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      It has been four months since 8-year-old twin boys Fenn Lockwood and Emery Lockwood were kidnapped from their home in Weston Island during a garden party parents Miranda and Elliot Lockwood were hosting at the Lockwood family home. One month Ago, Emery Lockwood was found and returned home. Police and the FBI have been unable to determine the fate of Fenn Lockwood. No body or a crime scene have been discovered and Emery Lockwood is not responsive to questioning due to suffering from symptoms of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. It seems the fate of the beloved little boy Fenn Lockwood may never be known.

      
        
        —New York Times, October 1990

      

      

      The bull charged down the metal rail-lined run and into the narrow chute. Fenn Smith gripped the rusted railing and pushed his hat down harder on his head as he studied the beast.

      Tabasco. A black bull with the temper of the devil himself. Just the sort of brute that would give him one hell of a wicked ride. The crowds in the stadium shouted and hollered encouragement as he maneuvered over the top rail and onto the beast. The stadium lights created a glare over the tan sand and heated Fenn’s body despite the cool weather. Sliding himself down over the bull, he carefully settled on its back. It kicked and fidgeted, but there wasn’t enough room to buck.

      Fenn tightened his gloves on his hands and wiped away a fresh line of sweat off his brow. The beast between his legs tensed, every raw bit of muscle rippling and tightening as it waited for the moment the gate would spring open and it could toss him.

      “Give him hell, Smith!” One of several bull riders hanging on the side of the chute called out to him.

      He laughed and smacked his hand on the bull’s neck. He planned to do just that. If there was one thing he could do, it was ride bulls.

      Fenn gripped the braided bull-rope that was wrapped around Tabasco’s flanks. The resin-treated rope would be easier to grip the more heated it became during the stress of the ride. A good thing because Tabasco was a notorious head-down spinner. Like a whirling dervish, he threw more men off in any given rodeo season in the state of Colorado. Men traveled from all over the country to ride him. Some bulls bucked straight ahead, others spun in circles. The key was to watch a bull a few weeks before you planned to ride him and get a feel for his style. Fenn had spent the last two months studying Tabasco. He couldn’t afford to make a mistake tonight, not when everything depended on this ride.

      Shifting his weight, he kept his dominant hand in an underneath grip on the bull rope and sat as close as he could to his hands. He leaned forward so that his chest was almost over the bull’s shoulders.

      “Riding now is Fenn Smith, a Walnut Springs native. He’s competing for the grand prize, a cash award of fifty thousand dollars. The bull is Tabasco, rated by our rodeo staff as one of the tougher rides here tonight.”

      Fenn ignored the announcer’s opening speech and focused on the ride. The scents of cheap beer, hay, and manure, aromas he’d grown up with, were strong yet comforting. This was his town, his stadium. He could do this. He had to do this. Visualizing the ride, he pictured the way he’d have to read the bull’s body language to stay on for eight seconds. Just eight seconds.

      Fifty thousand dollars. It was enough to reinstate the mortgage loan on Jim and Callie Taylor’s Broken Spur Ranch. He wouldn’t have risked his neck on this bull for any other reason. Old Jim was in his fifties and his twenty-year-old daughter Callie needed to be looked after. They were his family and he’d risk his neck if that’s what it took to help them. He licked his lips, rolling his hips as Tabasco shuddered and huffed.

      “The gate opens in five…” The announcer began the countdown.

      Almost instantly, an awful creeping sensation rippled over his skin, like beetles were scuttling over his flesh. With a roll of his shoulders he tried to shake off the unsettling feeling.

      “Four, three…”

      The bull shuddered beneath him.

      “Two, one…”

      The gate flew open and the bull shot out. Fenn scrambled to stay on top of the bull as it ducked its head, preparing to tilt-a-whirl. The uncomfortable flank strap infuriated the beast and it would do anything to kick it off. Tabasco’s front feet came up off the ground and Fenn leaned forward, squeezing his legs and maintaining a tight grip. If he could keep his hips square and centered…

      A woman’s scream penetrated his mind, tearing through his skull like a knife. Flashes…strong and powerful images flickered like broken fragments on an old film reel. Cracked columns broken by moonlight cutting through shattered glass windows. Ivy crept along a staircase that led to the floor of a mansion that had long since crumbled to the ground below. A deep baritone laugh, the explosion of bullets, a sound from his deepest nightmares…

      His stomach clenched and churned, and his dinner worked its way up through his throat. He couldn’t focus, couldn’t hear anything except the screaming inside his head as terror he hadn’t felt in years gripped him. He was…he was…a lost, frightened little boy again.

