? What happened to you?”

      “I’ll tell you everything, baby, but first let’s get out of here. I want to go home.”

      After we’d gotten confirmation that Talon and Ryan were fine and were heading back to the ranch, we got on our way as well. Melanie insisted on driving, even though I felt fine. As we drove, I told her what had happened with Wendy Madigan.

      “You were right,” she said. “You were right to be suspicious of her.”

      “You don’t know how right.”

      “What else happened?”

      “She claimed that she…” How could I even say this? Telling Melanie would somehow make it real.

      “She claimed what?”

      I sighed. “Melanie, she claimed that she is Ryan’s mother.”

      Melanie dropped her mouth open. “What?”

      “I know. It’s hard to believe. She’s probably lying. But damn, what she said made some sense. I don’t want to believe it, but I’ll find the truth somehow. I can’t tell Ryan until I know for sure.”

      “I can’t imagine that your mother would’ve allowed your father to raise a bastard son in her home.”

      “That was my first thought as well, but there’s no denying my father was the boss. I’ve told you before what a sexist my father was. He kept my mother in the house, doing wifely things. She never fought him on anything. No one ever fought him until Marjorie got old enough to help on the ranch. She let him have it, and my father finally relented. She claimed she was as good as any boy, and she was right.”

      “Still, it’s hard to believe that your mother would be willing to raise a child that wasn’t hers.” Melanie bit her lip. “Besides, didn’t Marj and Jade find all of your birth certificates? I assume Ryan’s showed the same mother and father as the rest of yours did.”

      “Yeah, they did. But we already know that my mother’s birth certificate has been tampered with, changing her maiden name to Warren, when her real name was Wade. Whoever did that could have easily tampered with Ryan’s as well, putting my mother’s name on the certificate.”

      She nodded.

      “Somehow, someone hacked into whatever database they needed at the time. I mean, look at what they did just recently. Changing Larry’s fingerprints in the attorney database to whoever’s fingerprints were on that damned business card we found in Jade’s room. These aren’t your garden-variety hackers. It’s almost as if…”

      “What?” she asked.

      “I just can’t wrap my mind around it. Tom Simpson or Larry Wade or the other one… They can’t have that kind of knowledge.”

      “It’s unlikely. But maybe. Or maybe they hired someone to do it for them.”

      “Hackers of that caliber cost a lot of money, Melanie. Look at Mills and Johnson.”

      She nodded again. “You don’t think…”

      “That Mills and Johnson are working for Simpson and Mathias?” I shook my head. “No. I’m pretty sure they aren’t. I mean, it was the police who referred us to them.”

      “That doesn’t always mean anything,” she said. “Tom Simpson had been a respected man in Snow Creek, and look who he turned out to be.”

      I raised my eyebrows. Melanie had a point. A good point.

      And speaking of Tom Simpson…

      I owed Bryce a phone call. Of course, he might not answer. Who could blame him? But at this point, I could back up my claim. I wasn’t looking forward to telling my best friend that I now had proof that his father was a psychopathic iceman.

      After we arrived home and let Lucy out, my phone buzzed in my back pocket. Speak of the devil. I looked at Melanie. “You mind? It’s Bryce.”

      “Of course not. But are you sure you’re up to talking to him right now?”

      “I’ll be fine. I need to see what he wants.” I put the phone to my ear. “Hey, Bryce.”

      “Hey, Joe.” His voice cracked.

      “What’s up?”

      “God… Where to start? I guess I’ll just start with this. I’m sorry, man.”

      “You don’t have anything to be sorry about,” I said.

      “But I do. I got some disturbing news from those PIs I hired. And I have only one question for you.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Why the hell didn’t you come to me, man? I had to hear this from PIs, when you were directly involved.”

      I swallowed. “Hey, the way our last conversation went… Plus, I’ve been a little busy. I was kidnapped by a crazy woman.”

      Bryce gasped through the phone. “What?”

      “I’m good. I’m okay. It’s a long fucking story, man.”

      “Well, when we’re both feeling better, let’s get together for drinks. For now, though… God, Joe, what the hell am I supposed to tell my mother?”

      I sighed. “Just tell her the truth. There’s not much else you can do. At least she’ll know something so she can stop worrying about where he is.”

      “It’s just so fucking unreal. How could I have lived with this man for the better part of my life and not know who he was? And my mother? How…”

      “Look, I hear you. I just found out that my own father probably isn’t who I thought he was either. He’s dead, so I may never be able to figure it out. People hide things, Bryce. My family was great at it. They hid what happened to Talon. They hid the fact that my mom was related to Larry Wade. And now…” I couldn’t form the words. I had been about to spill the beans about Ryan’s possible parentage. No way could I do that until I had solid proof. And Ryan would have to be the first to hear it from my lips.

      “Have you heard anything about Colin Morse?” Bryce asked. “How is he doing?”

      Damn. I had all but forgotten about Jade’s ex-fiancé. So much else had been going on. “I haven’t checked in on him in a few days, but I will. I’ll let you know.”

      “Did my father…rape him?”

      “I can’t beat around the bush on this, Bryce. Yes. In all likelihood, your father raped him. I’m pretty sure Theodore Mathias did as well.”

      “Who’s Theodore Mathias?”

      “Boy, we do have a lot to catch up on.”

      “You want to go for that drink now?” Bryce asked.

      “I can’t. I was drugged, and it’s still in my system a little bit. I don’t want to add any alcohol.”

      “Damn, Joe, what the hell is going on?”

      “I told you. I was kidnapped.”

      “By whom?”

      “Wendy Madigan.”

      “The newswoman?”

      “Yes. The newswoman. And apparently my father’s mistress.”

      “No way. Your father would never—”

      “Stop right there. That’s what you told me about your father. Remember?”

      “You’re right. Maybe neither of our fathers were who we thought they were.” He cleared his throat. “Joe, I’m scared. I mean, I’ve got his psychopathic DNA in my genes.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      “Look, my mother was mentally ill, and God knows who my father was at this point. DNA has nothing to do with who we are.”

      “How can you say that?”

      I stayed silent. How could I say that? For all I knew, one day I would snap like my mother had. And Bryce? But I would appease him. At least until I knew what I was talking about. “Look, your dad was involved in this shit when he was way younger than you are now. You’re a good man, Bryce. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “If it’ll make you feel better, go have a psychological evaluation.”

      I’d be doing that myself. Luckily I had my own live-in psychotherapist standing right next to me.

      “Look, man, I need to run. Are you going to be okay?”

      “It’s just so much to handle,” Bryce said.

      “It is. But I’m here for you. Always. We’ll get together soon enough for that drink. I have a whole shitload of other stuff to tell you.”

      “Yeah. All right. Take care of yourself, Joe.”

      “You too, buddy.” I ended the call and turned to Melanie.

      “Go downstairs. Now.”
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      I arched my eyebrows at Jonah. “Are you sure you’re ready for this right now?”

      He regarded me sternly, his dark eyes afire. “Don’t question me. I said get downstairs. Now.”

      I wanted to please him. More than anything I did. But right now I was still consumed with worry over him, plus I wanted to check in with Ruby. I had left her at Rodney Cates’s house after she assured me she would be fine. She was armed and a trained police officer, but still, I was a bit worried. I hadn’t been able to stick around to hear what Rodney was going to tell her. It had been more important for me to go to Jonah.

      I opened my mouth to argue with Jonah again, but his eyes told me he was not about to take no for an answer.

      I was determined to please him, and I knew he would never harm me. So I would do as he asked. He needed me, and I would be there for him.

      I turned toward the door to the basement.

      His deep, dark voice invaded my thoughts. “Be naked when I get down there. Kneeling by the bed.”

      Without looking back at him, I nodded and continued toward the door.

      I walked down the stairs slowly and flipped on the light switch in the rec room. Again, slowly, I walked toward the closed door to the dungeon and opened it.

      “Oh!”

      Lavender buds were spread over the bed, and a plant sat on the table next to the bed. I inhaled the fragrant scent. He had done this for me after our last encounter, to make the room better for me. My God, I loved him so much.

      A lavender pillar candle sat on the table next to the bed. Two tapers sat next to it.

      My nipples tightened. Was he planning to use the candles on me? The idea of warm wax dribbling over my nipples…

      Would it be too hot?

      Or would it be warm and sensual?

      I secretly hoped it would be a combination of both.

      I removed my clothes, remembering his order, and set them on a settee at the foot of the bed. I hid my beige cotton panties under my jeans. He’d told me never to wear them in this room. I hadn’t meant to disobey, but I hadn’t exactly had the chance to go shopping for new underwear either. He’d said he’d make sure I had plenty of new stuff, but then he had disappeared.

      Once naked, I knelt at the side of the bed. I didn’t know how long it would take Jonah to come down, but he was clearly in a mood to take control. It made perfect sense. He had just been in a situation where he had no control. Now he needed to exert it.

      And I would let him.

      I didn’t turn when I felt his footsteps jar the floor. He’d told me to kneel, and I would do so until otherwise instructed.

      “Do you like the lavender, Melanie?”

      I still did not turn. “I love it. Thank you, Jonah.”

      His fingers tangled in my hair. “You’re welcome.”

      Still, I did not turn.

      “Do you have any idea how beautiful you look right now? Kneeling, ready to do whatever I ask of you? Your lovely blond hair flowing down toward the small of your back? Your creamy shoulders, the swell of your hips, the beautiful cleavage of your ass. You’re stunning.”

      I bit my lip. “Thank you.”

      The word “sir” sat right on my tongue. He had never asked me to call him “sir,” but I had done some research on Dominant and submissive relationships. Most Dominants required their subs to address them as “sir” during play. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, but at the moment, saying it felt natural. Still, I would wait until instructed to do so.

      “You may rise, Melanie. Turn to face me.”

      I complied, the soft fibers of the carpet making an indentation on my knees. I turned to face my lover. He had already taken off his shirt, his boots, and socks. He stood, wearing only his jeans, his bronze chest glowing, the musculature of his abdomen a beauty to behold.

      “We haven’t talked about a safe word yet,” he said.

      I’d read about safe words. Most people in these types of relationships had them.

      “I want you to say ‘red’ if you want me to stop. Like a red traffic light.”

      I nodded.

      “Say ‘yellow’ if you’re getting a little uncomfortable but you don’t want me to stop yet. Like a yellow light. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Good.” He cupped my cheek, thumbing it lovingly. “Now, remove my jeans, Melanie. Then kneel and suck my cock.”

      I looked down and fumbled with his belt.

      He touched my forearm. “Look into my eyes. Look into my eyes as you undress me.”

      Looking into his eyes didn’t seem like a submissive thing to do, but he was the boss. I glued my gaze to his, the smoke in his deep, dark eyes heating me. My fingers trembled slightly as I unbuckled his belt and then unzipped his jeans. I slid them over his hips, following with his boxer briefs.

      His cock, so large and majestic, jutted out at me, and a pearl of pre-cum glistened on the tip. I licked it off of him, letting the saltiness sit on my tongue. I inhaled. So musky and masculine, so spicy and perfect. I stuck my tongue out again, teasing the head of his cock.

      “You’re so beautiful, Jonah,” I said. And then I gasped. Was I allowed to speak?

      He did not berate me. “You’re beautiful too, Melanie, but never so beautiful as when those ruby lips are around my cock.” He grabbed the back of my head, taking a fistful of my blond hair. “Suck me. Suck me hard.”

      I had sucked his cock many times before, but his size was always hard to take. Still, I wanted to please him more than anything, so I wrapped my lips over his engorged shaft.

      I slid my lips forward until the head of his cock nudged the back of my throat. Still I was only little more than halfway over his length. I would have to get better at this.

      But his groans told me I was doing all right.

      “Yeah, baby. Suck me. God, this is good.”

      I slid my lips back, teasing the head once again, and then slid them forward, taking slightly more. I grasped him at the base, moving my fist with my mouth. I sank down upon him again, relishing his moans and groans. His hand was still wrapped in my hair. Still, he was careful not to move my head. I almost wanted him to.

      I pulled backward for a moment and then used my tongue and lips to tease the underside, going down to his balls, nibbling and kissing. Again I inhaled his musky fragrance. Such a wonderful masculine scent. I nipped the inside of the thighs, giving him tiny kisses, and then moved back to his cock where I sucked him deeply once again.

      This time he did grab my head and pulled me toward him. He was careful, though, and I didn’t gag. Above me, he groaned, moaned, urged me on, my name a sweet caress from his lips.

      “Melanie… Melanie… Melanie.”

      His whisper enchanted my ears, spurring me on to take him deeper, ever so deeper, into my throat.

      He groaned above me and then pulled my head off of him.

      “No, not this way.” He pulled me to my feet and slid his fingers between my legs. “Are you wet for me, sweet Melanie?”

      I sighed. My nipples were hard little berries, my body coated in perspiration, my clit throbbing, and my pussy itching to be filled.

      “Yes.” He raised his fingers to his mouth and slid his tongue out to lick off my moisture. “So wet, baby. So fucking wet.”

      I bit my lip. Was I allowed to speak? I couldn’t help myself. “Stick your finger inside me, Jonah. Please.”

      “All in good time. Your pussy will get satisfied. But tonight I’m going to take you in that sacred place you’ve saved only for me.”

      My muscles clenched. He had used an anal plug on me before, and the sensation had been pleasurable. But his cock was so huge. I wasn’t sure I could handle it.

      “I’m going to lick the cream out of your pussy, and then I’ll get your ass ready for me. Get on the bed.”

      I did as I was told, climbing onto the bed on my hands and knees, hoping I looked seductive. I inhaled the fresh lavender buds. Hopefully they would help me relax, to get ready for what would be a big invasion.

      “Good, baby.” He gave my ass a quick slap.

      The heat from his stinging hand warmed me.

      “This ass is mine. Only mine. And I’m going to claim my prize tonight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      My cock was hard and throbbing between my legs. How I wanted to plunge into that tight little asshole, but I had to wait. I had to get her ready for me first. This was too soon. I knew that in my heart. But I needed her ass tonight. I needed the control so badly. I needed to take what was mine.

      I gave her ass another slap, and the pink spread across her creamy skin like a wildfire taking a dried forest. The heat, the sting—I felt every bit of it in my own hand and my own body like boiling honey flowing through me.

      I inhaled, and her pussy juice wafted up—sweet pears and Granny Smith apples, sweet musky female. Sweet Melanie.

      I spread her ass cheeks and shoved my tongue into her cunt. She squirmed against me, groaning, moaning.

      “You like that, baby?” I said against her folds. “You like when I lick that hot pussy of yours?”

      “Yes,” she moaned. “Lick me, please.”

      I slid my tongue between her folds again, tasting her, sucking out that succulent cream. Then I slid my tongue up to that sweet little puckered hole that was mine. All mine.

      I lubed it up good with my saliva and massaged it with my tongue. She squirmed under me, moaning, groaning, begging for more.

      More I would give her. I grabbed a bottle of lube I had set aside and opened it. I poured some into my palm to warm it, and then I rubbed it over her little asshole. Again I massaged her with my finger. “Relax, baby. Relax.” I breached the tight muscle with my index finger.

      She gasped for a second but then relaxed. Her ass was still pink from the slaps, and although I longed to get in a few more, I decided it was best to concentrate on getting her ready for my dick.

      “So tight, baby. So tight around my finger.” I moved my finger in and out slowly. “I’m going to add another finger now, okay?”

      I stroked her gently…and then eased my middle finger into her tight heat.

      The graduated sizes of anal plugs sat next to the bottle of lube. I had given her a small one the last time. My intention had been to ease her in slowly, taking the medium, and then the large. But I couldn’t wait. I needed her now. I needed to take her, claim her, have her surrender fully to me.

      I grabbed the medium-sized plug.

      It would be a stretch for her, but she could do it. I had faith.

      “I’m going to use a plug on you, sweetheart. It’s a little bigger than the one I used last time, but you can do it.”

      Already she tensed up. I could see her cheeks clench, feel it in my fingers still inside her ass.

      “Don’t be scared. I’d never hurt you.”

      Although I couldn’t see her face, I knew she was chewing on her lip. Was I going too far? Should I stop?

      No. I needed her. I needed this submission from her, and I needed it tonight. She would tell me if I had to stop. I would, if she told me to. But God, I hoped she let me go where I needed to go.

      “Okay, baby?” I said.

      “Yes. Okay.”

      How I loved her. She was so good to me, so ready to give me whatever I needed whenever I needed it. I didn’t deserve her, and I couldn’t do this to her now.

      I removed my fingers.

      She turned and looked over her shoulder at me. “Jonah?”

      “I’m sorry. I’m not worthy of you, Melanie. I wasn’t thinking of you at all. Only myself. You’re not ready for this.”

      She turned and sat, facing me. She cupped my cheek and softly caressed it. “I’m ready for whatever you need, my love, whenever you need it. I am here for you, just like I know you’d be here for me.”

      I closed my eyes. What a wonderful woman she was. “I can’t.”

      She smiled at me. “You can. I want you to. I know you won’t hurt me. I know you’ll get me ready. I want to give you this gift, and I want to give it to you now, when you so desperately need it. That is the joy of giving to someone you love.”

      I placed my hand over hers still on my cheek. Her skin was warm, her touch soothing. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      She smiled again and returned to her hands and knees. “Take what you need from me, Jonah. I love you, and I’m here for you.”

      I kissed the small of her back and then reached for the lube. I warmed some in my palm again and massaged it onto her anus. She was already dilated a bit from my fingers, so I went straight for the medium plug. I nudged it against her. “This will be tight, baby. But relax, and you’ll be okay.”

      She inhaled and then exhaled slowly, and upon her exhale, I pushed the plug inside her. She inhaled quickly and then exhaled again.

      “Good. Just like that. You’ll get used to it.” I eyed the large plug still sitting on the bed. It was a far cry from the circumference of my dick, but I had faith. She knew how large I was, and she wanted to do this for me.

      And for that I loved her. Very much.

      I owed her so much, and one thing I could do for her while she got used to the medium plug was give her tight little pussy the orgasm she so richly deserved. I turned her over gently, pushed her thighs forward, and dived into her wet heat.

      She was so, so wet. I slid my tongue across her folds and lapped up her juice. So sweet and spicy and musky all at once. I nipped at her clit, and she moaned, arching against the lavender-scented bed. She gasped, clawing at the bed covers, the lavender buds jumping around as she gyrated.

      I thrust two fingers into her wet channel, and she clamped around them, her climax taking her.

      “Jonah, oh my. So good. My ass. I feel it in my ass.”

      “That’s right, baby. It’s good. Make it feel good.” I continued to suck on her clit as she soared higher. “You’re going to have many more orgasms before this night is over.”

      I turned her back over gently onto her knees. Her scent wafted up at me, making my groin tighten even further. The sight of the plug in her ass made me so hot, I wanted to yank it out and take her there. But I had promised I would make it good for her, and I would.

      I gently removed the plug and added more lube. I massaged around the rim with my fingers, murmuring gentle words to her.

      And then I picked up the large-sized plug.

      “Do what you did again. Breathe in, and then breathe out.”

      When I heard her exhale, I pushed the large plug into her ass.

      This time she gasped.

      “Easy, baby. You’ll get used to it. And once you do, I’m going to turn you over and suck on your sweet nipples. Would you like that?”

      “Yes,” she breathed.

      “Relax. Unclench. Let it happen.”

      She let out a soft whisper of a breath. Once her body became less rigid, I turned her over again, pushed her thighs forward so she wouldn’t be uncomfortable, and slid between her legs. I took one hard nipple between my lips and tugged on it.

      “Yes,” she moaned.

      I twisted the other nipple between my thumb and forefinger while I sucked on the first. I sucked hard, the way she liked it, and she rewarded me with a groan, arching her back into me.

      “Your nipples are so beautiful, baby. So responsive. I could suck on them forever.” And that was no lie. Her body was gorgeous to me, the most dazzling thing I’d ever laid eyes on. I wanted nothing more than to worship her all over from dusk until dawn. And part of worshipping her was giving her all pleasures I could extract from her body, including a certain pleasure that was going to be wonderful for both of us.

      “Jonah, it feels so…good.”

      “I love your breasts,” I whispered against her soft skin. “I love every part of your body. But most of all I love you.”

      “I love you too,” she whispered. “So much.”

      “I want to move down to your pussy now, baby. I want to make you come again. But I want you to twist your nipples for me. Put your fingers on them. Make them feel good for me.”

      I slid down her soft abdomen, inhaled the musk of her blond curls, and then slid my tongue through her wet folds once more. As I watched, she took her tight buds between her slender fingers and squeezed them, sighing.

      “You look so beautiful right now, touching yourself. God, I love you.”

      She sighed again.

      I shoved my tongue into her wet cunt, and then I nibbled on her clit and inserted my fingers once more.

      I looked up at her again. She was so beautiful, twisting her nipples, pinching them. Her breasts were red, almost as if I had slapped them. I felt that red heat in my body, and my dick grew harder.

      I wanted to be inside her tight asshole, embedded balls deep. I almost came right then and there thinking about it. But no. First I owed her another orgasm.

      I rubbed my fingers against the interior wall of her vagina, finding the spot that made her go crazy. The G-spot.

      She tightened up as I flicked my tongue over her clit. And then the spasms began.

      I finger-fucked her harder, rubbing against her G-spot, and to my surprise, something sprinkled my face.

      She had squirted.

      Melanie had squirted. I had never made a woman squirt before, and oh my God, I was turned on.

      “Baby, that’s so hot.”

      “My God, Jonah. This orgasm… It’s like nothing else…”

      “You’re having a G-spot orgasm. Along with the clitoral orgasm. You’re squirting.”

      “Oh… I’m sorry…”

      “No, baby. It’s hot.” I rubbed against her spongy G-spot furiously. “Come again for me.”

      And she did. As though she were responding to my command.

      I had to have her. Soon. I was tempted to shove my cock inside her wet pussy and relieve myself, but I was determined to have her ass. This climax that was coiling up inside me was going to release inside that tight paradise. I continued to rub her G-spot until she finally started easing down.

      “Enough,” she said. “I… I can’t take…”

      I couldn’t help a small chuckle. “That’s the way I like you, baby. Sated. Unable to take one more ounce of pleasure. But I promise you, more pleasure is yet to come.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty–One

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      That pleasure he was talking about… I knew where we were going next, and although I wanted this more than I wanted anything because I knew he needed it, I still couldn’t help being a bit apprehensive. The anal plugs had been painful at first, but Jonah had been right. I had stretched to accommodate them.

      But the only plug left was…him.

      And he was so much bigger and so much longer than any of the plugs.

      I understood it would hurt. I understood that the tight ring of muscle was the hardest part to get through and the pain would subside after that.

      But still, I trembled.

      I raised my head and looked at Jonah. His brow line was saturated with perspiration, his dark hair sticking to his forehead and cheeks. His chin and lips were glistening with my juices, as were his shoulders and neck. How much had I squirted?

      His eyes were heavy lidded, smoky.

      He was beautiful, yet that word wasn’t adequate. He transcended beauty as he looked at me. If only a word existed to adequately describe him. But language was limited. Magnificent wasn’t enough. Gorgeous, beautiful, handsome—none of them were enough.

      I hoped he could read what I wanted to say in the look I was giving him, in the love I was feeling as I gazed upon his strong and brilliant form.

      “I love you, Melanie,” he said, his eyes dark with desire.

      “I love you too, Jonah.”

      “I’m going to turn you over now. I’m going to take what I need from you. If at any time—”

      I stopped him with a gesture. “I want this. I want this as much as you do. It’s important to me.”

      He gently turned me over, my ass in the air, the large plug still embedded inside.

      “I’m going to take the plug out of you now, baby. I’ll give you a little more lube.” He sighed. “Do you have any idea how much this means to me? How much you mean to me?”

      I did know. I knew exactly how much it meant to him, because it meant the same to me. Was it anything I ever thought I would do? No. But I knew in the depths of my soul that I would enjoy it as much as he would, because I was doing it for him.

      I would do anything for him.

      I felt the tips of his fingers massaging me. I felt the moisture of the lube.

      And then the tip of his cock nudged at the entrance to my foreign place.

      “Do the same thing, baby. Breathe in and then out.”

      I complied, and—

      A scream ripped from my throat.

      His strong hands massaged my cheeks. “Easy. I’m in. All the way. You tell me when I can move.”

      “I’m sorry.” I nodded. “I didn’t mean to scream.”

      “It’s okay. I know I’m a lot to take. You will get used to me. I promise you, once you’re used to the fullness, this is going to be so much pleasure for you.”

      I wasn’t naïve. I knew people enjoyed anal sex. I enjoyed him fingering me. I had even grown to enjoy the plugs. And I was determined to enjoy this. It was a gift I could only give once, and I was so glad I was giving it to Jonah right now.

      He was doing this my way, even though it was something he wanted. He hadn’t bound me, and he had only smacked me a few times. He was being purposefully gentle, and while I appreciated it, I didn’t want him to feel like he couldn’t be himself, couldn’t do what he needed to do.

      After this first time, I would voice that. But not now.

      Right now, I focused on my body, focused on the fullness within me, willed my body to accept the invasion, willed my body to feel the pleasure it was meant to feel.

      And once I relaxed, once I accepted that this was Jonah inside me—Jonah, whom I loved more than anything—the invasion began to feel…right.

      Wicked, yes. Forbidden, oh yes. But right. Dark and dangerous and right.

      Just like life with Jonah would always be.

      Dark and dangerous and right.

      “You doing okay, baby?” he asked.

      I unclenched my teeth from my lip. “Yes. You can move now. I want you to.” No truer words had ever left my lips.

      Slowly I felt him pull out of me, and then he slowly pushed back in.

      The burn. Oh, that glorious burn.

      “Again,” I said, my voice low. “Please. Again.”

      He pulled out and shoved back in a little more quickly.

      And oh my God, I tingled, my nerves racing throughout every cell in my body and somehow culminating between my legs.

      I was feeling it in my pussy. How was that possible? But I was. I was feeling my pussy get wet, I was feeling the need to have it filled, yet I didn’t want him to take his cock from my ass.

      Meanwhile, he pulled out and thrust back in again.

      And before I knew it, I was on the verge of yet another orgasm.

      How could this—

      “Oh!”

      “Good, baby?”

      I moaned. “How is this possible? After all those orgasms. How can this be?”

      “Because it’s you. Because it’s me. Thank you. Thank you for this. Ah!”

      Drops of sweat, presumably from his forehead, dripped onto my back, each one leaving a tiny bonfire in its wake.

      He stayed in me for a few timeless seconds and then withdrew.

      Oh, the emptiness.

      But I smiled to myself. I knew I wouldn’t be empty for long, and in my heart, the most important place, I would never be empty again.

      Jonah crawled up next to me on the bed and pulled me into his arms. “Thank you so much for that.”

      “Thank you,” I said back.

      “What are you thanking me for?”

      “For showing me something new. For wanting to experience this with me.”

      “You’re so amazing,” he said. “There’s no one in the world like you.”

      I couldn’t help a chuckle at that. “Girls like me are a dime a dozen.”

      He pulled my face toward him and gazed straight into my eyes. “You’re wrong, Melanie. There is no one else in the world like you. You are worth everything to me.”

      I saw the truth of his words in his eyes. And I hoped he saw the truth of them back in my own.

      I leaned toward him and brushed my lips across his. He was salty from sweat. Both of us were coated in shiny dew. I let out a little chuckle. “I think we’re kind of a mess.”

      He laughed with me. “But a good mess. A very good mess.” He stroked my damp hair. “Let’s clean up a little, and then I think we need a date in the hot tub.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. You might have some soreness, and it will help.”

      “All right. If you think it’s for the best. As long as you promise no one will walk in on us.”

      That got a big laugh out of Jonah. “Now why on earth would you think that might happen again?”

      “Can you name a time when it hasn’t happened?”

      “No. But this bad luck streak has to break sometime.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jonah had poured us each a glass of water with lemon, and we sat in the hot tub, holding hands. I leaned my head back against the railing and closed my eyes, inhaling the steam rising above us.

      I opened my eyes and found him staring at me. “What?” I said.

      “Just enjoying the view.” He smiled and then took a sip of his water.

      I moved toward him, to snuggle into his arms, when—

      “Joe?”

      The voice came from the deck. I hadn’t heard the door open.

      I let out a maniacal laugh. At this point, it had become more humorous than embarrassing. Talon, Jade, and Jonah’s friend Bryce had all seen me naked.

      Jonah turned. “Bryce? What are you doing here?”

      “I’m really sorry to interrupt you.”

      “It’s all right,” I said, still giggling.

      “What is it?” Jonah asked.

      “I told my mother tonight, Joe. It didn’t go well.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty–Two

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      I sighed. “Bryce, I’m sorry, man. Can we talk later?”

      Melanie stepped out of the hot tub, smiling and not seeming embarrassed. She wrapped herself in a towel. “It’s all right. Talk to him. He clearly needs you.”

      She was so damned wonderful.

      “I’m going to take a shower,” she continued.

      “Actually,” Bryce said. “I’d love it if you would stay. I need some…psychological advice.”

      She smiled again. “I’ll be right out. Just let me rinse off. Why don’t the two of you have a drink in the family room?”

      I got out of the tub, wrapped a towel around myself, and nodded to Bryce. “Let me get some sweats on. Fix us a couple of drinks. I’ll only be a minute.” I headed into the house and to my bedroom, dried off, and put on some sweats and a T-shirt. I went to the family room. Bryce had pulled a beer out of the bar fridge for himself and was mixing up a CapRock martini for me. Good man.

      Bryce was a mess. His silver-blond hair was in disarray, and his flannel western shirt was half untucked. Not that he was into extreme grooming, but he was usually not this unkempt.

      “I had to take my mom into the city to see her sister. You know, Luke’s mom. She wanted to tell my Aunt Vickie what had gone on, my father’s role in Luke’s murder.” He shook his head. “When we got there, she couldn’t even talk, man. I had to take her to the hospital. Aunt Vickie still doesn’t know anything, and she’s worried sick now about Mom. I brought Henry home so he could sleep in his own crib.”

      “Who’s with him now?”

      “Your sister.”

      “Really?” Marj had never been the babysitting type.

      “Yeah. I ran into her at the grocery store when I got back from the city. Henry was out of formula. I told her I needed to talk to you, and she offered to watch Henry for me.”

      “She knows everything.”

      “Yeah. I figured she did.” He attempted a smile. “Henry took to her right away. I’m sure they’re doing fine. He’s probably in bed by now.”

      “Why don’t you text her and check on him? That way we can talk free of worries.”

      “Good idea.” Bryce got his phone.

      I took a sip of my martini while he was texting. Poor Bryce. Although I was unsure about my own father’s involvement in this whole mess, at least I was pretty sure he wasn’t as messed up as the other three. The worst he had done so far was befriend a group of degenerates in high school, possibly impregnate a mistress, and sweep his son’s abduction and torture under the rug. Not good stuff by any means, but Bryce’s father was a child molester, rapist, and murderer.

      Damn.

      Bryce put his phone away and took a drink of his beer. “Henry’s good. Marjorie says he went right to sleep after she fed him.”

      I guess I didn’t know everything about my baby sister. She’d never struck me as the motherly type.

      “Good,” I said. “So tell me about Evelyn.”

      “I hated doing this to her, Joe. It about killed me. Every time I have to think about it, say the words, I die a little bit more all over again. And telling my mother, the woman who raised me, that her husband is… What is he, anyway? What kind of words are there for the man who is my father?”

      “I don’t know.” I shook my head, swirling my martini glass on the wooden bar. “I wish I had some words of wisdom for you, but I just don’t.”

      “I worry, man. I worry what the fuck is in my own DNA. The bastard fathered me.”

      “Oh. Now I know why you want Melanie to be in on this conversation.”

      Bryce nodded. “I’m afraid. What the hell is running through my veins, and what the hell have I passed on to my son?”

      I nodded. “I’ve had the same thoughts, like I told you. Look at what I got on my mother’s side. She was unstable, and her half brother is as fucked up as your father. And I still don’t know about my own father’s involvement in all this.”

      Bryce looked up. “Here she comes.”

      Melanie was walking down the stairs and into the family room, wearing a pair of old jeans and a tank top, no bra. Her feet were bare, and her red painted toes sank into the plush carpeting.

      “Hey, baby,” I said. “Bryce is bartending. What’ll you have?”

      “Just tonic water with a twist. I don’t feel like drinking.”

      Bryce got her drink and slid it across the bar to her.

      “I wish I knew what to say to you,” she said to Bryce. “If it’s any consolation, I don’t care that you saw me naked.”

      That got a soft chuckle out of my friend. “Seeing you naked is no hardship, Doctor.”

      “I think you’ve seen enough of me that we can be on a first name basis.”

      “Bryce has some questions for you, Melanie.”

      “Of course. What can I help you with?” She took a sip of her tonic water.

      “This is hard for me to get into.”

      “I understand. Any time you’re discussing your psyche, it’s always hard. But I’m a professional. I’ll answer any questions to the best of my ability.”

      He smiled. “I feel like I should be paying you.”

      “Let’s just call it a favor between friends.”

      “Well, you know all about my dad.”

      She nodded.

      “I worry. I’m worried because I have his DNA. My son has his DNA. Obviously, I don’t want either one of us to turn out the way he did.”

      “That’s totally understandable,” Melanie said. “But you’re Jonah’s age, right? Thirty-eight?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’ve come this far in life without having any problems. No one is perfect. And while research has shown that, yes, psychopathy can be genetic, other factors are also at play, such as environment.”

      “That’s another thing I just don’t get. I knew my grandparents. As far as I could tell, they were decent people. How could they have raised my father to be who he is?”

      “Again, there are no straight answers here, Bryce. I wish I could tell you for sure that genetics play no role, but there just isn’t any research to back that up. I can say this, though. Your genes do not define who you are. Your actions and choices do.”

      “She’s fucking brilliant, isn’t she?” I said.

      Bryce smiled. “I try to make good choices. Especially now, for Henry’s sake.”

      “Then there’s no reason to believe your personality will ever change. Look at Talon, for example. If any man in the world had reason to become a psychopath, it’s him. But even before he started healing, he never had any tendencies in that direction. And he comes from the same gene pool Jonah comes from, and their mother and their uncle were both a mess.”

      “A mess.” I couldn’t help a smile. “Is that a psychiatric term?”

      Melanie chuckled. “You know what I mean.”

      “Still,” Bryce said. “It’s freaking me out. How could I have lived with my father my entire childhood, and some of my adult life, and not seen who he was?”

      “I know it’s hard for you to understand. It’s hard for anyone to understand,” Melanie said. “But your father is hardly the first person to lead a double life. It happens more frequently than you would think.”

      “I know that, but this isn’t just any double life. This isn’t a guy who has two wives and neither of them knows. This is a guy who had a wife and kid, was an upstanding member of his community…but was also a child molester and murderer. It’s incomprehensible to me.”

      “I think you have your answer right there,” Melanie said. “It should be incomprehensible to you. The fact that it is means you will never follow in your father’s footsteps. You make your own choices, Bryce, no matter what your genes say. We all do. I understand that these words probably don’t make you feel any better right now, but they will. Just trust yourself. You’re a good man, a good father. You won’t screw up.”

      “I sure don’t want to. Henry’s the most important thing in my life. But my mother…”

      “Yes,” Melanie said. “This will be especially hard on her.”

      “She has relied on him her whole life. They married young, and she’s never worked outside the home. What is she supposed to do now?”

      “She may need some help. She may need your help.”

      “Of course, I would do anything for her, but I don’t even have a job yet myself. And I’ve got Henry to think of.”

      “Is your parents’ mortgage paid off?”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Good. Your mother has a house. Your father, once he is caught, will be going to prison for the rest of his life.”

      “I’ll find some work, maybe open a business in town. My mother won’t want for money. That’s not really my biggest concern. Right now, she’s a mess. She just found out that her husband killed her nephew, her sister’s son. And God knows how many other people he killed or hurt. She went to her sister’s house, but she couldn’t tell her the truth. I had to take her to the hospital.”

      “I’m so sorry. I’ll go to the city and see her if you’d like.”

      “I would appreciate that.”

      “I’m currently on a leave of absence from practicing, but I’ll be happy to visit with her.”

      “She doesn’t deserve this.” Bryce shook his head.

      “No, she doesn’t,” Melanie said. “And neither do you. Neither does Talon, or Jonah, or any of us. But we’re all involved in this up to our necks at this point. We may never uncover the entire truth, but we’re certainly looking.”

      “I should go,” Bryce said, finishing his beer. “Henry needs me. And I need him.”

      “Children have a way of keeping things in perspective,” Melanie said. “When you’re feeling like you can’t take it anymore, when you think your life is going down one big hole, look at your son. Look at that miracle. That will bring you back.”

      I stared at Melanie, her green eyes as beautiful as ever. How did she get to be so wise? It wasn’t just a psychiatric education. She had wisdom beyond her years.

      “Thanks.” Bryce stood and held out his hand to Melanie.

      She stood, took his hand, and then pulled him into a hug. “It will be all right. Not today and not tomorrow, not even next year maybe. But you will get through this.”

      We walked Bryce to the door and said good-bye.

      “I’m going to let Lucy in,” I said, “and then, Melanie, let’s go to bed. I’m fucking exhausted.”

      She smiled. “You read my mind.”

      After Lucy came in, getting pets from both of us, I turned back to Melanie. “I love what you said about Henry. About how a child puts everything in perspective. I’m not a father, and I never thought I wanted to be one, but now, knowing you, having seen what my brother was able to get through, I think I do want to be a father. I really do.”

      Melanie pulled me down for a quick kiss. “I’m so glad to hear you say that, Jonah, because there’s something we need to discuss.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty–Three

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      “What?” he asked.

      I looked down. My breasts were tender, more tender than normal. Granted, Jonah had been particularly affectionate with them, but they were tender inside. And when I had gone to take my birth control pill this evening after my shower, something occurred to me.

      My period should’ve started a day or two ago.

      This wasn’t overly unusual for me, even on the pill. I would go a day or two off schedule every once in a while, but something came to me that hadn’t previously. And as I was a physician, it should have, except that my mind had been understandably occupied with other things.

      “You know I’m on birth control pills,” I said.

      “Yeah?”

      “Well…if you don’t take your pill at the same time every day, or if you miss a day or two, the chances of pregnancy go way up.”

      “Melanie?”

      “Those days I was gone, when I was abducted, I didn’t have my pills.”

      “You mean…”

      “I’m a little late. Now this may not mean anything—”

      He pulled me to him and crushed his lips to mine.

      I opened for him instantly, our tongues twirling in a ferocious yet meaningful kiss. When we finally broke away from each other and inhaled, he cupped my cheek.

      “Wow. Just wow.”

      “I’m not sure yet. I’m sorry this didn’t occur to me before. I’m a doctor, for God’s sake. But there’s been so much going on…”

      “Baby, this is the best news ever. No wonder you wanted tonic water tonight.”

      I smiled. “I actually had a few drinks before this occurred to me, but not enough to matter, and I won’t drink again. And it’s not really any news yet. I’ll go into town tomorrow and get a pregnancy test. Then we’ll know for sure.”

      “The test will be positive. I already know it. All this time, all this new information, not knowing who my father really was… It’s all taken its toll. Sometimes I’ve wondered how we’d get through it all. But now everything is okay. I know everything will be okay.”

      “Jonah, everything’s going to be okay anyway. Look at how much Talon has healed. And now Bryce… We’re going through a tough time, but we will be okay.”

      “I know. I know we would’ve been okay no matter what. But now… A baby. I see the way Bryce looks at Henry. I want that, Melanie, and I want it with you.”

      I let out a sigh. “You have no idea how happy I am to hear you say that. I was worried about what you might think. That you’d think I subconsciously trapped you because I didn’t think about the pills I had missed.”

      “I would never think that. And it doesn’t matter anyway. I’m happy about the news.”

      “We have to take a test to be sure. And even then, Jonah, I’m not a young woman. Things can go wrong at my age. I’ll have a lot of tests and probably an amniocentesis. I’ll be considered high risk just because of my age.”

      “Then you will have the best care money can buy. We’ll make sure all the risks are taken care of.”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck. How I truly hoped the test would be positive tomorrow. Because right now, I wanted to have Jonah’s child more than I wanted my next breath of air.

      “I’m so glad you’re happy about this.”

      “How could I not be? A baby with you. It will be the most beautiful, wonderful baby in the world.”

      “So you won’t worry about your genetics?”

      “My genetics are my genetics. All I know is that we will give any baby of ours a wonderful, happy home.”

      I felt a vibration.

      Jonah reached for his phone in his back pocket. “It’s a text. Talon. He wants us to come to breakfast tomorrow. Says he has some great news.”

      “Great news is always good,” I said. “Maybe they got more information from Mills and Johnson.”

      “I hope so. We need to finally put this thing to rest.”

      “Remember,” I said. “We control our own lives. Whether we ever find out the real truth, we can have a beautiful life.”