      “No!” The cry barely left his lips before the world went to hell around him.

      Tabasco reared his head then dipped down, his back legs going straight up in an unexpected move. Fenn’s grip on the bull rope slackened completely.

      “He’ll send another…when I’m gone, another will take my place…He wants you dead.”

      Words—not his—scratched across the back of his eyes and burrowed into his mind like scorpions, leaving only stark fear behind.

      The stadium lights spun in wicked patterns as he was launched into the sky. Wind whistled past him, cutting across his face before he smacked onto the ground. Something in his leg twinged and he had no air to let out the choked guttural scream just on the tip of his tongue. Pain rippled through him, starting at his head and working its way south to his feet. He couldn’t move, not even an inch. Every sound, every sensation, was dulled by the agony surging through his body.

      The bull would charge, wherever the hell he was, and it was only a matter of seconds before Tabasco would trample him and gore him with his horns. His face was angled to the right and he could see his favorite hat lying upside down ten feet away. The hat rocked back and forth. He blinked, feeling grains of sand in his eyelashes.

      Images flashed across his vision again. Strange sensations filled his body. Hands that gripped uselessly at sand felt more like they were holding a woman in his arms instead. But that was insane; he was face down on the ground, not clutching at some phantom woman.

      “Smith! Move your ass!” George Romano, one of his friends and fellow riders, shouted. He was directly in Fenn’s line of sight, climbing the fence at the arena’s edge.

      Move? He couldn’t. Not happening. A brilliant splash of red caught his eyes. A drop dead gorgeous woman in a tight red dress, red hair flowing about her shoulders, was scaling up the arena fence in her bare feet. George dove for her, but she threw her legs over the side of the fencing and dropped into the arena.

      Son of a—

      “Fuck!” Fenn growled as adrenaline spiked through him. Tucking his arms under his body he pushed his chest off the ground.

      This had to be a dream. A bad one. There was no way a woman in a slinky red dress was sprinting past him, waving her arms at…Tabasco. Fenn craned his neck so he could see over his shoulder as the charging bull slowed to a stop and seemed to consider the woman. The brute huffed and pawed the sand, brown eyes locked on her. After a few long seconds, it whipped its head back toward Fenn.

      A piercing whistle cut through the air. The crowd had gone silent, except for the cowboys hollering for the rodeo clowns. They were usually a welcome distraction when riders got thrown and the bulls wanted to charge them, but the clowns were too late to save him now. The whistle sounded again and this time Tabasco must have decided the girl was more of a target than he was. It kicked up the sand and started a steady trot in the woman’s direction.

      “Smith! Get moving!” George bellowed. He and three of the riders had tossed their hats to the ground and were heading over the top of the railing into the arena. A few more riders were working on opening a gate a few yards away.

      Fenn found enough strength to roll over and struggle into a hunched sitting position. His lungs still worked to suck in much needed air. His vision swam and a heavy pulse beat in his head. He blinked, the simple action feeling like sandpaper scraping across his eyes. Thoughts weren’t forming quickly, and he could barely think beyond being dumbstruck at the sight ahead of him. The cute red-headed woman was flying across the sand, kicking it up in small puffs as she fled to the other side of the arena. The bull was picking up speed and running after her. When she reached the open chute, a rider reached down over the fence and she grabbed his arms. With one quick jerk, she flew upward over the fence and disappeared from view and out of harm’s way. The bull ran into the chute and the gate clanged shut, sealing him off from the arena and leaving Fenn safe.

      “What the hell?” he muttered. That woman could have been killed.

      If I ever get my hands on her, her ass is mine. Having anyone, let alone a woman, save him was not acceptable, especially when she put her own life at risk. Damn buckle bunnies, always wanting attention…

      Two pairs of arms gripped him under the armpits and hauled him up onto his feet.

      “That was way too close,” George panted.

      “Shit!” Fenn’s ankle went electric with pain and his eyes nearly rolled back in his head.

      Please let it be a sprain. He couldn’t afford a broken bone.

      “That crazy girl saved you,” George announced with a mixture of amusement and relief.

      “Tell me that really didn’t happen,” Fenn demanded as he accepted his hat when one of the other riders held it out to him. He smacked it roughly with his palm, creating a cloud of sand and dirt around it.

      “Oh, it did,” George chuckled. “A woman just saved your sorry ass. A hot one, too. She’s probably a buckle bunny. Play your cards right and you might be riding that tonight. I hope you can last longer than eight seconds!” George whooped and slapped him on the back as they walked toward the open gate.

      Eight seconds? He wouldn’t need eight seconds; he’d put that woman over his knee and tan her hide for risking her pretty little neck. It niggled at him that he was the one who should protect a woman, not the other way around, and he definitely didn’t need strange women saving him. He wasn’t helpless. Would never be helpless. A black cloud rolled through his mind, whispers of the past…he slammed mental gates down, blocking it out.

      Fenn hobbled, leaning against George’s shoulder every few steps. He threw one glance back to the other side of the arena and caught sight of the siren in the red dress standing behind the fence, watching him. Long waves of red hair danced about her shoulders, playing across her collar bone. Her full lips were parted as though she was surprised. She was a real vixen. God didn’t make many women who looked like her. Full curves, sculpted features, a mouth made for sin…And she’d been the one to save him. That pissed him off. Really pissed him off.

      He turned his back on the woman and looked straight ahead.

      “How many seconds did I make it before…” He trailed off, unable to look at George. Shame prickled beneath his skin. He hadn’t been thrown that badly since he was sixteen.

      “Uh…seven point three seconds. Sorry.” George had known how important this was. If a rider couldn’t stay on for eight seconds, he didn’t qualify for a score. No score, then no shot at the winnings and therefore no shot at saving The Broken Spur Ranch from foreclosure. In just one night he’d gone from having total control over his life, knowing he could save the ranch by winning the prize money, to having a shitload of nothing. Not having control made him cagy and restless.

      The ranch was the place he’d spent the last half of his life calling home. If he couldn’t save it, he’d be losing the only place he felt any connection to. He refused to fail, refused to let Callie and Jim down.

      “Is Callie here?” He didn’t bother looking around. He wouldn’t be able to spot her if she was here. The crowds were always heavy in the fall, when the stadium was filled with bigger rodeo competitions. The small Colorado town of Walnut Springs exploded with tourism several times a year between summer hiking, fall rodeos, and winter and spring skiing.

      “Callie came. She said Jim’s still in the hospital. Should be let out tomorrow. I saw her—”

      “Fenn!” A little female blur of color tackled him just as he passed through the last gate and exited the stadium.

      “Oomf!” He grunted at the impact of Callie’s body against his. “Ease up, kid. Wounded man here,” he cautioned, but smiled at her when he saw the concerned expression straining her lovely features.

      She was only twenty, a sweet kid, and more like the little sister he’d always wanted, but she was also strong both inside and out.

      “Sorry.” Callie dropped her arms and bit her bottom lip. Tears welled up in her hazel-green eyes. “I saw you fall out there and freaked out.” Her hands smoothed down her western-style pink plaid shirt, and she shuffled her booted feet in the dirt.

      “Hey, it’s okay. You know I’d never go and die on you, sweetheart.” His brotherly instincts kicked in, and he pulled her into his arms, pain be damned. Her honey blond ponytail swished a little as she tried to turn her head and burrow into him. He gently released her and stepped back.

      “How’s Jim? I thought he was getting out today. George said he’s not leaving until tomorrow.” Fenn cut his gaze to George, who gave him a curt nod and left them alone.

      Callie sighed. “You know how Dad is. Grumbling about Jell-O and wanting to escape out the window when the nurse turns her back. I tried to tell him that most people take minor heart attacks seriously.” She rolled her eyes, but Fenn didn’t miss the flicker of shadows that followed.

      He wished he could ease her worries, but he didn’t know how to fix something like this. Heart attacks were one of the few things Fenn couldn’t control. Jim would either get better, or he wouldn’t, and he and Callie would have to deal with whatever happened when it happened.