      He took my hand and led me to the bedroom.
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* * *

      When we arrived at Talon’s house the next morning, I was surprised to see Marjorie holding an adorable child with blond hair and blue eyes.

      “Marj, anything you want to tell us?” Jonah said.

      She laughed. “I volunteered to take Henry for the day. Bryce wanted to go to the city to see his mother.”

      “Never thought I’d see you holding a baby like that,” Jonah said.

      “He’s such a good little guy. He’s going to be walking before we know it.”

      “Where’s Ryan?” I asked.

      “He’s running late. Told us to start without him,” Talon said.

      “Well, then,” Jonah said. “What’s the news that can’t wait?”

      Jade held out her hand. On it sparkled a gorgeous solitaire diamond.

      I smiled and looked at Talon. “So you finally did it.”

      “Yeah. She’s stuck with me now,” Talon said.

      “It’s absolutely beautiful,” I said. But then my heart sank just a little. It hadn’t occurred to me the previous evening, but Jonah hadn’t said anything about marriage when I told him I might be pregnant. Although he had seemed very happy about the possibility of a baby. Was he planning for us to live together our whole lives and raise our child? I didn’t know. Right now I needed to be happy for Talon and Jade. This was a huge step for Talon, one he had been considering taking for a while. I was glad he’d finally done it.

      “This is awesome, Tal,” Jonah said. “When’s the big day?”

      “As soon as possible as far as I’m concerned,” Talon said. “But of course Jade wants a big wedding.”

      “No, my mother wants a big wedding,” Jade said. “I would like to go to Jamaica.”

      “Wow, Jamaica. That would be amazing,” Jonah said. “In fact, the doc and I might just tag along with you.”

      “We should all go,” Jade said. “How long has it been since the two of you had a real vacation?” She looked to Talon.

      “Vacation? I’m not sure I know the meaning of the word,” Jonah said, laughing. “But with all the things going on—”

      “With all that going on,” Talon said, “we could all use a goddamned long vacation. I’ve been taking so much advantage of my men that I feel kind of bad about leaving on vacation. But damn, I could use one.”

      “Yeah, and one in Jamaica. The beach is…” Jonah sighed. “It’s been so long since I’ve been to a beach.”

      “Joe loves the water,” Talon said to Jade.

      “Then it’s settled,” Jade said. “I don’t care what Brooke Bailey wants. We are all going to Jamaica, and you and I will get married there.”

      Jonah looked at me, his eyes full of love. “How would you feel about a double wedding?”

      My heart nearly melted as my skin warmed. Love bubbled through me. I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t say anything.

      “Damn,” Jonah said. “It was never my idea to propose marriage in front of my entire family. That just slipped out.”

      Was he proposing only because of the baby? That wasn’t what I wanted. I touched his arm. “You know I may not be—”

      He placed his hand over my lips. “Melanie, it doesn’t matter. I’ll never love another woman. Will you be my wife?”

      I looked around the room. Talon, Jade, and Marjorie were all wide-eyed.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” I asked.

      He smiled at me, his eyes glowing. “More sure than I’ve ever been about anything, ever.”

      I smiled ear to ear. “Then yes, Jonah. I would love to marry you.”

      Marjorie squealed. “Oh my God! This is going to be so much fun. A double wedding in Jamaica!”

      “You’ll be my maid of honor, of course,” Jade said to Marjorie. “Who will you be asking, Melanie?”

      A brick hit my stomach. I had no siblings, and I was such a loner. I didn’t have very many friends. I smiled shakily. “I don’t know. I’ll think about it.”

      “Well, think fast,” Marj said, “because let’s get this thing moving. We all need a vacation.”

      I couldn’t fault Marj’s observation. The vacation would be good for every person sitting at this table. But if they were planning to get this moving quickly, I’d have to do some thinking.

      How had I gotten to be a forty-year-old woman with no friends? I had been depending on myself for so long it never even occurred to me to have a girlfriend. I had never been lonely. I always enjoyed my own company. About the closest thing I had to a friend right now was Ruby Lee. Maybe she could use a vacation.

      “And you’ll be my best man, Joe,” Talon said.

      “What about Ryan?”

      “He can be yours.”

      “Are you okay with that?” Jonah asked.

      “Of course I am. Why else would I have suggested it?”

      “I mean, you really want me? If I had gone with you that day…”

      “Damn it, Joe, we’ve put all that behind us, remember? We’re going to be happy now. If I were holding any kind of grudge against you, I wouldn’t want you as my best man. You’re my big brother, and that’s why I want you.”

      “Wait a minute,” Marjorie said. “Can Joe be a groom and a best man? It won’t work. We won’t have the right amount of people.”

      “Marj, who cares?” Talon said. “This is our wedding, and we’re going to do what we want to.”

      Marj huffed. “Fine, then. We’ll be one guy short, but no matter.”

      “I’ll ask Bryce to come along. God knows he could use a vacation. He can stand up for me as well,” Jonah said.

      “There you go, Marj,” Talon said. “It’s all settled.”

      “So now we just need a date,” Jade said. “Life is crazy at my office right now. Only one city attorney—me—and no mayor.”

      “All the more reason you need a vacation,” Marjorie said.

      “True.” Jade nodded. “And as far as I’m concerned, the sooner the better.”

      “How about in two weeks?” Talon said.

      “Let me text Dolores,” Jonah said.

      “We all know I’m free,” I said.

      “Still no word on your medical board issue?” Talon said.

      I shook my head. “I’ve been meaning to get in touch with Miles Bennett at the hospital, but things have been…a little busy around here.”

      “You can say that again,” Jonah said. “We’re going to get this all taken care of. You need to get back to practicing. Your patients need you.”

      So much had been going on that I’d had a hard time giving my patients a thought during the last couple of weeks. But I missed them, and I missed working. Talking to Bryce the previous evening had proved that. I’d nearly forgotten the joy I got from my work, from helping people.

      “Dolores says she can make the vacation work for me in two weeks,” Jonah said. “So it’s settled, then?”

      “Sounds like it is,” Talon said.

      “Perfect,” Marjorie said. “You just leave this all to me. I’ll plan the best wedding ever.”

      “Good,” Jade said. “Honestly, I don’t have any time to help you.”

      “Don’t you worry. Your maid of honor is on the job.” Henry had fallen asleep in her arms. “I’m going to go put him to bed, and then I’ll get started on it.”

      Jonah and Talon exchanged wary glances. “This is going to cost a lot,” Jonah chuckled.

      I shuddered. “I don’t want you to go to any expense.”

      “Doc,” Talon said, “it’s all on us. Don’t worry.”

      “Melanie,” Jonah said, “we all deserve a vacation, and this is our wedding. Let me treat you. Please.”

      “All right.” I smiled. “I don’t know how I got lucky enough to get involved with this great family.”

      “Doc,” Talon said, “we’re the lucky ones.”

      “Agreed,” Jade said.

      “Agreed a hundredfold,” Jonah said, taking my hand and laying a light kiss on it. “We are the lucky ones.” Then he stood. “If you’ll excuse us, Melanie and I have an errand to run.” He squeezed my hand. “I think our little sister has all of this under control, so we’re not needed here.”

      “Before you go, Joe,” Talon said, “I’ve been thinking…”

      “Yeah? What is it?”

      “When are you going to see Larry Wade again?”

      “As soon as I can get away,” Jonah said. “I have a lot more questions for him, after my ordeal with Wendy Madigan.”

      “I think”—Talon rubbed his forehead—“I’d like to go with you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I’m sure.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty–Four

        

        Jonah

      

    
    
      Melanie had insisted on going home before taking the pregnancy test. I wanted her to use the bathroom at the drugstore, but she wouldn’t hear of that. Now, as I sat on my bed, wringing my hands and waiting for her to come out of the bathroom, my heart raced.

      I wanted a positive result so much.

      I kept telling myself it would be okay no matter what. That we would have more chances to have a baby. But Melanie was right about one thing. Neither she nor I were getting any younger.

      I rubbed Lucy’s soft head as I glanced at my watch. Melanie had said it would only take a minute.

      This was the longest minute in the history of the universe.

      Finally, Melanie strode out of the bathroom, the expression on her face unreadable.

      I arched my eyebrows.

      She came and sat down on my lap. Still no smile.

      “Baby,” I said. “Whatever it is, it’s okay.”

      “Well,” she said, “there will be other times.”

      My heart sank, but I had to be strong for her. “Yes, sweetheart. We’ll have lots of babies. As many as you want.”

      She bit her lip. “I think I’d like one.” Then she beamed. “After this one.”

      Her words took a moment to sink in. Then I smiled at her.

      “Positive.” She held out the test stick showing two blue lines.

      I stood with her in my arms and spun around the room. “This is the most wonderful news.” Then I sat down. “I’m so sorry. That can’t be good for the baby.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”

      “Damned right you will be. We’ll get the best prenatal care for you. I’ll have the best doctors in Denver flown in.”

      She laughed. “There are many perfectly good obstetricians in Grand Junction.”

      “This is so amazing, Melanie. I love you so much.”

      She cupped my cheek. “I love you too, so much.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      A few days later, I sat with Talon in the visitation room at the prison, waiting for the guard to bring Larry Wade out to us. Talon was rigid, his face pale. I had told him on the way over that he didn’t have to do this, that if he found he couldn’t, it didn’t show any weakness on his part. But he was determined.

      I opened my mouth to repeat my earlier words but then thought better of it. He clearly wanted to do this, no matter how difficult it was going to be for him.

      He had seen photos of Larry but had never seen his face in person. Larry had always worn a mask during the time Talon was held prisoner.

      I cleared my throat. The guard was bringing Larry toward us. “Here he comes, Tal.”

      Talon nodded. No words. Not that I expected any.

      Larry sat down with a plunk. “What do you want today, Steel?” He looked at Talon. “I see you’ve brought company. Who’s—” He stopped abruptly, eyeing Talon.

      “This is my brother. Talon.”

      Larry showed no emotion. Nothing at all. And I’d thought Simpson was the iceman.

      “I’ll be right over there.” The guard gestured.

      I nodded. I looked toward Talon, but he didn’t look like he had anything to say, at least not yet.

      “You have anything to say?” I asked Larry.

      “Why should I?”

      “Just so we’re clear, you don’t talk to him,” I said to Larry. “He’ll talk if he wants to. If he doesn’t want to, he won’t.”

      Talon was tense next to me. I squeezed his shoulder and then turned back toward Larry.

      “I have a lot of questions for you today, Uncle Larry.”

      “I’m sure I won’t have any answers for you.”

      Talon stood abruptly and walked toward the door to the visiting area.

      “Shit,” I said under my breath. I looked at Larry. “I’ll be right back.”

      I followed Talon out the door. “Tal?”

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Joe. I tried. I guess I’m not ready.”

      “It’s okay. We’ll go.”

      “No. We came all the way out here. You have questions you need to ask. Take as long as you need. I’ll be outside getting some fresh air.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I just need some air.” He shook his head. “Your strength, Joe. It’s humbling.”

      “What?” I had no idea what he was talking about.

      “The way you deal with him. You own that room, that table. You own him. You’ve always been that way. You’re not scared of anything. You never have been.”

      Wow. This was what my brother thought of me? Unbelievable.

      “I’m scared of a lot of things, Tal.”

      “You sure as hell never show it. You faced off Tom Simpson and Theodore Mathias unarmed. Twice.” He shook his head. “Fucking amazing. I’ve always looked up to you. Always. You’re a good man, Joe. A strong man who always tries to do the right thing. That’s why I want you for my best man. You’re the kind of man I want to be.” He cleared his throat. “Now go on back in there and get the information you need. I’ll be fine. I’ll text you if I go anywhere.”

      He walked off before I could answer. Was that really how Talon thought of me? After I’d let him down twenty-five years ago? I wasn’t worthy of his praise. But I’d deal with feeling unworthy later. I walked back into the prison and into the visiting room. Larry still sat at the table. I sat back down.

      “Your brother doesn’t seem to have a lot of guts,” Larry said.

      “If you mention my brother again, I will have your throat slit in your sleep tonight.”

      That sobered him up a little. “What is it that you want now, Steel?”

      “Information, Larry. The usual.”

      “I don’t know where Simpson and Mathias are.”

      “Funny enough, I actually believe you. My questions concern someone else. Wendy Madigan.”

      “I don’t know anything about Wendy Madigan.”

      “You were in the future lawmakers club with her.”

      “So?”

      “I have a lot of questions about that club and what you did there. But I won’t go there yet. You told me once that Wendy wasn’t who she seemed to be. I need you to elaborate.”

      “Figure it out yourself.”

      “I’m serious, Uncle. I will have your throat slit tonight. I can pay those guards off to do anything, and if they don’t want to do it, they’ll have one of your fellow prisoners do it.”

      Larry sighed. “Might make my life a whole lot easier, to tell you the truth.”

      Time for a different tactic. I needed Larry alive. If his impending death no longer scared him, I needed to find something that would.

      “I can smoke Simpson and Mathias out. They’ll make your life miserable.”

      Yup, that got him. He paled and clenched his hands onto the sides of the table, his knuckles whitening.

      “Look, just answer one question for me. What the hell was the relationship between Wendy Madigan and my father?”

      “They were lovers. You already know that.”

      “Was my father in love with her?”

      “At one time.”

      Not surprising, though my stomach clenched. “Was my father in love with my mother?”

      “Yes. I believe he was. But I didn’t really have anything to do with your father. Or my sister, for that matter.”

      “Were Wendy and my father having an affair while he was married to my mother?”

      “Only Wendy and your father know the truth.”

      “Tell me why Talon was taken.”

      “Talon was never supposed to be taken. I’ve told you that.”

      “I know that. And you know as well that Wendy told me something entirely different. I had the opportunity to talk to her recently.”

      “She’s lying.”

      “I haven’t even told you what she said yet.”

      “The bitch is a liar. She’ll say anything to get what she wants. She’ll shatter your world if it will get her closer to her ultimate goal.”

      “What’s her ultimate goal?”

      “Surely you’ve figured that out by now.”

      I let out a breath. “My father.”

      “Your father.”

      “But he’s dead.”

      “Is he?”

      Yes, he was. I knew that as fact, but still, a chill coursed through my body. Was Larry suggesting that Bradford Steel was alive? “His body was cremated. Yes, he’s dead. Wendy knows that.”

      “Maybe he’s dead, and maybe he isn’t. It doesn’t matter. Reality was never a concern of Wendy’s.”

      How well I knew the truth of that. But I’d play along. “What makes you say that?”

      “I’ve told you before. She isn’t what she seems.”

      “Yes. And I’ve told you before that I need you to elaborate.”

      Larry shook his head. “She’s a smart woman. Very smart. A genius. Cunning. She’ll do anything, and I mean anything, to achieve her ultimate goal. She doesn’t care who she hurts.”

      “Did she have anything to do with Talon’s abduction?”

      “Is that what she’s claiming now?”

      “I have reason to believe that, yes.”

      “I’ve told you before. Talon wasn’t meant to be taken. He was at the wrong place at the wrong time. The others didn’t know who he was when they took him.”

      “I can’t believe that. They both knew my father. They would know who his sons were.”

      “If they took him on purpose, they didn’t tell me about it. I’ve told you before. I advised them to return him unharmed. They wouldn’t listen.”

      I cleared my throat. “Wendy is claiming that Talon was taken as a way for her to punish my father.”

      “For what?”

      Just how honest could I be with Larry? What the hell? Why not go all out? “I’m not exactly sure, but I think it has something to do with my youngest brother, Ryan.”

      “Shit. That bitch is worse than I thought.”

      “Give it up, Larry. Tell me what you know.”

      “I’ve warned you before about the truth, Steel. It’s a dark room with no escape. You sure you want to go there?”

      Did I? Or did I want to go home and start my life with Melanie and my child? The latter sounded much better. I could walk out of here and leave the past behind. Let Uncle Larry rot in his cell until his trial. Let Tom Simpson and Theodore Mathias stay on the run. Mills and Johnson would find them eventually. Let Wendy Madigan rot in the psych ward at the detention center where she was now being held, no doubt knee-deep in her delusions about me and my father and my brother. Let Ryan live out his life as the third son of Brad and Daphne Steel, not Wendy Madigan’s bastard.

      It would be so easy to walk away, to live my life. To let it all go.

      I breathed in and exhaled slowly, looking my uncle straight in his blue eyes.

      “Yes. I want to go there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty–Five

        

        Melanie

      

    
    
      I smiled as I walked out of the doctor’s office. I’d gotten a clean bill of health and another positive pregnancy test. No heartbeat for the baby yet, but I was only about five weeks pregnant. Armed with a prescription for prenatal vitamins and a copy of What to Expect When You’re Expecting, I headed toward my car.

      “Melanie!”

      I turned. Oliver Nichols walked toward me. I hadn’t seen or heard from him since Jonah had basically kicked him out of my office several weeks ago.

      Seemed like a lifetime ago.

      He looked good, his auburn hair blowing slightly in the breeze. “Oliver. How are you?”

      “I’m good. I stopped by your office a couple of times, but no one was there.”

      “Oh.” I cleared my throat. “I’m on a leave of absence.”

      “Really? Is everything okay?”

      “Yes.” I really didn’t want to go into it, so I lied. “Just taking a much-needed vacation.”

      “Oh. Where are you headed now? Do you have time for a quick lunch?”

      I looked at my watch. I didn’t want to be rude to Oliver, but Jonah would not react well to my having lunch with him, even if it was just a friendly lunch. He’d caught Oliver kissing me in my office, and that hadn’t gone well.

      “Look, Oliver—”

      He shushed me with a gesture. “Melanie, I’m interested, okay? I know that Steel guy made it pretty clear you belonged to him, but from where I was standing, I never heard you say so.”

      I felt my cheeks burning. “It’s just…”

      “What?”

      “Well, to be honest, I’m…pregnant. Jonah and I are getting married.”

      “Oh.” He smiled. “I won’t say I’m not disappointed. I was hoping something might spark between us.”

      “It would have been fun.” And I meant it. He and I had engaged in a hot one-nighter after medical school graduation. Then we hadn’t talked until… Well, until we’d run into each other at the coffee shop by my office several weeks ago.

      “I do owe you a meal, though,” Oliver said.

      “I suppose—” My phone interrupted me. I pulled it out of my purse. Talon.

      Talon would never call me unless it was important.

      “I’m sorry. I have to take this.”

      Oliver nodded.

      “Talon?” I said into the phone.

      “Doc, are you still in the city?”

      “Yeah. Just finished at the doctor’s. What’s up?”

      “I need to see you.”
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* * *

      Talon sat in my office. I’d opened it up for him, even though I technically wasn’t supposed to. I’d said a quick good-bye to Oliver, promising to call him.

      But I wouldn’t call him. I knew that.

      “It was a weird sensation,” Talon was saying. “Actually seeing the face of one of the men who… God, it’s still so hard to form the words. Who raped me, Doc. One of the men who raped me.”

      “What do you mean by ‘weird?’” I asked.

      “I wasn’t frightened, exactly. I just kind of froze.”

      “Sounds like a completely normal reaction.”

      “I really thought I was ready to face him.”

      “And you did.”

      “But I ran away like a little pussy. Just like they always called me back then.”

      “Look, don’t let the head games they played with you when you were a little boy affect you now. I know it’s hard, but you’re a strong, capable man now, Talon. You know that. Larry Wade can’t hurt you anymore. Neither can the other two.”

      “Well, they can. They haven’t been caught yet.”

      “No, they can’t. You won’t let them.”

      “Just when everything was going so great. Jade and I are getting married. I thought I was ready. I really thought I was.”

      “You were ready. You just didn’t stay long. Please don’t beat yourself up about this, Talon. You’ve come so far. Facing an attacker is not an easy thing for anyone, even someone as strong as you are.”

      “I don’t feel very strong at the moment.”

      I smiled. “Of course you are. Look how far you’ve come.”

      He shook his head. “But I’m not. Not compared to Joe. He has stared down the barrel of a gun twice now. I swear he could look into the eyes of a lion attacking him and keep his cool.”

      “Jonah is an amazing man. You won’t get me to disagree with that. But Talon, you’re just as amazing. Remember, your brother didn’t go through what you went through at these men’s hands.”

      “He went through it in his own way.”

      “He did. But not the way you went through it. Don’t try to equate the two situations because they’re very different.”

      “I just wanted to…” He raked his hands through his hair. “I wanted to be strong. To face Larry. I needed to prove to myself that I was ready. Ready to marry Jade and to be…normal.”

      I smiled and patted his hand. “What you’re feeling is normal, Talon. So very normal.”

      “You know what I mean, Doc.”

      “Yes. I do. But what is normal? You’re happy. You’re healthy. You’re in love. That’s pretty normal.”

      That got a laugh out of him. “You always make everything so clear.”

      “That’s my job.” I smiled.

      “Sorry to interrupt your day. I should text Joe and let him know where I am. Do you have anything you need to be doing?”

      I looked at my watch. “Yeah. I’m meeting Detective Lee for a drink in a half hour. She and I need to talk about what she found out from Rodney Cates. I had to leave in the middle of our conversation with him when I heard from Jonah. You want to tag along?”

      “Nah, that’s okay. I’ll see if Joe’s still in town. If not, I’ll take a cab home.”

      “A cab all the way to Snow Creek? That’s expensive.”

      He let out a guffaw. “One day you’ll understand Steel money, Doc.”

      I smiled timidly. “Maybe. I’ve always been so frugal. And you know, just because you have money doesn’t mean you should waste it.”

      “Getting a ride home is hardly a waste of money, Doc. See you back at the ranch.”
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* * *

      Ruby sat across from me at a local bar, dressed as usual, though this time her Dockers were black, not khaki. Still the same white Oxford shirt, with only one button undone. Hair pulled back severely. Not a touch of makeup.

      She was a naturally pretty woman with a wonderful figure. Better boobs than I had and curvier around the butt too. Plus a few inches shorter than I. Not nearly as gawky.

      “Were you able to find out anything about the future lawmakers club?” I took a sip of my mineral water.

      “He clammed up like you wouldn’t believe,” Ruby said. “Actually cried. Said they’d kill him if he said anything. Said they were into some nasty shit, but I couldn’t get him to give me any details. But I did find out one thing.”

      “Yeah?”

      “They had a financier. A backer. A fellow member of the club.”

      My heart sank. A member of the club who had the kind of money to back their activities. Who else? “Bradford Steel.”
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      The guard approached us. “Time’s up.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I stood. “Can we have a few more minutes? I was just getting him to talk.”

      Larry stood. “Just as well. I need to keep my big mouth shut.”

      The guard led him away just as my phone buzzed. Talon. “Hey, Tal.”

      “You still in town?”

      “Yeah, just finishing up with Larry.”

      “Good. I need a ride home.”

      But I wasn’t going home. I wasn’t going anywhere without some new information. “Can you wait an hour or so? I want to make one more stop.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Wendy Madigan looked old and tired as she sat across from Talon and me. She was flanked by two orderlies who would be privy to our conversation, and an armed guard stood to the right. Wendy’s short hair was greasy and slicked back on her head. She looked very different than she had mere days ago.

      “Hello, Joe,” she said.

      At least she was in her right mind today.

      “Hello, Talon.”

      “Hello, Wendy,” Talon said.

      “What brings you two here?” she asked.

      “Information,” I said. “We need information.”

      She sighed. “I’ve told you all I can.”

      “The future lawmakers club. What was it about?”

      “You know, you look so much like Brad, Joe.”

      “So you’ve told me.”

      She turned to Talon. “And you… You resemble your father, but not quite as much. It’s such a shame what happened to you.”

      “Wendy, you told me that Talon was taken to punish my father. I need to know the details.” I drummed my fingers on the table.

      “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “Well, you did.”

      “That sounds like something I would have said to your father.”

      “You did. When you thought I was him.”

      She laughed. “Don’t be silly. I know who you are. Though you do look just like him.”

      I heaved a sigh. “Wendy, are you saying you don’t remember holding me hostage?”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “It’s the reason why you’re here,” I said. “For God’s sake.”

      One of the orderlies eyed me.

      “Wendy,” Talon said. “We need the truth. If you can’t talk about the future lawmakers club, you need to tell us about our brother.”

      “Ryan.” She closed her eyes dreamily.

      “You said he’s your son,” I said. “I was six when Ryan was born. I remember our mother being pregnant. Having a big belly.”

      “Those were pillows. Brad’s idea.”

      “What happened? If you’re Ryan’s mother, why did you give him up?”

      “Because I would do anything for Brad, and he asked me to.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us about this before now?”

      “I promised Brad I wouldn’t. And I’d do anything for him. How did you find out?”

      “You told me. When you thought I was my father.”

      “Why do you keep saying that?”

      “I just need to know if it’s true. Is Ryan your son?”

      “Yes. He’s my son. My beautiful son.”

      “We’ll need to get a DNA test,” Talon said.

      “We need to tell Ryan first.”

      “I should tell him,” Wendy said. “I’m his mother.”

      “You don’t go near him,” I said through clenched teeth. “We’ll take care of it.” I turned to the orderlies. “Please make sure she doesn’t contact our brother.”

      “Don’t worry. She doesn’t have access to a phone.”

      I sighed with relief.

      “Haven’t you ever wondered where he got his creativity? From me, of course.”

      “From you? You were a journalist, not an artist,” I said.

      “Ah, but I could have been. I used to love to paint. They let me paint here. Would you like to see some of my work? The doctors say it’s remarkable. Genius, even.”

      Ryan wasn’t a painter, but he was a master winemaker. Creative in his own right. A creative genius.

      Genius.

      Larry had said Wendy was a genius.

      Oh, God…

      “You’re telling the truth, aren’t you?” I said to her. “About Ryan?”

      “Of course. I can’t lie anymore.”

      Talon spoke up. “You said I was held for ransom. By some enemy of my father. Who was that enemy?”

      “Oh, it could have been any of a number of people.”

      “Tom Simpson and Theodore Mathias?”

      “They had reason to hate your father,” Wendy said. “But neither of them was the enemy who held Talon for ransom.”

      “Then who did?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I did.”

      I gulped. Next to me, Talon paled and clutched at the table. I gripped his shoulder in what I hoped was a soothing gesture.

      “Did you take the payment of five million dollars?”

      “It was no more than I deserved. I gave your father my only child!”

      Talon stood. “You bitch!”

      “Easy, Tal,” I said.

      He sat back down.

      “You told us before, Wendy, that you didn’t know where the five-million-dollar withdrawal had gone. Why did you lie to us? Or are you lying now?”

      She giggled. “It was a secret. I couldn’t tell you.”

      “Why now, then?”

      “Because I want to see my son.”

      “You stay away from Ryan,” Talon said through gritted teeth.

      “She’s locked up here,” I said. “She can’t get to him.”

      “She’d better not,” Talon said. Then, to Wendy, “You’re something, aren’t you? You got Jade to believe you. You got me to believe you. Only Joe here was skeptical, and turns out he was right.” He turned to me. “You were right, Joe.”

      I shook my head. “I take no pleasure in being right. This is going to kill Ryan.”

      “I’d never hurt my son,” Wendy said. “Why do you think I stayed quiet and away all these years? I didn’t want to screw up his life. But he’s a very special man. He’s a child conceived in love between two people who should have been together. He’s perfect in every way.”

      Talon was still gripping the table, his knuckles white. “How could you? I was a fucking kid. Do you have any idea what they did to me? What they did to Luke Walker? And all for what? Because you told them to?”

      “I had nothing to do with any of the other ones,” she said. “That was all them.”

      “You fucking bitch!” Talon pounded his fist on the table.

      As angry as I was, I needed to keep Wendy talking to get as much information as I could. “Tal, why don’t you wait outside for a while? Cool down a little. This isn’t helping.”

      “No.” He sat down. “Not only no, but hell, no. This has as much to do with me as it does with anyone else.”

      I sighed and nodded. He was right about that. “All right.”

      Wendy yawned. “I’m tired. I don’t think I want to talk anymore right now anyway.”

      “Oh, you’re going to keep talking, bitch,” Talon bit out.

      She smiled—an eerie smile, like a clown in a horror movie. “I’m done. Take me back to my room, please,” she said to the orderlies.

      “Sorry, guys,” one of the orderlies said. “Looks like she’s had enough.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Let’s go,” I said to Talon. I stood, walked around to where Wendy was still sitting, and, as stealthily as I could, plucked a few hairs from her head.

      “Ow!”

      “Sorry,” I said. “My watch got caught.” I flicked my wrist to show the guard standing to the right.

      The orderlies led Wendy away.

      Talon stood, his eyes glassy. “Jesus, Joe. What are we going to tell Ryan?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “Nothing until we have solid proof. He’s gone thirty-two years without knowing. A little longer won’t hurt him. She can’t contact him, so we’re safe. And hopefully we’ll find out that the bitch is lying.”

      “How?”

      I showed him the fine hairs in my hand. “We’re going to get a lock of Ryan’s hair and have a DNA test done. If it’s negative, he never has to know.”
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      Bradford Steel had been the financial backer for the future lawmakers’ misdeeds. This was going to kill Jonah.

      “The most I could get out of Rodney is that the future lawmakers club was founded by my father, and it started out as a legitimate business idea,” Ruby said, “though he wouldn’t elaborate on what the idea was. Then things went wrong.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I wish I could tell you. Rodney says the three of them—my father, Simpson, and Wade—got greedy. They decided to push the law a little. Steel didn’t realize what they were doing at first and continued to back them. When he pulled out, they never forgave him. Always felt he owed them.”

      “Which could have led to their abduction of Talon.”

      Ruby shook her head. “I don’t think so. Those three are a lot of things, but stupid isn’t one of them. They would have known better than to take one of Steel’s sons.”

      “That corroborates what Larry says,” I said. “But Wendy Madigan says differently.”

      “From what you’ve told me, Wendy Madigan is crazy,” Ruby said. “Of course, Larry is a sociopath. So who knows which one to believe?”

      “As a psychotherapist, I should have an idea.” I shook my head. “But I’m at a loss. I’ve met Larry but not Wendy. They’re both crazy.”

      Ruby took a sip of her drink. “It’s a crazy situation from all angles. We already know that the three of them are pedophiles and rapists. I’m not sure how they figured all of that out and decided to act on it, but I’m betting it began with money.”

      “Money?”

      She nodded. “While I couldn’t get much out of my uncle, what I did glean from him was the greediness of my father, Simpson, and Wade. They didn’t grow up rich like Brad Steel did, and when he was backing them, they got used to having a windfall of cash to do what they wanted. When he cut them off, they didn’t take it well.”

      “So they found another way to make money.”

      “Right.”

      “By sexually molesting kids?”

      She shook her head. “I have a working theory.”

      “Yeah?”

      “There isn’t much money in molesting kids,” Ruby said. “That part of it was just for their own fucked-up amusement. But there is money in selling kids.”

      My stomach clenched as nausea overwhelmed me. “Selling kids?”

      “Slavery,” she said. “Nice little American girls and boys to be used and abused.”

      “But they killed Luke Walker…”

      “True. So there’s a glitch in my theory. But like I said. It’s only a theory.”

      “The others were never found…” I said, more to myself than to Ruby.

      “Right. And I’ve pulled up the news from that time. Huge investigations were done. I mean, these were missing kids. No trace of any of them was ever found. Talon was the only one.”

      “And Larry let him go…”

      “Right.”

      “Oh, God…”

      “I’ve been thinking back to the short time I lived with my father. He was nice at first, indoctrinating me, so to speak. Then, when he tried to rape me, I ran. But I’m wondering…”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m wondering if he had plans to sell me as well. I was an early bloomer. I had the same body at fourteen that I have today.”

      “Oh my God… What if Gina…”

      “Is still alive somewhere?” Ruby cleared her throat. “I’ve thought of that. But Rodney claims they found her body in the garage and had her cremated.”

      “Could he be lying?”

      “I’ve thought about that too.” She shook her head. “I don’t want to believe any of this. I really don’t. But what other financial benefit would there be to molesting kids?”

      “And Gina was no longer a kid. At least not when she died. Or disappeared.”

      “True. But there’s lots of money in women too, and Gina was beautiful.”

      She was. Olive skin, long dark hair, deep-brown eyes… She looked a lot like her mother. I cringed. And her uncle.

      “I could be completely off base,” Ruby continued. “Just a working theory. We need more information. And the people we can get it from right now are Rodney, Larry Wade, and Wendy Madigan. But…Larry and Wendy can’t be trusted, and Rodney’s not talking.”

      “Hmm…”

      “What?”

      I was hesitant to voice this, as Jonah’s money was not my money. But when we had visited Frederick Jolly, the registered agent for the corporation that owned the house I was held captive in, Jonah had said he could “pay him to talk.”

      “How loyal do you think your uncle is to those three?”

      “My father and the rest? Like I said, he cried, Melanie. I couldn’t believe it. He’s scared shitless. If I had to guess, it’s not loyalty so much as fear.”

      “You say those three are greedy. What about Rodney?”

      “I couldn’t say, but everyone likes money.”

      “Would money make him talk?”

      She laughed. “You don’t have that kind of money, and neither do I.”

      “My fiancé does, and believe me, he wants to get to the bottom of this just as much as you and I do. Maybe even more.”
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      The next day, I had to be out in the pastures early. After I finished my work, I came home to have lunch with Melanie. She looked radiant. Pregnancy agreed with her. With all the shit going down right now, she was the calm amid a stormy sea. We had discussed what we’d both found out the previous evening when we returned home. I’d had a voicemail from Mills that the house where Simpson had been holed up, where Colin Morse had been raped and tortured, was owned by the elusive Fleming Corporation, the same corporation that owned the house where Melanie had been kept.

      Today, I was still in shock about my father having been the financial backer for whatever horrible things the future lawmakers club had been involved in. Tom had said, when I was imprisoned at Wendy’s house, that my father owed him, that there was something in his will that we didn’t know about.

      I shook my head. None of that made any sense.

      Or did it?

      My father, whom I’d always looked up to as a pillar of strength, was now an enigma to me. I’d never been able to figure out why he swept what had happened to Talon under the rug, why he’d never let us deal with it as we needed to…

      I had to face the truth.

      I had to face the truth that my father might not have been the man I’d thought he was. He might have impregnated another woman and raised the child as my mother’s.

      He might have contributed to my mother’s suicide. Maybe even to my brother’s abduction.

      “Jonah?” Melanie touched my arm.

      I turned to face her. She was so beautiful, and she represented all that was good in the world.

      Thank God for her.

      “I’m all right.” And I was. As long as I had her.

      “I know this is hard,” she said. “But we’ll get through it. And we’ll find the truth if it’s out there.”

      I smiled, brought her fingers to my lips, and kissed them.

      And then my phone buzzed.
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* * *

      Melanie had begged me not to go, but I’d promised her I’d return. As I looked down at my ankle, my holster hidden, while pulling into the driveway at the Simpsons’ house in town, I hoped I’d be able to keep that promise.

      Mills and Johnson had found Simpson, ironically at his own home. Why had he been so stupid as to return? I couldn’t say. But because I knew Bryce was in Grand Junction with his mother and Henry was safe at Talon’s with Marj, I had to try.

      I wasn’t alone this time. I eyed my phone. I’d just called the police. They wouldn’t be far behind me. This time, Tom Simpson wasn’t getting away.

      I exited my truck and walked stealthily to the front door. I turned the knob, and oddly, it was unlocked. I unstrapped my Glock and entered. “Tom? I know you’re here.”

      I inhaled. He was cooking something. Odd. It smelled kind of like refried beans.

      I walked toward the kitchen—

      Something hard hit the back of my head.

      “Drop your gun, Joe.”

      I gulped. I’d stared down a gun twice, and now twice someone had held a gun to the back of my head.

      As much as I hated to do it, I laid my gun down carefully on a table to the side of me, my nerves skittering.

      “Now turn around.”

      I complied.

      Tom stood there, his dyed hair greasy and unkempt, his blue eyes eerily calm. “This is the third time, Joe. The third time we’ve come face-to-face since I left. And this time, you’re not going to get out alive. You’ve cost me my wife, my son, my grandson.”

      “You cost yourself those people,” I said. “Your actions caused this, not mine. I simply shed light on who you really are.”

      “Who were you to do that? My family and I were happy.”

      “Your family and you were living a lie. You’ll never see your son or grandson again. I can guarantee you that.”

      “You’re wrong. I will get my family back.”

      “Not if you kill me.”

      “Evelyn loves me. So does Bryce. So does that baby. They will take me back.”

      I shattered inside. This time he truly meant to kill me. I felt it in the marrow of my bones.

      Melanie, I said in my mind. I love you. I will never stop loving you. Teach our child about me. Tell him how much I love him.

      The thought of never seeing my child killed me.

      And now… It would fall to Melanie and Talon to get the DNA test and tell Ryan the truth.

      They were strong. They would handle it. Melanie would have our baby, and she would be a wonderful mother, even without my help.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said aloud.

      “Your apology won’t get you anywhere now, Joe.”

      I jerked back to reality. “I wasn’t talking to you.”

      Then a shrill sound met my ears.

      Tom nearly jumped out of his skin, and I took advantage and rammed my body into his, knocking the gun loose from his grip. It landed with a thud on the carpeting.

      I inhaled. Smoke. The sound was coming from one of the fire detectors. In the kitchen. The refried beans were burning. While Tom was still disoriented, I grabbed the gun and pointed it at his head.

      “Looks like the game has changed,” I said through clenched teeth.

      “You can’t kill me, Joe. You don’t have it in you.”

      I gripped the handle of the gun. “Try me.”

      “You won’t do it.”

      “You kidnapped, tortured, and raped my brother. You killed your own nephew. You tortured and raped Colin Morse, and God only knows what other heinous acts you’ve committed. Why shouldn’t I kill you?”

      I glared at him, my body hot with rage. Redness pulsed around me. It would be so easy to put a bullet in his brain, to end the life of someone who no longer deserved to walk the streets alive.

      “Think of Bryce. Your best friend. My son. I’m begging you now, Joe. Have mercy on an old man.”

      I cocked the gun. “My mercy ran out long ago.”

      Sirens blared in the distance. Tom looked around frantically.

      “Hear that?” I said. “The cops are coming for you, Tom. Everyone knows about it now. What a degenerate you are. I don’t have to kill you. You’ll get the punishment you deserve. The torture you deserve. You know what they do to child molesters in prison? Have you visited Larry lately?”

      Tom gulped audibly.

      Seconds later, three armed officers burst into the house.

      “You can put the gun down now, Joe,” Steve Dugan said. “We’ve got him.”

      I lowered my arm, but Tom acted quickly.

      He grabbed the gun out of my hand, and as I braced myself to be shot, a boom rang out into the room.

      Tom lay on the floor of the kitchen, blood pouring out of his head, scarlet brain flesh glopped on the linoleum.

      I gulped down acid. The bastard had killed himself.

      “Shit.” Dugan motioned to one of the others. “Check him out. Make sure he’s gone.”

      An officer knelt down by Tom and felt his neck. “No pulse.”

      “Good enough,” Dugan said. “I’ll notify the coroner.”

      I backed away from the scene unfolding before me, my heart slowing, my skin prickling. It was as if I were an outsider looking in, as if a scene on television were climaxing.

      Tom had killed himself, rather than face the music.

      In the end, after everything he’d done, after everything he’d put my family through, he was nothing more than a coward.

      One of the officers, a female, approached me. “Mr. Steel? Are you all right?”

      Her voice was tinny, as if it were being filtered through a cheap walkie-talkie like Bryce and I had played with when we were kids.

      I nodded.

      I was fine. I would get through this. I would see my child born, and I would have a life with the woman I loved. I longed to put all of this behind me, to focus on the life I had with Melanie and our child. To embrace my family. To maybe have more children and to watch my nieces and nephews born to Talon and Jade. Ryan and Marjorie would each eventually marry as well, and our family would expand into one giant crowd of Steels.

      The thought almost made me smile.

      Almost.

      I couldn’t yet smile, because this wasn’t over.

      If my suspicions were correct, once I had the necessary proof, I would have to tell my brother the devastating truth of his parentage.

      But that wasn’t all.

      One man was still out there. The most dangerous one.

      The one who had been untouchable so far.

      Theodore Mathias. Alias Nico Kostas, Milo Sanchez, and a host of other names. The one who had founded the infamous future lawmakers club. The one who had orchestrated the abduction, torture, and rape of my brother. The one who had raped his niece and attempted to rape his own daughter. The one who most likely had killed Jordan Hayes.

      If degrees of evil existed, he was the most evil of the three.

      None of us would be truly safe until he had been caught.
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      Several days later…

      Jonah pushed a gift bag into my hand. “Go downstairs,” he said softly. “Put the contents of this bag on, and wait for me. On your knees.”

      I smiled. I’d missed him. We hadn’t made love in a few days. Too much had been going on.

      But he shook his head. “That’s not what this is about. I don’t want to take any chances until the baby is born. We have to be careful.”

      “I’m a physician, Jonah. Sex is perfectly safe during pregnancy.”