      They walked over to the medical tent. A doctor wearing jeans and a white coat waved them in before turning back to a female barrel racer with a nasty cut on her forehead. There were four portable medical tables and a massive emergency care kit inside the tent. Most of the injuries suffered here were scrapes, cuts, and occasional bruises.

      Serious injuries were always a possibility if there were any bull-riding activities. The Walnut Springs rodeo staff were worried enough about it to post an ambulance next to the medical tent just in case a mad dash to the nearby hospital was needed. Fenn had never needed any treatment after a ride, not once since he’d started this as a teenager. The thought was a bit humiliating that he’d ended up here at the age of thirty-three. Damn, he was getting old, or maybe it was all of the mileage he put on his body, the hard labor on the ranch and the riding. He definitely wasn’t a youngster like Callie.

      He eased down onto the medical table farthest from the other rider, then lay back on it. His entire body went limp, as though finally realizing it could relax. The adrenaline had run its course, and now he was crashing. Everything hurt. The full-body crash to the sand had not been kind. His chest felt as though something heavy was still pressing down on it, squeezing any air out and barely letting oxygen back in. Every bone in his legs and arms ached, as though his entire body had been beaten by a baseball bat. His ankle hurt the most; the pain radiated off it in sharp pangs. Getting his boot off was going to hurt like hell.

      “You okay, Fenn?” Callie’s sweet, adorable face appeared in his line of vision as she leaned over the table and stared down at him.

      “Do me a favor, kid. Take off my boot before my ankle swells.”

      “Sure.” Callie disappeared from view, and then the pain hit him like a passing coal train as she tugged the boot off.

      He hissed, arching his back and then muttering several choice curse words before the agonizing pain eased somewhat and his vision stopped spinning. He closed his eyes and breathed through his nose.

      “I’m so sorry. I bet that hurt,” Callie’s hand touched his forearm, stroking him lightly.

      “It’s fine.” Never show them you hurt. The age-old mantra came to him from the gloom of the past, slicing his chest with inner pain. He’d made that vow so long ago, but he couldn’t seem to remember why. He patted her hand before he rubbed his temples with his fingers.

      His mind kept jumping back to what he’d seen as the bull had been throwing him. None of it made sense…he’d seen things…heard things. None of it really made sense. Was he going crazy? Finally having a psychotic break? It wouldn’t be the first time he’d had such concerns. When he was eight years old, his father moved them out to Walnut Springs, and he’d had terrible headaches and hallucinations.

      It was only after he’d spent a few months on pain meds and in therapy sessions that the pain had gone away. But when he was thirteen his father died, and the nightmares and headaches came back. Jim Taylor and his daughter Callie had saved him. He’d moved onto the Broken Spur and started working to pay his way. The home Jim offered him had been a wonderful escape from the realities of living as an orphan. The Broken Spur was his home now, and the bank would foreclose on it in a matter of weeks. The thought was a depressing one. He’d had the chance to save it tonight and he’d blown it.

      “Callie?” he asked, opening his eyes again.

      “Yeah?” She was gazing at him, her eyes full of adoration and puppy love. He’d tried to ignore it, but he knew she adored him. It was a pity he just didn’t feel the same way.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t get the money. I promised Jim I would.” His throat tightened. His eyes burned and he blinked hard several times. What was it Jim used to say? Cowboys never cried. Funny, Jim was closer to being his father than Lewis, Fenn’s actual father, the mysterious man who’d said little and kept them clothed and fed with odd jobs around town for five years before he’d died.

      Callie tried to flash him a smile, but it wilted at the corners of her mouth. “It wasn’t your job to save it. Don’t blame yourself. Dad and I will figure something out. We may still qualify to modify the loan. I’ve been trying to get the paperwork filled out. There’s still hope.”

      Hope. He didn’t like hope. It was a fickle emotion that often yielded no results. Yeah, he wouldn’t be betting on hope anytime soon. Not only that, but whenever he thought about it, the mere idea of hope filled his heart and soul with an all-consuming despair. It was a visceral reaction he couldn’t explain, like recoiling from a snake. He just reacted without knowing why. He only knew that he would never trust anything to hope. The only thing he could bet on was himself.

      The doctor helped the other patient out of the tent and after the woman left, he he wandered over to Fenn. With a grunt, Fenn managed to pull himself up into a sitting position and face the middle-aged doctor.

      “Heard you got thrown from Tabasco.” The doctor smiled pleasantly as he talked, as though discussing a near-death experience was completely normal.

      “Yeah. My right ankle hurts.” He raised his boot-free foot up. The doctor lifted his leg at the calf and then rolled the ankle gently. Fenn huffed harshly as pain shot through him again.

      “It’s moving fine. It’s a nasty sprain.” The doctor picked up his small clipboard and jotted a few notes on it before he looked at Fenn, smiled and clicked his pen and tucked it into his coat pocket.

      “Treat it with ice for the next several days, keep it elevated to reduce swelling and…” The doctor was still grinning, as though amused by some private joke. “No riding. I know you boys are the worst sort of patients when it comes to restrictions, but I mean it. No riding.”

      “Fine,” Fenn grumbled. The injured ankle was then wrapped up tight in a brace and Fenn took the crutches the doctor offered.

      “Good. Come see me at the clinic tomorrow if you need anything for the pain or you think it’s getting worse.”

      “Will do.” Fenn promised as he slid off the exam table, landing expertly on his good leg. He pushed his hat down on Callie’s head. She laughed and tilted the brim back so she could see.

      “Let’s go home.” The vision of that red-haired beauty running across the sand, little bare feet flying as she saved him and risked her own damn neck…that was something he had to forget, but he knew he was going to spend the rest of the night thinking about her and how he’d like to punish her for doing something so stupid.

      Who was she? And more importantly, why had she risked her life to save him?
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      Hayden Thorne’s heart was still pounding a little hard, her breath a little shallow, and her palms still hurt from scratches she’d received when she’d climbed over the rail to avoid death. Had she really jumped into an arena to challenge an angry bull? A little half-hysterical giggle escaped her as she collapsed onto the small twin bed in her cheap motel room in Walnut Springs, tugging her red dress down her thighs. Her hands still shook from the adrenaline.

      Yeah, she had actually done it.

      She’d saved Fenn Lockwood’s life. The missing boy in the pair of twins kidnapped at age eight, twenty –five years ago. Emery, the younger of the twins, had miraculously escaped, but never spoke of what might have befallen his brother Fenn. The world had assumed his silence meant Fenn was dead. How wrong they’d all been. He’d been here in Colorado all along, living as a rancher. He was alive. A fact that still shocked her and filled her with a sense of wonder and excitement. Bringing Fenn home could do so much—for him, for his family, for his brother. Fenn’s loss had devastated so many people, including her brother, Wes, who was Fenn and Emery’s childhood friend.

      She reached down and tugged off her Jimmy Choo pumps. The black leather was badly scuffed. She’d have to get another pair soon. They were probably ruined by the crowd during the panic following the accident when the stupid bull had thrown Fenn like a sack of potatoes. Why couldn’t he just play polo like his twin? Why did he have to be a bull rider?

      She let the shoes drop to the floor. She still couldn’t relax. She was too keyed up for anything else. What she wanted to do was find Fenn and tell him everything. She had tried to find him after she’d gotten out of the arena with the help of a couple of riders. They had enjoyed leering at her chest before she’d gone to find her heels. They’d even trailed after her, making all sorts of comments that would have made her blush if she hadn’t had other things on her mind.

      Once she’d found her shoes, she’d asked around again for where Fenn had gone after he’d left the arena, and she’d been pointed toward the medical tent. By that point, it had been empty except for a polite middle-aged doctor who was busy packing up his supplies. A couple of giggles, a smile, and she’d earned decent directions to a place called The Broken Spur, a place where Fenn worked.

      She slid her hand into the tiny, almost hidden pocket of her dress and touched the slip of paper she’d scribbled the directions to Fenn’s ranch on. Fenn’s residence at the ranch was not something she had shared with her older brother Wes. He could try to bully her into going home all he liked, or into staying out of the way, but she didn’t care. This was her mission and she wasn’t going to give up without a fight. She wanted everyone back home to take her seriously.