      “I’m not saying no sex. I could never keep my hands off you for that long. But I worry. I don’t want to be too rough with you.”

      “What if that’s what I want?”

      He smiled. “We’ll both get what we want. I promise. But right now is about something else.”

      I nodded, biting my lip. I took the bag and headed downstairs. I opened the door to the dungeon and walked in. I smiled. The bed was covered in lavender buds and rose petals.

      Jonah was so wonderful.

      I opened the bag and gasped.

      It was a gorgeous bra and panty set in purple silk and lace. The Midnight Reverie set from the lingerie shop near my office.

      It would clash terribly with my green eyes. As much as I loved purple, I never wore it. But, oh, I longed to put it on. I longed to feel the soft fabric against my skin.

      I would. After all, Jonah had told me to wear it. I wanted to please him more than anything.

      I undressed, folding my clothes and piling them on the settee at the foot of the bed. I smiled when I removed my pink satin panties. Jonah had said never to wear cotton underwear in this room. I had stopped wearing it altogether, so I’d never be caught off guard.

      Slowly I dressed in the violet lace, letting its softness caress my skin. I regarded myself in the mirror on the ceiling above the bed.

      Not bad. Even with my green eyes.

      I knelt at the side of the bed and waited for Jonah.

      A few minutes later, I heard the doorknob.

      “Beautiful,” he said in a low voice behind me. “You are simply stunning.”

      I stayed put while he padded across the soft carpeting and took a seat in the leather Master’s chair.

      “Come here,” he said. “Kneel at my feet, Melanie. Kneel and surrender to me completely.”

      I smiled as I rose and went to him. I knelt in front of him.

      “You’re so beautiful, with your blond waves teasing your shoulders. That lingerie doesn’t do you justice.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but he stopped me.

      “I love you. I love you, Melanie.” He touched my hair, twisted a few strands through his fingers. “There will always be a darkness in me, but only because I want it there now. Because we both need it and enjoy it.” He cupped my cheek. “You’ve banished the bad part. You and your love. I thank you for that.”

      “I love you,” I said.

      Jonah pulled a small velvet box out of his front pocket and opened it. “I’m so happy about our baby, but I don’t want you to think for one second that he’s the reason I’m offering you this. That he’s the reason I want a life with you.” He pulled a ring out of the box.

      I gasped. It was large. Larger than Jade’s. And it wasn’t clear. It was the lightest shade of purple. Lavender. Was it a light amethyst?

      As if reading my mind, he said, “It’s a diamond. A mauve diamond. Very rare, just like you are.”

      “It’s perfect,” I breathed.

      He took my left hand and placed the gorgeous ring on my finger. “Then wear it. Forever. Show the world that you’re mine. Marry me, Melanie, and make me the happiest man in the world.”

      I sighed and laid my cheek on his knee. “I love you, Jonah. I will be honored to marry you. And in this room, I surrender to you. Completely.”
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        Ryan

      

    
    
      The last barrel of wine had been sent to bottling, and my busy season was finally over. I knew I had been neglecting my family, and it wasn’t fair to them, with both Talon and Jonah going through so much.

      Now that Jonah was back, the woman who had been stalking him was safely behind bars in a mental institution, and two of Talon’s abductors had been taken care of, life was finally getting good for my family.

      Jade and Talon and Jonah and Melanie were planning weddings. Actually, Marjorie was planning everything. Soon we’d all be en route to Jamaica for the celebration. And Melanie was pregnant. I would be an uncle in several months. I couldn’t help smiling. It would be good for Joe. That man was a born father. He had taken good care of us when we were little, though of course he would deny that. But Melanie had been so good for him. Finally, he was letting go of the guilt that had consumed him for so long. He had been through so much during the last month. He deserved all the happiness in the world. He and Talon both did.

      I was heading over to the main house now, to have dinner with my family. From now on, I was going to take an active role in finding Talon’s last abductor. We had a name and several aliases. We would find him. My brothers and I were that determined. But first, I was going to get my two brothers married off.

      As I stepped into my truck, my cell phone buzzed in my pocket. It was a number from Grand Junction I didn’t recognize.

      “Ryan Steel,” I said.

      “Ryan Steel? Ryan Warren Steel?”

      “Yep, you got him. Who is this, please?”

      A soft whimper came through the phone.

      “Hello?” I said.

      “Ryan,” the female voice said. “Ryan, my darling. This is your mother.”
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        	The theme of a story is its central idea or ideas. To put it simply, it’s what the story means. How would you characterize the theme of Surrender?

        	What new things are revealed about Jonah in this book? About Melanie?

        	A lot is revealed about Wendy Madigan in this story. Did you see this coming? Why or why not? Do you think she’s telling the truth?
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        	Discuss the future lawmakers club. Why did Theodore Mathias (alias Nico Kostas) found the club? What do you think the original goal of the club was?
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        	Discuss Tom Simpson, the iceman. Why does Jonah call him an iceman? Why does he commit suicide rather than face what he’s done?
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      “Come on, Sam. Papa says it’s time to go.” Dusty O’Donovan tugged at her brother’s sleeve. The Colorado heat made her sweat, and she pushed her red-gold hair out of her face.

      “Geez, Dusty, can you give me a minute?”

      “Yeah, twerp.” Chad McCray nodded. “We’re sealing our pact. We’re blood brothers now.” He held up his hand and a trickle of crimson oozed down his palm.

      Dusty looked away, disgusted. She focused on the mountains. She loved the giant peaks, how they looked dark blue from here but turned miraculously green as Papa drove closer. She loved the pine trees that grew tall and skinny, trying to reach the sunlight through the thick evergreen brush. She loved the reddish-brown rock that made faces at her if she stared hard enough. Would there be mountains where they were going?

      She turned back to pull on Sam’s sleeve again. Redness dribbled on her brother’s hand. Her mouth filled with saliva, and queasiness erupted in her throat.

      She hated the sight of blood. Not because she was a baby. Heck, she carried snakes and lizards in her pockets. No, she hated it because blood was killing her mama. Bad blood. Something about the cells that were white, though Dusty didn’t understand that. She had seen her mama’s blood, and it was red, just like everyone else’s.

      This white blood murderer had a name. Loo-kee-mee-uh.

      “You all still hangin’ around?” Chad’s older brother Zach loped up. At thirteen, the black-haired boy was tall and lanky, all arms and legs. He looked funny. He sounded funny too. Especially when his voice did that crackly thing.

      Then he glared at her with those eyes.

      “Don’t, Zach.”

      “I’m just teasin’, Gold Dust,” Zach said. “You don’t believe I can hurt you anymore, do you? Big girl like you ain’t gonna fall for that nonsense.”

      “Course not.” Dusty looked away anyway. Zach’s eyes were creepy. One was dark brown and the other light blue. He had been teasing Dusty since she was a toddler, telling her his blue eye packed a laser that melted little girls’ brains.

      She turned and grasped her brother’s arm. “Now, Sam.”

      “All right, I’m comin’. Sheesh.” Sam looked sheepishly at Chad. “See ya around.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Come on, you two.” The oldest of the brothers, Dallas, walked toward them. “You all have chores to do.”

      “Heck, you’re not our pa,” Chad said. “Sam’s leavin’ today.”

      “Do I look like I care? Come on now.”

      “I gotta go anyway,” Sam said. “Come on, Dust.”

      When Sam grabbed her hand, Dusty looked back at the McCray brothers.

      Zach, with his funny eyes, spoke. “Keep your chin up, Gold Dust. Everything’ll be all right.”

      Dusty nodded and curled her small fingers into Sam’s larger ones. As they walked toward the small house that was the only home she had ever known, she stared up at her brother. His eyes seemed sunken in his face. He looked sad.

      “I’m sorry you have to leave your best friend, Sam.”

      “Ain’t nothin’.”

      Dusty, young as she was, knew her ten-year-old brother would miss Chad McCray. Both were the same age, and they’d been inseparable for years.

      “Come on, you two varmints,” Sean-Patrick O’Donovan said, as he helped Dusty’s mother, Mollie, into the white minivan. “Take a quick look through the house and see if we’ve missed anything, though I doubt it. Your mama here even swept the place.”

      “I didn’t want to leave a dirty house, Sean,” Mollie said.

      “Christ, honey, we’re leavin’. Who cares what the place looks like?”

      “I do.”

      “But you went and tired yourself out.”

      “So what? I’ll have nothing to do but sleep in the car for the next eight hours.”

      Dusty fixed her gaze on her blond-haired, blue-eyed mother, pale and weak, and wondered why sweeping the house was so important when she was obviously exhausted. Her mama, once so fresh and flushed, now had skin the color of the worn grey fence surrounding their small vegetable garden. Her arms, once firm and muscular as they held Dusty and rocked her to sleep, looked like thin tree branches, the skin hanging loosely.

      Dusty stood silently while Sam entered the house and returned momentarily. “We got it all,” he said.

      “Good. Now you two get in the van.”

      Dusty scrambled into the backseat next to Sam, craned her head, and watched out the back window as the van curved out of the small driveway and up the private road leading out of McCray Landing. She took one last glance at the cozy little house, remembering her rosy-cheeked mama smiling and standing by the door, before she got sick. Then Dusty closed her eyes.

      They were going to Montana to live with Mama’s family. That’s what Mama wanted. They no longer needed to stay near the big city of Denver, because Mama wasn’t going back to the hospital.

      The doctors couldn’t help her anymore.
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      Seventeen years later

      “He doesn’t look so tough,” Dusty said to Sam as she eyed El Diablo, the stud bull penned up outside the Western Stock Show grounds in Denver. She winced at the pungent aroma of dust and animals.

      “No man’s been able to stay on him more than two seconds, Dust,” her brother said.

      “He just needs a woman’s touch.” Dusty looked into the bull’s menacing eyes. Oh, he was mad all right, but she had no doubt she could calm him. The ranchers in Montana didn’t call her the Bull Whisperer for nothing.

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure you should try it. Papa wouldn’t like it.”

      “Papa’s dead, Sam, and you can’t tell me what to do.” She pierced her brother’s dark gaze with her own. “Besides, the purse for riding him would save our ranch, and you know it.”

      “Hell, Dusty.” Sam shoved his hands in his denim pockets. “I plan to win a few purses bronc busting. You don’t need to worry about making money.”

      “I want to make the money, Sam.”

      “That’s silly.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Look, you don’t need to feel any obligation. What happened couldn’t be helped. It wasn’t your fault. You know that.”

      “Whatever.” She shrugged her shoulders and turned back to the bull. “Besides, if I ride old Diablo here, I can make five hundred thousand dollars in eight seconds. That’s”—she did some rapid calculations in her head—“two hundred and twenty-five million dollars an hour. Can you beat that?” She grinned, raising her eyebrows.

      “Your math wizardry is annoying, Dust. Always has been. And yeah, I might be able to come away from this rodeo with half a mill, though I won’t do it in eight seconds. Besides, Diablo’s owner will never let a woman ride him.”

      “Who’s his owner? I haven’t had a chance to look through the program yet.”

      “Zach McCray.”

      “No fooling?” Dusty smiled as she remembered the lanky teenager with the odd-colored eyes. Yes, he had tormented her, but he had been kind that last day when the O’Donovans left for Montana. At thirteen, Zach had no doubt understood the magnitude of Mollie’s illness much better than Dusty. “I figured the McCrays would be here. Think they’ll remember us?”

      “Sure. Chad and I are blood brothers.” Sam held up his palm. “Seriously, though, they may not. Ranch hands come and go all the time around a place as big as McCray Landing.”

      “It’s Sam O’Donovan!”

      Dusty turned toward the deep, resonating voice. A tall broad man with a tousled shock of brown hair ambled toward them.

      “Chad? I’ll be damned. It is you.” Sam held out his hand. “We were just talking about you, wondering if you’d remember us.”

      “A man doesn’t forget his first and only blood brother.” Chad slapped Sam on the back. “And is this the little twerp?”

      “Yeah, it’s me, Chad.” Dusty held out her hand.

      Chad grabbed it and pulled her toward him in a big bear hug. “You sure turned out to be a pretty thing. “ He turned back to Sam. “I bet you got your work cut out for you, keeping the flies out of the honey.”

      “Yeah, so don’t get any ideas,” Sam said.

      Chad held up his hands in mock surrender. “Wouldn’t dream of it, bro. So how are you all? I’d heard you might be back in town. I was sorry to hear about your pa.”

      “I didn’t know the news made it down here,” Sam said.

      “Yeah, there was a write up in the Bakersville Gazette. The old lady who runs it always kept a list of the hands hired at the nearby ranches. Once she discovered the Internet five years ago, there was no stopping her.” Chad grinned. “She found every one of them. Needs a new hobby, I guess. So what are you all up to?”

      “Here for the rodeo. Dusty and I are competing.”

      “No kidding?”

      “Yep. I’m bronc busting, and Dusty’s a barrel racer. And…” Sam chuckled softly.

      “And what?”

      “She thinks she’s gonna take Diablo here for a ride.”

      Chad’s eyes widened as he stared at Dusty. Warmth crept up her neck. Clearly her five-feet-five-inch frame didn’t inspire his confidence.

      “You ride bulls?”

      Her facial muscles tightened. “You bet I do.”

      Chad let out a breathy chortle. “Good joke.”

      “No joke, Chad,” Sam said. “She’s pretty good, actually. But she’s never ridden a bull as big as Diablo. She’s tamed some pretty nasty studs in Montana, though never during competition.”

      “I hate to tell you this, Gold Dust, but this rodeo doesn’t allow female bull riding.”

      “I’ll just have to get them to change their minds then,” Dusty said.

      “Good luck with that,” Chad said. “In fact, can I go with you? I think the whole affair might be funny.”

      “Fine, come along then. Who do I speak to?”

      “Honey, why don’t you stick to female riding? I’m sure the WPRA will be happy to hear your pleas. But this here’s a man’s rodeo.”

      Dusty’s nostrils flared as anger seethed in her chest. “I’m as good a bull rider as any man. Tell him, Sam.”

      “I already told him you’re good.”

      “But tell him what they call me back home.”

      “Dust—”

      “Tell him, or I will!”

      “They call her the Bull Whisperer. She’s good, I tell you.”

      “Bull Whisperer?” Chad scoffed. “So you’re the Cesar Millan of cattle, huh? Ain’t no whisper gonna calm Diablo. Even Zach hasn’t been able to ride him, and he’s the best.”

      “Yeah, well, he hasn’t seen me yet.” Dusty stood with her hands on her hips, wishing her presence were more imposing. Both her brother and Chad were nearly a foot taller than she was. “I’m going to ride that bull and win that purse!”

      “Seriously, Dusty,” Chad said, “I was teasing you. But you can’t try to ride Diablo. He’ll kill you. Trust me, I know. He damn near killed me. I was out all last season recovering from injuries I got from him.”

      “I have a way with animals,” Dusty said.

      “So do I, honey.”

      Sam rolled his eyes, laughing. “Whatever you say, McCray.”

      “Hey, dogs love me,” Chad said.

      “I’m not surprised,” Dusty said, smiling sardonically. “I’m sure you make a nice tall fire hydrant. Now tell me, who do I need to talk to about riding the bull?”

      “You need to talk to me, darlin’.”

      Dusty shuddered at the sexy western drawl, the hot whisper of breath against the back of her neck.

      “And there ain’t a woman alive who can ride that bull.”
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      Dusty turned to face the man behind her, and her breath caught. Tall, though not as tall as Sam or Chad—six-feet-two, maybe, in his boots. Long black hair fell to his collar in silky waves. Broad shoulders clad in a black western shirt, and lean hips hugged by snug fitting jeans. The face of a god, chiseled and perfect with a strong jawline and straight Grecian nose. Full dusky lips. Wow. Then she noticed his eyes. One dark brown, one light blue. Those creepy eyes. Funny, they didn’t seem so bad anymore. They worked with his movie star looks. They gave him a mysterious quality, like he could see into her soul.

      He was magnificent.

      “Zach McCray,” she said in a breathless rasp.

      “I hardly recognized you, Gold Dust,” he drawled, eyeing her from top to bottom.

      The smolder of his unique eyes warmed her from her head to her toes, and she was convinced he was somehow dissolving her clothes with his heated gaze. Her nipples hardened against the soft fabric of her bra, and she silently thanked God she’d chosen one with padding that morning.

      Dusty looked down at his feet, shod in black ostrich cowboy boots. Expensive black ostrich cowboy boots. Here was money. The McCray brothers no doubt owned McCray Landing now since their father had passed away a couple years ago.

      “So”—she cleared her throat—“you’re the man to talk to about riding this bull?” She gestured to Diablo, who snorted angrily.

      “Darlin’, I’ll say it again. There ain’t a woman alive who can ride that bull.”

      “I say there is,” Dusty said. “And you’re looking at her.”

      “She calls herself the Bull Whisperer, bro,” Chad said.

      Zach eyed her again, an amused smirk on his face. Was he looking at her chest? She crossed her arms.

      “You think you can talk to bulls?”

      “I don’t exactly talk to them. It’s not a literal whisper, Mr. McCray.”

      “Mr. McCray? Hell, that’s my grandpa. You call me Zach, Gold Dust.”

      “Fine. It’s not a literal whisper, Zach.”

      “Yeah, not a literal whisper.” Chad’s lips twisted into a wide leer. “She uses a flute and a turban. She’s a regular bull swami.”

      The three men chuckled as Dusty rolled her eyes. Some things hadn’t changed in seventeen years. Chad teased her as relentlessly as ever. She turned back to Zach.

      “Look, I understand bulls, and they seem to understand me.”

      Zach rolled his head back in a sarcastic guffaw. Dusty tried not to think about his sexy golden neck and how good his pulse point would feel against her lips.

      “Now that takes the cake, darlin’.”

      “I’m not your darling.”

      “Course not. Women’s lib and all. I’d hate to be politically incorrect.”

      “Women’s lib? This is the twenty-first century, not the seventies.” Dusty tapped her foot with indignation.

      “Sorry, darlin’. Oops, I mean Dusty, or Miss O’Donovan.”

      “It’s Ms.”

      “Oh, Christ.” Zach rolled his eyes.

      “So can we talk about Diablo or not?”

      “Not,” Zach said.

      “Told you, twerp.” Chad smiled. “Ain’t no way you get to ride Diablo.”

      “But I need to, for the—” Dusty stopped herself. The McCrays didn’t need to know the small Montana ranch she and Sam had inherited from their grandparents was in financial trouble.

      “Look, Dusty, I don’t want to hear any more about this,” Sam interjected. “The subject is closed.”

      “You’re not my father, Sam,” she said, keeping her temper in check. “I’ll do as I please.”

      “Not with my bull, you won’t,” Zach said.

      Dusty regarded the three men, all stiff as statues in their indignant stances. Perhaps she was going about this the wrong way. After all, she’d catch more flies with sugar…

      “Zach,” she said sweetly, “maybe we could discuss this further over a drink, or even dinner. I’m famished, and it would be fun to catch up, don’t you think?”

      “That sounds like a plan,” Chad agreed. “Let’s go for some chow. There’s a great steakhouse about a mile from here.”

      “The lady asked me,” Zach said, “and I’ll take her to dinner. Alone.”

      “They can come too,” Dusty said. “I’d love for us all to chat. It’d be fun.”

      Zach’s eyes raked over her. “Now why would I want to share a pretty little thing like you with these two clowns?”

      Dusty’s cheeks heated. She couldn’t think of anything to say.

      “Okay, okay, bro.” Chad said, backing away. “What say we go for a few beers and some chili cheese fries, Sam?”

      “Uh, sure, but Dusty—”

      “I’ll be fine, Sam. I’ll see you later at the hotel.”

      Her brother and his old best friend trotted off together, as if seventeen years hadn’t passed.

      Breathing deeply, she gathered her courage, turned to Zach, and looped her arm through his. “Shall we?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      While Dusty talked on and on about her experience handling bulls, Zach sipped his Wild Turkey and watched her. Damn, the little ragamuffin had turned into a beautiful woman. He tried to listen, really he did, but his mind kept wandering to the image of her naked on top of him. Her reddish-gold hair—his mama used to call it strawberry blond—was braided and hung to her waist in a long plait. Those big chocolate brown eyes. He could lose himself in them. Her cherry-red lips were full and sumptuous, and she had a tiny spray of freckles across her cute little nose. And her body…curves in all the right places. She filled out her stretch denim shirt, which was unbuttoned just enough to show a little cleavage. Did she have any idea how crazy she was driving him? He’d bet his life those breasts were as succulent as two juicy peaches.

      “So what do you think?” he heard her ask.

      “About what?”

      “About what we’ve been talking about!” Dusty let out an audible breath. “Haven’t you been listening, Zach?”

      No, I’ve been thinking about how you’d look naked. “Of course I have. But I’m still not gonna let you ride Diablo.”

      “Come on. Please?”

      Oh, those big brown eyes got to him. But—

      “No.” At her crestfallen gaze, he added, “It’s for your own good, darlin’. That stud damn near killed Chad last year, and he’s one of the best riders around.”

      “He said you’re the best.”

      “I am. But he’s a close second.”

      “How long have you stayed on him?”

      “About three seconds.”

      “A couple years back one of our neighbors had a nasty one. Fireball was his name. I was able to tame him a little. I rode him for twelve seconds, Zach.”

      “But was he Diablo’s size?”

      “Well, no, but—”

      “No buts, Dusty. You can’t ride the bull.”

      “How about if I just get to know him a little.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Spend some time with him. Give him the chance to learn about me, respond to me.”

      Zach chuckled and put down the drink he had lifted to his lips. “This is a bull, darlin’. You sound like you want to take him for a picnic in the park.”

      “Come on. You know what I mean. Let me try. Please?”

      “Too dangerous.”

      “So come with me. You can be our chaperone.” Dusty’s eyes darkened, and she curved those luscious lips into a teasing smile, clearly daring him to refuse her.

      Hmm. Spend time with Dusty? Have her beautiful face and luscious body near him? He could live with that. Even with ugly Diablo as their chaperone. It was an excuse to be close to her without having to date her. Sounded like Christmas.

      “Okay. You got a deal, Gold Dust.”

      “And stop calling me Gold Dust. You make me feel like a little kid.”

      “Oh, you’re no little kid.” He settled his gaze on her chest, caught himself, and looked up to her face. She was staring at him. He remembered how he used to scare her, telling her his blue eye would melt her brain. “Do my eyes bother you?”

      She reddened, looking down at the table. “No, not at all. I…like them, actually.”

      “Oh?”

      “They look good on you. They work. They give you a mystical look, like you can see inside a person.”

      Zach’s insides warmed. “You’re the first person who’s ever said anything like that to me.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope. In high school I didn’t have a lot of luck with the girls. My eyes freaked them out.”

      Dusty looked at him, her eyes wide. “I can’t believe that. Have you looked in a mirror? You’re…” She flushed and looked away.

      “I’m what, darlin’?” His tone was teasing, but inside he was ecstatic she found him attractive.

      “Nothing.”

      “In college and grad school I wore a brown contact. But after that I said what the hell.”

      “And since then? Any problems with women?”

      He gave her his best devil-may-care grin. “Nope.”

      Dusty looked down. “Didn’t think so.”

      “There isn’t anyone right now though.” He hoped this revelation pleased her. “I was engaged for a while, but she broke it off last year.”

      “Oh.”

      “What about you? Are there any men in your life?”

      “None but my brother”—she smiled impishly—“and Diablo.”

      “Ah-ha, so you do want to date my bull,” he joked.

      “I’ll settle for a little quality time, with you as my chaperone of course.” Her giggle echoed like chimes. What a pleasant sound. She continued, “Where did you go to college?”

      “Harvard.”

      Dusty’s brown eyes widened, and her mouth dropped into an oval. “No way.”

      “Yeah, for undergrad and for my MBA.”

      “You have an MBA?”

      “Don’t look so surprised. We McCrays have brains, you know.”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean to imply you didn’t. But you’re a rancher, Zach. A cowboy.”

      “McCray Landing didn’t become what it was by sheer luck, darlin’. My family did it by being educated. My pa wanted me to have the best business education available.”

      “But getting into Harvard… It’s very competitive.”

      “I never got less than an A in high school, and my rodeo wins helped. And my ma was a legacy.”

      “Laurie? I had no idea.”

      Zach warmed at the affection in Dusty’s voice when she mentioned his mother. But of course, she would remember Laurie with affection. With her own mother wasting away, Laurie McCray had no doubt been a refreshing sight. “She’s a smart cookie.”

      “I was too young to appreciate her intelligence, but I remember her cookies. Oatmeal raisin, always warm.” Dusty closed her eyes. “How is she?”

      “She’s well. Still lives up at the main house. Dallas, Chad, and I each have our own places on the ranch.”

      “And she went to Harvard.”

      “Actually, no. She was the legacy, not me. She went to Vassar. But my grandpa, her pa, was a Harvard alum and set up an endowment for the undergrad college.”

      “Wow. And that helped you get in?”

      “It didn’t hurt.”

      Dusty sighed, smiling. “What a wonderful education you’ve had. I’m truly impressed, Zach.”

      Her praise warmed him. “Thanks.” He didn’t know what else to say.

      “I always wanted to finish college,” Dusty continued. “I only went for a year.”

      “Why did you quit?”

      She looked away. “Circumstances.”

      Okay, he wouldn’t push. “What did you study?”

      “I like math. I’m good at it.” Dusty spoke quickly and with passion. Education clearly meant a lot to her. “And I love animals. I had planned a double major in math and zoology, and then I thought I’d go to vet school.”

      “That’s an admirable goal,” Zach said.

      “It’s only a dream, really… What did Chad study? And Dallas?”

      “Dallas studied law at Yale.”

      “He’s a lawyer?”

      “Nah, he’s a rancher, just like I am.”

      “Then why law school?”

      “Same reason I studied business. There’s more to ranching than horses and cattle.”

      “Well sure there is, but—”

      “Besides, Chad’s the one with the brains for animals. He studied agriculture and animal science at Texas A&M. His grades weren’t as good through high school. Never serious, that one. Too many parties and too many girls. But he has a unique way with animals.”

      “He said something like that to me earlier. He said dogs loved him. I teased him about it.”

      “We all tease him about it.”

      “But now I feel bad.” She cocked her head. “But why should I? The two of you were teasing me about the same thing!”

      “Touché, darlin’.” Zach couldn’t help grinning.

      “This looks wonderful!” Dusty raved as their waiter set their meals down.

      “Best steaks in Colorado,” Zach said. “Enjoy.”

      “I intend to.”

      Dusty cut into her steak and took a large bite, making satisfied noises as she ate. Zach loved seeing a woman relish her food. Too many women these days were afraid to eat in front of a man. Not Dusty.

      They chatted as they finished their meal, and Zach drove Dusty toward her hotel. She gushed all the way about his rented Jaguar—the plush leather seats, the incredible sound system, the lush interior. Zach knew he was rich, richer than Dusty’s family would ever be. But he wondered, given the fact that Dusty had said she hadn’t been able to finish college, if the O’Donovans were facing difficult times, more than just the day-to-day struggle of the average rancher. If her desire to ride Diablo had less to do with proving herself, and more to do with the half mil purse he’d offered.

      Halfway to her hotel, he passed the stock show grounds. The night was young yet, and he didn’t want his evening with her to be over.

      “You want to walk around the grounds a little?” he asked. “The vendors are here until nine.”

      “Uh, sure, I guess so.”

      “Unless you have some place to be.”

      “No. Nowhere but here.”

      “Great.” He smiled at her, his heart doing a little jump at the thought of spending another hour or so in her company. Something about her…

      He parked the Jag and led her into the large pavilion where the vendors were located.

      “I’d rather look at the animals,” Dusty said.

      “They’re all bedded down for the night, darlin’. I’m afraid it’s only vendors tonight. But I’ll buy you a corn dog.”

      “After that huge meal? You’re kidding, right?”

      “Yeah, I’m kidding. But I do need a new hat. Are you looking for anything?”

      “No. I’ve got all I need.”

      “How about some bull riding spurs?”

      “I don’t use them. I just use my regular spurs.”

      Zach perused her face, stubborn and hard as granite. She sure looked serious. “Dusty, you’re telling me you’ve been riding bulls without proper equipment?”

      “Frankly, I’d prefer not to use spurs at all, but Sam insists.”

      “Thank God for Sam.” He grabbed her hand. “Come with me.”

      His favorite spur vendor had set up shop in one of the corner booths. He pulled Dusty inside.

      The salesman raised his hand in greeting. “Hey, Zach. I figured I’d see you here eventually.”

      “How’ve you been, Jay?”

      “Can’t complain.”

      “This is Dusty,” Zach said. “Dusty, Jay Ray.”

      “Jay Ray?”

      “Born and bred,” Jay said. “What can I do for you all this evening?”

      “We need to set her up with some bull riding spurs.”

      “Zach, no…”

      “My treat, darlin’.”

      “But I don’t like to use spurs with bulls. How’s an animal supposed to trust me if I hurt him?”

      Jay chuckled as Zach pulled Dusty out of the small alcove.

      “I suppose you don’t wear a helmet, either.”

      “Sometimes, when it’s a new bull, but I prefer not to. I think the animal knows if I’m trying to protect myself from him.”

      Zach shook his head. This woman was a handful. “Chaps?”

      “I have them.”

      “Glove?”

      “A Tiffany glove. A gift from Papa before he died.”

      “Vest?”

      “Of course. I’m not a complete half-wit.”

      “Mouth guard?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t like the way it feels in the back of my mouth. Makes me want to gag.”

      “Jesus.” Zach raked his fingers through his hair. “I’m going to insist on the spurs, darlin’. Not that you’ll need ’em, cause you’re not gonna ride Diablo anyway.”

      “But I suppose if I do convince you, I have to have the spurs.”

      “You got it.”

      “I don’t want to spend so much money.”

      “I told you, my treat.”

      “I can’t let you do that. We barely know each other.”

      “Heck, we’ve known each other for twenty-plus years. I’ve got body hair I haven’t known as long.”

      Dusty’s laugh rang out like jingling bells.

      “Now there’s a cheery sound. Let me buy you the gift, darlin’.”

      “You just bought me dinner.”

      “Okay, it’ll be a gift in memory of our dinner.”

      She sighed. He could tell she wanted to accept, but something was stopping her.

      “You don’t owe me anything. It’s just a gift.”

      “Oh, I didn’t think…” She turned an adorable shade of red.

      “I know you didn’t.” He walked back into the spur shop and spoke to Jay. “Let’s set her up.”

      “Will do.”

      Fifteen minutes later, Jay was wrapping up a new set of bull riding spurs for Dusty.

      “You don’t have to get the straps, Zach,” Dusty said, clearly embarrassed when Jay indicated the price was $93.95 for the whole spur package. “I can use my old ones. That’ll take the cost down a little.”

      “If you want to ride my bull, darlin’, you need the best,” Zach said. “Straps, shanks, rowels, and all. Brand spankin’ new and made for bull riding.” Although he still had no intention of letting her ride Diablo, he hoped the comment would ease her obvious discomfort with the expense.

      Jay sat down to write out the invoice. “You’ll have to pardon me,” he said. “My register broke down so I’m figuring tax by hand.” He scribbled hastily.

      “What’s the tax rate here?” Dusty asked.

      “Eight point one-two-five percent.”

      “So tax on ninety-three ninety-five would be seven sixty-three.”

      “Damn,” Jay said, shaking his head. “Don’t have a clue if she’s right, but we’ll go with it.”

      “I’m right.”

      “Amazing, darlin’,” Zach said. “How’d you do that?”

      “I told you I was good at math.”

      “There’s good and there’s genius. Go figure.” He took the package from Jay, and they walked out of the shop. “If I’d known you could do that, I’d have asked you to figure the tip at dinner.”

      “I’d’ve been glad to.” She shyly put her hand in his. “Thank you for the gift,” she said. “I should get something for you.”

      “Don’t need anything.”

      “You said you needed a new hat.”

      “Changed my mind.” She didn’t have the money to buy the kind of hat he wanted.

      “You have to let me do something.”

      “How about a cold drink?”

      “That’s hardly payment for those.” She motioned to the package in Zach’s hand.

      “A hot drink?”

      She gave him a friendly punch in the arm. “You’re incorrigible.”

      “’Fraid so, darlin’.”

      He took her hand, and they walked around the pavilion. Dusty’s eyes were wide as she looked at the displays of ostrich boots. Zach opened his mouth to offer to buy her some and then thought better of it. She was right. They barely knew each other. So why did he want to buy her everything she touched? Everything that made her eyes light up like the night sky in the country? A strange feeling, but a pleasant one.

      When the vendors started packing up their wares for the evening, Zach guided Dusty out to the parking lot to the Jaguar. They drove to her hotel, laughing together. When he walked her to her room, they stood for an awkward moment. Dusty thanked him for the dinner and the spurs, and they made plans to meet in the morning to work with Diablo.

      “But don’t get your hopes up, darlin’,” Zach said, winking at her. “I still ain’t gonna let you ride him.”

      Dusty stomped her foot perilously close to Zach’s expensively shod toe. Clearly, he’d hit a nerve. Again.

      “I told you, I’m not your darling. And why do you say ain’t all the time? You went to Harvard, for God’s sake!”

      Zach arched his eyebrows and grinned. “Now you sound like my mama. I’ve been talkin’ this way my whole life, and I ain’t gonna stop now, darlin’.”

      Dusty exhaled sharply as she fished in her purse, presumably for her key card. She looked up at Zach. “Don’t let me keep you. I’ll be fine.”

      “I can’t go yet.” His heart slammed against his sternum as he placed his palms on the wall, trapping her. “There’s something I need to do first.”

      “What?”

      Her chocolate eyes widened, and he swore he could see her soul.

      “This.”

      He crushed his lips down on hers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      Infuriating. Sexist Pig. Idiot genius who didn’t care about proper English usage.

      But oh, could the man kiss.

      From the first second, refusing wasn’t an option. The unimaginable sensation of his mouth pressed to hers overrode the rational part of Dusty’s brain. His lips were warm, unexpectedly soft, and laced with the robust boldness of his after-dinner Irish coffee. The bewitching friction as he nibbled at her mouth enticed her lips to open.

      And then—magic. The woodsy spiciness of the coffee, the tangy storm of the Irish whiskey, and something else…something unique and indescribable. Zach. His tongue danced around hers, and her legs trembled beneath her. As if on cue, he wrapped one strong arm around her waist and pulled her to him. Every cell in her body screamed at her to drive into him, to deepen the kiss, but she was frightened. She barely knew him. So she began to pull away.

      His strength defeated hers. “Kiss me back, darlin’,” he whispered against her chin. “Please.”

      The please did it. Somehow, she knew instinctively that Zach McCray didn’t utter that word very often, if at all. Weak-kneed and aroused, she thrust her tongue into the moist warmth of his mouth, and she was lost.

      She’d done her share of kissing in the past, but never had she felt such an adventurous surge of need and desire. The frantic necking in parked cars, the careless good night kisses, the lazy exploration—nothing compared to this urgency, this demand. As their tongues tangled together, she moved her hands upward, framing his face. She toyed with the roughness of his night beard, the sleekness of his jawline. Part of her was barely cognizant of him cupping her cheeks, his thumbs caressing her, yet another part was hyper-aware of his touch, his mastery of her.

      When the frenzy between them slackened slightly, he removed his lips from hers and trailed them across her cheek, down her neck, and to her ear, tracing it with his tongue, nipping the soft lobe. She kissed his neck and inhaled his scent. Cloves. And pine. The outdoors. Heavenly. Faint moans met her ears, and she realized they were coming from her throat.

      “Dusty.” Zach’s voice was husky, smoke-filled.

      She moaned again as his mouth found hers. Unrestrained desire took her over, and she thrust her hips against him, feeling the strength of his arousal. She imagined him inside her, filling her, pleasuring her with that gorgeous body. She had never wanted a man like this. She wanted him naked, on top of her, doing things no man had ever done to her.

      She let out a disappointed rasp as he broke the kiss and headed for her ear again.

      “God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered. “Let’s go inside.”

      “Oh yes, yes.” Dusty tunneled her fingers through his silky hair, leading him back to her mouth.

      He pushed his tongue into her again and retreated. “Now, darlin’. Or I take you right here.”

      “Yes, yes.” Then, “Oh! I mean no. No!” She placed her palms on his chest—oh, how she wanted him to lose the shirt—and pushed.

      “What’s the matter?” He fingered a stray curl that had come loose from her braid.

      “I…that is, you…can’t come in.”

      “Please.”

      That word again. But, “No. I—I…my brother might be there. We’re sharing this room.”

      He backed away from her, a look of surprise on his face. But it softened almost instantly. “I’ll take you to my hotel.”

      Oh, those eyes. They penetrated her with a fiery passion that started her pulse racing again. But Dusty shook her head. “Sam would worry.”

      Besides, this insanity would no doubt calm itself during the drive, and they would both regain their composure. They’d get to his room and the magic would be gone. What was done was done. She had enjoyed it, but it was over.

      “Leave him a note.” He leaned in and brushed his lips across hers.

      Such a sweet, tender gesture, but the gentle force of it landed between her legs like a torpedo. Okay, so maybe the insanity wouldn’t calm itself quite yet.

      “I can’t. I’m sorry.” Her hands shook as she fumbled in her purse and drew out the key card. Quickly, without looking at him, she slid it into the lock and let herself in, closing the door behind her. She stood alone, leaning against the door, her heart thumping wildly, the heat between her legs aching. Closing her eyes, she felt him on the other side of the door, the hot energy of his body suffusing the barrier between them, reaching out to her. She willed her body to steady itself.

      A one-night stand with Zach McCray was the last thing she needed.
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* * *

      Zach’s body slumped against the door to Dusty’s hotel room, the unsated hunger of his arousal a dead weight in his jeans. Frustrated, he pounded on the door.

      “Dusty. Darlin’. Let me in. Please.”

      If she heard him, she made no indication. She must have gone in to take a shower or something. Funny, he could have sworn he felt her presence through the door.

      “Damn,” he said aloud.

      He could still taste the sweet honey of her mouth, smell the fresh spring scent of her. Her lips had parted for him with such innocent ardor, but then she had kissed him like a temptress, a siren. Like no one had ever kissed him before. He groaned. He wanted to break that damn door down, toss her on the bed, and pound into her, making her his.

      But no, he couldn’t. He walked, in pain, to the elevator and made his way to the lobby and then to his rental car.

      And back to the hotel for a cold shower.
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* * *

      For about thirty seconds the next morning, Dusty considered standing Zach up. But she was a polite western girl, and they had made plans to meet and work with Diablo. She really wanted to ride that bull. And, she finally admitted to herself, she wanted to see Zach.

      She had no intention of kissing him again. That was a complication she didn’t want in her life right now. No, her interest in Zach McCray was purely bovine in nature. She’d make sure of it.

      He was waiting for her by Diablo’s pen, looking sexy as hell in worn Wranglers and a light blue western shirt that matched his left eye. He’d left the expensive ostrich footwear at the hotel. Today he wore a pair of worn brown leather cowboy boots.

      “Mornin’, darlin’.” He tipped his Stetson.

      “Good morning, yourself,” she said, purposefully avoiding his gaze. She set down the tote bag that held her chaps, vest, glove, and brand new spurs. “Diablo looks pretty mellow today.” She cased the bull’s pen, noting his stance, his attitude.

      “He’s always mellow in the morning. That’s why I suggested we meet at this time.” Zach walked over to her and touched her elbow.

      How could such an innocent contact make her whole body sizzle? She slowly exhaled and moved away from him.

      “Why don’t you tell me what you plan to do?”

      “I kind of play it by ear.”

      “I see.” He took off his hat and set it on a fence post. “So tell me how you’ll play it by ear. What’s your philosophy?”

      Dusty stood her ground. “The most important thing is not to fear the bull. He can sense fear. All animals can.”

      “But darlin’, this here’s a big ass bull. Fear is okay.”

      “No, it’s not. He’ll know if I’m afraid of him. And I’m not afraid of him.”

      “How can you not be?”

      “Because I’m not. There are worse things in life than a big bull. Many other things that are worthy of my fear. But not Diablo.”

      “You’re something else.” Zach chuckled. “I don’t know any other woman who wouldn’t be afraid of this brute.”

      “There’s no reason to be. He doesn’t want to hurt me.”

      “How can you conquer him with that attitude?”

      “You’re such a man. You men always want to conquer. I have no desire to conquer Diablo. I want to befriend him.”

      “Oh, God.”

      “I don’t want to be his master. If we’re equals, we’ll understand each other. He’ll want to help me.”

      “But you’ll still be breaking him.”

      “No. No, I won’t. I don’t see it that way.”

      “We’re talking semantics here, darlin’.”

      Dusty thought for a moment. “Maybe,” she admitted, “but it’s all in the attitude, Zach. He’d know if I were trying to break him, and he’d fight back. So I’ll befriend him. I’ll give him what he wants.”

      “What is it that he wants, darlin’?” Zach smiled lazily. “Other than a cow in season.”