      Being a daughter of one of the richest families on Long Island’s Gold Coast was not the perfect dream most people might think it would be. She was a bargaining tool, a pawn for her parents to gain political power and influence. She was marriage material, nothing more. She wanted to shake her parents up, get them to open their eyes and see that she wasn’t just a frilly dressed ninny, but a woman who could actually change the world. Bringing home the long-lost golden boy might just change their minds about her, and doing so would also make sure the people she cared about were finally safe. It wouldn’t be easy, either. Someone wanted to kill Fenn Lockwood and she would not only bring him home but save his life. Just like she’d done tonight—even though tonight she had not expected Fenn’s potential killer to be a damn bull.

      Something clicked in the key card slot of her motel room door and she jerked as her brother Wes Thorne suddenly stormed into the room.

      “How did you get in here?” she demanded.

      He waved a key card in her face. “I told the manager I needed to check on you. Wasn’t a lie. Do you know how much trouble you’re in? Flying off the island without telling anyone you were coming here? This is dangerous, Hayden. Really dangerous. Fenn has a target on his back.” Her brother so full of tension she could feel it coming off him in waves. She knew just how much finding out that his childhood friend was alive, after being presumed dead for twenty-five years, had affected him. It was a shock to his system, and it was showing in his frayed nerves.

      “You better be booking the first flight out of here tomorrow morning. I don’t want you anywhere near him.”

      Hayden cocked her head to one side and frowned.

      “I’m staying, Wes. This is important to me. We have to tell him who he really is.” She perched on the edge of the cheap motel bed and watched Wes pace across the smoky gray carpet.

      He still wore his expensive Hugo Boss suit from a business meeting he’d attended earlier that day before catching a flight from Long Island. She was in her short red Valentino dress. Neither of them was dressed for a last-minute trip to a small Colorado town. But here they were, dressed to the nines and arguing over how to save Fenn Smith, or rather, Fenn Lockwood.

      Wes paused in his tigerlike pacing and raked a hand through his red hair. They were so alike in looks, but where she was fair skinned, Wes bore a faintly golden tan that she envied.

      “You really screwed this up, Hayden. You aren’t even supposed to be here. Emery sent me here to find his brother, not you. You’ve never even met Fenn. Hell, he was gone two years before you were born. If he remembers anyone, it will be me. I should be the one to go to him, and explain everything that’s happened.”

      Hayden crossed her arms over her chest and glowered at her brother. He was such an ass sometimes. He was thirty-three and she was twenty-three, and he loved to use that ten years between them to put her in her place. It was exactly why she’d reserved their family’s private jet and flown out here before Wes could get here. She wanted to make a difference, to help. She hadn’t finished school at Princeton a year early and gotten an MBA just for fun. She was not going to become some glorified trophy wife. No. She had other plans and they started with her being the one to bring Fenn Lockwood home to Long Island.

      Wes opened his mouth as though to continue to berate her, but was interrupted when his cell phone buzzed. He slid it out of his trouser pocket and answered.

      “Royce? What is it? I’m in the middle of something—” His eyes darted to her and he continued to frown. “What?” His face paled and he leaned back against the wall, listening to whatever Royce was saying. Royce Devereaux was one of Wes’s best friends. Wes, Royce, Emery, and Fenn had all been inseparable as children.

      “What’s the matter?” Hayden whispered as she got up off the bed. Her heart, which had only begun to slow down, began to beat hard against her ribs, almost bruising them.

      Her brother didn’t look at her as he talked. “The hospital? How soon will we know anything?” He stayed silent for a second, then nodding to himself he sighed. “Call me when you know more.”

      Hospital? Hayden’s body turned rigid. Something must have happened to Emery, or to Sophie, the woman Emery had just fallen in love with, the woman who’d helped him discover Fenn wasn’t dead. Sophie was a friend, a good friend. Hayden tried to swallow the lump in her throat. Please don’t let it be either of them.

      He seemed about to hang up before he rubbed his eyes. “Yeah. I saw him. From a distance. Almost got himself killed when a bull threw him.” He chuckled a little. “Guess some things never change. I’ll check in tomorrow if I don’t hear from you before then.” Wes hung up the phone and looked at her. All his anger was gone.