      “Ha-ha.” Dusty rolled her eyes. “He wants what any living creature wants. Respect. Understanding.” She swallowed hard. “Love.”

      “Love, huh?” Zach winked at her.

      “Oh, don’t look at me like I have two heads. All creatures want love. And if I give it to him, he won’t hurt me. He won’t want to.”

      “He might.”

      “No, he won’t. He doesn’t want to hurt me. I can tell just by looking at him.”

      “How so?”

      “His eyes. He and I understand each other.”

      “Okay. I guess I’ll accept that answer.”

      “It’s the only one you’re going to get.”

      “Fine. Tell me now, what else do you do to prepare?”

      “I keep myself physically fit, obviously.”

      “Oh, yeah.” He eyed her up and down. “Obviously.”

      “And I visualize. From the time I start preparations in the chute to the time I’m done with the ride, I’m visualizing every possible move and countermove he might make. I see myself as a winner.”

      “You have a lot of confidence.”

      “Not really. I just don’t accept loss as an option.”

      “But loss is a fact of life, darlin’.”

      “Sure it is. But you can’t go into something with that attitude, Zach. You’re a bull rider yourself. You must know that.”

      “Sure, but—”

      “Plus, seeing myself as a winner is the best fear controller there is. So it helps in that respect, too.”

      “Okay.” Zach touched her shoulder. “Your philosophy on bull riding is a little idiosyncratic, but I like it. What do you want to do first?”

      “I’d like to talk to him a little. My voice seems to have a soothing effect on animals, bulls in particular. At least, it has in the past.”

      “Talk away.”

      He smiled. The man had a beautiful set of teeth—no doubt the best orthodontia Jason McCray had been able to buy—framed by those incredible and talented lips.

      “Just don’t expect him to answer.”

      “Funny.” Dusty closed her eyes, mentally releasing all fear and stress from her body. Such a mental wipe was imperative if she wanted the animal to trust her. She breathed deeply, settled herself in her happy place—her grassy meadow at her Montana ranch. After a few minutes, she opened her eyes, walked to the front of Diablo’s pen, made eye contact, and began crooning in the sing-song voice that had met with success in the past. She told the bull what a big strong boy he was, how she wasn’t going to hurt him, to please let her in. Soon, Diablo was her whole universe. Nothing else existed. She begin to sing softly to him, the lullaby her mama used to sing to her years and years ago, before she got sick.

      
        Over in Killarney

        Many years ago,

        Me mother sang a song to me

        In tones so sweet and low.

        Just a simple little ditty,

        In her good ould Irish way,

        And I’d give the world if she could sing

        That song to me this day.

        Toora loora looral, Toora loora li,

        Toora loora looral, hush now, don’t you cry.

        Toora loora looral, Toora loora li,

        Toora loora looral, that’s an Irish lullaby.

        Oft in dreams I wander

        To that cot again,

        I feel her arms a-huggin’ me

        As when she held me then.

        And I hear her voice a-hummin’

        To me as in days of yore,

        When she used to rock me fast asleep

        Outside the cabin door.

        Toora loora looral, Toora loora li,

        Toora loora looral, hush now, don’t you cry.

        Toora loora looral, Toora loora li,

        Toora loora looral, that’s an Irish lullaby.

      

      With tears misting in her eyes, Dusty reached out and touched Diablo’s cheek.

      “No!” Zach rushed toward her, tackling her to the ground to get her away from the bull. “He doesn’t like to be touched on his face!”

      “Damn it, Zach!” Dusty sat up and brushed the dirt from her jeans. “I was making great progress. He wasn’t going to hurt me. He’s penned up!”

      “I couldn’t take the chance.” Zach rubbed her cheek. “Just a little dust,” he said, catching a tear with his finger. He held it out to show her and then touched it to his lips. “That song was the prettiest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “For all the good you let it do.” She sniffed and willed the threatening tears not to fall.

      “I’ve never heard it before.”

      “Please. Of course you have. You’re Irish, aren’t you?”

      “McCray is a Scottish name, and my ma’s of English descent.”

      “Oh. Well, my mama used to sing it to me.” Dusty sighed. “A long, long time ago…”

      “And now you sing it to bulls.” He smiled, his eyes kind as he touched her cheek again.

      She tried to ignore the tingle he aroused in her. “Who else is there to sing it to? Besides, it works. You saw Diablo respond. If you hadn’t interfered—”

      “I was thinking of the words of the song. It says you’d give the world if she could sing it to you again. That’s why it made you cry, isn’t it?”

      “I’m not crying.”

      But a lone tear chose that exact moment to fall. Zach smiled as he caught it again. “Of course not.”

      “Look, we’re wasting time here. I’ve got to start over with Diablo now.” Dusty brushed off her legs again and began to rise.

      Zach got to his feet first and held out his hand. Although warmth flooded her cheeks, she took it. He pulled her to him and kissed her gently on the cheek.

      “I was always so sorry about what happened to your mama. How she got sick and all.”

      “It’s all right. I don’t remember much. I was young.”

      “You remember more than you think you do. You remember that song.”

      Dusty said nothing as Zach lifted her chin so she was looking straight into his eyes. “You were such a cute little tomboy back then. I knew you didn’t understand what was happening to your mama. I always wished I could make it better for you.”

      Dusty widened her eyes. “Did you? You always picked on me.”

      “That was just me being an idiot kid,” Zach said. “When I found out your mama was terminal and they couldn’t help her anymore, I wished I had the power of God to erase that sadness in your big brown eyes.” He skimmed his callused thumb over her lips.

      Words, mere words, but they touched her even more than the spark of his fingers on her mouth. “That’s kind of you. I had no idea.”

      “I know you didn’t.”

      “Well…” Dusty struggled to regain her composure. “We survived.”

      “But you still miss her.”

      “I probably always will. Don’t you miss your father?”

      “Yeah, I do. But I was a grown man when he died. It’s different.”

      “I suppose so. It was different when my papa died.”

      “Hey”—he cupped her cheek in his hand—“do you want to take a break? I haven’t had breakfast yet. I’m famished, and I could use some caffeine.”

      “But Diablo—”

      “I’ll bring you back here after we eat,” he said.

      “And you’ll try not to interfere?”

      He grinned broadly. “Can’t make that promise, darlin’.”

      Dusty shrugged her shoulders. A girl had to eat. “Fine. I’m hungry anyway.”
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* * *

      Again, Zach relished watching Dusty eat. He wondered for a moment how she could stay so fit when she ate like a horse, but then realized she stayed lean the same way he did. Ranch work and rodeos. When his stomach was full and two cups of coffee had given him the burst he needed, he brought Dusty back to Diablo’s pen.

      “All right,” she said, looking at him fiercely. “I’m going to try again now. No interfering.”

      “You going to sing that pretty song again?”

      “Eventually. You don’t stop doing what works. How about you stand over there?” She pointed to a couple bales of hay next to one of the practice rings.

      “Sorry, darlin.’ I stay here. That was the deal.”

      “Zach, please?”

      “Look”—he cupped her face in both hands—“I need to be serious for a minute. I know you think you can handle this bull, but up until now, I’m the only one who he’s even halfway listened to. I need to be here. I can’t risk you getting hurt.”

      “I never knew you cared.” She smiled.

      Was she flirting? He looked into her big baby browns. No, definitely not flirting. Facetiousness, that’s what it was. The fact was he did care. He cared about anyone who might get injured by his livestock. “Of course I care. Diablo’s my responsibility, and so is anyone who comes in contact with him.”

      “Then why did you offer the purse to anyone who could ride him? Surely you know it’s possible that someone could get hurt.”

      “That’s what disclaimers are for, darlin’.”

      “Do you want me to sign your disclaimer? I’d be happy to, because I can tell you right now that this bull is not going to hurt me.”

      He shook his head. She was something else. Her steadfast obstinacy only made her more appealing. She continued to stare at him indignantly. Her long braid had fallen over one shoulder, curving over the knoll of her chest. He imagined her hair unbraided, a mass of golden curls flowing around her naked breasts, hardened ruby nipples peeking through.

      God, I have to get a grip. I don’t need a boner right now.

      “I don’t want you to sign anything. I won’t let him hurt you.”

      Dusty nodded and turned to Diablo.

      As she walked around the pen and spoke softly, a shrill noise cut into his thoughts.

      “Zach! There you are!”

      Dusty turned toward the commotion, her eyebrows raised. “Who’s that?”

      He didn’t have to turn around. He recognized the voice.

      Angelina. His ex-fiancée.
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      Zach didn’t answer. The tall slender woman approached Diablo’s pen. Her brown curls were pulled into two bunches over each ear, and she wore crisp jeans and a pink gingham blouse. Dusty groaned. Who did she think she was? Mary Ann from Gilligan’s Island?

      The woman threw her arms around Zach and kissed his cheek. “How are you? I’ve been hoping to run into you.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “And who might this be?” she asked, looking behind Zach at Dusty, who stood next to Diablo’s pen. The bull munched hungrily at some hay.

      “Oh. This is Dusty. Dusty O’Donovan. Her pa used to work at McCray Landing.”

      “Silly”—the woman tossed her twin ponytails, her hands on Zach’s shoulders—“I didn’t mean her. I meant the bull.”

      Mary Ann’s giggling laughter grated. Yeah, funny. She meant the bull. Dusty walked toward them. She wouldn’t be ignored or belittled.

      “The bull’s Diablo,” she said. “And I’m going to ride him.”

      Zach cleared his throat. “Darlin’, I’ve told you before—”

      “And you are?” Dusty interrupted, holding out her hand.

      The woman shook Dusty’s hand limply. “Angelina,” she said. “Angelina Bay. Zach and I are…that is, we used to be engaged.”

      “Nice to meet you, Angelina,” Dusty said sweetly. “Are you involved in the rodeo?”

      “Oh, goodness no.” She tossed her ponytails again. “My brother is though. He’s a bronc buster and a bull rider. And my daddy’s entering some livestock in the show. We raise prime beef at our ranch. I’m sure you’ve heard of it, Bay Crossing? On the western slope?”

      “Can’t say that I have,” Dusty said, rubbing her hands on her thighs. Her palms were sweaty for some reason.

      “Dusty’s from Montana,” Zach said.

      “How nice. Do you ride bulls there, Donna?”

      While Dusty seethed, Zach answered for her. “It’s Dusty.”

      “Of course, what a cute little name.”

      “Isn’t it?” Dusty fought her anger, wishing she could control the crimson she knew was rising in her cheeks. “And yes, I do ride bulls in Montana. And here.”

      “A female bull rider. You must be tough as nails.”

      “It’s not toughness that makes a good bull rider, Andromeda.”

      “It’s Angelina.”

      “Of course.” Dusty smirked. Resisting the urge to add the “what a cute little name” remark showed her maturity. Okay, even she didn’t buy that, but Andromeda had been a good one. Inspired.

      “If you’ll excuse us, Angie,” Zach said, “Dusty and I have some work to do with Diablo.”

      “So this is the one with the half mil purse,” Angelina said, ignoring Zach’s obvious attempt to get rid of her.

      “Yes,” Dusty said, before Zach could open his mouth to respond.

      “I bet Harper could ride him,” Angelina said.

      “Who’s Harper?” Dusty asked.

      “My brother. He’s a champ.”

      “He’s welcome to try,” Zach said, “as long as he signs the disclaimer. You remember Chad’s accident last year, don’t you?”

      “Yes. But honestly, Zach, I think Harper’s a better rider than Chad.”

      Zach snorted. “I beg to differ, but he can try if he wants to.”

      “I’ll definitely speak to him about it,” she said. Then, “I’d love to get together for lunch and catch up. Are you free today?”

      “’Fraid not.”

      “Oh, shoot.” Angelina’s lips turned into a pout. “How about tonight then? Harper and I are throwing a gala in the Westminster room at the Windsor. You’ve got to come.”

      “Dusty and I have plans.”

      “We do?”

      “Yeah, darlin’, we do,” Zach said, winking at her.

      “Shucks,” Angelina said, batting her eyes. “You two make a cute little couple.”

      “Oh, we’re not a cou—”

      “Hush, darlin’.” Zach’s arms went around Dusty and he pulled her close.

      “Please say you’ll come, Zach. You can bring her along.”

      Zach cleared his throat. “We appreciate the invitation, Angie, but—”

      “We’d love to come,” Dusty said, interrupting. “We absolutely wouldn’t miss it. What time?”

      “Around eight. Heavy appetizers and desserts. And an open bar, of course.”

      “You don’t mind if we invite Chad along do you? And my brother? He and Chad are old friends.”

      “Of course.” Angelina’s lips broadened in a saccharine smile. “We’d love to have them.” She turned to focus on Zach. “I ran into Chelsea earlier and invited her and Dallas. I’m looking forward to seeing all of you. Ta-ta.” Angelina turned to walk away, but looked over her shoulder. “I’ll have Harper get in touch with you about the bull.”

      “You do that,” Zach said, sliding his hand down Dusty’s back to squeeze the cheek of her bottom.

      Dusty jolted. “What the hell are you doing?” Her whisper was urgent. “She can’t even see that.”

      “So? You deserve it for telling her we’d go to her shindig.”

      Dusty shrugged away from him. “Serves you right, for trying to use me as a pawn in your love life.”

      “Now, darlin’”—he pulled her into his embrace again—“I have no intention of using you as a pawn. But I do want you in my love life.”

      When his mouth came down on hers, Dusty gasped, giving him the opening he sought.

      Oh God, oh God, oh God. Magic again. His mouth was as silky and sweet as it had been the night before, and his tongue was just as carnal and relentless. The kiss was unwavering, drugging. Dusty responded. She had no choice. She moaned as she surrendered.

      When he withdrew his tongue, she whimpered at the loss, but when he started nibbling his way across her bottom lip, she shuddered. When he sucked it between his teeth, she hissed. And when he licked inside her lips, running his tongue around her teeth and gums in little flicks, her knees weakened and she nearly swooned.

      He caught her in his strong arms. “That’s right, darlin’. Just enjoy it.” He continued his assault on her mouth.

      Oh, the sensation, the sweet joining of tongues. Dusty gave in to his domination of her mouth. She wilted in his arms as he licked and bit at her. He not only gave, he took, kissing her with a reckless abandon she had never known. She was losing herself, but she didn’t care.

      A soft smack echoed as Zach broke the kiss. Dusty gasped, panting and puffing as he nibbled on her neck, her ear.

      “Come with me, darlin’,” he whispered, and took her hand and walked briskly toward a blue pickup.

      Dusty tried to break free, but he held her firmly.

      “Oh, no, you’re not getting away from me this time.”

      They reached the truck, and he grabbed her and kissed her again, completely eradicating her will to refuse him.

      Her eyes closed and her mind reeling, she felt him open the door of the truck behind her and gently shove her inside. Before she had time to think, he was beside her in the driver’s seat and had pulled her into his arms again. He pressed his lips to her neck as he fumbled with the buttons on her shirt, pulling the tail from her waistband. Soon his big strong hands were on her breasts, kneading them, thumbing her erect nipples through her lacy bra.

      “Oh, God,” he murmured. “You’re so perfect. So beautiful.” He lowered his head and took a rosy nipple in his mouth, sucking her through the fabric.

      Her muscles tightened as desire rushed through her. She was a goner now. But at twenty-three, she wasn’t going to have sex in a car like some horny teenager.

      “Zach.” She hardly recognized her own voice.

      “What, darlin’?” He panted in her ear.

      “I…I’m not going to screw you in a truck.” She trembled as he pushed her bra up, releasing her breasts to fall gently against her chest.

      “We’re not going to screw.” He kissed the plump white skin surrounding her nipple and flicked his tongue over the rosy bud.

      Dusty jolted backward, but his arm steadied her.

      “We’re going to make slow, sweet, passionate love.”

      Oh God, yes. Slow, sweet, passionate love. But not in a truck.

      “But not in your truck, Zach.”

      “No,” he rasped, “not in a truck.” He tongued her nipple, biting it gently and tugging.

      She squirmed against the dampness between her legs. He sucked one nipple and then the other, using his teeth, his lips, and his tongue to torment her. She heard herself moaning, whispering words of encouragement for him to keep going. What was happening to her?

      Her nipples were deep scarlet and tingling when he cupped her breasts gently and returned to her mouth for another firm kiss.

      “I want you so much,” he said into her mouth. “I want to make love to you.”

      “Yes, Zach.” She puffed against his cheek. “Yes, make love to me.”

      “I want you naked, under me.”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “I want to sink myself deep inside you.”

      “God, yes. Yes.”

      He grabbed her hand and led it to his arousal. Dusty reveled at the hardness under her palm. She began to stimulate him through his jeans.

      “Oh, yeah, darlin’. That feels so good.”

      He slid her shirt from her shoulder and kissed her there, bit into her, and licked to soothe the sting.

      “Zach.” Her voice sounded husky, throaty.

      “Hmm?” He slid his tongue over her shoulder, up her neck, nuzzling her pulse point.

      “Not here.”

      “Right.” He broke away from her, leaning back in his seat, beads of sweat trickling from his brow. Her hand was still on his crotch. “Damn.” He exhaled slowly, his breath whooshing from his strong body. “You get to me, woman.”

      Dusty removed her hand from him and leaned back into the passenger seat, trying to steady her breathing. “I-I don’t mean to.”

      He reached for her hand and entwined their fingers together. “It’s not a bad thing, darlin’.”

      With those words, she catapulted back into reality. It was a bad thing. She had to stop it.

      Oh, she didn’t want to. She ached for him, for his kisses, for his touch, for his sex embedded deep inside her. But she had to end this. She couldn’t get close to him, couldn’t let him in.

      Couldn’t risk him learning the truth.

      Quick as lightning, she disentangled her hand from his, grabbed the door handle, and fled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    
    
      Zach cursed as Dusty ran away from him, her shirttail billowing in the winter breeze. The Colorado winter was mild, an Indian summer that had continued through January. No snow to speak of yet. Zach wanted to run after her, to find out what was wrong, but he was so hard he couldn’t move.

      What was it about this woman? He wanted her like he had never wanted anything. Clearly, she felt it too. So why did she keep running away?

      He fished his keys out of his pocket, turned on the engine of his truck, and opened the windows, letting the January breeze flow through the cab. He thought it might help him cool off, but he didn’t hold much hope. He wanted to go after her, but she was out of sight now, and he had no idea where to look.

      What could be troubling her? Was it his fault? He was the one who’d forced her to talk about her mother earlier, but she had seemed okay with that. Maybe it was the money thing. She and Sam were sharing a hotel room. Were things really that tight for them? Only one person, besides Dusty, had the answers. He grabbed his cell phone and dialed Chad.

      “Hey, Zach,” Chad said into his ear.

      “Hey. Have you seen Sam this morning?”

      “Yeah, he’s right here with me. We’re checking out some of the livestock, and then we’re going to head out for a bite of lunch. You want to meet us?”

      “That’d be great, little brother.”

      “Hey, I’m taller than you are.”

      “You’re still my little brother. Where should I meet you?”

      “M and D’s Barbecue. In about half an hour.”

      “Great. I’ll be there.”

      And I will find out what is going on with Dusty. Figuring out that sweet little thing had somehow become a priority for him.
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* * *

      M and D’s had the best barbecue in the nation. At least in Chad’s vocal opinion, and Zach agreed. Sam, however, had tears in his eyes and water running out his nose after the first few bites.

      “I told you not to get the spicy sauce,” Chad said, laughing at his friend. “A Montana boy can’t take all the pequin and jalapenos.”

      “Peking what?” Sam said, reaching for his water glass.

      “Not Peking, you moron. This ain’t China. Pe-keen. As in hot chile peppers.” Chad motioned to their waitress. “We’re gonna need lots more water here. And a few Kleenex, please.” Chad turned to his brother. “You’re quiet today.”

      “Ain’t much to say.” Zach munched on his ribs and turned to Sam. “O’Donovan, you’re red as a beet.”

      “Really, I’m fine.” Sam coughed and drank more water.

      “Dusty and I worked with Diablo this morning,” Zach heard himself say.

      “Yeah?” Sam wiped his hands on his napkin. “How’d she do?”

      “Okay, I guess. She sang him a lullaby.”

      Chad erupted in laughter. “You’re kidding.”

      “He’s not kidding,” Sam said. “It’s an old Irish lullaby our mama used to sing. It seems to work on bulls. At least it works for her.”

      Chad rolled his eyes. “Whatever you say.”

      Zach continued. “She did well with him actually. He seemed to respond. Truthfully, I was the one who got a little nervous. She reached out to touch him, and I freaked.”

      “Dusty has good instincts,” Sam said. “You don’t have to worry about her with the bull. After all, he’s in a pen, and she’s not stupid.”

      “I know she’s not. She’s not afraid, either.”

      “Nope. There’s not much that scares Dusty.”

      “Why is that?”

      Sam fidgeted, but said nothing. Zach sensed a story there, but Sam wasn’t going to offer it.

      “She seems intelligent, too. She did an amazing calculation in her head yesterday,” Zach said.

      “Yeah, she’s a whiz with numbers,” Sam said.

      Zach touched his napkin to his lips. “Tell me, why didn’t she finish college?”

      “She told you about that?”

      “Yeah, she said she only went for a year. Was it money?”

      Sam cleared his throat. “I think it’s best if you ask her about that. It’s not my story to tell.”

      “Are there problems at your ranch?” Zach asked.

      “Nothing we can’t handle.”

      “Look, I care about your sister. I only want to help her.”

      “Care about her? You hadn’t seen her in seventeen years until yesterday.”

      “I…like her.”

      “Aw, geez,” Sam said. “Not you too.”

      “What do you mean by that? She said she didn’t have a boyfriend.”

      “She doesn’t.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “I’m just tired of chasing away her potential suitors, that’s all.”

      “You mean there’s a lot of them?” A wave of possessive jealousy punched Zach’s gut.

      “More than you can imagine. My baby sister’s a regular stud magnet. And she’s usually not interested, so I’m the one who has to get rid of the persistent ones.”

      A thrill tingled through Zach. So she wasn’t interested in most of them, but she definitely seemed interested in him. Then again, she had run away from him twice now.

      “Why isn’t she interested? Are they all losers or something?”

      “Nah. She’s just…” Sam stopped. “Look, you really need to ask Dusty these questions, man. I’m not comfortable with this.”

      “Fair enough.” Zach stopped pushing. He would ask Dusty. Tonight. “By the way, Dusty and I ran into Angie this morning. She invited us all to some shindig tonight in the Westminster Room at our hotel. Dallas and Chelsea are going.”

      “Hang out with our self-important older brother and his prima donna wife? Count me out. Besides, Sam and I were going to cruise the bars.”

      “Look, I don’t want to hang out with Dallas any more than you do, but cruising the bars? Grow up, will you?”

      “And stop having fun? I’m not that old, bro.”

      “Then put off your cruising until tomorrow. Dusty and I need the two of you to go to the Bay thing tonight.”

      “Aw, Zach. Name one reason why we should go hang out with Angelina Bay. And Chelsea. God.”

      “Free beer?”

      Chad smiled. “Now that’s one good reason, brother.”
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* * *

      The Westminster Room at the Windsor Hotel could have doubled for the Queen’s parlor at Buckingham Palace. At least that’s how it seemed to Dusty. The Bays were apparently as rich, or richer, than the McCrays. Dusty felt underdressed in her black skirt and creamy silk blouse, though Zach had assured her she looked gorgeous. Most of the women wore cocktail attire. Not that Dusty had any cocktail attire.

      Zach looked luscious in black trousers and a white oxford, no tie. A smattering of ebony chest hair peeked out from his collar. Sexy. Sam and Chad had already arrived and were hanging out at the bar, having engaged a few available women. Dusty shook her head.

      “Your brother’s a bad influence on my brother.”

      “Darlin’, my brother’s a bad influence on everyone. But I think Sam can take care of himself.”

      “If you say so. It seems the two of them are cut from the same cloth.”

      “Both about six-four, good looking, what do you expect?”

      “I expect my brother to act his age.”

      “Yeah, well, good luck with that.”

      Dusty sighed. “Now what?”

      “We pay respects to our hostess, I guess.”

      “You can’t wait to see her, can you?”

      “Now just a minute—”

      “Cool off. I’m just joking.” Dusty smiled at him. “I can charm the pants off anyone. Just look how I fared with Diablo.”

      “Darlin’, I don’t doubt it for a minute. Come on.”

      Zach grabbed her hand and led her to Angelina, who was talking to a tall, nice looking man. Angelina looked quite pretty, much to Dusty’s dismay, in a dark plum satin dress that fell below her knees, accented by strappy black sandals. Dusty felt frumpy in her skirt and blouse and black pumps. Angelina’s hair had been let loose from the Mary Ann bunches and fell in dark waves to her shoulders.

      At least my hair is just as nice as hers, Dusty thought, and longer. She shook her head, the red-blond waves falling midway down her back.

      “Zach!” Angelina gushed, leaving the dark-haired man. “I’m so glad you came. And Donna. It’s nice to see you again.”

      “Dusty,” Zach said, his lips pursed. “Thank you for having us.”

      “Make yourselves at home. We have plenty of food and drink. The deejay’ll be firing up in a half hour or so. I hope you’ll save me a dance.”

      “Sure.” Zach cleared his throat. “Come on, darlin’,” he said to Dusty. “Let’s get a drink.” He led her to the bar.

      “What would you like?” Zach asked her.

      “A glass of Merlot sounds nice,” Dusty said.

      “Merlot for the lady,” Zach said, “and Wild Turkey neat for me.” Zach placed a ten dollar bill in the tip jar.

      “I changed my mind,” Dusty said to the bartender. “I’ll have what he’s having.” What the hell? She needed a little something wild to get her through this evening. There was Mary Ann to deal with. And Zach was eventually going to ask her why she had run that afternoon. She was surprised he hadn’t brought it up yet.

      “You want to sit down?” he asked.

      “Let’s go see what Chad and Sam are up to.” She gestured to a table where the two men were chatting with two young women.

      “Darlin’, we’d be third wheels.”

      “Come on.” She pulled on his arm. “They’re our brothers.”

      “So?”

      “I’m sure they’re dying to talk to us.”

      “Doesn’t look that way to me.”

      She led him to the table anyway. “Hey, Sam, Chad.”

      “Hey, Dust.” Sam turned to his companions. “This is my baby sister, Dusty. Dusty, meet Sydney Buchanan and Linda Rhine.”

      “And this is my big brother, Zach,” Chad said. “You all want to sit down?”

      “We’d love to,” Dusty cooed.

      “Sydney’s a barrel racer,” Sam said. “I’ve been telling her all about you.”

      “Are you competing?” Dusty asked.

      “Yeah. Day after tomorrow. You?”

      “Day after tomorrow. Good luck to you.”

      “You, too. Though I doubt you’ll need it. Sam told me about your best time. Thirteen point nine seconds is awesome.”

      “Sydney’s real good, too,” Sam said. “Her personal best is fourteen point one.”

      “That’s exceptional,” Dusty said. “I see you’ll be some real competition.”

      “You want to dance, darlin’?” Zach asked her. “They’re firing up the music.”

      “Sure.” Dusty shivered as Zach took her hand and led her to the small dance floor. “I didn’t know you danced.”

      “I don’t. But I wanted to get away from that table.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I want to hang out with you.”

      “So we’re not going to dance then?”

      “Depends on what they play. In fact, excuse me for a minute.”

      Dusty watched as Zach approached the deejay, whispered to him, and handed him a folded bill. As he walked back toward Dusty, the harmonious voices of Tim McGraw and Faith Hill began to sing “Like We Never Loved at All.”

      “This is our dance, darlin’,” he said, taking her into his arms.

      He didn’t try to hold her in the traditional dance pose. Both of his arms went around her body and pulled her close. She had no choice but to wrap her arms around his neck. As her body met his, she melted into him. Soft cotton shirt. Warm hard man. So good.

      “Mmm,” she heard herself say.

      “What’s that?” he whispered.

      “Nothing. It’s just…this feels so nice.”

      “Sure does.”

      He pulled her even closer, and she snuggled her cheek against his shoulder, breathing in his crisp masculine scent.

      “Have I told you how beautiful you look tonight?” he whispered.

      She chuckled softly. “Yes.”

      “Have I told you how much I want to kiss you?”

      “No.”

      “In that case. I really want to kiss you. I can’t think of anything else when I look at those sweet lips of yours.”

      Dusty’s skin tingled. She sighed into his chest, her nose nuzzling the exposed black hair. Without thinking, she brushed her lips against it.

      “That’s nice, darlin’.” He reciprocated by leaning down and pressing his mouth to her neck.

      She shuddered.

      “You want to go up to my room?” he asked.

      Her heart beat so hard against her chest, she was certain he could feel it. “Can’t we get something to eat?”

      “Sure. If you want to.”

      When the song ended, he took her to the buffet line and they filled their plates with prawns, oysters, bruschetta, and myriad other goodies. They replenished their drinks and sat down at an empty table.

      “Great spread,” Dusty said.

      “Angie never does anything halfway,” Zach replied, munching on a chicken wing.

      “It was nice of her to invite us.”

      “I suppose so. I’d rather be at a quiet dinner with you.”

      Her cheeks warmed. “You make me feel all…”

      “All what?” The corners of his mouth crinkled. God, his smile was something out of heaven itself.

      “All…I don’t know…mushy inside.”

      “Good.”

      He sucked an oyster off its shell, and the slurping sound made Dusty want to grab him and kiss him senseless.

      “Tell me something, darlin’. Why do you keep running from me?”

      “It’s complicated—” she began, but thankfully was interrupted by Sam and Chad, accompanied by Sydney and the other girl. Dusty couldn’t remember her name. Lori? Lila? She had to stop drinking Wild Turkey.

      “We’re heading out,” Chad said. “We’re going for a late supper at Amici’s. You all want to come?”

      Dusty started to answer, but Zach beat her to it. “No, thanks. We have plans.”

      “We do?” Dusty said after they’d left.

      “Sure we do. Don’t we?” He winked at her.

      “Could you excuse me for a few minutes? I need to use the ladies room.” Dusty scurried away, trying to ignore Zach’s bewildered look. When she reached the restroom, she grabbed onto the counter and stared into the mirror, breathing deeply.

      Get a grip, she told herself. Get a grip.
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* * *

      There she went, running off again. Zach shook his head. He wanted this woman with a passion he’d never known. She was so damned beautiful, and kissing her was unlike anything he’d ever experienced. And he had experienced a lot. He was going to make love to her tonight. He had to. He’d been nursing a case of blue balls since he first laid eyes on her.

      “Where did your date wander off to?”

      Angelina’s voice. Sheesh, just what he needed. He turned to face her.

      “Ladies’ room.”

      “You look a little lonely over here.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Can we chat for a minute?”

      “What about?” Zach checked his watch. He looked over Angelina’s head to the door of the ballroom. Damn, Dusty wasn’t going to take off again, was she?

      “Oh, I don’t know. Things.”

      “You’ll have to be a little more specific, Angie.” He sipped his Wild Turkey and the liquor burned his throat. Good stuff.

      Angelina licked her lips and tugged on the lower one with her teeth as she eyed him. “Honestly, Zach, I had forgotten how handsome you are. You look great tonight.”

      “Thanks.” She wanted something, and she wasn’t going to get it.

      She smiled coquettishly. “You’re not going to return the compliment?”

      “You always look great, Angie. You know that.”

      “It’s nice to hear it sometimes.”

      “Okay. You look beautiful. Now what is it that you’re after?”

      “What makes you think I’m after anything?”

      Zach chuckled under his breath. “We’ve known each other for years. You come over here, all flirty and fluttery. You want something.”

      “You do know me, don’t you?” She curled her lips upward. “I thought we might be able to get together and talk.”

      “About what?”

      “About us.”

      “There’s no us, Angie. You broke up with me, remember?”

      She sighed, her lips twisting into a pout. “Zach, I made a huge mistake letting you go.”

      “Nah, it wasn’t a mistake. Things were never right between us.” He checked his watch again and glanced to the door. No Dusty.

      “We could try again. We could recapture it.”

      “Recapture what? There was never much more between us than friendship, no matter how hard we both tried.”

      “Of course there was. Don’t you remember our lovemaking? That was phenomenal, Zach. Don’t you ever wish we could go to bed again? Just once?”

      “I’m sorry, Angie.”

      “My room’s right upstairs.”

      “So’s mine.” Zach shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Where the hell is she?

      “Okay, we’ll go to yours.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I’ll make it worth your while. I haven’t been able to think about anything except your luscious body.”

      “Christ, Angie. Shut the fuck up, will you?”

      Dusty entered the ballroom and he silently thanked God.

      “It’s over, okay?”

      “You’ll change your mind.”

      Angelina walked away, swinging her considerable assets. She was a beauty, no doubt. Funny thing, though. Zach wasn’t even slightly tempted. Instead, he couldn’t take his eyes off the golden-haired goddess walking toward him. She looked a little flustered, but she was still the most delicious thing he’d ever seen.

      “You all right, darlin’?”

      “Fine.” She plunked down in a chair. “I think I’ve had a little too much Wild Turkey, to tell you the truth. I don’t usually drink hard stuff.”

      “Why did you tonight?”

      She sighed. “I thought it would help me feel a little more at ease. You know, with Angelina and all.”

      “Angelina is nothing compared to you.”

      “That’s sweet of you to say. But you and she—”

      “That’s over.”

      “I know. I just… Never mind.”

      “What is it, darlin’?”

      Before she could answer, his brother Dallas and his wife approached the table. “Hey, Zach. Who’s this?”

      Trust Dallas to get straight to the point. “Dusty O’Donovan. Her pa used to work at the ranch back in the late eighties. You remember?”

      “Can’t say that I do.”

      “Sure you do. Her brother Sam was best friends with Chad.”

      “Sounds vaguely familiar.” He held out his hand. “Dallas McCray.”

      “Nice to see you,” Dusty said. “You look a lot like Zach, don’t you? Except you’re a little gray around the temples, and your nose is slightly larger. But still a very nice nose. And both your eyes are brown, of course.” She hiccupped. “Excuse me.”

      Zach cringed as the blond woman next to his brother pursed her lips. What the hell was wrong with the bitch tonight? He thought Dusty’s hiccup was charming. She was a little tipsy. Otherwise she probably wouldn’t have mentioned Dallas’s gray hair or his nose. But hell, it wasn’t a damn secret. Dallas was still a chick magnet at thirty-five. Of course, Chelsea kept him on a short leash.

      “This is my wife, Chelsea,” Dallas said.

      Chelsea held out her hand to Dusty. “Chelsea Beaumont McCray, of the Kennebunkport Beaumonts.”

      “Oh God,” Zach said under his breath.

      “Charmed,” Dusty said.

      Zach’s smile widened. Oh, his little darlin’ knew how to deal with Chelsea.

      “That’s a lovely outfit,” Chelsea cooed to Dusty.

      Damn. Dusty was sensitive about her appearance tonight. Why couldn’t Chelsea leave well enough alone?

      “Thank you,” Dusty said sweetly. “You look splendid as well. I’ve never seen a lovelier shade of pink.”

      “It’s Vera Wang,” Chelsea said. “And it’s not pink, it’s bashful.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Bashful. The color?”

      “Oh. Of course.” Dusty put her hand on Zach’s forearm.

      A slight touch from her, and his loins ignited.

      “It was lovely to meet you both, but I’m extremely tired. I worked with Zach’s bull all day and—”

      “What?” Dallas said, his tone incredulous. “You let her near that brute, Zach?”

      “I was with her the whole time.”

      “You don’t have the sense God gave a goose. If Pa were here—”

      “Well, he’s not. And you ain’t him, Dallas. The big brother routine got old twenty years ago.”

      “I wasn’t in any danger,” Dusty said. “I’m good with bulls.”

      Chelsea eeked out a small disgusted sound. “I can’t bear the beasts myself. They’re ugly. And they smell.”

      “Only if they’re not properly cared for,” Dusty said.

      “Pooh,” Chelsea said. “You couldn’t pay me to go near one of them.”

      “I’m betting if the price were right, you’d hang with the bulls,” Zach said.

      Dallas looked at him sternly but said nothing.

      Chelsea laughed it off. “Maybe. If the price were the new suede outfit I saw today. Only four thousand three fifty.”

      Dusty visibly cringed.

      “But tomorrow the vendor’s having a sale,” Chelsea continued. “Twenty-eight percent off in honor of his daughter’s twenty-eighth birthday. So like a good girl, I’ll wait until then to have it.”

      “I’m sure three thousand one thirty two is a fair price,” Dusty said.

      “Where’d that number come from?” Chelsea asked.

      “It’s twenty-eight percent off of your original price.”

      Chelsea’s heavily lined eyes widened. “How’d you do that?”

      “In my head.”

      “Dusty’s a math whiz,” Zach said.

      Dallas pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and punched in a few numbers. “Damn. She’s right.”

      “Of course she is,” Zach said.

      “What’s the square root of seven hundred eighty-nine?” Dallas asked.

      “I don’t think…” Dusty began.

      Zach watched her adorable face blush. Was she embarrassed by her ability?

      “Ha,” Chelsea said. “She can’t do it.”

      “Twenty-eight point zero eight nine, rounded,” Dusty said indignantly.

      “Damn,” Dallas said again.

      “Are you some kind of idiot savant?” Chelsea asked.

      Dusty’s forehead wrinkled. “Excuse me?”

      Zach gritted his teeth. “Damn, Dallas, can’t you keep a lid on her mouth?”

      “Dallas!” Chelsea whined.

      “Jesus Christ, Chelsea,” Dallas said. “That was just rude.”

      “You’re not taking her side, are you? It was a valid question, certainly not rude. You saw Rain Man.”

      “The woman’s obviously not autistic. She’s just good with numbers.”

      “Well, sorry.” Chelsea flounced away, her bashful skirt rustling.

      “What you see in her is beyond me.” Zach looked down at Dusty’s sad brown eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s no big deal, Zach.” Dusty looked away.

      “Hell yes, it is,” Zach said.

      “Please accept my apology,” Dallas said. “I know it’s no excuse, but she’s been in a mood all night.”

      “Fine,” Dusty said, as she turned to Zach. “I’m exhausted, so would you mind excusing me?”

      “I’ll take you to your hotel, darlin’.” Zach nodded to Dallas. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Zach wanted to take her up to his suite, but he had no intention of bedding her while she was upset about the run-in with Chelsea. And she had admitted to being tipsy. So much for his plan to make love to her tonight. He wanted to be sure she was completely sober and aware so she’d enjoy every mind-blowing minute.

      Besides, he wanted her to trust him. If he took her back now, without pressuring her for more, maybe she’d stop running and tell him what was going on.

      But he did give her a scalding good night kiss at her door. He was only human, after all.
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* * *

      “What’d you find out?”

      Chelsea McCray licked her lips. “Not much more than you already know. Her father worked at McCray Landing a while back. And she’s some kind of weird mathematical genius.”

      Angelina curled her mouth into a snarl. “What’s he see in her, anyway?”

      “You’ve got me.” Chelsea fidgeted with her small pink bag. “Pretty enough. But she’s clearly nothing more than a step above common trailer trash.”

      “I’ll get rid of her one way or another,” Angelina said.

      “Are you sure you want to marry into this family, anyway? Laurie’s enough to make a saint swear, the way she coddles those three boys. She and I have never gotten along.”

      “But Chelsea, she and my mother are like this.” Angelina held up two fingers side by side. “I’ll get along fine with her. And I’ll put in many good words for you.”

      “Honey, I don’t need any good words. I couldn’t care less if the shrew likes me. I have her firstborn. And his wallet. That’s all I need.”

      “And I’ll have her second born,” Angelina vowed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    
    
      Zach was leaning against the fence surrounding the practice ring when Dusty, hauling her gear bag, arrived the next morning for her date with Diablo. In one hand, he held a brown paper bag, and in the other, a cup holder with two Starbucks cups.

      “Hungry?” he asked.

      “Starving, actually,” she said.

      “You feeling okay?”

      “Yeah. I took two ibuprofen before I went to bed, just in case. I’m fine.”

      “Some coffee’ll help too.” He handed her a cup.

      “Thank you. You’re an angel.”

      “Definitely not.” He laughed. “But I take good care of my own.”

      His own?

      “I got you some breakfast, too.” He pulled out a foil-wrapped sandwich and handed it to her.

      “Thank you. But you don’t need to feed me all the time. I can fend for myself, you know.”

      “Sure you can. But it gives me pleasure to feed you. I like how you eat.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean, you’re not afraid to eat. When you’re hungry, you eat like you’re hungry.”

      Dusty raised an eyebrow. “Exactly how else would I eat?”

      “Like most women. Eating like a bird, or not at all, in front of a man, and then bingeing when they get home. When I buy a woman a meal, I expect her to eat it. Otherwise it’s a damn insult as far as I’m concerned.”

      “I guess you don’t have to worry about me on that count,” Dusty said. “I love to eat. Always have. I used to gorge on your ma’s cookies.”

      “Yeah, I recall.” The laugh lines at the edge of his eyes crinkled and made him even cuter.

      Did he really remember her that well from all those years ago? “I was just a little girl. You can’t possibly remember that much about me.”

      “Of course I do. You were always hanging around, running after Chad and Sam. You were cute as a button. Little tomboy, chasing grasshoppers and lizards. Animals flocked to you even then.”

      “I can’t believe it.”

      “Why not? You remember me, don’t you?”

      “Mostly I remember you tormenting me.”

      “Aw, come on. I was just teasin’. We’ve been through all that.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “You’re not going to hold that against me forever, are you, darlin’?”

      She smiled at him. She couldn’t help it. He looked so adorable. “No. I won’t hold it against you.”

      He took her hand, entwined their fingers together, and pulled her into his arms. “There are a few things I’ll let you hold against me, though. Your beautiful body, for instance.” He kissed her cheek and nibbled his way to her lips.

      “Oh, Zach.” She sighed into his mouth. “If you start this now…”

      “Hmm?”

      “If you start this now, I won’t get to work with Diablo.”

      He pressed his mouth to hers, ran his tongue over first her bottom lip and then her top one. The sensation was like moist butterfly wings, and she felt it everywhere, especially…

      Then his tongue was in her mouth, swirling. Unable to resist, she joined in the kiss, tasting him, feasting on him. Not able to get enough of him.

      “Zach…”

      “Hmm?”

      “Diablo.”

      “To hell with Diablo.”

      He kissed her again.

      She wasn’t sure she could ever get enough of him. What was it about him? She had run from him, tried to hide. Tried to rid herself of the feelings she knew would lead only to heartache. She didn’t want to run anymore. Didn’t want to hide…

      Sam was judging livestock all day and wouldn’t be back until early evening. Her room was vacant. Oh, God…

      “Zach?” Her tone was breathless, hoarse.

      “Yeah, darlin’?”

      “Take me to my hotel.”

      He grabbed her hand and they raced to his pickup.
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* * *

      They stood outside the door to her room while she fished for her key card.

      “You sure about this, darlin’?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She had a hard time breathing. “I’m sure, Zach. I want this.”

      Zach grabbed her purse from her. “Where the hell is that damn key?”

      He found it, pushed it in the slot, and pulled her into the room, shutting the door and pushing her body against it. His hardness protruded through his jeans and poked into her belly. She wanted to touch him everywhere, lick him everywhere. She wanted to rip his clothes off and her own, and get down and dirty right there on the hotel rug.

      “You’re so beautiful.” He cupped her face in his hands. “You have the longest eyelashes I’ve ever seen.” He pushed his erection into her. “Do you feel that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Feel how much I want you. How much I hunger for you.”

      “Yes, yes.” Her breathing was unsteady, her pulse wild.

      “Do you want me?”

      “God, yes. Yes.”

      “Say it, darlin’. Say you want me.”

      “I want you.”

      His mouth, reckless and possessive, claimed hers. His strong arms enveloped her and carried her to the bed. He laid her down gently and unbuttoned her shirt. He moved slowly, letting his fingers linger as he tantalized each inch of flesh. She squirmed as tiny flames ignited every place he touched her. She wanted to rip her shirt off and move things along.

      When he finally exposed her breasts and lavished his attention on them, she wanted even more. She wanted to be naked. Naked under his touch. She wriggled and groaned, whispering his name.

      “Please,” she said, and found herself repeating the word.

      “Please what, darlin’?”

      “I…don’t know.”

      “Do you want me to touch you?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Here?” He cupped her breast, lightly running his thumb over her taut nipple.

      She shuddered.

      “Here?” He grazed his fingers lightly over her belly, circling them around her navel.

      She squirmed.

      “Here?” He unsnapped her jeans and ran his fingers under the waistband.

      Tremors surged through her. “Oh yes,” she said, sighing.

      He slowly unzipped her jeans, eased his hand inside her panties, and found a sensitive spot that sent her writhing.

      “Here?” His voice was hoarse, needy.

      “God, Zach. Yes.”

      His strong callused fingers toyed with her delicate folds. Heady. Wonderful. When he removed his hands, she whimpered. He swirled his tongue around his fingers, tasting her juices.

      “Mmm. You’re sweet as a peach.”

      He plunged his fingers back inside her panties. He smoothed over her folds again, and she gasped when one thick finger slid inside her.

      “Tight. So tight,” he whispered. “Damn, you’re going to be a sweet fuck.”

      His coarse words should have astonished her, but instead they turned her on, made her prickly and moist. Sweet fuck indeed. She wanted to be his sweet fuck. Sweeter than anything he’d ever had. His finger stretched her, filled her, stroked her. He moved in and out, around and around, finally settling on a place that drove her mad with wanting. She moaned, wailing his name, begging and pleading.

      “Darlin’, I want to make love to you.”

      “Yes, Zach. Yes. Make love to me.”

      “Oh, yeah. I’m going to make love to you like no one ever has before.”

      If only Dusty hadn’t chosen that moment to turn her head. She had wanted his lips on her ear, her neck. So she twisted to the right, her gaze landing on the night table.

      The phone sitting there.

      The message light was flashing.

      The red pulse of it consumed her, took over her heartbeat, her breath, her mind. A buzzing sound, surrounded by white noise, echoed in her head to the beat of the flashing light.
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* * *

      What had he done wrong?

      Zach stalked out to his pickup, bewildered. She had jumped off the bed and zipped up her jeans. Her beautiful breasts, reddened from his kisses and resting on her chest, had jiggled between the two sides of her unbuttoned shirt as she kicked him out. Unceremoniously. Thoroughly. No explanation.

      Was it because he had said she’d be a sweet fuck? He had meant it in a loving way. He didn’t consider what he wanted to do with her to be merely fucking. She knew that, didn’t she?

      She was so perfect. So beautiful. So tight and wet. He had never wanted anything, anyone, the way he wanted her. And not only because she was attractive. He liked her as a person. He liked that she loved animals. He liked that she was so dedicated to her ranch and to her brother. He liked that she could out eat a lot of men he knew, and that she wasn’t afraid to do it. He liked that she could do complicated calculations in her head. He liked that she was so determined to connect with Diablo. He liked that she was intelligent and brave.

      He liked her. He really, really liked her.

      He couldn’t remember ever liking a woman this much. It wasn’t…love was it? Nah, couldn’t be. Zach McCray didn’t fall in love.

      But he wasn’t about to give up. Dusty O’Donovan would soon find out getting rid of Zach McCray wasn’t so easy. He would get her to open up to him. And he’d get her into bed. One way or another.

      He stepped out of his cold shower to Mozart playing on his cell phone. “Yeah?”

      “Zach.” The deep voice was so like his own.

      Shit. Not Dallas. Not now. The only person he wanted to talk to less was Dallas’s stupid wife.

      “What is it?”

      “We need to talk.”

      “I can’t imagine what about.”

      “About your new girlfriend.”

      “I’m pretty sure that falls under the heading of ‘none of your damn business,’ Dallas.”

      “I’m concerned about you.”

      “You stopped being concerned about me the day I started walking.”

      “That’s not fair, Zach.”

      Zach snorted. “Sure enough is. When you weren’t playing pseudo father, you were ignoring Chad and me. So why should I listen to you now?”

      “Because I’m your brother, and I want what’s best for you.”

      “And in your opinion that’s not Dusty?”

      “Not by a long shot. She’s after your money, Zach.”

      “That’s Chelsea talking, not you. Not that I ever gave a damn what she thought, but after her performance last night, I sure as hell ain’t interested in her opinion.”

      “Damn it, I’m not the whipped lemming you and Chad like to think I am. I agree she was out of line. But this has nothing to do with Chelsea.”

      “Right,” Zach scoffed.

      “She’s not the right woman for you, Zach.”

      “You don’t know anything about me, especially not what kind of woman I want.”

      “She’s using you.”

      “She’s a sweet girl, and I don’t think she even knows how to use someone.”

      “Christ, you just met her.”

      “So? You and Chelsea knew each other for—what?—three weeks before you were engaged?”

      “That’s different. Chelsea’s different. She’s—”

      “From the Kennebunkport Beaumonts. Yeah, I know. A nice Yale girl. And I use the term nice loosely. Very loosely.”

      Dallas continued. “Where did Dusty go to school?”

      “Don’t know. Don’t care.”

      “Did she even go to school?”

      “Yeah.” For one year, but Dallas didn’t need to know that.

      “I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “Then don’t try to keep me away from Dusty.” He cleared his throat. “This conversation is over, Dallas.” He hit End and tossed the phone on his bed. He dressed quickly and headed back to the stock show grounds.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “That’s right, sweetheart,” Dusty crooned to Diablo. “No one’s going to hurt you.”

      The bull was anxious. Dusty could sense it. He had fed on a bale of hay and drunk several gallons of water, and although he should be relaxed after a huge meal, something was bothering him. Was it her? Was it because Zach wasn’t with her?

      She knew how Zach would react when he found out she had sneaked in to see Diablo, but she had needed it.

      She closed her eyes and concentrated for several moments. Then she walked around to his head and looked into his eyes. “Relax, relax,” she said, trying to soothe him. She began the lullaby, her gaze never straying from his.

      She sang it through three times before the bull began to relax. She reached out to touch his cheek. “Yes, that’s a good boy,” she said, stroking gently. His short hair was bristly yet soft. She caressed it, and then held her hand still, continuing to gaze into the animal’s brown eyes. “You’re not such a brute, are you?” She sang again, moving her hand slowly down to stroke his nose. He snorted, but she remained calm and left her hand where it was. Within minutes, the bull’s body loosened, and she saw gentleness in his eyes.

      Timidly, she reached out her other hand, but the boom of a flare gun sounded at that exact moment, startling Diablo. He snorted menacingly and shuffled his front paw on the dirt beneath him. Then he bucked his head and pushed Dusty backward. She landed on her behind.

      “Damn, damn!” She leaned back against a bale of hay, her rear end stinging from the fall. She cursed the gun that had ruined her connection with the bull, and she cursed herself for not being better able to control him.

      
        Why did I think I could control such a strong, beautiful animal? I can’t even control my own body, my own blood. Damn the bull, damn the blood, damn everything in the universe!

      

      The tears she’d tried so hard not to shed finally fell.
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* * *

      Zach found her there.

      Curled up next to Diablo’s pen in a fetal position, weeping.

      He didn’t try to talk to her, just sat her up and brushed the dirt and hay from her face and body. He pulled a red bandana out of his pocket, wiped the tears from her cheeks, and covered her nose and urged her to blow. He lifted her in his arms, carried her to his pickup, set her inside, and drove her to his hotel.

      “It’s okay, darlin’. Come on.” He helped her out of the passenger side and led her up to his suite of rooms on the top floor of the hotel. He nudged her inside and through the living area to the bedroom. Gently, he pushed her down onto a chair.

      “What can I do to help you?”

      No response.

      “Would you like a shower?”

      She shook her head.

      “A bath?”

      She nodded.

      “Okay.”

      A bath. He could handle that. As long as he didn’t have to look at her naked. She needed gentleness and caring, not a horny cowboy.

      “You just sit there for a few minutes. I’ll get it ready for you.” He walked to the mini-bar, pulled out a can of Sprite, opened it, and handed it to her. “Here. You need to drink something.”

      She nodded and took a sip. Good. At least she was responding a little better now.

      He went into the bathroom and ran a warm bath, adding something called Honey Milk that he found by the sink. It smelled nice, feminine. He hoped Dusty would like it.

      When he was finished, he called to her but she didn’t respond, so he went to fetch her. “Come on. It’s ready.” He took her hand, pulled her out of the chair, and led her into the bathroom. “I’ll wait outside,” he said.

      But she pulled him to her. “Stay,” she whispered. “Please.”

      She pulled the band out of her hair and unwound the braid. Silky waves fell around her shoulders. She unbuttoned and removed her blouse, unhooked her bra, and revealed those beautiful peachy breasts.

      She stood there, naked from the waist up. Zach was puzzled. He waited for her to move, but she didn’t. How was he supposed to handle this? His desire for her was like lightning in his veins, but she needed him to be calm, to take care of her. He took a deep breath, lifted her onto the counter, and pulled off her boots. “This okay?”

      She nodded, so he pulled her down and unbuckled her belt and unsnapped her jeans. She shimmied out of them and stood before him wearing only a pair of lacy bikinis. His cock stiffened, but she was so distraught. He had to control himself. He touched her hips—God, the fire in his loins—and gently eased the panties downward. Ah, sweet golden curls, beautiful pink woman. He willed himself to soften, without much luck, and he lifted her and placed her in the tub.

      Her sigh was like a gentle breeze as she leaned back. He turned to leave.

      “Zach.”

      Her voice cut right into his heart.

      He turned, and the sight of her beautiful body soaking in the fragrant water about undid him. When she held out her arms to him, he thought he might melt into a puddle right there on the bathroom floor.

      “You want me?”

      She nodded.

      “In the tub. With you?”

      She nodded again. If only she would smile that sweet smile, curve those cherry lips upward. He couldn’t take advantage of her like this.

      “Please, Zach.”

      He wasn’t made of stone. Well, one part of him was at the moment. Within seconds, his clothes were in disarray on the floor. He stepped in behind her and nestled her into his chest.

      He wanted to help her, to comfort her, to take away whatever was hurting her. So why didn’t his dick understand that? Her beautiful body felt perfect against him, like she was created to fit into him. The Honey Milk softened the water, and the slickness of her delicate skin against his chest…

      He couldn’t hide his arousal. He would control himself, but his erection was there to stay. He hoped it didn’t bother her.

      She seemed oblivious. He was hyper-conscious of her breathing. Every rise and fall of her chest sank her more deeply into him. He reached to the side, grabbed a bar of soap, lathered it between his palms, and spread the silky suds onto her arms, caressing her lightly. She sighed, a delicate flutter against his arms, so he lathered up some more and ran it over her breasts, pausing for a moment to squeeze them lightly.

      “That’s nice,” she whispered, turning her head slightly. He lowered his mouth to her cheek and gave her a chaste kiss.

      She surprised him when she turned around and hugged her cheek to his hard chest. When she wrapped her arms around him, he exhaled slowly, hoping his hardness didn’t disturb her relaxation. They stayed in that position for a while, until the water became lukewarm.

      Zach kissed the top of her golden head. “The water’s cooling off, darlin’. Do you want to get out now?”

      She nodded, sat up, and stepped out of the tub. He stepped behind her and wrapped her in a towel. He dried her and sheathed her in a fluffy white robe provided by the hotel. After drying himself and donning another robe, he led her to the bed and laid her down. She curled onto her side and closed her eyes. He lay down behind her, spoon fashion, and wrapped her in his arms. Soon the heavy breathing of her slumber calmed him, and he fell asleep.
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* * *

      He awoke to her caresses. She was touching his face, running her slender fingers over his cheekbones, his nose, his lips. He puckered his lips and kissed her fingers.

      “Thank you for taking care of me,” she said.

      “You’re welcome. I was glad to do it.” He cupped her cheek and ran his thumb over her delicate skin. “Do you want to tell me what’s bothering you?”

      She shook her head and then leaned down and brushed her cherry lips across his. “I don’t want to talk,” she said. “I just want to make love.”

      Zach’s heart leaped, and another part of his anatomy responded, as well. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “I’m sure. And I’m sorry I ran from you so many times. I was frightened. But I’m not anymore. I want you.”

      “Don’t you think we should talk first?” Talk? A beautiful woman wants you and you’re trying to talk?

      “We can talk later.” Her voice sounded sweet, yet sultry. “Right now I want you inside me.”

      Jesus, she didn’t have to ask twice. He sighed as he pushed her beautiful golden waves out of her eyes. “Darlin’, I want you so much.”

      “I want you, too.”

      “Come here.” He pulled her to him and kissed her beautiful mouth, running his tongue over the seam of her lips and coaxing them open. When her tongue darted out and touched his, he nearly came right there. The sweet spiciness of her mouth, the silky texture, the scent of her hair, of her arousal. He kissed her with a strange mixture of reverence and a strong passion he had never known. He was going to make this good for her. So good.

      He continued to kiss her as he caressed her neck, her shoulders. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. “I’ve never seen anyone more lovely.”

      Dusty closed her eyes and leaned her head back. Zach nuzzled her neck, her pulse point, inhaling her sweet fragrance. “Come here, darlin’,” he said and pulled her down on the bed. He pushed the robe from her lovely body and removed his own. He leaned over her and kissed her again, thrusting his tongue into her mouth with urgency. Taking. Giving. She responded with a frenzy.

      Yes, she wanted this as much as he did.

      He broke from her mouth and licked his way down to her beautiful breasts, circling each pebbled nipple, biting and tugging. Her sighs and moans fueled him as he worshiped her. When her nipples were deep ruby from his attention, he kissed her belly, pushed his tongue into her navel, and buried his nose in her golden curls. Oh, the sweet scent of her arousal, muskiness mixed with fresh apples. He could drown in it. He moved his mouth just a hair’s breadth farther down and kissed her swollen folds.

      Her sex glistened with cream. He almost felt he could be satisfied just to look at her.

      Almost.

      Then he dove in.

      Sweet, sweet ecstasy. She made such sexy, exquisite noises as he feasted. She urged him on, told him how much she loved what he was doing. Her folds were soft and silky against his tongue. He brought her to the edge several times before he let her come, and then he slid two fingers inside her and felt each and every spasm as she shouted his name.

      “Oh my God,” Dusty said breathlessly. “That’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever felt.”

      The most she’d spoken since he’d found her. Was it possible that she had never experienced an orgasm? Not likely.

      Zach crawled atop her body and kissed her slowly. “Let me come inside you, darlin’,” he rasped.

      “Yes, please.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      “No. Don’t go.”

      “It’ll just be a minute. I need to get a condom.”

      “No. No. I can’t get pregnant. And I don’t have any…other issues. Please, just you. Just you inside me.

      Sweet God, she was on the pill. And she was clean. Instinct told him to trust her. The thought of sheathing himself in that tight body of hers with no barriers made his erection swell even bigger.

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      “Yes. Yes, I’m sure.”

      “I’m clean, too, I promise,” he whispered. He positioned himself at her entrance and plunged inside.

      Her shocked gasp surprised him momentarily, but he was overcome with pleasure at her tightness, her silkiness, her sweet suction hugging him. “Oh, darlin’, you feel so good.”

      She squirmed and arched closer to him, moaning. Her breathy sobs threatened his control. He wanted her to climax again, but he wasn’t sure how long he could hold out. Deftly, he reached between their sweaty bodies and found her clit, wet with her nectar. He circled it with his fingers in tandem with his thrusts. When her walls clenched around him, he let go and groaned her name as he spilled into her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    
    
      Dusty awoke, nestled in the crook of Zach’s arm. He was breathing steadily, and his eyes—those amazing, beautiful, unique eyes—fluttered beneath the lids. She smiled. He was dreaming.

      She moved gingerly, the soreness between her legs more pronounced than she had expected. Perhaps he had been larger than normal. Not that she would have known the difference.

      Absolutely wonderful. A mistake, of course.

      But a wonderful mistake.

      She got up quietly and shuffled into the bathroom. Gazing into the mirror, she was startled. Her hair was a mass of waves, yet it looked sexy. Her cheeks were flushed and her nipples a deep crimson. She looked well used and well loved. She felt the same.

      Looking down to the triangle between her legs she noticed a few rust-colored smudges on her inner thighs.

      Her virgin’s blood.

      She moistened a washcloth in warm water and cleansed herself. The warm dampness soothed the sting of her tissues.

      “Darlin’?”

      She looked up. Zach stood in the doorway, naked and regal. Oh, he was beautiful. His broad shoulders glimmered in the fluorescent light of the vanity, the lines of his muscles a pleasure to behold, and the patch of dark hair on his chest was so rugged. So manly. Between his legs, his sex hung loosely, surrounded by a nest of black curls. And those eyes… She wanted to melt into them.

      “Darlin’?” He spoke again. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      “No.” Warmth crept up her neck.

      “That wasn’t your—”

      “My first time.” She rinsed out the cloth. “Yeah.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “I know. It’s okay.”

      “But how? Why?”

      She turned and walked into his arms. “I never wanted anyone enough. Until now.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “I’m honored.”

      Okay, now she was embarrassed. “It’s no big deal.”

      “Are you kidding?” He grasped her shoulders, pushed her away, and bored his eyes into hers. “It’s a huge deal. And if I had known, I could have made it better for you.”

      “No, you couldn’t have. It was perfect. Thank you.”

      “Aw, hell, I’m the one who should be thanking you. You gave me a priceless gift. I’ll always treasure it, darlin’.”

      Dusty didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing.

      “And it’ll be better next time. Just wait and see.” He winked at her.

      Of course, there wouldn’t be a next time, but she didn’t want to tell him that yet. She wanted to hold him and pretend nothing else in the world existed.

      His voice breached her thoughts. “If you weren’t, you know, active sexually, why are you on the pill?”

      “What? Oh, yeah, the pill.” Dusty cleared her throat. “Irregular periods.”

      “Oh.”

      “Let’s go back to bed,” she said.

      “You’re sore. We should wait—”

      “I didn’t mean it that way. I just want to lie with you. In your arms.”

      He smiled down at her, took her hand, and led her back to the bed. She snuggled into him, sighing. “You smell good.”

      “Like honey and milk?” His eyes twinkled.

      “Kind of.”

      “That’s what I put in the bath.”

      Dusty giggled softly. “Somehow you don’t seem the milk bath type.”

      “What a man’ll do for his woman.” He squeezed her breast playfully.

      His woman. Wow. She did like the sound of it. If only it could be. “It’s not just honey and milk. You smell fresh, and musky.”

      “That’s you, darlin’. I smell like you.”

      “Oh.” She heated.

      “It’s the smell of sex. Of our scents mingled together.” He inhaled deeply. “There’s no sweeter perfume.”

      She breathed in and had to agree with him.

      “Dusty?”

      “Yeah?” She winced. She already knew him well enough to know that when he used her name, instead of calling her darling, something was up.

      “What was going on with you earlier?”

      “I’m hungry.” She wasn’t, but she had to change the subject.

      “I’ll call room service.”

      “No, I should go… I’m barrel racing tomorrow.”

      “Oh. Shoot.”

      “What?”

      “I’m one of the judges for the barrel racing. I guess I’ll have to disqualify myself.”

      “Why? You’re not even a real judge. There’s no subjectivity in barrel racing.”

      “Still—” He pulled her close and pressed his lips to hers. “I can hardly be impartial when I’m sleeping with one of the contestants.”

      “There’s no impartiality. You just record the time and watch if any barrels get knocked over. I trust you to be fair.” She smiled. “I’m going to win, anyway. Sydney Buchanan’s the only one who has come close to my record time, and I already know I can beat her.”

      He kissed her again. “Just the same, I’m recusing myself. But I’ll be there to cheer you on.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “Woman, I want to. Now if you’re hungry, I’m calling room service, and we’ll have dinner together up here. And we’ll talk.”

      He stood and went into the living area.

      Talk? Why did he want to talk? Weren’t men supposed to hate talking?

      He came back in with the room service menu and tossed it on the bed. “Order whatever you want.”

      “I’m not really hungry.”

      “Damn it, Dusty, you just said you were.”

      “Oh. Right.” She had to get out of here. “I should go, though. I haven’t given Regina a workout today, and we’re competing tomorrow.”

      “You know as well as I do that a day off before a competition is good for an animal.”

      “Not everyone subscribes to that viewpoint.”

      “But I’m willing to bet you do. With your love of animals.”

      She sighed. He was right, of course. “I should get back though. I’ll need a good night’s sleep…”

      “Dusty, it’s six o’clock, and we spent half the afternoon sleeping.”

      “I need to call Sam.”

      “So call him.”

      “I don’t have a cell phone.” She grimaced at the look of surprise on Zach’s face.

      He pointed to the phone on the nightstand. “So?”

      “Fine.” She quickly dialed the hotel and left Sam a message.

      When she was finished, Zach took the phone from her.

      “This is suite twenty-five hundred. I’ll have the Chateaubriand for two, please, with green beans and garlic mashed potatoes. Oysters on the half-shell for an appetizer.” A pause. “Yeah, that’d be great. And a chocolate soufflé for dessert.” He started to put the phone down, and then spoke again. “You still there? A bottle of your best Bordeaux. Thanks.”

      Dusty’s mouth dropped open. He had just ordered about three hundred dollars’ worth of food. That was her and Sam’s grocery budget for a month. At least, it had been while they were saving for this trip to Denver. The steak dinner the previous evening must have set him back about a hundred and fifty, but this was plain crazy.

      “Uh, Zach?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You don’t need to spend that much money on dinner for me.”

      “For you?” He grinned and touched her chin, forcing her to look at him. “I thought I might eat some, too.”

      “Of course, but—”

      “You said you’re hungry, and you need to eat a good solid meal so you’re at your best for competition tomorrow.”

      “And the wine?”

      “Goes great with the meat.” He gave her a lazy half-smile.

      “What I don’t need is a hangover.”

      “You won’t have one. I’ll take good care of you tonight. I promise.”

      Dusty sighed and smiled. Why not share a meal with him? She had shared her body, and she had no regrets. She wanted to let him take care of her. She wasn’t ready for it all to end.

      “You want another bath?” he asked. “It’ll help the soreness.”

      It did sound heavenly. “Yeah, but I need to wash my hair. So I’d better take a shower.”

      “Nah, a bath.” He grinned at her. “And I’ll wash your hair.”

      Now why in the world did the thought of Zach washing her hair completely turn her on?

      “Only if I get to wash yours.” The idea of threading her fingers through his black silk thrilled her.

      “I won’t turn that down, darlin’.” He started for the bathroom. “I’ll run the bath and call you when it’s ready.”

      “Mmm,” Dusty purred, and then lay back on the bed. She missed him already, and he was only in the bathroom. She ran her hands over her breasts, cupping them, squeezing them, making her nipples harden. She moved one hand down to her triangle of curls, imagining Zach’s silky head between her legs, his hot mouth pleasuring her.

      “Now that’s a lovely sight.”

      Zach stood in the doorway between the bathroom and the bedroom, his eyes smoldering.

      Dusty warmed and redness crept to her breasts. She stilled her hands.

      Zach grinned. “Your bath is ready, darlin’. Though I think I’d rather join you.”

      Though embarrassed, she couldn’t help but chuckle. How she wished she could forget everything about her life and stay here in this room forever, making sweet love to this phenomenal man.

      “Come on,” he said. “I promised you a scalp massage.”

      “A scalp massage? I just need my hair washed.”

      “There’s more to hair washing than shampoo and conditioner.” He winked. “It’s an erotic art.”

      She smiled. He was so damned adorable. “An erotic art, huh? This an invention of yours?”

      “Yeah. As of five minutes ago. Come on.”

      Erotic art, indeed. Zach’s strong and talented hands reduced Dusty to a pool of jelly by the time he had rinsed and conditioned her. As an added benefit, her hair felt extraordinarily clean.

      “Your hair is beautiful,” he said. “And so long.”

      “I’ve been growing it out for a while. Almost five years.”

      “You used to wear it short?”

      “Yeah. Real short, actually.”

      “I can’t imagine that look on you.”

      “Trust me, it’s not flattering. Luckily my hair grows really fast.” She threaded her fingers through his black waves. “Now I get to do you.”

      “Oh, I’d love that, darlin’.” He gave her a playful smirk. “But I’ll settle for you washing my hair for now.”

      She gave him a good-natured splash and lathered his thick, dark hair. Her hands weren’t as strong as Zach’s, so she hoped her scalp massage felt as good to him as his had to her. His soft moans indicated she was successful.

      When they had washed and caressed each other’s bodies and the water turned lukewarm, they toweled off and dressed in the fluffy robes.

      “Feel better now?” Zach touched her gently between her legs.

      “It never felt bad,” she said, “but yes, it’s better now.”

      Their dinner arrived soon after, and Dusty ate heartily, allowing the food to replenish her body. Eating with Zach was becoming a habit that would be difficult to break. Though not as difficult as the other habit she had just begun with him.

      The wine he had ordered complemented the meal, and Dusty was nearly too full to try the chocolate soufflé, but Zach insisted.

      “Oh,” she groaned. “I don’t need to eat for another week.” She looked around the room. “Where are my clothes, Zach? I need to get going.”

      “They were filthy with hay and dirt. I sent them down to the laundry.”

      “Oh, no. When will they be ready?”

      “In the morning.”

      “Great. What do you propose I wear back to my hotel? This robe and a pair of your boxers?”

      “Sure.” He reached into a dresser drawer and threw her a pair of red silk shorts. “You’ll look adorable in these.”

      Okay, the thought of putting his silk boxers on her bare skin had possibilities…but no. “I’m serious, Zach. I have to go.”

      He leered at her. “You’ll just have to spend the night here, darlin’.” He pulled her into a hug.

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, Sam…”

      “I think I’d rather it just be you and me,” Zach teased.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Why do you need to leave, Dusty? Don’t you want to be with me?”

      “It’s not that…” God, no, it isn’t that.

      “Please stay with me. I want to hold you and wake up next to you.”

      Her heart melted inside her chest. What could it hurt? One night. One wonderful, incredible night in the arms of a wonderful, incredible man. What a perfect memory to get her through the rough times.

      “Okay, Zach. I’ll stay. But I need to be at the barrel racing competition by nine sharp to warm up.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He saluted.

      “Be serious.”

      “I am serious. I’ll get you there, and I’ll be your loudest cheerer.”

      She smiled. He was so, so handsome. “Zach?”

      “What, darlin’?”

      “Let’s go to bed.”

      “I don’t know,” he teased. “You may have to twist my arm a little.”

      Dusty smiled and handed him the red boxers. “Put these on, and I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “I guess I can manage that.”

      Zach pulled the boxers over his hips and Dusty gulped, shuddering. “You’re incredible,” she said. “You should be an underwear model.”

      His wide grin sparkled, and two rosy spots appeared on his cheeks.

      “I haven’t embarrassed the great Zach McCray, have I?” Dusty slowly ran a finger around the waistband of the boxers.

      His response to her was immediate. The head of his cock peeked out from the fly of the shorts. “You’re killin’ me.”

      “But what a way to go.”

      “You said it.”

      “Now, what should we do?” Dusty grinned.

      “Whatever you want. I’m yours for the night.” He brushed his lips against hers.

      “What do you want to do?” she asked.

      “Honestly?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’d like to make love to you again and show you how good it can be. If I’d known it was your first time…”

      “We’ve been through that. I loved it.”

      “I’m glad. But this time’ll be better. I promise.”

      “Okay.” Dusty slipped her arm around his back and stroked the cheek of his bottom through the silk. She smiled when he groaned. “Make love to me, Zach. Do whatever you want to me.”

      “Oh, darlin’”—his sexy voice flowed over her, into her—“I want to show you everything, teach you everything, experience ecstasy with you.”

      His mouth found hers, and he took it gently, easing her open and kissing her with his lips, his teeth, his tongue. Dusty moaned as her skin tingled, her heart throbbed. If she lived to be a hundred, she’d never tire of Zach’s kisses.

      He gently nudged her onto the bed and covered his body with hers, continuing his assault on her mouth. His erection pushed through the red silk into her thigh. She moved her hands down the strong sinewy musculature of his back and eased the sleek fabric down. He wriggled out of the boxers and covered her body with his again. Dusty loved the feeling of his weight on her. Of his hard muscled perfection blanketing her with warmth and joy. They continued to kiss, their lips meshing together in white heat. When Zach finally left her mouth, Dusty was panting.

      He kissed a trail over her cheeks, her nose, and kissed her eyelids as gently as a butterfly. He nibbled on her ear and whispered to her how beautiful she was, how hard she made him, how much he wanted her. She ran her hands over his shoulders and neck, his muscular back, the firm male shape of him a pleasure to touch.

      “You’re so damned beautiful,” he said. “I can’t get enough of you.”

      He continued to trail fluttery kisses down her neck, over her chest, and then lifted his head for a moment to stare at her breasts. “Beautiful,” he said. “So beautiful.”

      As he sucked a nipple between his lips, Dusty gasped and writhed, tangled her fingers in his silky black hair and urged him on. He nipped and bit at her, tugging on her nipple.

      “The other one, Zach. Please, the other one.”

      Zach released her nipple with a soft pop and turned his attention to the other. Was it possible to climax just from breast stimulation? Before she could find out, he was licking her belly, pausing at her blond curls.

      “So beautiful,” he said again and buried his nose in her. “So sweet.” When his tongue darted out and flicked her, she bucked beneath him. He spread her legs and gazed at her. “Hold still, darlin’. I’m gonna show you a real good time.”

      “Oh, God.” Dusty hardly recognized her own voice.

      Zach clamped his mouth down on her and thrust out his tongue, kissing her as though he were kissing her mouth. His tongue swirled over her slick folds, licking them, tugging them between his teeth. Then he pushed his tongue into her opening again.

      Dusty wanted to squirm, but he held her still. He licked her, sucked her, pushed her thighs forward, and slid his tongue over the sensitive skin of her buttocks.

      “Zach…” she said tentatively.

      “Hush, darlin’,” he said. “Just enjoy it.”

      “Zach…”

      He looked up, his chin and cheeks shining with her juices. “Yeah?”

      “If you don’t come inside me soon I think I’ll go crazy.”

      His gorgeous smile warmed her. “I want to make you crazy.”

      “My God—”

      He thrust two fingers inside her, and within seconds he had found a secret spot that made her explode inside. The orgasm shattered her and took her off the bed, seemed to levitate her over the mountains. She heard herself screaming his name. When she finally came back to earth, he began again, sucking her and massaging the inside of her with his clever fingers. Soon she slid back into euphoria.

      Dusty lost count of how many times she climaxed. “Zach,” she pleaded. “No more. No more. I want you now. You.”

      “One more, darlin’,” he said. “Fly for me. I want to make you soar.”

      With his words she burst outward, outside her body once more. She was flying, just like he said. So high above the snowcapped mountains. Soaring like an eagle. Her body spasmed with the flight, shaking, trembling, the physical sensations mixed with heady emotion. When Zach lifted his mouth from her, she plummeted downward, still convulsing against his fingers, which he circled slowly inside her.

      Limp and sated, she closed her eyes as Zach trailed his lips and tongue up her belly, her breasts, her neck. When he got to her mouth he stopped, leaving no more than a few inches between them.

      “Open your eyes.” The breath from his words was a soft caress against her lips. “Look at me.”

      Her eyelids fluttered as she obeyed his command and gazed into his beautiful unique eyes. So wonderful, this man. She expected him to kiss her, but he didn’t. They just stared into each other’s eyes. Her heart melted, her skin tingled, her mind melded with his. And just as she thought their very souls had joined, he took her mouth with his and thrust into her.

      The sweet caress of his tongue, the urgent stabs of his cock, his hard body against hers—Dusty thought she had died and gone to heaven. She couldn’t imagine being closer to anyone. Ever.

      As he joined with her, made love to her, she felt they were one body. And when she climaxed, he groaned and pushed into her, filling her. Zach had been right. It was better—perfect and amazing and absolute bliss.

      He rolled them to the side, his sex still embedded inside her, and pulled her into his arms.
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      Dusty took a deep breath and smoothed Regina’s soft black mane. Sydney Buchanan had made good time, but hadn’t hit her personal best of 14.1. Dusty could still take first, but it would require intense concentration. She had to win. She needed the money. Especially now.

      One more deep breath, and then she kicked into high gear. Her braid slapped her back as she and Regina crossed the electric eye and raced toward the first barrel. Dusty gritted her teeth as she set Regina up to turn the first barrel without knocking it over. Then, in a whirlwind, the centrifugal force invigorating her, Dusty took Regina around the first barrel perfectly. Pursing her lips, she looked straight ahead and galloped toward the second, taking Regina around in the opposite direction. Excellent. One more to go. Running toward the backside of the arena, she aimed toward the third and final barrel, the sweet rush of adrenaline empowering her.

      Yes, yes, she was doing it. Regina was in fine form as Dusty rounded the last barrel.

      “Yee haw!” she heard from the stands, and she looked up briefly.

      This wasn’t new to her. She often looked in the stands near the end of a race. It energized her to see the crowd cheering, and she was always able to keep her concentration.

      But not this time.

      Because she saw Zach, her Zach, in the arms of Angelina Bay. His lips were on hers.

      Within a microsecond, Regina had knocked down the final barrel.

      Dusty forced herself into the zone and headed for home, a straight shot back down the center of the arena. She had done well, and she could still take the gold. If only—

      Crossing the electric eye, she noted her time.

      13.4 seconds.

      A personal best for her.

      But she wouldn’t win. Knocking over the barrel would cost her a five second penalty. Her time would be calculated at 18.4 seconds. Sydney would take first at 14.9 seconds. Dusty wouldn’t even place.

      She fought back tears as she left the arena and took care of Regina. She could cry later. Right now, her horse needed her.

      Standing beside her horse in her assigned stall, Dusty brushed out Regina’s mane and curried her coat. “It wasn’t your fault, sweetheart,” she crooned. “It was me. All me.”

      “Tough break.”

      She looked up to see a tall man with tousled brown hair. Handsome. No Zach, but handsome nonetheless. And familiar. She had seen him before.

      “It happens,” Dusty replied.

      “That’s a fine mare you got there,” he said.

      “Regina’s the best. Never knocked over a barrel before today.”

      “I can believe it. She was amazing. So were you.”

      “Yeah, well, not quite amazing enough.”

      “As you say, it happens.” He held out his hand. “I’m Harper, by the way. Harper Bay.”

      Of course, she had seen him at the Bay party. Angelina’s brother. Zach’s almost-brother-in-law. After today, they’d be on the road to relations again. She took his outstretched hand. “Dusty O’Donovan.”

      “My sister mentioned you. I’m sorry we didn’t get to meet the other night. I hear you’re seeing Zach McCray?”

      Not anymore. “No.”

      “Oh.” His face brightened. “I came in here because I have a proposition for you. But if you’re not involved with McCray, would you like to discuss it over coffee?”

      “Depends on what it is.”

      “Come to coffee and you’ll find out.”

      He smiled at her. A nice, genuine smile. Was this guy really related to that Mary Ann wannabe?

      “Look, Harper”—Dusty continued to curry Regina—“you seem like a nice man, and I appreciate the invitation. But I’m not in the mood at the moment. I just lost a race I should have won. I’m sure you understand.”

      “Yeah, I understand.” He looked at her, his eyes rife with kindness. “Hell, I’ve been there myself. We all have.”

      “I’m sure. If you’ll excuse me.”

      “Can we talk here?”

      Dusty sighed. Why not? “What’s on your mind?”

      “Well, besides you…” His brown eyes glimmered. “Your horse.”

      “What about my horse?”

      “She’s the finest barrel racer I’ve seen in some time, and my sister’s birthday is coming up. She’s just getting into racing.”

      “Angelina races? I thought she said she wasn’t involved in the rodeo.”

      “Not Angelina. My younger sister, Caitlyn. Her sweet sixteen is next month, and my pa and I have been looking around for a horse for her. Yours is the finest I’ve seen.”

      “Sorry.” Dusty turned away. “She’s not for sale.”

      “I’d pay top dollar.”

      Dusty inhaled sharply and met Harper’s gaze. “Just how much is top dollar?”

      “How’s forty K sound?”

      Dusty shook her head. “No. Sorry.”

      “Okay. Fifty.”

      “Sorry again.”

      “Seventy-five is as high as I can go.”

      Dusty gasped. This was Regina, her friend and comrade. How could she let Regina go? But seventy-five thousand dollars… It wouldn’t save the ranch but it would be a start. She had just blown the barrel race. Money was more important now than ever.

      “Your sister would take care of her?”

      “Heck, yeah. She loves animals, especially horses.”

      “I don’t mean to be rude, but she’s not like…”

      “Angelina?” Harper chuckled. “No, Catie’s nothing like Angie. I take it you don’t care for my big sister?”

      “She’s your big sister?”

      “Yeah, she’s twenty-seven. I’m just a babe of twenty-five.” He gave her a wide grin.

      “I hardly know Angelina. I’ve only spoken to her a few times.”

      Aside from seeing her lip-locked with Zach, which caused me to screw up my race.

      “Angie’s all right,” Harper said. “Just kind of a girly-girl, you know. And she’s a bit spoiled. She was the firstborn, and a girl, so Pa gave her whatever she wanted.”

      “I see. What happened between her and Zach?”

      “Just differences. Was our families more than anything that pushed them together.”

      Dusty nodded, moved to the back of the stall, and stroked Regina’s silky ears and kissed her velvety nose. Soft and sleek—she loved how Regina’s ears felt under her fingers. Looking into her horse’s big brown eyes, she tried to make her understand what she was about to do.

      “You promise your baby sister will take good care of her?” A tear fell down Dusty’s cheek.

      “Yeah. I promise.” Harper walked toward Dusty and wiped away the tear.

      Dusty jerked backward. It didn’t feel right for him to touch her.

      “I’m sorry,” Harper said.

      “It’s okay.” She sniffed and held out her hand. “We’ve got a deal, Harper. Seventy-five thousand.”

      He clasped her hand and shook it in a tight grip. When he didn’t let go, she pulled away forcefully.

      Then she turned and walked out of the stall.

      [image: ]
* * *

      How she ended up at Diablo’s pen, Dusty wasn’t sure. She sat down, her back supported by a bale of hay, while the bull scruffed and snorted inside. She was alone. Everyone else was at the stock show or the rodeo. The practice rings were deserted but for a few ranch hands here and there. Just as well.

      He had said he’d be her loudest cheerer. What a crock. Someone should have clued him in to the fact that it was impossible to cheer for the woman who had shared your bed when there was another woman’s tongue stuffed down your throat.

      Did it have to be during her race? Couldn’t he have at least pretended to care?

      She looked up at Diablo. The bull was staring at her calmly. She had the strangest feeling that Diablo knew she was sad, that he wanted to help her.

      Zach might prefer sweet Mary Ann to her, but she could at least get her paws on his half mil purse. It was even more important now. Since that damned phone call…

      With half a mil she could buy back Regina as well.

      She rose and searched the bull’s body. The flank strap was in place and looked about right—not too tight. Later, she’d berate Zach for leaving the strap on the animal while he was resting, but for now, he was ready to ride.

      She looked Diablo in the eye. “It’s just you and me, big boy,” she said sweetly. “Just you and me. No one else is here. Nobody’s going to hurt you.”

      She began to sing her Irish lullaby, this time reaching for the bull’s flank and gently running her hands over his soft pelt. She walked around the pen, continuing to sing, and then reached his head and looked straight into his eyes. The animal was relaxed. It was time. She unlatched the gate and entered the pen.

      Diablo didn’t flinch as Dusty approached him. She latched the gate so she was locked in with him and moved to stand beside him, continuing to sing. After about ten minutes, she climbed up on a hay bale to mount him. And the most amazing thing happened.

      He laid his body down in the soft dirt.

      Dusty clasped her hand over her mouth, and tears welled in her eyes. He trusted her. He lay down so she could mount him. What a sweet, sweet animal.

      She continued to croon to him as she lifted one leg over his large body and sat down gently, resisting her own weight at first and then adding it little by little until her full weight was on Diablo’s back. She sat there for a few minutes, letting him get used to the feel of her, and then she leaned forward slowly, pressing her chest and then her cheek into his soft, bristly fur.

      Oh, she was nervous, but she calmed herself, understanding that Diablo would draw from her emotions and her body language.

      “What a sweet boy you are,” she crooned, gently nudging her cheek into him.

      She remained calm when she saw a pair of denim-clad legs walk toward the pen. She didn’t know whose, but she was pretty sure they didn’t belong to Zach. She knew his walk and his legs fairly well now.

      “Shh,” she said softly. “Don’t frighten him.” Her cheek was still nestled in the bull’s back.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” the man said, nearly whispering. “I’ve never seen such a thing. That’s a killer bull, Dusty.”

      Okay, this person knew her. “He’s no killer. Just a misunderstood animal. He’s sweet and gentle.” She edged her gaze upward to the face of the stranger.

      Harper Bay.

      “Don’t come any closer,” Dusty whispered.

      “I won’t.”

      “I’m glad you’re here. I’m going to try to get him to stand up. When I’m ready, I want you to open the gate.”

      “You’re going to ride him?” Harper’s voice was a little louder than Dusty was comfortable with, but Diablo didn’t react.

      “Shh,” she said again. “Yes, but only if he’s ready. He may not be. And that’s okay. He’ll let me eventually.”

      “But you don’t have any gear on.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not. You’re crazy. You at least need a glove. How are you going to hold the rope?”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Here.” Harper strode toward her hesitantly, holding out a leather work glove. “It’s not the best but it’ll at least keep you from cutting your pretty hand.”

      “Slowly, Harper,” Dusty warned.

      He obeyed, and she took the glove. He was right. She did need it.

      “You don’t have chaps. Or a helmet.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Damn, Dusty, I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “He won’t hurt me.”

      “He hurt Chad McCray pretty badly a year ago.”

      “I’m not Chad McCray.”

      “No, you’re not.” Harper kept his voice low and melodic, despite what he was saying. “That’s my point.”

      “Shh.” The soft whisper of her quieting command seemed to relax Diablo. “I’m going to sit up now and try to get him to stand.”

      “Dusty.”

      “Shh.” She slowly lifted her body until she was sitting perpendicular to the bull. She willed her pulse to stay steady as she sat for a few moments. Then she gently squeezed her thighs together, and Diablo stood.

      “I’ll be goddamned,” Harper said under his breath. “This is impossible. Damned impossible.”

      “No, it’s not. You’re witnessing it. How’s his strap look?”

      “Looks fine to me, but—”

      “No buts.” She stroked the bull’s back. “Give me a few minutes. Then I want you to open the gate.”

      “No.”

      “Please, Harper.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Please. I need this.”

      “Dusty…”

      “Does your watch have a second hand?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’re my timer. Zach will trust you if you say I rode him longer than eight seconds.”

      “So you’ve done this before?”

      “Of course.” Her voice was tranquil and harmonious. “Many times. Just not with this bull.”

      “Oh, God.”

      “It’ll be all right.” Dusty quietly toyed with Diablo’s braided rope, tightly fastening it to her right hand. She was vaguely aware of more onlookers surrounding the practice ring, speaking in hushed voices. “That’s a good boy. Such a good, big boy.” She looked at Harper. “I’m ready. Unlatch the gate, and then get outside the ring. As soon as I tug on his rope he’ll get mad, but I can handle him, I promise.”

      “Good Lord…”

      “And don’t forget to check the time on your watch as you unlatch.”

      Dusty shut her eyes and tried to reach Diablo mentally as she heard Harper unlatch the gate and swing it open. In a flash, Dusty opened her eyes and gave Diablo’s rope a good yank. The bull bounded out into the ring, bucking and spinning.

      So far, so good. Dusty could handle this. She continued talking to Diablo, hoping her voice would gentle him. Diablo knew his role well. He twisted. He spun. He bucked. He reared. Dusty felt every jolt, every ripple of his strong muscle. She reacted, matching him move for move, trying to make herself an extension of him and not a foreign object.

      God, this animal was strong.

      Come on, boy, she thought, trying to reach him mentally, emotionally. We can do this. Yes, we can do this.

      She found his rhythm. She had reached him. What an adrenaline rush! She concentrated, holding him with her thighs, grasping the rope in her gloved hand. Yes, it was good. They were together. Completely.

      But Diablo whisked away from her in a millisecond with a tremendous jerk. Caught off guard, Dusty flew through the air and stopped, her head striking the hard dirt of the ring.

      She lifted her head, her vision cloudy, and attempted to move. Diablo stood several feet away from her, snorting and shuffling his hoof on the ground. The spell had broken. He no longer recognized her. Something had forced them apart, and he was coming for her. God, he was coming for her, but she couldn’t move. She couldn’t move.

      Out of nowhere, a figure jumped into the ring. “Get her the hell out of here, Bay!”

      Zach’s voice. Zach was circling the bull.

      Blackness fell as she fainted.
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      Dusty awoke in Harper Bay’s arms.

      “Shh,” he said. “Don’t try to talk. We’ve called 9-1-1, and one of the rodeo docs is on his way.”

      9-1-1? That was silly. She was fine. She opened her mouth to voice this thought, but nothing came out.

      “Can you understand me, Dusty?” Harper asked.

      Again, no words would come. She tried to nod her head, but wasn’t sure if she was successful.

      “I think she has a concussion.” Harper’s voice sounded distant, muffled.

      “Let me take a look.” Another voice.

      Then a blinding light in her eye. “Pupils are responding. That’s good. What was she doing on that bull, anyway?”

      “Don’t know.”

      Dusty tried to speak again, but failed.

      “Well, she looks better than the other fella.”

      “How’s he doing?”

      “Gored pretty good in his thigh. He won’t be bronc busting for a while.”

      Zach? Were they talking about Zach?

      “But he’s okay, right?”

      “Yeah, he’ll live. I cleaned him up as good as I could and sedated him, but he needs to go to the hospital for stitches and antibiotics. I’d like this little lady to go as well.”

      No. No hospitals. Hospitals held only pain and death. Dusty opened her mouth to protest, but only a croak came out.

      Please, not the hospital. Zach, I want Zach.

      She drifted back into oblivion.
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* * *

      Dusty was dying of thirst. Her throat was parched. An iced tea would be heavenly. “Water?” she croaked.

      Harper came to her quickly.

      “Where am I?” she asked, her voice hoarse and raspy.

      “The hospital, honey. You have a concussion.”

      She looked down and was dressed in a horrid hospital gown. Lying in a hospital bed.

      Her worst nightmare.

      No IV, though. Thank God.

      “Zach?”

      “He’s here. He’s going to be fine.”

      Thank God, thank God. “I don’t want to see him.”

      “You don’t have to see anyone you don’t want to.”

      She tried to sit up, but realized quickly what a bad idea it was.

      “I don’t think so,” Harper said, gently pushing her back down.

      “I need to call my brother.”

      “I’ll call him.” He whipped out a cell phone. “What’s the number?”

      No cell phone. “Just leave a message for him. We’re staying at the Holiday Inn downtown.”

      “I’ll take care of it, honey. You just rest.” He brought her a glass of ice chips. “Here, suck on these. It’ll help.”

      Ice chips. To Dusty, the sweet water trickling down her aching throat was nectar of the gods.

      “Harper?”

      “Yeah?”

      “How long did I stay on?”

      He chuckled softly. “Trust you to think of that right now.”

      “Well?”

      “You were awesome. You stayed on for six seconds.”

      She closed her eyes. Not long enough. If she could only have made it for two more seconds…

      Another failure.

      She slept.
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* * *

      Runny scrambled eggs and a freaking knife in his thigh. Not Zach’s ideal breakfast. The coffee sucked, too. Spending the night in the hospital during the stock show and rodeo was not on his agenda for these two weeks. All because of one stubborn, beautiful woman. He was madder than old Diablo himself. Thank God she was all right, though. He’d gotten a positive report from his morning nurse.

      “Never fear, coffee’s here!” Chad bellowed in his deep voice as he walked through the door, carrying two large Starbucks cups and an Einstein Bros Bagels bag. “Couldn’t abandon you to hospital food, brother.”

      “You’re a goddamned saint, Chad,” Zach said, pushing his tray away. “Bring that stuff here. Please.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Been better.” Zach took a long slow drink of coffee.

      “I called Ma. She’s on her way.”

      “Hell, she doesn’t need to come out here for this.”

      “She was going to come tomorrow, anyway, for your bronc busting. Guess we can count that out now, huh?”

      Zach sighed. “I guess you’ll be the only one bringing home prize money this year, little brother.”

      “Yeah, I guess so. I’m real sorry this happened, Zach.”

      “Don’t be.”

      “What was the twerp thinking?”

      “Don’t know.” Zach winced as he shifted, his leg burning. “She had just screwed up her barrel race.”

      “Yeah, I saw it. Damn shame. She looked good. Real good.”

      “She sure did. What I saw of it, anyway.”

      “You weren’t watching?”

      “I was, but Angelina wouldn’t leave me alone. She kept cackling in my ear like a goddamned prairie chicken. Then she…”

      “She what?”

      “She kissed me.”

      Chad’s jaw dropped. “Whoa.”

      “You’re telling me. I don’t know what the hell she wants. She broke up with me. Not that I cared all that much. I feel like a heel for missing Dusty’s race.”

      “Damn, bro, you’re really whipped aren’t you?”

      Zach’s heart lurched, but he forced his face into what he hoped was a nonchalant expression. Him? Whipped? “I wouldn’t say that.”

      Chad chuckled. “I would.”

      “If only I understood her. Something’s bothering her, I just know it. And this whole thing with Diablo. Why in the hell is she so obsessed with that bull?”

      “It might have something to do with the half mil purse you’ve got on his head,” Harper Bay said, entering the room. “Morning, Zach. How are you feeling?”

      “Like shit.”

      Harper grinned. “If it’s any consolation, you look like shit too.”

      Zach ignored the insult and took a deep breath. “I’ve got a score to settle with you for letting the fool girl get on that bull, but that’ll have to wait. What were you saying about the half mil purse?”

      “Look, I tried to stop her, but—”

      “Later, damn it. What about the purse?”

      Harper cleared his throat. “I think she needs money.”

      Zach took a deep breath. He’d been thinking the same thing. Sharing a Holiday Inn room with her brother, no cell phone. “What makes you say that?”

      “Just a hunch. That and the fact she sold me her barrel racing mare yesterday.”

      Zach nearly jumped out of his bed, the jolt sending a sharp pain through his wound. “Damn. That hurt.”

      “You need to simmer down, Zach,” Chad said. “You’re supposed to be taking it easy. You’d better cooperate if you want to get out of here this afternoon.”

      “She sold you her mare?”

      “Yeah. I talked with her after her race. Told her I was looking to buy a horse for Catie, and hers was the best I’d seen. Drove a hard bargain, too. She wouldn’t let the mare go until I offered seventy-five K.”

      Zach shook his head. “Dusty loves animals. I can’t believe she’d sell one of her own.”

      “Like I said”—Harper sat down in a chair by the bed—“I think she needs the money.”

      “I need to see her,” Zach said. “Help me out of the damn bed, Chad.”

      “See her?” Chad shook his head. “You’re not mad at her?”

      “Are you crazy? I’m mad as shit. But something’s going on, and I want to see her.”

      Chad’s gaze drifted to Zach’s bandage. “You can’t put weight on that leg.”

      “Then I’ll fucking hop, damn it.” He grimaced as a dart shot through his thigh. “Now get over here and help me.”

      “Zach…” Harper cleared his throat.

      “What?”

      “I think I should tell you. She doesn’t want to see you.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I was just with her. She’s doing well.” Harper hedged and cracked his knuckles. “She’ll be leaving later today.”

      “What the hell were you doing with her?” Zach demanded.

      “Just visiting. Her brother’s with her now.”

      “Well, I’m going to see her.”

      “I think it would be best—” Harper began.

      “I don’t give a bloody damn what you think, Bay. I want to see my woman!”

      “Your woman?”

      Zach winced. His woman? Where had that come from? He was mad at the little fool. Still, the words echoed through to his soul. His woman. “Yeah. You got a problem with that?”

      “No.” Harper shook his head. “It’s just that she led me to believe she was available, that’s all.”

      Zach tensed. Harper was interested in Dusty. He could smell it. He felt like a wolf, fierce and possessive, with another male sniffing around his mate. The thought of Harper’s hands on his woman made him want to throttle the guy.

      “She’s not.” His voice was low, feral.

      “All right. Jesus.” Harper rose from his chair. “I think it’s only fair to tell you, though, especially if you’re involved with someone else. Angie thinks she’s gonna start things up with you again.”

      “She made her intentions clear at your party. I told her I’m not interested.”

      “Good enough,” Harper said. “For me, that is. But Angie’s used to getting what she wants, and what she wants right now is you.”

      “She can’t have me.”

      “I understand. Just don’t expect her to accept no for an answer.” Harper walked out the door, but turned his head and looked back. “Honestly, I’m glad you’re okay, Zach.”

      “What are you standing there for?” Zach said to Chad. “I told you. I want to see my woman.”

      “Your woman is the reason you’re in that hospital bed, Zach.”

      “I don’t care. She’s mine, and I want to see her.”

      Chad rolled his eyes. “I never thought I’d see the day. Fine. But don’t you dare get up. I’ll go get you a wheelchair.”

      Chad had no sooner left the room when Angelina trotted in, followed by Dallas and Chelsea. “Oh, God,” Zach said under his breath.

      “You poor thing,” she gushed. “I came as soon as I could. How are you feeling?”

      “Like shit.”

      She sat down on the edge of the bed and pushed his hair out of his eyes. He flinched.

      “What can I do for you, sweetie pie?”

      “Nothing. Chad’s here, and my ma’s on her way. I don’t need anyone else fawning over me.”

      “Surely there’s something I can do.”

      “Nothing.” Zach sipped his coffee, which was now lukewarm.

      “Now, Zach, Angie’s just trying to help,” Chelsea said.

      “And I don’t need her help, Chelsea.”

      “Honey, why don’t you and Angie wait outside for a minute,” Dallas said. “I want to talk to my brother alone.”

      “Christ,” Zach said, as the women left. “What is it?”

      “Are you going to believe me now?”

      “About what? Dusty being no good for me?” Yes, the woman had gotten herself and him injured, and yes, he was mad, but no way in hell would he clue Dallas in on that fact. “No, I’m not.”

      “She got on your bull without permission. She could have been seriously hurt, and she would have sued us, and—”

      “First of all, she’s okay, thank God,” Zach said. “And secondly, she wouldn’t have sued us. She doesn’t have a malicious bone in her body.”

      “She needs money, Zach.”

      “So? Who doesn’t?”

      “You don’t, for one, and she knows it.”

      “If she wanted my money, she wouldn’t be sneaking off with my bull.” Zach shifted, and winced. “She’d be trying to trap me into marriage, like Chelsea did to you.”

      Dallas’s mouth thinned into a grim line. “That’s hitting below the belt, little brother. Chelsea didn’t trap me. I wanted to marry her.”

      “You know as well as I do the Beaumonts were in financial trouble. Chelsea didn’t want to give up her heiress ways, so she married money. You.”

      “We were in love.”

      “Were? Past tense, Dallas?”

      “Are. I meant are.” Dallas fidgeted with his Rolex.

      Zach knew he’d hit a nerve. “Right. Whatever. Dusty is nothing like Chelsea.” He spied Chad in the doorway with a wheelchair. “Chad’s taking me on an…errand.”

      “I’ll be here when you get back.”

      “Please, don’t be.” He grimaced as Chad helped him into the chair. Zach didn’t look back as Chad wheeled him out of the room, IV rack in tow.
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* * *

      “This coffee is awful,” Chelsea said, wrinkling her nose.

      “I know. I hate hospitals. They’re full of…sick people.” Angelina examined her manicured nails.

      “Right now this one is full of the man you want as your husband,” Chelsea said, “so you’d better get used to being here.”

      “I know, I know.” Angelina sighed. “This is turning out to be a more difficult project than I had anticipated. With that little trashy cowgirl hanging around him. And now she’s put him in the hospital.”

      “It’s too bad your little trick didn’t work.”

      “You’re telling me. That stupid flare gun recoiled and gave me a nasty charley horse in my arm.”

      “You didn’t spook the bull?”

      “I spooked him all right. And she landed on her butt and just sat there crying. I was afraid she’d really been hurt, and I freaked out a little. I never wanted to hurt her.”

      Chelsea scoffed. “Why not?”

      Angelina looked at her friend’s perfectly made-up face and saw something she wasn’t sure she liked. Did Chelsea really want to see Dusty hurt? The little cowgirl was trashy, sure, but she didn’t deserve that. “I didn’t stick around to see what happened, but she raced today, so obviously she was fine.”

      “It didn’t keep her away from the bull then.”

      “No, and consequently, it didn’t keep her away from Zach.”

      “Well…you and Zach have a history. Can’t you seduce him?”

      “Tried it. I kissed him during the barrel race. I thought he was going to respond at first, but he pushed me away. Said he was sorry, but it was over.”

      “Hmm.” Chelsea raised her perfectly plucked brows. “How was he in bed?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Nothing.” Chelsea grinned, her lined lips curving upward. “I’m just curious.”

      “He was great, actually. I always thought things were good between us. How’s Dallas?”

      “He’s a cowboy, like Zach.”

      Angelina didn’t push, although Chelsea was obviously evading the question. One only had to look at Dallas to know he was a stud in bed. He was as good looking as Zach, only more rugged. If only he weren’t married—

      She stopped that thought abruptly. Chelsea was her friend, after all. She cleared her throat. “So what can I do now?”

      “What about Harper? He seems interested in her.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “He couldn’t keep his eyes off of her at your party. Didn’t you notice?”

      “Not really.”

      “And he was with her when she rode the bull today. If you get him interested in her…”

      “You want me to sell out my baby brother for a man?”

      “Well”—Chelsea’s mouth curled into a smirk—“sometimes, when the stakes are high, one has to up the ante a little.”

      “But Harper?” Angelina shook her head. She had been willing to spook a bull, but sacrifice her brother to some low-class rancher girl? Of course, Chelsea did have a point about the stakes. She wanted Zach McCray. And Harper could charm the pants off just about anyone.

      “Exactly what do you have in mind?”

      Chelsea winked at her. “Come on. Let’s go shopping. There’s a sale on shoes at Nordstrom.”

      “And?”

      “And my mind is always at its best when I’m trying on shoes.”
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* * *

      Dusty lay on her hospital bed. “I don’t want to see him.”

      “I understand,” Harper said, standing next to the chair where Sam sat. “I just thought I should let you know he seemed downright determined to see you.”

      “What’s the problem, Dust?” Sam asked. “You do owe him an explanation, don’t you think? You hijacked his bull and put him in the hospital.”

      “I was perfectly fine. He didn’t need to come charging in like a knight in shining armor. I wasn’t some damsel in distress. I had Diablo under control.”

      Sam clenched his fists together. “I still can’t believe you let her get on that bull, Bay.”

      “She was on the bull by the time I got there. It would have been more dangerous for me to interfere.”

      “You didn’t have to unlatch the gate.”

      “I know.”

      Dusty recognized the anger in Sam’s eyes, but none of this was Harper’s fault. “I made him, Sam.”

      “Right. You had a gun to his head.”

      “Your brother’s right, Dusty,” Harper said. “I never should have unlatched the gate. But—”

      “No buts,” Sam said.

      “You’re right. It was just something in her voice.”

      “You’re both nuts,” Sam said.

      “He’s right,” Dusty said. “About me needing to be with Diablo.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Hey,” Harper said, “I just came by to warn you that McCray’s on his way. I’m glad you’re feeling better, Dusty. Hope to see you out on the grounds soon.”

      “I’ll be there tomorrow.”

      “No, you won’t, young lady,” Sam said, his tone parental.

      “Why not? I’m perfectly fine.”

      “You’re recovering from a concussion.” Her brother shook his head. “If I have to get the doctor to tie you down, I will.”

      Dusty huffed. Sam was right, of course. There’d be no more competing, either. She’d blown it big time. No winnings, and she had lost Regina. And there was the problem of that phone call, which she hadn’t told Sam about yet. “Fine.”

      “Now you’re talkin’ some sense,” came a voice from the doorway. Zach wheeled himself into the room with one arm, dragging his IV stand with the other.

      He had an IV. Dusty’s heart collapsed, and she looked away, concentrating on the figures of Harper and Sam.

      “If you’ll excuse us, Harper, Sam, I’d like to speak to Dusty.”

      “That’s up to her, I think,” Harper said.

      “Damn it, Bay—”

      Sam grabbed Harper’s shoulder and ushered him out. “You’re entitled to a few minutes, Zach,” he said, “but don’t upset her.”

      “The last thing I want is to see her upset.” Zach wheeled himself over to Dusty’s head. Once Chad had shut the door, Zach leaned over and kissed Dusty’s forehead. “Thank God you’re all right.”

      Dusty’s throat tensed. He was going to be nice to her. It would be so much easier if he were angry. He had a right to be. As upset as she was with him, she hadn’t had the right to ride Diablo without his permission.

      “I’m sorry,” she said meekly.

      “I know.”

      “Why aren’t you mad?”

      He chuckled. “I am mad. My thigh hurts like a mother, I can’t compete, and someone I care about is hurt due to her own stupidity.”

      “Hey—”

      “Sorry, darlin’, but getting on Diablo all by yourself like that was stupid, and you know it. Even I can’t believe it, but I’m just so relieved you’re not seriously injured.”

      Dusty gulped, tears forming in her eyes. Why did he have to look so wonderful? His hair was tousled and sexy, his face unshaven and rugged, and he wore green flannel pajama pants and a silk robe. She was still furious with him, yet she burned for him. Her entire body trembled at his nearness.

      “It’ll be okay,” Zach said.

      “No.” She sniffed. “Nothing’s okay.”

      “I’ll make it okay. I swear it.”

      “You can’t.”

      “I can. I want to. If you’ll just tell me—”

      “No!” Dusty’s pulse quickened. “I-I’m glad you’re okay, Zach. I never wanted you to get hurt. But you can’t help me. Just go away. I don’t want you here.”

      “Damn it, Dusty. Why won’t you let me in?”

      Let him in? Oh, that was a good one. “I did. I did let you in. I let you into my body.”

      “I’m not talking about your body.”

      “I am. I gave you something I’d never given anyone, something that was mine to give only one time. I did it gladly. I wanted it. But you…you… Oh!” She turned over, away from him.

      Within seconds, he had wheeled himself to the other side of the bed. “Darlin’, what is it? Do you need money?”

      How humiliating. “You think this is about money? You’re infuriating!”

      “Dusty—”

      She clenched her fists. “I lost the barrel race because of you!”

      “Me?”

      “I lost my horse. I can’t rope tomorrow. And I only stayed on Diablo for six seconds. Six seconds, Zach! That’s three seconds longer than you’ve been able to ride him. But it’s still two seconds short, isn’t it? So I don’t get the purse, do I?”

      “If you need the money, I’ll gladly give you the purse.”

      “You will, huh? A cool half mil. Is that what a twenty-three-year-old virgin is worth these days? Makes me a damned expensive whore, doesn’t it?”

      God, she had gone too far. His blue eye darkened, and his brown eye smoked. Anger. Raw, crazy wrath. Well, let him be angry then. He should be. She had gotten him hurt. She was no stranger to anger, herself. She was damned mad at him. Damned mad at the whole world.

      “You’re so determined to push me away.” His voice cracked. “Fine, I can take a hint.” His hands clamped onto the wheels of his chair, his knuckles white with tension.

      “Don’t you get all high and mighty with me,” she said. “I’m not the one who was making out with Angelina yesterday. That was you. And during my race!”

      His eyes softened. “You saw that?”

      “Yeah, I saw that, and I lost because of it.”

      “Oh, God, darlin’.”

      “Don’t call me that. It’s nothing but a lie. Now get out.”

      “But if you’ll let me explain—”

      Sam opened the door and walked in. “You need to leave now, Zach. She’s all upset.”

      “I’m not done talking with her.”

      “Yeah, you are. For now. Go on.”

      When Zach looked back at her, Dusty looked away. He didn’t argue any more with Sam. “I’ll come by to see her later.”

      “Maybe not a good idea. There’ll be plenty of time for you all to talk when you’re both in better condition.”

      “All right.” The door closed with a gentle whoosh, and Zach was gone.

      Her mattress sank as Sam sat down next to her. “I’m sorry, Dust.”

      She sniffed. “No matter.”

      “What is this really about?” He took her hand.

      For a moment, Dusty flashed back seventeen years, to the day their father had told them about their mother’s terminal condition. Sam had grabbed her small hand and rubbed her palm with his thumb, like he was doing now. His thumb was callused now. She swallowed hard.

      “Is it the money?” Sam said. “Because if it is, stop worrying about it. That old ranch isn’t worth it. We’ll be fine.”

      Dusty swallowed. The time had come to tell him. “The ranch may not be worth it, Sam. But my life is. The hospital called yesterday. My white cell count is up.”
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      “God, Sis, I’m so sorry.” Sam’s grip on her hand tightened.

      “They want me back in three weeks for a recheck.”

      “That’s good.”

      Dusty let out a breathy scoff. “How exactly is that good?”

      “If they were overly concerned, they’d get you back in right away.” Sam loosened his grip, but tension shone on his face. “It could be something as harmless as your immune system fighting off a cold.”

      “Yeah, that’s what they said.”

      “So we’ll think positive until we know more.”

      “Easy for you to say.” Dusty sighed. “So close to my five-year mark, and now this.” The trickle of a tear tickled her cheek, and she wiped it away. “Plus, the bill for this stupid hospital stay, which is totally my fault, I know.”

      “It won’t be much. A couple thousand…”

      “A couple thousand that could have gone toward the ranch. But no worries. I can pay the bill.”

      “How? You didn’t win the barrel race.”

      “Regina. I sold Regina to Harper Bay.”

      “Dust…”

      “I didn’t have a choice. We need the money, and I blew the barrel race. If I need more treatment—”

      “You’ll get the treatment you need, if I have to work five goddamned jobs. We haven’t come this far to lose the battle now.”

      “I don’t want you working like a dog, Sam.”

      “It’s the least I can do. I’d take the treatment for you if I could, but since that’s not an option, I’ll at least see that we can pay for it.”

      Dusty reached for her brother, and he took her in his arms.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he said. “I’ll take care of you.”

      “You shouldn’t have to take care of me. You’re twenty-seven. You should be settling down, raising a family. Not burdened with a sick sister and a bankrupt ranch.”

      “You’re not a burden.”

      An anvil settled in Dusty’s stomach. “I sure feel like one.”

      “You aren’t. You never were.”

      She turned from her brother’s gaze. “Papa thought so.”

      “No, he didn’t. What Papa did had nothing to do with you.”

      “It was because of me he needed money.”

      “But it wasn’t your fault. You didn’t ask to get sick.”

      She sighed. “That’s the truth of it.”

      “I do have some good news. Your doctor signed your release papers. Can you get dressed by yourself, or do you need help?”

      “I can do it.”

      “Good. I’m going down to the billing office to take care of things.”

      “Tell them we’ll send the money within the month. Harper will probably pay me in the next few days for Regina.”

      “Will do. I’ll be back in a few.”

      Dusty felt a little lightheaded when she rose from the bed, but it passed. She changed out of the dreaded hospital gown and into the clean jeans and shirt Sam had brought for her, and she sat back down on the bed and waited for him.

      Within about fifteen minutes he returned.

      “I take it everything went okay?” Dusty said.

      “Yes. In fact, it did.” Sam sat down in the chair next to the bed.

      “Good.”

      “Dusty, what’s going on between you and Zach McCray?”

      His name made her heart thump. “Nothing.”

      “That night you didn’t come home. You were with him, weren’t you?”

      “That’s not really any of your business, Sam.”

      “I know you’re over eighteen and all. I can’t pretend I’m comfortable with my baby sister doing…that, but you certainly have the right. But I need to know. Were you with him?”

      Dusty sighed and nodded slowly.

      “Okay.”

      “Why? Why are you asking about that now?”

      “Well”—he cleared his throat—“it seems your hospital bill has been paid in full. By Zach McCray.”
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* * *

      Dusty took a deep breath and knocked on the door to Suite 2500 of the Windsor Hotel. After a good night’s sleep in her own hotel room, she was feeling almost like herself, and she needed to speak to Zach about paying her medical bill. When the door opened, she looked straight into the emerald-green eyes of Angelina Bay.

      “Hello, Angelina. I need to speak with Zach.”

      “Dusty, you’re just the person I want to see.” Angelina grabbed her arm and pulled her into the suite. “I’m so glad to see you up and around.”

      “You are?” Angelina was being nice to her, and using her actual name? Something was definitely up.

      “Of course. I was so upset to hear about your accident with the bull. Harper has talked of nothing else. He’s been so worried about you.”

      “He has?” Dusty wrinkled her brow.

      “Yes, he talks of nothing but you. You’ve certainly made quite an impression on him.”

      “Uh…” Dusty searched for words. Angelina was up to something for sure, but Dusty wanted only to see Zach. She’d deal with Mary Ann later.

      “You should be proud. Women have been chasing him for years. Who would have thought a cute little cowgirl from Montana would be the one to steal his heart?”

      “Angelina, I have no idea what you’re talking about. I hardly know Harper. He and I have a business relationship. He bought my horse.”

      “For Catie. Yes, I know. She’s going to love you, and I know you’ll be an excellent influence on her. You can teach her all you know about barrel racing.”

      “Exactly how will I teach her from Montana?”

      “You silly! I mean after you and Harper are married, of course.”

      Dusty’s mouth dropped. “Excuse me?”

      “I didn’t stammer, did I?”

      “I’m not sure what Harper has told you, but we’re not getting married. We’re not dating. We’ve hardly had a conversation. Now if you don’t mind, I need to see Zach.”

      “I suppose I’ve put the cart before the horse.” Angelina smiled. “I tend to do that. I just know you’re the one to tame my brother, though. There’s something in his eyes when he talks about you.”

      “Truly, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Now about Zach.”

      Angelina compressed her lips into a thin line. “He’s asleep.”

      Dusty walked past her. “I’ll wait if you don’t mind.”

      “Actually, under the circumstances, I think—”

      “Who is it, Angie?” came another female voice.

      Dusty turned to see Zach’s mother, Laurie McCray. She was still tall and beautiful, her sleek black hair now salted with silver and cut into a stylish wedge.

      “Dusty O’Donovan.” Laurie smiled, the laugh lines around her eyes adding character to her lovely face. “I couldn’t believe it when Zach and Chad told me you and your brother were here. Last time I saw you, you were knee high to a grasshopper. What a gorgeous woman you’ve become.”

      The woman embraced Dusty and rubbed her back. Dusty trembled slightly.

      “What’s the matter, sugar?” Laurie asked.

      “It’s wonderful to see you again,” Dusty said. “I-I just want you to know. I never would have intentionally hurt Zach. I know this is all my fault.”

      “Don’t be silly.” Laurie squeezed Dusty’s arm gently. “Zach doesn’t blame you, and neither do I. In fact, I’m quite impressed. He says you stayed on his bull for six seconds.”

      “Yes, I did. But that’s not important right now. How is Zach?”

      “He’s fine. Nothing keeps that boy down. He’s a little sleepy, but he’s going to be just fine.”

      “I’d like to talk to him, if possible.”

      “I’m sure he’d love to see you.”

      “Actually,” Angelina said, “I just told Dusty he was asleep.”

      “No, he’s awake,” Laurie said. “You go on in, sugar. Angie and I’ll stay here in the living room and give you all some privacy.”

      “Are you sure this is a good idea, Laurie?” Angelina asked. “He shouldn’t be upset.”

      “This sweet thing won’t upset him.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Dusty heard Angelina say under her breath.

      “What?” Laurie asked.

      “Nothing.” Angelina sat down on the sofa. “By all means, go on in.”

      Zach was lying on his bed when Dusty entered the bedroom. On top of the covers, his chest bare, his legs clad in plaid lounging pants. He still hadn’t shaved, but his hair had been combed back over his forehead. Dusty wanted to thread her fingers through it and let it fall in soft waves around his face.

      “Hey, darlin’,” he said.

      “Hey yourself.”

      “I thought I heard your voice.”

      She nodded. “How are you?”

      “Better, now that you’re here.”

      She warmed, and imagined rosiness creeping up her neck. Why was he always so sweet to her? “I need to talk to you.”

      “Talk away.”

      She cleared her throat and sat down on the edge of the bed. “About my hospital bill—”

      “I know what you’re going to say. But I wanted to help. I want to be there for you. I want to be with you.”

      “What about Angelina?”

      “I tried to explain that yesterday, but you wouldn’t let me. There is no Angelina.”

      “You kissed her.”

      “She kissed me. Not the other way around. Inopportune timing, I admit. I’m so sorry about your race. And I told her I wasn’t interested.”

      “My losing the race wasn’t your fault, Zach.” Dusty feathered her fingers over his cheek. “I shouldn’t have yelled at you about it.”

      “You were upset.”

      “Yeah. But it was still my fault. I was in control, not you. I shouldn’t have let anything break my concentration.”

      “Why’d you look up?”

      “I always do, around the third barrel. Seeing the crowd cheering always gives me a rush to finish. I just didn’t expect to see you kissing Angelina.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “She wants to get back together with you?”

      “Evidently.”

      Dusty rolled her eyes. “Well, that’s explains a few things.”

      “Like what?”

      “The sales pitch she just gave me.”

      “Huh?”

      “She told me Harper is just nuts about me. She’s probably trying to get me off your trail.”

      “No way. I want you on my trail.” Zach’s body tensed. “Harper can just stay the hell away from you.”

      “I don’t think he’s interested in me. We hardly know each other.”

      “Oh, he’s interested. Who wouldn’t be?”

      Dusty broadened her smile. “Well, I’m not interested. In him, that is. He’s a nice man and all, but…”

      “But what?”

      “Nothing.” Suddenly she felt shy. “If you’re not interested in starting things up with Angelina again, why is she here?”

      “Because she’s a damn stubborn fool.”

      “Can’t you kick her out?”

      “I’ve tried. But my ma’s here, and she and Angie’s ma are best friends. So I’m in a bit of a bind.”

      Dusty couldn’t help the little smile that edged its way along her lips. “Be that as it may, I can’t let you pay my bills, Zach.”

      “It’s already done, darlin’.”

      “You’ll just have to undo it.”

      “Why can’t you let me do this for you? I only want to help.”

      “I know.” Dusty threaded her fingers through his thick locks. “But this whole thing is my fault. I should be paying your bills.”

      “I’m insured.” He grinned at her. “Don’t stop,” he said, when she took her hands from his hair. “It feels good.”

      “I don’t want to owe you anything.”

      “You don’t.”

      “I feel like…because of what we did, that you think you need to… I don’t know… Do stuff for me.”

      “That’s the silliest thing I ever heard.”

      “Good. Because I want you to know, I slept with you because I wanted to, not to get your money.”

      “You don’t have to say any of this.”

      “I just don’t want you to think—”

      “I don’t.” He touched her cheek and ran his thumb over the tip of her nose. He curled his hand around the nape of her neck and pulled her toward him. “Come here.”

      “Zach, I don’t know.”

      “Just a kiss. One kiss.”

      He brushed his mouth gently over hers. “You have the sweetest lips,” he whispered. “Full and cherry red and delicious.”

      He nibbled across her upper lip and then her lower. She shuddered, the sensation filling every cell in her body. When his tongue probed for entrance, she granted it, moaning softly and responding. Her hand crept across his chest, and she laced her fingers through the dark curls and caressed the taut muscle underneath. His mouth tasted even sweeter than she remembered, and she explored more deeply, kissing him harder, faster.

      They both finally broke away to breathe. Then he took her lips again.

      “You said one kiss,” she rasped against his chin.

      “I lied.” He thrust his tongue into her mouth again.

      The pleasure, the sweet, sinful joining of mouths. She could kiss him forever, she was sure of it. She melted into him, sighed into his mouth softly, sucked and bit at his lips, his tongue.

      “Zach?”

      Angelina’s voice. What a mood killer. Dusty broke the kiss and looked toward the door.

      “Jesus, Angie,” Zach said. “Can’t you see we’re busy in here?”

      “You shouldn’t be straining yourself.”

      “I’m not. I’m kissing my woman.”

      Dusty’s heart leaped. His woman. It couldn’t last, but oh, she loved the thought of it. She loved that he said it in front of Angelina.

      “And if you’ll excuse us,” Zach continued, “I’d like to get back to it.”

      “Well—”

      “Go on. Go shopping or something. Take my mother with you. I’d like some privacy.”

      Angelina turned with a huff and shut the bedroom door behind her.

      “Your mother, Zach, I don’t want her to think—”

      “I’m a grown man of thirty, darlin’. I don’t give a flying fuck what my mother thinks. Now kiss me.”

      Dusty breathed, her pulse pounding. “Why do you do this to me? Why do I want you so much?”

      “Because you’re mine. You always have been. I think in some innocent childish way I knew it the first time I laid eyes on you.”

      He pulled her against his body and kissed her again, a deep kiss this time. A firm, relentless meeting of mouths. A kiss of possession. He was marking his territory. Marking her. She felt it all the way to the tips of her toes, and she liked it. She liked it very much.

      He nibbled and licked at her face, her neck, her ears. “Come to bed with me,” he said huskily. “I need you.”

      Dusty shook her head, her lips pressed to his neck. “No,” she whispered. “You’re weak. We both are. It’s not a good idea.”

      “It’s a great idea.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “You want me. I can feel how much you want me.” His whispers were soft caresses against her cheek. “Please.”

      “Yes, I want you.” How could she lie? He knew, anyway. She had never known such wanting, such desire, such incredible depth of feeling.

      “Slide my pants over my hips, darlin’. Be careful of the bandage.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “God, you won’t. I promise you won’t. Right now I feel like I’ll die if I can’t have you.”

      Dusty leaned down and circled her lips over one fleshy nipple, twirling her tongue in Zach’s chest hair, as she slid her hands down his ribbed abdomen to his pajama bottoms. She felt him suck in a breath as her fingers slid under the waistband. She dived in farther with one hand, the hardness of his erection too great a temptation to resist. She touched it tentatively, and he groaned, jerking slightly.

      “I’m so sorry. Did I hurt you?”

      “God, no.”

      “I just wanted to touch you.”

      “You can touch any part of me.” He chuckled softly. “Especially that part.”

      She gathered her courage and grasped his cock. He was so big and so hard, yet smooth. Smooth and velvety and perfectly formed. Magnificent.

      “That’s great, darlin’, but it’ll work better if we lose the pants.”

      “Oh.” Dusty chewed on her lip and wiped her clammy hands on her jeans. “Right.” The pants. That’s what had started this in the first place. She gently eased the soft fabric over his hips and beheld his arousal springing from its black nest. Her sense of touch had been right—perfectly formed and magnificent.

      “You’re beautiful,” she said.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” He laughed.

      “Oh, it is. It so is. I… I want to put my mouth on you.”

      He groaned. “Oh, God. Please.”

      “I think it’s only fair to tell you,” Dusty hedged, embarrassed. “I-I don’t exactly know what I’m doing.”

      “It’s okay. You’ll be perfect. I know it.”

      Dusty nodded, and then pressed her lips gently to the head. A drop of clear liquid emerged, and she smeared it over the head with her thumb and licked it off.

      Zach began panting. “Dusty. Go lock the bedroom door. Then take off your clothes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    
    
      Zach McCray’s cock was in her mouth. It was smooth. And hot. And salty. And delicious. And she was enjoying every minute of it. Judging from the moans coming from Zach, he was, too.

      Such power. Such complete recklessness. She could get used to this.

      “I want to taste you too,” he rasped. “Come here.” He pulled her to him and turned her around, positioning her over his head. “Sit here.”

      “Zach…”

      “Sit here, darlin’. We can both have our fun.”

      His tongue found her and drove into her. She squirmed on him, too timid to push down with her weight. When he grabbed the cheeks of her bottom, spreading her, pulling her tightly against his face, she figured it would be okay to grind into him as she desired. She wasn’t disappointed.

      Between his legs, his cock beckoned. Yes, they could both have their fun. She leaned forward and took him into her mouth, and suddenly his assault on her became more urgent, more relentless. As she climaxed, she forced her mouth down upon him, taking as much as she could. He ripped his mouth from her, his breath coming in rapid puffs against her damp thighs.

      “Come ride me. I need to be inside you.”

      Dusty crawled forward, turned, and positioned herself over his massive erection. Slowly she eased herself downward until she had completely sheathed him.

      Oh, the sweet sensation of being filled to the brim. Of being stroked and caressed so perfectly.

      “That’s right,” he said. “Move on me.”

      She slowly rode him, up and down, circling her hips so he touched every inch of her moist walls.

      “You’re so tight, darlin’. So sweet. Come here.”

      She leaned forward for his kiss, continuing her motion, wanting him deeper, harder. She thrust downward as he thrust upward, their bodies meeting, the slapping, sticky sounds of their lovemaking a sensual symphony to her ears.

      She broke the kiss and sat straight up, taking his full length inside of her. She closed her eyes and cupped her breasts, sliding her nipples between her fingers and tugging on them.

      “God, you’re beautiful,” Zach said. “I love to watch you touch yourself.”

      Dusty panted and breathed. “I wish it were your tongue on my nipples, Zach.”

      “Bring ’em here then.”

      She obliged, and he took a nipple between his teeth. The jolt from his attack went straight to her sex. She came with a startling vibration.

      “Oh, yeah,” Zach said, his mouth still pressed to her breast. “Ride me hard. I want to come with you.”

      She pounded on top of him, digging her fingernails into his chest.

      “That’s it, that’s it,” he groaned. “Damn. Damn, that’s good.” He thrust into her, and the spasms of his orgasm fluttered against her walls.

      She fell forward into his arms. “Zach, Zach,” she whispered.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” She lifted herself from him, the wetness between them making little suction noises. She nestled herself into the crook of his arm, and then remembered his wound. She rose into a sitting position and turned to look at the bandage.

      “Are you all right?” she asked. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      “Are you kidding? This is the best I’ve felt since the last time we did this. Damn, I’ve missed you.”

      “I missed you too. But shouldn’t we take care of your bandage? Do you need it changed?”

      “It’ll be okay for a while. Come lie with me for a few minutes. Then we’ll order some dinner.”

      “Zach, your mother and Angelina will be back soon. We should really get dressed and invite them to join us for dinner.”

      “I don’t want to have dinner with them. I want to have dinner with my woman.”

      “Your woman.”

      “Yeah.” His beautiful eyes twinkled. “I like the sound of that. I like that you’re my woman.”

      “Zach…”

      “Don’t you want to be my woman, Dusty?”

      More than she wanted to breathe, at that particular moment. But, “Zach?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Did you and Angelina…sleep together?”

      He sighed into her hair. “What was between Angelina and me has nothing to do with us.”

      “Yeah, I know, and I also know it’s a stupid question. I mean, you’re thirty, and you were engaged to her.”

      “I haven’t lived like a monk, darlin’.”

      Of course he hadn’t. He was amazing. “I never thought you had.”

      Zach took her hand and caressed it. “Dusty, let me be serious for a minute, okay?” His gaze darkened, and his tone lowered. “I’ve never made love lightly. I always had feelings for the woman. But I can tell you, honestly, that what I felt for Angelina isn’t anything compared to how I feel about you.”

      “But you were engaged.”

      “So?”

      “You made a commitment to her.”

      “It was a mistake.”

      “And she broke it off, not you.”

      “If she hadn’t, I would’ve.”

      “What happened?”

      “It’s a long, boring story, Dusty. A story of two families and a lot of money and a lot of land, and I promise I’ll tell you sometime, but right now, can we just be together and not talk about Angelina?”

      Dusty smiled, lay down next to him, and buried her face in his shoulder. “I suppose so.”

      “You’re the only woman I want.” He entwined his fingers through her thick golden hair. “I love your hair. It’s so beautiful. It’s like silk in my hands.”

      Her hair.

      What a shocking jolt back to reality. Her long, beautiful hair. Would he still love it when it was falling in clumps in the bathroom?

      “I have to go, Zach. Sam is expecting me.”

      “Dusty, please don’t run from me again. It’s getting old.”

      “But—”

      “Sam’s a big boy. He can take care of himself. He and Chad are probably drinking beer and chasing women.”

      “I know.” She sighed.

      “Are you ever going to tell me what’s going on with you?” Zach asked, still stroking her hair.

      “There’s nothing going on.” She hid her face and inhaled. Even his armpits smelled good, like musk and cloves.

      Zach nudged her and turned on his side, wincing. “Fuck.”

      “Don’t move. Are you all right?”

      “Yeah. Yeah.” He tipped her chin upward to look into her eyes. “Look, I won’t push you to talk, but if you’re going to be with me, don’t ever lie to me again.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “Damn it, Dusty. I know there’s something going on. If you’re not ready to tell me, I can accept that. I don’t like it, mainly because I want to move heaven and earth to help you, but I can accept it.” His blue eye glowed the color of a hot gas flame. “But do not lie to me.”

      “All right, Zach. I won’t lie to you. Just don’t ask me anymore.”

      “Fair enough,” he said. “Just know that whatever it is, it won’t make a damn difference to me.”

      “How can you say that without knowing what it is?”

      “Because I care about you, you damn stubborn woman!”

      No. He couldn’t care for her. He’d get hurt. “Zach, you hardly know me. We really only just met a few days ago.”

      “Don’t try to tell me what I feel. I’m thirty years old, and I never say anything other than what I mean. I care for you. I want to be with you. I think it’ll grow into something more. Something amazing.”

      “Zach, I don’t know…”

      “You don’t have to say anything.”

      Dusty burst into tears.

      Zach sighed. “Not exactly the reaction I’d hoped for.”

      “I’m sorry,” she sobbed. She wanted to return his feelings. She wanted to profess her undying love and stay with him forever, but that wouldn’t be fair to him. He deserved better than what she could offer him. “Just don’t pressure me, okay?”

      “I won’t. I know you’re not ready to talk to me yet, but when you are, I’ll be here, and I’m not going anywhere.”

      “What did I ever do to deserve you?”

      He chuckled. “You’re so adorable. So damned perfect.”

      Perfect. Perfect she was not. If he only knew. But she didn’t want to cry anymore. She wanted to share this night with Zach and pretend everything was all right, but it wasn’t right to lead him on.

      “I can’t stay with you tonight, Zach.”

      “Yes, you can. You have to.” His eyes smiled at her. “You’re the reason I’m in this situation, darlin’. I need you to take care of me.”

      “I think your ma and Angelina can handle that.”

      “I don’t want them. I want my woman to take care of me.”

      He sure knew how to get to her. She wanted to be his woman. She wanted to take care of him, and the territorial lioness in her didn’t want Angelina anywhere near him. True enough—it was her fault he was wounded. She owed him her care. And it was a good excuse to spend the night with him, anyway.

      “I’ll stay,” she said.

      “Wonderful. Let’s order up some dinner, and then I’ll let you play nursemaid.” He grinned rakishly. “You may have to bathe me.”

      “It would be my pleasure.”

      “Darlin’, the pleasure will be mine.”
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* * *

      Zach couldn’t immerse his wound, so Dusty gave him a sponge bath after dinner. It was a pleasure to cleanse his strong body. She especially enjoyed washing his genitals, seeing his cock grow before her eyes as she fondled him. “This is a bath,” she teased, “not foreplay.”

      When she finished bathing him, she helped him on crutches to the bathroom and shaved his face.

      “Have you ever thought about growing a beard?”

      “Not really. Why?”

      “I like the feel of it when we kiss, and when you do…other things.” She warmed.

      “Then I’ll grow a beard for you. But I’ll have to start tomorrow, because you just shaved it off.”

      “A short goatee would look good on you. With your long hair, it would be a nice contrast. You’d look even more like a movie star than you already do.”

      “You think I look like a movie star?”

      “The handsomest one in Hollywood.” She rinsed his face with a warm cloth. “Now lower your head. I’m going to wash your beautiful hair.”

      When she finished, she changed the linens on the bed, which were damp from his sponge bath, and helped him get comfortable.

      “Okay, soldier,” she said. “Time to look at the wound. Tell me what to do.”

      “The dressing and antibiotic ointment are in the top dresser drawer,” he said, motioning. “You’ll need to clean it with peroxide first.”

      “Okay.” She took a deep breath and removed the bandage slowly, trying not to hurt him. She gasped when she saw his wound—several tight black stitches laced around a pinkish gash. “You poor thing. I’m so sorry!”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Zach, it’s all red, and it’s swollen. It’s oozing a little, too. It doesn’t look right to me. I hope it’s not infected.”

      “It’s not deep,” Zach said. “I didn’t need surgery or anything. I’ve seen worse, believe me. Much worse. It’s just a nick. They wouldn’t have let me out of the hospital if it was bad.”

      “How can you still want to be with me after I did this to you?”

      “You didn’t do anything. It was Diablo, last time I checked.”

      “Still…”

      “Darlin’, you’re my woman. I want you. Nothing will change that.”

      If only that were the case, Dusty thought. No matter. Right now Zach needed her, and she wasn’t going to let him down. She saturated a cotton ball with peroxide and cleaned the wound. The solution bubbled as it touched the injury, and Zach tensed.

      “Okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Fine,” he said through clenched teeth.

      Once she felt it was clean enough, she smeared it with antibiotic ointment and covered it with gauze and a clean bandage.

      “Do you have any pills you need to take? Pain pills? Antibiotics?”

      “I took both of them with dinner.”

      “Okay. Anything else?”

      “Just you in my arms. That’s all I need.”

      She smiled. “I guess I can handle that.” She shed the robe she wore and crawled into bed next to him. “No funny business. I want you to sleep. You need your rest.”

      “You take the fun out of everything.” He yawned.

      “See? You’re exhausted.”

      “Mmm,” he said. “Maybe a little sleep wouldn’t hurt.” He wrapped his arms around her. “As long as you’re here when I wake up.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Promise?”

      “Yeah.”

      For now, anyway.
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      Heat. Blind heat. And trembling. Something was shaking next to her. Dusty woke from her dreams to find Zach clamped to her body. He was burning with fever.

      She started to move, but he tightened his grip on her. “C-C-Cold,” he said through clenched teeth. “D-Don’t go.”

      “Zach, sweetheart, I have to get up. I have to take care of you. I think you have a fever.”

      “M-More covers,” he said.

      It killed her to leave him, knowing she was his source of warmth. She checked the clock on the night table. Two-thirty. “I’m sorry. I’ll be back as soon as I can. I need to check your wound. I told you it didn’t look right earlier. It must be infected.”

      “D-Don’t leave me.”

      “I won’t. I’ll be right here.”

      She scrambled away from him and out of bed and pushed the sheets and blankets around his shivering body. She turned on the lights and blinked at the harsh invasion. “Zach,” she said, “I have to look at your leg. I’m just going to get your leg out from under the covers, but I’ll keep the rest of you tucked in, okay?”

      He nodded his head, his teeth chattering.

      Carefully Dusty pulled his leg out from under the blankets and deftly removed the bandage. She gasped as she gaped at the pus draining from the injury. Small pink lines radiated from the wound, marring his beautiful skin.

      “Zach, I need to take you to the hospital. You have an infection.”

      He continued to shiver and didn’t respond to her.

      “Can you get up?”

      He shook his head. “C-Can’t. T-Too cold.”

      “You have to. Please. I’ll help you.” She pulled at him but realized she wouldn’t be able to move him without help. She wished she could give him something for the fever, but she was afraid to mix anything over-the-counter with his prescriptions.

      She reached for the phone on the night table and dialed the front desk. “I need some help. Mr. McCray has a fever, and I need to get him to the hospital.”

      “I’ll call 9-1-1, ma’am.”

      “Thank you.” Dusty shrugged. She could have done that herself. What was she thinking? She needed to get her head on straight. Her man needed her.

      Her man.

      Yes, her man. He was her man. He had been all along. There was no fighting it. In some sinless way, she had known since she was six, the last day she had seen him, when he had told her to keep her chin up. And she had. Through all the hard times and the pain, she had. She had learned what was worthy of her fear and what wasn’t because of that lanky adolescent who had treated her with kindness.

      She would never love another.

      Quickly, she dressed herself and then helped Zach into his lounge pants. “Sweetheart,” she said, “where’s your cell phone?”

      “D-Drawer.”

      “Which drawer?” When he didn’t answer she began opening and closing drawers frantically until she found it in with his underwear. She thumbed through his contact list and called Chad and his mother. Within minutes they were both in Zach’s room.

      “Let’s get him down to the lobby,” Chad said and scooped his brother into his arms. “You’re a heavy SOB, aren’t you?” Chad’s face was somber when Zach didn’t respond.

      “He’s cold,” Dusty said. “Please, he needs blankets. Or at least a robe.” She grabbed one of the white hotel robes and tucked it around Zach. Tears slid from her eyes. He looked so helpless in his brother’s arms.

      “Come now, sugar.” Laurie McCray put her arms around Dusty. “I just thank God you were here with him. He’s going to be all right.”

      They reached the lobby as the ambulance was pulling into the circular drive at the front. Two paramedics lifted Zach onto a stretcher, and one of them asked if anyone wanted to ride with him.

      “I will.” Dusty raced forward.

      “You his wife?” the paramedic asked.

      “Uh, no. I’m his…girlfriend.”

      “We prefer it to be a family member.”

      Laurie stepped forward. “I’ll go. I’m his mother.”

      “Please,” Dusty begged. “I need to be with him.”

      “Come on, twerp.” Chad grabbed her hand. “You and I can follow in the pickup.”

      Dusty nodded through hiccups and tears.

      Chad fished a bandana out of his pocket. “Here.”

      She took it and wiped her eyes. “Thanks.”

      “He’s gonna be okay. The fool’s too stubborn for something like this to keep him down.”

      Dusty nodded and sniffed again.

      “And he doesn’t blame you. He probably should, but he doesn’t. But you’re going to have to tell him the truth eventually.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean the truth. About you. About the ranch.”

      “How much has Sam told you?”

      “Just that you’re struggling. The ranch needs money.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief. Sam hadn’t betrayed her trust. Thank God.

      “I’m sure Zach has already guessed that much,” she said.

      “Undoubtedly.” Chad nodded. “But it’ll mean more to him if you tell him. Confide in him. He’ll help you.”

      “Why on earth would he help me?”

      “Because he’s in love with you.”

      She looked up to Chad’s face. “He told you that?”

      “Hell, no. He didn’t have to. It’s obvious. I’ve never seen him ferocious over a woman before. That’s the only word to describe his reaction when Harper indicated an interest in you.”

      “We’ve only just met.”

      “You just referred to yourself as his girlfriend. I heard you.”

      Chad opened the door to the pickup and Dusty scrambled inside. Chad sat down in the driver’s seat.

      “I didn’t really know how else to put it,” she said.

      “Do you love him, Dusty?”

      Her cheeks warmed, and she was thankful for the darkness of the night. This wasn’t any of Chad’s business, but for some reason, she wanted to talk. She wasn’t quite ready to say the actual words. Not to Chad, anyway. “I-I don’t know. I’ve never been in love before.”

      “Neither has Zach.”

      “Not even with Angelina?”

      Chad scoffed. “Especially not with Angelina.”

      “But they were engaged.”

      “So?” He turned the key in the ignition. “Look, Zach and I, we’re cowboys. We don’t talk about this sort of thing. In fact, he’d probably whoop my ass if he knew I was telling you any of this. But I know my brother like the back of my hand. He’s in love with you. I’d stake my fortune on it.”

      “Let’s just get to the hospital, Chad.”

      “Agreed.” He backed out of the parking lot. Then, “There’s something else I’d stake my fortune on.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You’re in love with him, too.”
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* * *

      Dusty sat in the hospital waiting room, leaning into Chad’s hard form. Laurie sat on Chad’s other side, her worried eyes sunken and sad. None of them spoke.

      “Sam!” Dusty jumped up and ran into her brother’s arms as he entered. “Thanks for coming.”

      “What’s going on? How’s he doing?”

      “No news yet,” Chad said, “but it shouldn’t be too much longer.”

      “Can I get any of you all anything?” Sam asked. “Coffee or something?”

      Dusty shook her head.

      “Nothing for me, bud,” Chad said.

      “How about you, Ms. McCray?”

      “Nothing, sugar. And please, call me Laurie, Sam.”

      Sam sat down next to Dusty and took her hand. “He’ll be all right, Dust.”

      She nodded and gulped down a sob.

      After what seemed like hours, Zach’s doctor finally entered. “Mrs. McCray,” he said.

      “Yes. How is he?” Laurie asked.

      “So far, so good. His wound is infected, so we have him on IV antibiotics. It’s probably just a local staph infection, fairly common with this type of injury, but because of his high fever, we want to err on the side of caution. I have him on three different medications, plus a sedative.”

      “I see.”

      “It’s lucky you got him here when you did. His fever was nearly one hundred and five degrees. If it had gone any higher, he could have had a seizure.”

      Dusty nearly lost her footing. “Lord…”

      “Thank God you were with him, sugar,” Laurie said. Then, turning back to the doctor, “How quickly do you expect him to respond?”

      “Within twenty-four hours if all goes as planned. We’ll keep an eye on him. He’s not in any immediate danger that I can see, so you all can go home and get some rest if you want.”

      “I’m not leaving,” Dusty said. “I’ll stay with him.”

      “He’s not responsive, ma’am,” the doctor said. “He’s sedated.”

      “I don’t care. I’m staying. I’ll sit with him.”

      “It’s the middle of the night, Dust,” Sam said.

      “Do I look like I care? I said I’m staying.”

      “I think he’d like her to be here, Sam,” Chad said and turned to Laurie. “Come on, Ma. I’ll take you back to the hotel. We can get a few hours of sleep and then we’ll come back.”

      “You should go too, Sam,” Dusty said. “You’re competing tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “I’m sorry I won’t be there.”

      “It’s okay. I understand. You need to be here.”

      She nodded. “You’ll be great. But you need some sleep. You can still get a few hours.”

      “I’ve busted broncs on less sleep than this. I’ll be fine.”

      “Just the same—”

      “Yeah, I’ll go. If you need me, just call.”

      Left alone in the waiting room, Dusty walked down the corridor to Zach’s private room. He lay on the bed, covered, one arm on top of the sheets hooked to an IV drip. Dusty moved the vinyl recliner in the corner next to the bed and sat down, taking Zach’s hand in hers. “I’m here,” she whispered. “I’m here, sweetheart.”

      She thought she felt him squeeze her hand.
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* * *

      He awoke for a few minutes after dawn. Dusty brought his hand to her lips and kissed his fingertips. “Hey there,” she said.

      “Hey.”

      “How’re you feeling?”

      “Been better,” he rasped. “Water?”

      “Right away.” She quickly poured a cup from the pitcher on his night table and held it to his lips. “Here. Drink, sweetheart.”

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “Your leg is infected. You had a really high fever last night.”

      “I’m sorry, darlin’.”

      “Stop being silly. There’s nothing to be sorry about.”

      “I wanted to love you all night.”

      “You just concentrate on getting better. They’re drugging you with all kinds of meds, and you’ll be back on your feet in no time.”

      “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “There’s nowhere else I’d be.”

      His parched lips curved upward slightly.

      Dusty kissed his forehead. He was sweaty and clammy, but still quite hot. “I’ll be right back,” she said. She went to the bathroom and wet a cloth with cool water. When she returned, she pressed it to his forehead.

      “That’s nice,” he said.

      “Just relax.”

      “My sweet darlin’.” He sighed. “I love you.”

      A tear fell down Dusty’s cheek. Was he aware of what he had just said? “Sleep, Zach.” Dusty pressed her lips to his in a soft kiss. When she lifted her head, his eyes were closed.

      His poor lips were cracked and dry, so Dusty grabbed a tube of lip balm out of her purse and smeared some on his lips. She remoistened the cloth and placed it on his forehead again.

      A nurse came in a few minutes later to change his IV drip. “Is it time for more medication?” Dusty asked.

      “Yes. Time for the next dose,” she said.

      “How’s he doing?”

      “So far, so good.”

      “His fever doesn’t seem to be going down.” Dusty smoothed Zach’s hair. “He’s still so hot.”

      “It hasn’t been that long,” the nurse said. “If he’s not improving by this evening, you can worry. For now, you should get some rest.”

      Dusty sighed. Sleepiness tugged at her. When the nurse left, she crawled into the bed with Zach and snuggled up against him, her derriere hanging off the edge of the mattress. She breathed in his masculine aroma and tried to relax.
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* * *

      Evening arrived, and Zach was still burning with fever. Dusty sat in the waiting room with Laurie, Chad, and Sam. When the doctor approached, she stood up.

      The doctor cleared his throat. “I’m afraid he hasn’t responded to the antibiotic treatment as hoped.”

      Neither Dusty nor Laurie spoke.

      “What’s the next step then?” Chad asked.

      “Put him on stronger antibiotics. And we’ll culture the wound, see what grows. It’s obviously something that’s resistant to the antibiotics we’ve tried so far. The main thing is to watch for necrotizing fasciitis.”

      “What’s that?” Laurie asked.

      “It’s commonly referred to as the flesh-eating bacteria. It’s associated with streptococcus A, which is the bacteria that causes strep throat, but it can actually be caused by several different bacteria.”

      Dusty gulped. This didn’t sound the least bit good. “I need to go to him,” she said.

      “He won’t know you’re there,” the doctor said.

      “I don’t care.”

      “Dusty.” Sam pulled her aside. “I need to talk to you for a minute.”

      “What? What is it, Sam?”

      “I shouldn’t have to tell you this, because you already know it. But you can’t stay with him, Dust. Not if he has some kind of highly contagious bacteria growing in that wound. Your white cell count is up. We don’t know what’s going on with it yet, but your immune system could be compromised. You could be highly susceptible to infection.”

      Dusty was well aware of that fact. “It doesn’t matter. I’m going to stay with him. I’m the reason he’s here in the first place. He needs me.”

      “He doesn’t need you to get sick because of him.”

      “But he’s sick because of me! This is all my fault, Sam. I couldn’t live with myself if I left him.”

      “Come on, Sis, you know he wouldn’t want you to put yourself in danger.”

      “Sam, I’ve already decided that I’m leaving once he’s well. And he will get well, damn it. But until he’s well, I need to stay.”

      “You’ve decided to leave him?”

      “Yeah.” She sniffed as a tear fell. “I won’t saddle him with a sick woman who can’t ever give him a family. He deserves more than that. So much more. But for now, he needs me. I… I don’t think he’ll get well unless I’m here.”

      “Jesus Christ. You’re in love with him.”

      “No, that’s not it.” But it was a lie. She knew it, and judging from the look on Sam’s face, he did, too. “Yes. Yes, I am.” Saying it out loud made it so final. So true. “And it’s because I love him that I’m going to leave him, but not until he’s well.”

      “Even if it costs you your own health? You love him that much?”

      “Yes.” Without a doubt.

      “I sure as hell hope he’s worth it, Dust.”

      “He is. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go to the man I love.”

      Without speaking further to the doctor or to Laurie and Chad, Dusty headed back to Zach’s room. He looked so peaceful in his drug-induced sleep, but when she looked more closely, the underlying tension in the smooth lines of his face showed itself. She caressed his beard-roughened jaw, leaned forward, and kissed his lips.

      “I’m here, sweetheart,” she said. “I’m not leaving until you’re well. I love you. I love you so much.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry about all of this. I wish I’d never come to Denver. If I hadn’t, you wouldn’t be here in this stupid hospital, and I wouldn’t have to break your heart and mine.” She lay down next to him, cuddled into his body, and sobbed into his shoulder.

      After ten minutes, she choked back her last sob, determined to focus on Zach and not herself. “I’ll see you well if it’s the last thing I do. I will, Zach. I will.”
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      Twenty-four hours later and still no change. The culture hadn’t shown anything other than strep and staff, but Zach wasn’t responding to antibiotics. Worse still, the infection appeared to be spreading.

      “I’m going to take him into surgery,” the doctor told them. “I need to remove some of the diseased tissue.”

      “Will there be scarring?” Laurie asked.

      “Some. The extent will depend on how much I have to take.”

      “But he’s so weak from fever,” Laurie said. “Can he handle surgery?”

      “He’s young, healthy, and in great physical shape. Trust me, I’ve operated on much worse and they’ve come through fine. I think it’s the best alternative at this point.”

      Dusty sat, dazed, running her fingers through her greasy hair. It had been two days since she had bathed. She hadn’t eaten properly, and she was walking around like a zombie. She said nothing to the doctor, just watched him walk away in a blur. She blinked. Her eyes wouldn’t focus.

      “Come on, twerp,” Chad said. “I’ll take you to your hotel. You need a bath and a good night’s sleep.”

      “I’m not leaving him.”

      “How about if I take you to Zach’s suite? Would you like that?”

      “Only if he’s there.”

      Chad sighed. “All right.”

      Dusty closed her eyes and prayed silently to a God she wasn’t sure existed to please spare Zach’s life. She was tired, so tired. Her body ached with fatigue, and a fog swam in her mind. Sam had taken third place bronc busting, but when he came to the hospital to tell her the news, she hadn’t been able to so much as smile for him.

      “Sugar.” Laurie touched her arm.

      Dusty opened her eyes.

      “Come with me,” Zach’s mother said. “It’s not good for us to sit around doing nothing like this.”

      She led Dusty to the women’s room and produced two small bottles of shampoo and conditioner from her purse. “Lean down. I’m going to wash your hair.”

      The thought that it would make more sense to use the shower in Zach’s room floated on a synapse across Dusty’s mind, but she nodded at the older woman. She didn’t have the strength to argue. Laurie’s gentle touch on Dusty’s scalp soothed her, and she nearly nodded off. When Laurie finished she wrapped Dusty’s head in a towel and handed her a jar of Noxzema. “Wash your face now.”

      Dusty did as she was told. It did feel better to be clean.

      “You have beautiful hair,” Laurie said, as she combed through it. “You always did, even when you were a babe. Such a lovely strawberry-blond color. So thick and wavy.”

      Dusty said nothing.

      “Your mama had beautiful hair, too. Hers was lighter than yours, but still lovely.”

      Dusty choked back a sob.

      “I’m sorry, sugar. Does it bother you to talk about your mama?”

      Dusty shook her head. Selfish and vain as she was, she wasn’t crying for her mother, or even for Zach, at that moment. She was crying over her hair. Zach loved her hair, and she was going to lose it.

      Again.

      “Why are you being so nice to me?” she asked Laurie. “This is all my fault. If I hadn’t been on Diablo, Zach wouldn’t have gotten hurt. If I were you, I’d hate me.”

      Laurie touched Dusty’s shoulders, the warmth penetrating through her wrinkled blouse. “I suppose it would be easier if I had someone to blame,” she said. “The truth is, Zach didn’t blame you. Oh, he was angry, no lie, but when it came down to it, his only concern was for you, even after he got hurt. My son cares for you. Frankly, I was beginning to wonder if he’d ever care for a woman the way his father cared for me. If you were able to reach him on that level, all I can do is love you. No matter what.”

      Dusty fell into Laurie’s arms and sobbed.

      “There now. He’s going to be all right.”

      Laurie’s motherly touch offered no solace. Dusty cried for own mother, for herself, and for Zach. Mostly for the love she would never have.
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* * *

      “I wish I could do something,” Angelina said to Chelsea. They sat in the waiting room, awaiting news of the outcome of Zach’s surgery. Dusty had disappeared with Laurie, Chad and Dallas had gone for coffee, and Angelina was thankful for the chance to speak freely.

      “You’re here. That’s all that matters,” Chelsea said.

      “I should be the one staying in his room with him, not her.”

      “Honey, have you seen her? She looks like she’s been run over by a truck. Do you really want that?”

      “No, but…” Angelina sighed. “I just wish I could help him.”

      “You really care about him, don’t you?” Chelsea’s raised eyebrows indicated the other woman’s surprise.

      “Of course I do,” Angelina said. “Why would I want to be with him otherwise?”

      “Yes, of course,” Chelsea said.

      Angelina regarded her friend. Chelsea looked perfect as usual, dressed in tailored clothing accented with a Prada handbag and shoes. Angelina enjoyed clothes as much as the next person, but having grown up on a ranch, they weren’t as important to her as they seemed to be to Chelsea. For Chelsea, appearance was paramount.

      For the first time, Angelina wondered if Chelsea loved her husband. Why wouldn’t she? Dallas was gorgeous. And loaded. Slightly taller than Zach, but not quite as tall as Chad. About six-three, and his black hair streaked with silver was rugged perfection. Yet she had never seen much affection pass between him and his wife.

      Dallas was removed. That was the only way Angie could think to describe him. He didn’t seem close to anyone. Not his brothers, his mother, or his wife. Part of him was shut off from everything else. What was it that kept him closeted from those he should be closest to?

      “Chelsea, can I ask you a personal question?”

      “Sure.”

      “Are you and Dallas in love?”

      Chelsea rolled her eyes. “Of course we are. We’re married, aren’t we?”

      Angelina nodded, but she wasn’t convinced. Marriage didn’t equal love. No. Love wasn’t a requirement for marriage.

      But it should be. It definitely should be.

      “I’ve been thinking,” she said.

      “About what?”

      “Maybe Zach and I aren’t meant to be.”

      “Are you kidding me? What have we been working toward all this time?”

      “I know.” She sighed. “And I appreciate all your help. Really, I do. But…” She took a deep breath. “Zach’s not in love with me.”

      “So? Get the license and worry about love later.”

      Angelina couldn’t believe what she was about to say. “I’m not sure I want that.” In her heart, she knew she spoke the truth.

      Chelsea tapped her Prada-clad toes on the tile floor. “Suit yourself, then. I would have loved to have you for a sister-in-law.”

      “Yeah, it would have been fun.” Though Angelina wasn’t sure she meant the words anymore. Was Chelsea truly that shallow? And had she, Angelina, been on the same road? “I’m still going to stick around and help Zach through this. I want him to know I’m here for him. That I care.”

      Chelsea’s gaze wandered. She had clearly grown bored with the conversation. “Of course,” she said.

      Angelina looked the other way, staring at the abstract art on the wall. All red with black splotches. Kind of the way she felt inside.
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* * *

      On the second night after his surgery, Dusty awoke in the chair next to Zach, her hand soaked with sweat from his. She scrambled to call the nurse, who came quickly.

      “Please, you need to check his temperature. I think… I think his fever broke.”

      “Looks that way.” The nurse smiled as she held the thermometer to Zach’s ear. “Ninety-nine point two. A little high, but I’d say it’s perfect.”

      “Thank God, thank God.” Dusty buried her face in her hands.

      “He’s going to be hungry when he wakes up,” the nurse said as she pulled down the sheet and removed Zach’s catheter. “It’s the middle of the night, but I think we should find some food for him. What does he like?”

      “He likes meat and potatoes. Manly food.” Manly food for her manly man.

      “I’ll see what I can do. In the meantime, I need to change his linens. These are soaked.”

      “I’ll help you.”

      “Oh, there’s no need.”

      “Please, I want to.”

      The nurse’s gaze fell to Dusty’s wringing hands. “Honey, the best thing for you right now would be to go home and get some sleep. You’ve been here nonstop.”

      “I’m not leaving. At least not until he wakes up and I know he’s okay.”

      The nurse shook her head, smiling. “He’s lucky to have you. You sure do love him, don’t you?”

      Dusty nodded. Warmth flowed through her. “More than anything.” She pulled the corner of the sheet out from the mattress. “How exactly do we…?”

      “He’s a big one, isn’t he?” The nurse tidied Zach’s end table. “Maybe it’d be better if we wait until he wakes up. He’ll probably feel like getting up. That’ll make it easier.”

      At that moment, Zach’s eyelids fluttered. Dusty sat down on the edge of the bed and took his hand. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” His voice was hoarse and raspy. “Thirsty.”

      The nurse poured a cup of water and held it to Zach’s lips. He took a few shallow sips. The nurse excused herself to see to his food.

      “You sure scared us, Zach,” Dusty said, stroking his fingers with her own.

      “Sweet darlin’, I’d never leave you.”

      His words sliced into her heart like a knife. She was caught between the giddiness of knowing he was well and the heart-wrenching anguish of knowing she had to leave him soon. She’d break his heart. But she couldn’t think about that now. She had to see him out of the hospital and safely back to his hotel suite. Then she’d go home to Montana.

      “What do you feel like? Are you hungry?”

      “Yeah. A little.”

      “I’ve got the nurse looking for meat and potatoes for you.” She brought his hand to her lips and kissed it.

      “Got any more of those?” he asked.

      “Meat and potatoes?”

      “Nah. Kisses.”

      She smiled. “I think I might have a few.”

      “Come here then.” He urged her forward. “I hope you don’t mind me lookin’ like death warmed over.”

      She shook her head, a tear forming in her eye. “You’ve never looked more wonderful to me.”

      She pressed her lips to his. They were dry and chapped, but they felt like heaven against her own. He wrapped his arm around her neck and pulled her closer. She sighed as his tongue eased her lips open. She responded, even knowing he shouldn’t be exerting himself. After a few breathless moments, she pulled away.

      “Don’t strain yourself.”

      “I’m not.”

      She bit her lip, worried. “I don’t want you to get too turned on.”

      “Too late.” He pointed to the sheet at his waist, tented by his obvious erection.

      “Zach—”

      “Hey, I’m only human. Kissing my woman has that effect on me.”

      “Oh, Zach.” Dusty’s eyes misted. “I was so worried about you.”

      “Please don’t cry. I can bear anything but your tears.”

      “But it was all my fault. If anything had happened…”

      “I’m too ornery to die, darlin’.”

      “That’s not funny, Zach.”

      “I’m sorry. Come here.”

      He opened his arms, and she lay down next to him, soggy sheets and all.

      “You know I love you, don’t you?”

      She nodded, nuzzling into his neck, still clammy from sweat. She wanted to say it back, but it would just make things harder for both of them.

      “Did you stay with me the whole time?”

      She nodded again.

      “I thought so. Somehow, I knew you were here.”

      “Are you in any pain, Zach? Can I get you anything?”

      “All I want is you.”

      “Not even some meat and potatoes?”

      “Well, maybe. I am feeling a little gaunt.”

      “You look absolutely beautiful.”

      “So do you.”

      She glanced down at her wrinkled clothes and shook her head. “I’m a mess. Thank God Sam brought me a toothbrush and enough underwear so I could change every day.”

      “Maybe they’ll let me out of here come morning.”

      “Don’t bet on it. You were very sick, Zach. You had a really high fever for several days. And surgery. I was so scared.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She laid her fingers over his mouth. “Stop saying that. None of this is your fault. It’s all mine.”

      “You stop saying that, too. And kiss me again.”

      She lifted her lips to his. After another long kiss, she said, “Do you feel like you can get out of bed? I’d like to change your linens. They’re soaked from when your fever broke.”

      “I might be able to. I have to piss like a racehorse.”

      Dusty rose from the bed to help him. “That’s probably just irritation from your catheter. The nurse just took it out.”

      Zach winced.

      Dusty smiled and looked around. “I don’t see any crutches in here. I’ll get some from the nurse, but for now, don’t put too much weight on your leg, sweetheart. You’ll have to lean on me.”

      “I like it when you call me that. Sweetheart.” His face was pale and his eyes sunken, but his smile still made her heart leap. Breathtaking.

      “Me too. Come on, now. I’ll help you to the bathroom.”

      While Zach took care of business, Dusty hurriedly stripped the bed and replaced the soiled linens with the clean ones the nurse had left. When she finished, she knocked on the bathroom door.

      “You can come in, darlin’.”

      He was sitting on the toilet seat putting toothpaste on a toothbrush.

      “Do you want me to help you wash your hair or anything?” she asked.

      “I know I must look like hell, but I don’t feel up to it right now. I just want to brush my teeth.”

      “Okay.”

      When he had finished, she helped him back into bed and lay down next to him. “Go to sleep now, sweetheart.” She kissed his lips lightly. “I’ll wake you when the food gets here.”

      She snuggled into his chest, and he was already breathing steadily in slumber.

      “I love you,” she whispered.
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      A little less than forty-eight hours later, Zach was back in his hotel suite, freshly showered and shaved. Chad was competing in a bull riding competition, and his mother had gone along to watch. Angelina hovered about, begging to help him. He finally sent her out to fill a prescription and hoped she’d take her time about it. He wanted Dusty, but she had left as soon as he got back to his room, and he hadn’t seen her since. He had called her hotel, but she hadn’t been in. If only she had a cell phone. He was pretty sure Sam would be at the rodeo for Chad’s ride.

      Dusty was still hiding something from him. She hadn’t said she loved him yet, but he was pretty sure she did. At this point, he didn’t much care if she ever said it. He wanted to be with her and that was that, but they needed to settle a few things. The stock show would be over in two days, and he planned to take Dusty home with him.

      Angelina returned with his medication, and he sent her away again for some food. He reached for his cell from the night table and dialed the Holiday Inn again, asking for Dusty’s room.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” the clerk said. “The O’Donovans checked out an hour ago.”

      “What?”

      “They checked out.”

      “You must be mistaken. The stock show isn’t over.”

      “They canceled their reservation for the rest of their stay. I’m sorry, sir.”

      Zach hung up and threw his cell phone on the floor. There had to be some mistake. She wouldn’t leave without telling him. Would she?

      He scrambled out of bed, cursing at the pain in his thigh, and pulled on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. He grabbed his crutches and limped down to the parking garage and drove his rented Jag over to the stock showgrounds. He had a hunch…

      Yep, she was there. By Diablo’s pen, singing to that damn bull again. Hell, she’d leave without saying goodbye to him, but he knew she wouldn’t be able to resist seeing that goddamned animal one last time.

      His eyes burned as he walked toward her. “You checked out of your hotel,” he said, his voice sounding low and primal.

      “Zach.” Her brown eyes widened into two saucers. “Y-You shouldn’t be out of bed.”

      “You were going to leave. You were going to fucking leave me, weren’t you?”

      “I…” She fidgeted with a stray wisp of hair that had come loose from her braid.

      He dropped his crutches and stalked closer to her, the heat of his own anger overpowering the pain in his leg. “Answer me, goddamn it!”

      “Please. Don’t hurt yourself.”

      “Answer me!”

      “I’m not worth this, Zach. The last thing I want—”

      “The last thing you want?” He gripped her shoulders and she winced. He didn’t care. “Have you given a thought to what I want? In case you haven’t, let me spell it out for you. Y-O-U. You, Dusty. I want you. But you already know that. Why are you leaving me?”

      “I-I never should have come here.”

      “Well, you did, and I’m not giving you up.”

      “You don’t have a choice, Zach.”

      “The hell I don’t.” He dropped one hand to her wrist and dragged her toward his rented hay barn next to Diablo’s stall, ignoring the piercing sparks in his leg.

      “Stop this. You’ll hurt yourself.”

      “Don’t righteously give a damn at the moment.”

      “I do, Zach. I give a damn. About you. About your leg. Your health.”

      “Darlin’, if you gave a damn about me you wouldn’t be leaving me.” He dragged her into the barn and pushed her against the wall. “What kind of a game have you been playing with me?”

      Her cherry lips trembled. “No game. I swear it.”

      “Bullshit, darlin’. I love you. I want to be with you. I could have sworn you felt the same. But you were going to leave me. Now explain yourself.”

      “There’s nothing to explain. I…don’t want you.”

      He didn’t believe her for a minute. “That’s crap.” He jerked her face upward, forcing his gaze upon hers.

      “No—”

      He clamped his lips onto hers and thrust his tongue into her mouth. He wasn’t in the mood to be gentle. He took from her, the ache between his legs unbearable in its heat. It overrode the pain in his thigh, the rational part of his brain. At this moment, his body wanted her body, and nothing else mattered.

      He pushed her into the rough wood of the barn wall. She sagged against him, sinking into his body, fitting him in all the right places. When she wrapped her arms around him, her fingers tunneling in his hair, stroking his face, he knew she had surrendered. He broke his mouth away and trailed feathery kisses across her cheek, to her ear.

      “Tell me you don’t want me, darlin’. Tell me, and I’ll stop.”

      She panted against him. Her pulse hammered against his lips, racing in synchrony with his.

      “Tell me, Dusty. Say you don’t want this. You don’t want me.”

      “I—I—” Her voice cracked, her body shuddered.

      “You have to say it.”

      “I… I can’t.”

      She grabbed his face in her hands and pulled him to her mouth again. The kisses were pressing, demanding, a tangle of teeth and tongues. He reached for her braid, pulled the band out, and fingered her hair into those luscious waves he loved.

      He tore his mouth from hers. “Don’t braid your hair anymore,” he said roughly. “I like it down.”

      She nodded, and he heard her gulp for air before she slammed her lips against his again. He fumbled with her shirt as they kissed, finally swearing under his breath as he ripped it apart and sent buttons scattering. Sweet God, her bra had a front clasp. The first one she had worn like that. He snapped it open, released her delectable breasts, bent his head, and sucked a cherry nipple into his mouth. She clamped her hands around his head, holding him to her as he suckled. Her breathy, sexy noises increased the pressure inside him until he was so hard he thought he would burst.

      He pulled his lips from her nipple and cupped her cheeks, staring into her big brown eyes alight with fire.

      “What do you want, Dusty?” he rasped. “Tell me what you want.”

      “You. Now.” Her nimble fingers made short work of his belt buckle and yanked his zipper down. He hissed as his arousal escaped through the opening in his boxers.

      “Take off your pants,” he ordered.

      Her arms and hands shook visibly as she removed her boots, unbuckled her belt, and unzipped her jeans. She jerked them and her underwear down her legs in one swoop. As she stepped out of them, he thrust his hand between her legs. Oh yeah, she was ready.

      He tore off his boxers and lifted her, immune to the pain in his thigh as her legs wrapped around him. He backed up and the splintery wood scratched his back as he used the wall for support to hold his weight and Dusty’s on his right leg. She reached down for his cock, but he shoved her hand aside and plunged himself into her.

      “Zach!” she cried out, wrapping her hands around him, grabbing his bare ass, trying to pull him closer to her. Her gorgeous breasts pushed into his chest as he pumped into her. Her breath came in hoarse sobs as she buried her face in his shoulder.

      His heart thumped unsteadily in his chest. He was close, so close, but damn it, he wanted his woman to come.

      “Touch yourself,” he commanded.

      She made a breathy sound. “What?”

      “I want you to come. I can’t do it for you. All my weight’s on one leg and it won’t hold me if I move my arms. Touch yourself.”

      Do it fast. She was so tight and she hugged him so completely, so thoroughly, he knew he’d blow in a matter of seconds.

      As soon as she pressed on her swollen nub, her spasms hugged him. He thrust so far inside her he nudged the edge of her womb, and he came with a savage intensity he had never known.

      “Mine,” he said, his voice husky with smoke, his cock still throbbing. “You’re mine.” He rested his cheek on the top of her head, the soft red-gold tresses like a satin pillow. “You’re coming home with me.”

      She panted against his shoulder.

      “I need to put you down, darlin’. My leg…”

      She jerked away from him. “Oh, God. I’m so sorry.”

      “Why? I’m not.”

      “Your leg. What was I thinking?”

      He reached in his pocket and pulled out his bandana. “Here,” he said, handing it to her. “For…you know.”

      She cleaned up and pulled on her panties and jeans. She clasped her bra and started to button up her shirt, but several buttons were missing.

      “Sorry about that,” Zach said.

      “It’s okay.”

      He scrambled into his boxers and jeans, sat down on a bale of hay, and pulled her into his lap, wincing at the pain in his thigh as he brushed his lips lightly over hers. He had been rough with her. Now he wanted to be gentle. To hold her and love her.

      “Your leg, Zach.”

      “It’s all right.”

      “No.” She squirmed, trying to escape. “I don’t want to hurt you. It’s the last thing I ever wanted.”

      “Then don’t leave me, darlin’. Please don’t leave me.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, tears trickling down her cheeks. She bounded up, and before he could react, she had grabbed her boots and run out of the barn.

      He couldn’t run, so he couldn’t follow her. The pain in his thigh lanced through him like a gash from a sword.

      But it was nothing compared to the agony in his heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      Dallas McCray had a gnawing pain in his stomach that wouldn’t go away. For a few days after the family returned to McCray Landing, he tried dousing it with Pepto-Bismol and Zantac, to no avail. Then, as he watched his brother mope around the ranch, working himself harder than he should while recovering from a gore injury, Dallas figured out the problem.

      Guilt.

      He had been wrong about Dusty O’Donovan. She hadn’t been after Zach’s money. Had she been, she would be here now. Zach had made no secret of the fact he’d wanted to bring Dusty back to McCray Landing with him, but she and Sam had gone back to Montana.

      Dallas tried to understand what Zach must be feeling. Love. He wasn’t sure he’d ever felt it, at least not the way Zach did for Dusty. His marriage to Chelsea had grown stale. They never talked, and they never spent time laughing or playing. They hardly ever made love anymore. Had he ever felt for Chelsea what Zach appeared to feel for Dusty? Would he be devastated, as Zach was, if Chelsea left him?

      He sighed. He didn’t know the answer to that question.

      He needed to figure out his own marriage, but that would take more time than he had at the moment. In the meantime, he’d do what he could for Zach. He had a lot to make up for. Grabbing his cell phone out of his pocket, he called Chad.

      “What’s up, Dallas?” Chad’s voice was always so full of life.

      “Hey, Chad. I have a favor to ask.”

      “Sure. What can I do for you?”

      “You know that PI you used a couple years ago when your van was stolen?”

      “Larry? Yeah.”

      “I need his number.”

      “I don’t have it on me. Can I call you later?”

      “Yeah. Er, no.” Dallas fidgeted with a few coins in his pocket. Was he about to overstep a boundary? “Maybe you could call him, if you don’t mind. Since you and he go way back. Wasn’t he in your class?”

      “Yep.”

      “I want to hire him.”

      “Is Chelsea running on you?”

      “No, no. Nothing like that.” Dallas hadn’t even considered that possibility. He wasn’t sure he gave a damn. “I want to check out Dusty O’Donovan. There’s got to be some reason why she ran away from Zach.”

      “I had thought the same thing. The girl’s in love with him. I’d bank on it.”

      “Then let’s see what we can find out, okay?”

      “Sure. I’ll call Larry as soon as I get back home. He ain’t cheap, though.”

      “Who cares?”

      “Not me.” Chad laughed. “I’ll get in touch with you tomorrow after I talk to him.”

      “Great.”

      “No problem.”

      Dallas breathed in and swallowed a gulp of air. “Hey…Chad?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Did you and Zach really hate me growing up?”

      “Dallas, what the hell are you talking about?”

      It was now or never for Dallas. He wanted to end his estrangement with his brothers. Chelsea had always been against him being close to his family. Yeah, that was reason enough to repair the bridge. He sighed into the phone. “You and he are so close, and I’m the odd man out all the time. I know I’m five years older than Zach and eight years older than you, but…”

      “Brother, I’m gonna need a drink if we’re trekking down memory lane.”

      “You want to meet me somewhere?”

      “Whoa. You really want to talk, don’t you?”

      Dallas nodded, though he knew Chad couldn’t see him. “Yeah. I think I do.”

      “You want me to call Zach?”

      “Nah. He’s got enough on his mind. I’ll grab a bottle of Macallan out of the cabinet and meet you at your place. Will that work?”

      “Sure enough. I’m on my way there now. You eaten?”

      “Nope.”

      “I’ll pick up a bucket of chicken. See you there in about half an hour.”

      “Sounds good.” He hung up, deposited the phone in his pocket, and turned to see his wife. When had she come in?

      “Who were you talking to, Dallas?”

      “Chad. I’m meeting him over at his place for dinner and a drink.”

      “Oh. I didn’t realize you had made plans.”

      “Just made them two minutes ago. Did you need me here for anything?”

      “Well”—she fidgeted—“I was sort of hoping we could have dinner together.”

      “We haven’t had dinner together in months, Chelsea, except when we were in Denver.”

      “If we’re going to start a family, Dallas,” Chelsea said, her voice a petulant whine, “we should act like one.”

      Dallas raked his fingers through his black hair. “If we’re going to start a family, Chelsea, we need to have sex more than once a month.”

      “Exactly what do you mean by that?”

      “What the hell do you think I mean by that? Jesus Christ. How do you expect to get pregnant when you put me off all the time? I’m a man. I have needs.”

      Chelsea tapped her foot indignantly and tugged on her lower lip with her teeth. “Are you cheating on me?”

      “Hell, no.” Dallas’s pulse raced at the accusation. “A cowboy wouldn’t do that. But I’m gettin’ damn tired of Rosie and her four friends.”

      “That’s disgusting.” Chelsea grimaced.

      “That’s a fact of life,” Dallas said. “Ninety-five percent of all men do it, and the other five percent lie about it.”

      “Ha-ha.”

      “Nothing funny about it from where I’m standing.”

      Chelsea reddened. The color crept up her neck, into her cheeks. Her blue eyes flashed. She was a beauty, his wife, but her sparkly perfection paled in comparison to the fresh country prettiness of Dusty O’Donovan. For the first time, Dallas envied one of his brothers. He wanted Zach to be happy. Dusty had left for a reason, and Dallas meant to find out what it was.

      “Don’t wait up for me,” he said, heading for the door.

      “What do you need to see Chad for?”

      “He’s my brother, and I want to spend some time with him.”

      “I’m your wife!”

      “And you haven’t indicated any interest in spending time with me until now. Sorry, I’ve already made plans.”

      “Don’t you dare walk out that door, Dallas McCray.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      Chelsea eased back a little. “I just want to know why you’re going.”

      Dallas cleared his throat. “If you must know, Chad and I are going to find out why Dusty O’Donovan left Zach.”

      “Dusty O’Donovan? You’re kidding. Angelina will take care of Zach. Dusty was nothing more than a fling.”

      “Angelina has backed off. She and Zach are over. And Zach is thirty years old. If this had been a fling, he’d be over it. He’s in love with her, and I want him to be happy.”

      “With that piece of trailer trash?” Chelsea stomped her toe.

      Dallas shook his head, disgusted. “You’re something else, Chelsea. I’m outta here. Like I said, don’t wait up.”

      He closed the door on his wife’s fuming expression.
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* * *

      Dusty’s stomach churned with nausea. And dread.

      She had been home for nearly four weeks, and today was the day to have her follow-up blood work done. For the last week, she’d been feeling fatigued, but today she was downright ill. And sad. It could only mean one thing. The first blood test hadn’t been a fluke. Her white cell count was up because her leukemia had returned.

      She finished cleaning out the stalls and pushed her hair out of her face. It would have made so much more sense to braid the long waves like she used to, but for some reason she felt she should wear it down for Zach’s sake. Stupid, she knew. Especially since it would likely all fall out in the next month or two.

      Sam’s head popped in the stable. “Ready to go, Dust?”

      “Yeah, just let me wash up first.”

      After a quick shower, she joined Sam in the old Ford pickup, and they headed to the hospital for her blood test. Her oncologist, Dr. Lloyd, took them into his office after he had examined Dusty.

      “What do you think, Doc?” Sam asked.

      “Your sister’s temperature is slightly elevated, but that in itself isn’t a major concern. However, the fact that she’s been fatigued, and now nauseated, is cause for worry, I’m afraid. There was no abnormality in the white cells in the last sample, but there was an increased number. Obviously, if today’s sample shows the same thing, even if the cells aren’t leukemic, we need to be on guard.”

      “And if she does have leukemic cells?” Sam hedged.

      “She’ll go back on chemotherapy to induce remission.”

      Dusty said nothing, content to let Sam question the doctor. She knew what was going on. She’d been there before.

      “And if they’re not leukemic?”

      “If the white cell count is elevated, but there are no leukemic cells, we’ll monitor her closely over the next several months. The good news is we’ve caught it early, whatever it is.”

      “She was so close to her five year mark,” Sam said, the softness of his voice revealing to Dusty how worried he was.

      Dusty, on the other hand, felt numb. Numb and nauseated, but not worried. That would come later tonight.

      “Yes, I know. It happens sometimes. But we don’t know anything just yet. I should have the results of today’s test by Monday.”

      “How am I going to get through this weekend, Sam?”

      “We’ll get through it, Dust.” Sam rose and shook the doctor’s hand. “Thanks, Doc. We appreciate your help and your concern.”

      “I wish I had better news for you. Perhaps I will, come Monday. I’ll call you at home, Dusty, as soon as I know anything.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Lloyd.”

      “Come on, Dust.” Sam linked her arm through his and they walked through the hospital parking lot to the pickup. “I’m taking you to lunch.”

      “We can’t afford to eat out, Sam.”

      “We can just this once.”

      Dusty sighed. “I’m not hungry. Not in the slightest. In fact, I feel like I’d throw up anything you put in my stomach. So let’s not waste the money, okay? I’ll make you a sandwich at home.”

      Sam squeezed her hand. “All right. If that’s what you want.”

      “It’s what I want.”
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* * *

      “I told you I’m busy,” Zach said, resisting Chad’s pull on his arm.

      Chad ignored him and ushered Zach into his mother’s sitting room in her sprawling ranch house. “We need to talk to you.”

      “Not now. I’m expecting an important call from one of our distributors. I’m swamped.”

      “Too busy for your mother?” Laurie took his hand and led him to her settee.

      “Can’t sit,” Zach said. “What is it you all want? I have work to do.”

      “All you’ve done is work since we got back from Denver,” Laurie said. “You’re lucky you didn’t re-infect your wound. Now sit.”

      Zach huffed and sat down roughly in an armchair. “Fine. What is it?” He rubbed his chin, still not used to his short goatee.

      “Chad and Dallas have some things to say to you.”

      “What is it? Let’s get this over with so I can get back to what I was doing.”

      “Well,” Chad said, “since you’ve been moping around here like a bull who just got his nuts cut off, Dallas and I decided to do something about it.”

      “I ain’t been moping around. I’ve been carrying my weight.”

      “That’s not what he means, and you know it,” Laurie said. “Now hear him out.”

      “I made a phone call a couple weeks ago, to an old friend of mine from high school. Larry Parks. You remember him?”

      “Hell, no.”

      “Sure you do. Geeky kid. Kind of short and freckled?”

      “Whatever.”

      “Anyway, Larry’s a big time PI in Denver now. Not cheap either. Course he gave me a break.”

      Zach rolled his eyes. “What the hell are you talking about, Chad?”

      “He can uncover just about anything. But he has to leave his scruples at home sometimes…”

      “This is becoming tedious.”

      “Big word, Harvard man.” Chad chuckled. “Can’t you just say boring?”

      “Christ,” Zach muttered.

      “All right, all right.” Chad fingered a few manila folders on Laurie’s coffee table. “Larry owed me a favor, so I called him up and asked him to do a little investigating.”

      “And I should care about this because…”

      “Because I had him investigate a little filly named Dusty O’Donovan.”

      “Goddamn it, Chad.” Zach rose. He was pretty sure steam would shoot out his ears soon. “I ought to tan your hide.”

      “Aw, sit down. I’m bigger than you anyway.”

      “But not tougher.”

      “You can whoop my ass later. Besides, it was Dallas’s idea.”

      Zach turned his scathing gaze on his older brother. “I’ll whoop his ass too, then.”

      “Simmer down,” Dallas said. “Before this goes any further, I have something to say.”

      Zach crossed his arms. “I stopped caring what you had to say twenty years ago.”

      “I know.” Dallas cleared his throat. “I don’t blame you, but after thirty years of being my little brother, I think you have the right to hear this once. I was wrong.”

      “About what?” Zach asked.

      “Yeah, there have been so many things,” Chad joked.

      Dallas ignored Chad. “About Dusty, Zach. She wasn’t after your money.”

      “I think that’s obvious,” Zach said, “or she’d be here.”

      “She’d be here if she could, I think, and not because of your money. But I’ll let Chad tell it. He’s the one who got all the info from Larry. I think you’ll find the story very interesting.”

      “Ma, you were in on this?” Zach asked Laurie.

      “No, Zach, I wasn’t. Chad and Dallas didn’t tell me until they had gotten the report,” Laurie said. “I think you need to listen to what they have to say. It’ll explain a few things.”

      “Look, I already know that her ranch needs money. I offered to help her. She turned me down. She left me. She doesn’t love me. It’s over. Kaput. Finito. The end.”

      “Just give me a few minutes to explain what Larry found out,” Chad said. “Then, if you’re not interested in learning more, we’ll call it over.”

      “Please, Zach,” Laurie said. “For me.”

      Zach relented and sat back down in the chair. “Go ahead.”

      “Turns out Mollie O’Donovan’s parents were killed in a car wreck about ten years ago,” Chad said. “They left the ranch to Sam and Dusty. Sam was a senior in high school, and Dusty was only thirteen, so Sean-Patrick, their dad, took care of the ranch for them. It’s a small parcel outside of Black Eagle, about a hundred acres or so. It was never a big operation, but Sean did okay. Raised some beef, trained some cutters. Trained Dusty as a barrel racer and Sam on bronc busting. You know that.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Anyway, Sam went off to school at the university, majored in agriculture, came back, and Dusty started college. She had a scholarship. Smart as a whip, that one. It’s well-known around the area that she’s some kind of mathematical genius, as well as a wizard with animals. She could even rival your brains, I reckon.”

      “Keep talking.”

      “Anyway, she dropped out of school after a year.”

      “Because of money?”

      “Hell, no. She had a scholarship, remember?”

      “Then why’d she quit?”

      “She got sick.”

      “So?”

      “I mean really sick. Acute lymphocytic leukemia.”

      Zach jerked forward. “What?”

      “A.L.L. Same thing Mollie died from.”

      “Oh my God…”

      “Unlike Mollie, though, Dusty evidently responded to conventional treatment. She did chemo and went into remission. This was about five years ago.”

      “That can’t be right. It’s got to be a mistake. How did you find all this out?”

      “The A.L.L. and the chemo are common knowledge, but as I told you, Larry sometimes leaves his scruples at home.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning”—Chad picked up one of the manila folders from the coffee table—“I have Dusty’s medical records.”

      Zach rose again, his temper storming through his body. “How the hell?”

      “I don’t ask. I just take the information and pay Larry’s bill.”

      Zach grabbed the folder from Chad and threw it to the floor. “That’s a huge violation of Dusty’s privacy. Not to mention illegal, Chad.”

      “So you don’t want to know the details then?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Zach,” Laurie said, “I don’t condone this invasion of Dusty’s privacy, but I think you should listen. It’ll help you understand why she left you.”

      He sat. He couldn’t help the curiosity that flowed through him. His Dusty, sick? He had to know what happened. “Fine. Go ahead.”

      “You’re sure?” Chad asked.

      “For Christ’s sake, Chad, speak!”

      “It turns out A.L.L. has a pretty good survival rate. For some reason, Mollie didn’t respond, but Dusty did. She only needed four months of chemo and she was in remission.”

      “God.” The thought of Dusty having to endure even one second of chemo broke his heart.

      “A.L.L. is actually more common in kids than adults,” Chad continued. “So it’s pretty weird that both Mollie and Dusty got it as adults. Could be genetic, but nothing in the records indicates that there’s any basis for that. Anyway, the chemo doesn’t have a lot of lasting effects in kids, but in adults, there are things that occur pretty frequently.”

      “Such as?”

      “Infertility, Zach. Dusty can’t have children.”

      “Fuck.” Zach buried his head in his hands. As much as Dusty loved animals, he had a hunch she loved kids even more. “They know for sure she’s infertile?”

      “It’s pretty likely. The records are full of references of irregular periods. She’s only had like four periods since she was sick. They’re pretty sure she’s infertile.”

      “Damn, it must have killed her to find that out.”

      “I imagine,” Laurie said. “That girl’s a born mother if I ever saw one. The way she fusses over animals. It was apparent even when she was a small child.”

      “None of that matters to me,” Zach said. “I never told her I wanted kids.”

      “But you do,” Laurie said.

      “Well, yeah, I do. But we could adopt. I’d rather have Dusty.”

      “The story’s not over yet, bro.”

      “There’s more?” Zach clenched his jaw. He wasn’t sure he could take anymore.

      “Unfortunately, yes.”

      “Go on.”

      “Well, you’ve gotta know that chemo ain’t cheap. The O’Donovans didn’t have any health insurance.”

      “Oh, fuck.”

      “Yeah. Sean was determined that Dusty would get the best care available, especially after what happened to Mollie. He needed money, and he needed it quickly, because as you can imagine, you don’t mess around with cancer. You treat it as soon as you find it. Anyway, he got involved in some shady business dealings that went awry. He damn near lost everything. The ranch ended up mortgaged to the hilt. They had to sell everything—the cattle, the animals, even some of the property itself. The only thing of value they kept was Dusty’s barrel racer, Regina. I guess old Sean couldn’t bear to take the mare away from his sick daughter. You know how Dusty loves animals.”

      “It must have killed her to sell Regina to Harper Bay,” Dallas said.

      “She sold her horse to Harper Bay?” Laurie shook her head.

      “Yeah,” Zach said. “Go on, Chad.”

      “Anyway, Sean kind of wilted away after that. He died within a year of Dusty’s remission. Word around Black Eagle is he died of a broken heart, if you believe that sort of thing. But there are some who say he took his own life.”

      “What?”

      “Larry couldn’t find any solid proof. Probably only Sam and Dusty know what really happened to their pa.”

      “I suppose so.”

      “Anyway, around the time Dusty was doing her chemo, a neighbor of hers bought a stud bull. Dusty was over visiting and took to the animal. That’s how the whole Bull Whisperer thing started. It seems working with the bulls kept Dusty focused, so she didn’t succumb to the fatigue and depression that’s so common in cancer patients. Turns out she has a unique gift with bulls, as we all know now from experience.”

      “I’m thankful she found something that was cathartic for her,” Laurie said.

      “Yeah, it no doubt helped when her pa died too,” Dallas said.

      Zach swallowed and took a deep breath. “I knew she needed money. I would have gladly given her everything I have. I never told her I wanted a boatload of kids. I don’t care that she’s a cancer survivor. She’s well now, so why did she leave me? It still doesn’t make any sense. Unless she just didn’t feel the same way about me that I feel about her.”

      “I’d wager that she does, bro,” Chad said.

      “How so?”

      “There’s a little more to my story.”

      The ominous look in Chad’s brown gaze told Zach the news wouldn’t be good. He buried his face in his hands. “What is it?” he mumbled.

      “Turns out Dusty was nearing her five year mark as a cancer survivor. If you hit five years out from A.L.L., you’re considered cured. She had a blood test shortly before she and Sam came to Denver for the stock show.”

      “And?”

      “It showed an elevated white count. Her records show a message was left for her at the Holiday Inn in Denver, and she called and got the information the day before her barrel race.”

      The day he found her by Diablo’s pen, Zach thought. The day we made love for the first time.

      Everything was falling into place now. Her statement that there were things worthy of her fear, but Diablo wasn’t one of them. She’d said short hair wasn’t flattering on her. She meant no hair. She’d said she couldn’t get pregnant, that he deserved better. It all made sense. But why hadn’t she told him? He had opened up to her, professed his love to her.

      “God, she can’t be sick again. She can’t be.” Zach buried his face in his hands. Profound sadness threatened to consume him.

      “If she is, Zach, she needs you more than ever,” his mother said.

      “Dusty was supposed to go in for a recheck in three weeks, which is just about now,” Chad said.

      “You don’t have those records?”

      “’Fraid not.”

      “And no health insurance.” Zach sighed, remembering how he had paid her bill for her concussion.

      “Nope.”

      “No wonder she sold her mare to Harper. And she wanted that purse for riding Diablo. It wasn’t the ranch. It was her life.” Zach stood and began to pace.

      “There’s something else you should understand,” Chad said.

      “What?”

      “Her white count was up when you were in the hospital with your infection. She had to know what a huge risk she was taking by staying with you. You were growing God-knows-what kind of gunk in your leg, and she had a depressed immune system. She risked her health to be with you. To take care of you.”

      “She never left your side, Zach,” Laurie said. “Not once.”

      “Why wouldn’t she trust me with this? I told her I loved her, for God’s sake!”

      “I think she wanted to protect you, Zach,” Laurie said. “You would have done the same for her.”

      “Protect me from what?”

      “From having to deal with her illness. From the sadness of possibly losing her.”

      “Damn it all to hell,” he said. “What good is all my land, my money, my stupid fucking Harvard education, if I can’t save her?”

      “Zach, sugar—” Laurie reached out to him.

      “No, Ma. Stop right there.”

      He’d burn in hell before he let Dusty go through this alone. He’d be there for her, take care of her, love her. Whether she wanted him or not. Zach rose and strode toward the door.

      “Now where are you going?” Dallas asked.

      He faced them with a determined gaze. “I have to see Harper Bay about a horse, and then I’m going to go get my woman.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      Sunday afternoon at the Double D Ranch found Dusty tending to one of the barn cats delivering a litter of kittens. A large litter—nine so far, and at least one more was on the way. The cat, a tabby Dusty called Jemma, was having trouble with this particularly large kitten. Dusty had called for the local vet in Black Eagle, but she was out of town. Sam was in Billings and wouldn’t be back until late in the evening, so Dusty was on her own. She was concerned about the cat but secretly pleased that this blessed event required her staunch attention. It kept her mind off the news that was to come the next day.

      “Come on, Jem, you can do it.” Dusty massaged the cat’s abdomen, trying to ease the delivery. Jemma squalled, but Dusty remained focused and tried to calm the cat and the newborn kittens searching for a teat.

      When the last kitten still refused to budge, Dusty reached in to extract him manually. Jemma screeched but lay motionless, her belly pumping rapidly with breaths. Dusty turned the kitten carefully and at last withdrew him from his mother. Large, as she had expected, and black with caramel stripes. “We’ll have to call you Fatso.”

      She checked Jemma and determined that Fatso was indeed the last kitten. Thank goodness. Poor Jemma was exhausted. She lay on her side, and once all the babies were nursing, Dusty stood up and wiped her hands on her overalls. What a mess.

      But what a miracle. She loved newborns of all kinds. She sighed, knowing one of her own wasn’t in the cards. Never would be.

      Her hair, which she still wore down, hung in strings around her dirty face. Her clothes were filthy with afterbirth and mud. Yuck. She needed a shower, and she needed it now.

      As she headed out the door of the barn and up the path to the small ranch house, she spied a blue pickup rolling into the drive. A pickup she had seen before. Had almost made love in.

      Zach. Zach was here.

      And she was covered in cat placenta.

      She could run for the house, but he’d see her. She could run back to the barn, but when he found the house empty, that’s the next place he’d look. Or she could just run.

      But she didn’t want to. Not this time. She was so tired of running from him. So tired of running, period. He had come for her, and she wanted him.

      He stepped out of the truck, and her heart warmed when she saw he wasn’t limping. She’d known he’d heal quickly. He was so vibrant and strong, so full of life.

      He deserved a woman who could be his equal in that respect. Unfortunately, that wasn’t her.

      But he had come for her. Somewhere, in the back of her mind, she had known he would eventually. She had wanted him to. As he approached the door to her tiny home, she walked toward him. Then she couldn’t help herself. She ran.

      “Zach!” she cried out.

      He turned, and his lazy smile lit up his gorgeous face. Oh God, he had grown a short goatee just like she’d asked him to. He looked incredible. So very incredible. All she could think about was how those short whiskers would feel against her cheeks when he kissed her.

      And he would kiss her. It was written all over his face.

      Within five seconds she was in his arms, his mouth on hers, their lips meshing together in frantic desperation. Her face was grimy and her hair not fit for human eyes, but he kissed her as though she were the last woman on earth. She kissed him back the same way.

      After several timeless moments, Zach broke the kiss and pushed her away slightly, holding her shoulders. “You look beautiful,” he murmured.

      She couldn’t help laughing at that observation. If she had ever doubted his love for her—and she hadn’t—she’d have been convinced of it at that moment. “I just delivered a litter of ten kittens. I’m covered in blood and guts. Only you would say I look beautiful right now.”

      “You’ve never been anything but beautiful to me, darlin’.” He ran his fingers through the thick tangles of her hair. “You’re wearing your hair down.”

      She nodded.

      “It’d be more convenient to wear it braided. You know, for doing ranch work.” He grinned.

      “Yeah, I know.” Then, “You grew a goatee.”

      “Someone once told me I might look good with one.” He winked.

      “Someone was right,” Dusty said.

      “Why’d you leave me, darlin’?” He trailed his fingers down her cheek, down the curve of her neck. She shivered.

      “It’s a long story.”

      “Will you tell me? Will you let me help you?”

      Dusty sighed. He had come all this way for her, and the reasons for keeping secrets no longer seemed important. She wasn’t sure she could even remember them.

      Oh, yeah. She didn’t want to saddle him with a sick, infertile woman.

      But maybe that was his decision to make, not hers.

      “I’ll tell you.” She nodded. “I should have told you sooner. So come on in. The house is a sty. I haven’t been feeling real well so I haven’t done a lot of housework. I’m sorry…”

      “I don’t give a damn how clean your house is, Dusty. Is Sam at home?”

      “He’s in Billings. Said he’d be home around ten.”

      “Let’s go in. I could use a cold drink.”

      “Of course. I should have offered you one. Where are my manners?”

      “I don’t give a damn about manners either, darlin’, I’m just thirsty.”

      She led him into the house and pointed to the kitchen. “There’s some soda and iced tea in the fridge. A couple of beers too, I think. I really need to take a quick shower and burn these overalls. Could you excuse me for a few minutes?”

      “Sure. Take your time. I’ll grab my duffel and get settled.”

      “You want to stay here?”

      “Where else would I stay’? Black Eagle’s hardly a thriving metropolis. What is it, population nine hundred?”

      “Nine seventy-eight, I’ll have you know.” She smiled and headed to her room to clean up.

      Dusty’s heart pounded as she stepped into the hot stream of water. The shower soothed her soiled skin, her tired muscles. She squeezed some shampoo into her palm, lathered it up, and spread it over her wet head.

      “Allow me.”

      Zach was behind her, naked and glorious in his maleness. He was even more beautiful than she remembered.

      “What exactly are you doing?”

      “Getting settled,” he said.

      “In my shower?”

      “Can you think of a better place?”

      “At the moment, no.”

      “As you will recall, I have a special talent for hair washing.” He massaged her scalp. Between his strong hands rubbing her, his hard chest pressed against her, the steamy hot water, and the aroma of her herbal shampoo mixed with the aroma of Zach, she was in heaven.

      She closed her eyes and breathed in deeply. “I’ve missed you so much, Zach.”

      “Then why did you leave me?”

      She opened her eyes and stared into his. Their unique beauty was laced with sadness.

      “I’ll tell you. When we’re out of the shower, okay? Right now, can we just relax?”

      “Here, let me rinse you.” He turned her and ran his fingers through her long tresses as the shower pelted the lather down the drain. She turned away from him, leaned her head back, and let the water stream push her hair from her face so it hung behind her in sopping locks. This time when she looked into his eyes, they smoldered. He pulled her to him and kissed her.

      Their wet bodies slid together under the stream of the shower, and Dusty clamped her arms around Zach’s neck as he hoisted her upward. She wrapped her legs around him and he entered her. So gently, so slowly. Not like in the hay barn at the stock show. This was lingering, soothing love. He pressed into her deeply, and she felt his sweet caress everywhere—in her heart, her soul, her very core. She clamped her mouth onto his and kissed him with passion, with all the love she felt for him. She did love him. So much.

      Please, she begged silently. Please don’t let him be too disappointed.

      When he broke away, she whimpered, but he licked her earlobe and whispered endearments to her. Then he pushed her against the cool tiled wall of the bath and shoved into her more forcefully. “I love you, darlin’.” He thrust, holding her rump in one hand while the other reached into her private curls. “I love you so much.” He thrust again as he circled her clit with his thumb. “Please tell me you love me, Dusty. Please.”

      “Yes,” she said in a breathless rasp. “Yes, I love you, Zach. I love you.”

      “Again,” he groaned. “Say it again.”

      “I love you. I love you so much. Only you.”

      “I want to be your only lover, Dusty. The only man to come inside you. Please. Let me be the one.”

      Emotion swirled around her, in her. “Yes, I want that too. I want you to be the only one.”

      He plunged into her more deeply, taking, giving. “I want to take care of you.”

      He didn’t know what he was saying, of course. But Dusty was determined to let him make the choice. “I love you,” she said again, and then she climaxed. As her walls hugged him in the ultimate caress, she felt him come. She felt every spurt of his seed as he thrust.

      And he told her loved her again.
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* * *

      “Put this on,” Zach said, after they had dried each other and he had pulled on a pair of boxers from his duffel. In his hand was a T-shirt.

      “Uh, okay. What is it?”

      “Just one of my shirts. The thought of my woman hanging out in one of my shirts has always kind of turned me on.”

      “I don’t think you need any help in that department.” Dusty raised her eyebrows at him. “But I love the idea of wearing your shirt.” She pulled it over her head. “It’s so big on me.”

      “Here.” He handed her a pair of his boxers, and she stepped into them. He sat down on her bed and pulled her onto his lap. “Time to talk,” he said.

      “Yeah, I suppose so.” Dusty fingered the red scar where Zach had been gored. There was an indentation where the surgeon had removed the diseased tissue, an interruption in his hair pattern. She stroked the flesh, smoothed her fingers along the ridges of scar tissue and then over the concave surface. “Does it hurt?”

      “Not anymore, and the redness will fade with time.”

      “But you’ll always have the scar.”

      “Yeah. I’ll always have the scar.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “We’ve been through all that, darlin’. There’s nothing to be sorry for.” He pressed his soft lips to her neck. “Now. You love me.”

      “Yes. Yes, I do.”

      “I always knew it, anyway.”

      “Oh you did, did you?” She smiled and touched his cheek. “Confident of yourself, aren’t you?”

      “Just in love. It’s a two-way street, you know.”

      “Yeah.” She stroked his moustache. “I suppose it is.”

      “So why did you leave me?”

      She sighed, holding her breath for a moment, gathering her courage. “I never wanted to leave you. Please believe that.”

      “Okay. I believe you. So tell me why you did.”

      “There were…that is, there are circumstances.”

      “They don’t make any difference to me.”

      “You don’t even know what they are yet.” She punched him playfully.

      “So?”

      “Oh, Zach. If only things were different.”

      “Time to talk, darlin’. Tell me what’s going on.”

      “It’s such a long story, and you already know that our ranch is in financial trouble.”

      “Don’t care. I have money. Keep talking.”

      “I love you, and I don’t care about your money. I want you to know that.”

      “I do know that.”

      “Okay. The thing is, your money can’t buy what I need, sweetheart.”

      “Which is?”

      “My health. I’m sick, Zach.”

      “You look great to me.” He smiled and brushed a damp tendril of hair out of her eyes.

      “You’re so sweet. The thing is, I…had cancer.”

      “I know.”

      “What? How did you know?”

      “It’s pretty common knowledge around Black Eagle, Dusty. You had leukemia. The same kind your ma died from.”

      “How long have you known?”

      “Not long.”

      She tensed and moved ever so slightly backward. “And you came for me anyway?”

      He pulled her back, and her breasts brushed his chest. “What kind of a man do you take me for? Did you think I’d stop loving you because you had cancer? I’m a little pissed you’d think such a thing.”

      “No, I never thought that. It was more me. I’m the problem.” Dusty’s heart fluttered. Now was the moment of truth. She had to tell him, and she had to face the fact that he might not be able to handle it. “You see, there’s a good chance the leukemia has returned.”

      Tears formed in her eyes, but he brushed them away. His touch was loving, concerned.

      “Do you know for sure?”

      “No. I get the results of my blood test tomorrow. But I had a test three weeks ago that showed an elevated white cell count, and I’ve been feeling like crap lately. I’m tired, and I’ve been sick to my stomach. Although I feel okay right now.”

      “Anything else?”

      “I have a bruise on my thigh.” She shifted so he could see the contusion.

      “Just one bruise?”

      “Yes. But I can’t remember how I got it.”

      He chuckled. “You work your pretty bottom off on a ranch all day and you can’t recall bumping your thigh?”

      “This isn’t funny.”

      “I know it’s not.” He fingered her hair, twirling it. “But Dusty, one bruise isn’t anything to worry about.”

      “I suppose not, but along with the fatigue and the nausea, and my elevated white count a few weeks ago…”

      “When do you find out tomorrow?”

      “The doctor said he’d call as soon as he knew anything.”

      “Then we won’t worry about it for now. Whatever tomorrow brings, we’ll face it together.”

      “You still want me?”

      “Christ, Dusty. What do you think?” He kissed her hard.

      She broke away. “You don’t know everything.”

      “What else is there to know?”

      “I can’t give you what you need, Zach. Even if I go into remission again.”

      “What is it that you think I need, other than you, darlin’?”

      “A family. Babies, Zach. I can’t give you a child.”

      “Because of the chemo?”

      “Yeah. I’m infertile. It happens sometimes in women. It happened to me.”

      “I’m so sorry, darlin’. You’d have been a wonderful, loving mother. You still can be. We can adopt. Hell, we’ll adopt a whole ton of kids if that’s what you want.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “No, it’s not.” His tone was serious. “I’m sorry I won’t be able to share that with you, to make a baby with you. Mostly because I know how much it would mean to you. But I still want you. I still love you.”

      Dusty clamped her arms around him and sank into his hard, warm chest. A giant anvil that had been hovering over her had suddenly disappeared. She kissed his neck, his ears, his beautiful face. “You’re the most wonderful man in the entire world.”

      “Then I assume you’ll want to marry me?” He smiled.

      “If it’s what you want, Zach.”

      “Don’t you know me yet, woman? I don’t say anything I don’t mean. Tomorrow. We’ll get married tomorrow. After we get the results of your test, we’ll hightail it into Black Eagle, find the Justice of the Peace, and we’ll get married.”

      “You want to marry me tomorrow?”

      “Did you not hear me, woman? I never say anything I don’t mean. Yes, I want to marry you tomorrow.”

      “But I might need more treatment. I might…not make it this time.”

      “Yes, you will.”

      “I’ll lose my hair. You love my hair, Zach.”

      “Not more than I love you. Christ, Dusty.”

      “I’m sorry…but I just can’t bear the thought of leaving you alone. I want more than that for you.”

      “Damn it, woman, there are no guarantees in life. I could be hit by a semi tomorrow. And if I am, I sure as hell want to be spending today with you!”

      She burst into tears.

      “Come on now, that’s not fair.” He brushed her cheeks with his thumbs.

      “I love you so much.”

      “Then you’ll marry me tomorrow?”

      She sniffed, rubbing her nose on his shoulder. “Yes. I’ll marry you tomorrow. I’d be honored to marry you tomorrow.”

      “Good. Now, how are you feeling? This very minute.”

      “Pretty well, actually. I was nauseated this morning, but since Jemma—she’s the cat—went into labor, I’ve been feeling a lot better.”

      “Then put on your best outfit. I’m taking my woman to dinner.”

      “It’s Sunday, Zach. Nothing in Black Eagle is open on Sunday. Small town, you know?”

      “To hell with Black Eagle. We’re driving into Billings. I already made the reservation at Chez Nous.”

      “Chez Nous? That’s so expensive.”

      “Darlin’, there’s something you need to understand about me.”

      “What’s that?”

      He winked at her. “I’m loaded.”

      She burst out laughing.

      “Now that’s a sweet sound.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you, too. And there’s something else you should know.”

      “What?”

      “As soon as we’re married, you’ll be covered under my health plan, so you don’t have to worry about your medical bills.”

      “But the leukemia is a pre-existing condition.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I have a really good policy.”

      She hugged him tightly. “If you only knew how much I’ve been worried about all the bills, as well as everything else. You’re my knight in shining armor, do you know that?”

      “I’ll settle for being the man you love, darlin’.” He lifted her off his lap and patted her bottom. “Now get dressed. We’ll worry about this other stuff tomorrow.”
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      Sitting at a candlelit table at Chez Nous, staring at her handsome and wonderful fiancé, who looked scrumptious in a blue-and-white striped button-down and navy Dockers, Dusty almost forgot about her blood test.
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