      A terrifying uneasiness settled in her stomach. Something was really wrong; she could tell by the look on his face.

      “Wes…” She almost called out, but stopped. Maybe whatever it was, she couldn’t handle it.

      “The assassin made a move tonight. Kidnapped Sophie at a party and got Emery and his bodyguard Hans to go after them. Emery shot the bastard, but Sophie is…well, she’s in bad shape. Royce said she was stabbed and shot during the battle. They’ve just arrived at the hospital. Sophie’s in surgery.”

      The world closed in around her and she threw out a hand to catch herself against the wall before she fell. It had been bad enough a few days before when Emery’s friend and hacker, Cody Larsen had been kidnapped and beaten to within an inch of his life by Antonio D’Angelo, the assassin bent on killing Emery.

      “Oh my God!”

      Wes wrapped her in his arms, the protective brother in him apparently winning out over the irritated side he usually showed her. “It’s going to be fine. Sophie’s tough. She’ll pull through.”

      “It’s all my fault, Wes. I got her into the Gilded Cuff. If I hadn’t, she might never have met Emery, and she wouldn’t be…” Dying. The word choked her. She buried her face against his chest. The guilt and the fear for Sophie hit her like a train—no stopping it, just devastation and blinding pain.

      “Shhh. I know things are going to work out.” He sounded so sure, but that’s what big brothers were for. They convinced you things would be okay. As much as she wanted to believe him, though, she wasn’t a little girl anymore and she knew the darkness the world held.

      He patted her back and then released her. She collapsed back onto the bed, sucking in raw breaths as she struggled to focus, to calm down. Having a meltdown right now wouldn’t do Sophie or Emery any good.

      “I need to make a few calls. I’ll be in my room next door. Don’t go anywhere.” Wes pulled out his sleek black cell phone and dialed a number as he headed for the door. They’d both gotten rooms at the only motel with available rooms. When she’d first flown out here, she hadn’t though through where she’d spend the night. After she’d run into Wes at the arena he’d made a call to this motel and booked them rooms for just one night. Tomorrow the town would be emptied of tourists and the nicer hotels would have rooms available. Classier accommodations would definitely be more up her alley. She may be an independent, educated woman, but she also liked the finer things in life. Outdoorsy, she was not. The door slammed as her brother stormed out, not that she cared. He could fume all he wanted. She’d beaten him here fair and square. Her shoulders dropped, and she expelled a breath of relief.

      Sophie was hurt. Her friend was in the hospital because of her. This had to stop. She couldn’t let anyone else she cared about get hurt because someone wanted to kill the Lockwood twins. She was going to figure out who was behind this and put an end to it.

      A smile curved her lips. Wes was busy talking on his cell phone in the other room. She could sneak out to her rental car and drive up to the ranch tonight and he wouldn’t even know she’d left. After hearing about Sophie, it was impossible to sit still. She grabbed her high heels, stepped into them, and snatched her car keys up from on top of the boxy old TV. With a quick tug she pulled the red dress’s hem down her thighs. Not an ideal outfit for this trip, but she’d left mid-cocktail party when she’d heard where Fenn was supposed to be. She’d barely had a chance to throw a few things in a bag before she’d sped to the airport and caught her flight.

      The motel parking lot was quiet and dark. Only a few beams of light escaped the partially closed curtains from a few rooms. A glowing neon sign hung above the entrance to the parking lot that read “Rabbit Hole.” Two pink rabbit ears flashed above the motel name, which reminded her vaguely of a Bugs Bunny cartoon. Hayden tilted her head back, soaking in the velvety expanse of the sky above. A thousand stars winked and flashed like diamonds tossed into an abyss. Their defiant shine made her own resolve all the stronger.

      The new black Jeep Wrangler she’d rented for the week was a beauty, even if it was nothing like the cars back home. There they all drove Audis, Jaguars, Aston Martins, and Mercedes. She’d picked the Jeep because it was practical, but also ruggedly appealing. She climbed into the car and started the engine. As she followed the directions the doctor had given her, she ran over her speech again and again, trying to get it just right. Fenn supposedly remembered nothing of his past, or of the family he’d been stolen from. How could she even begin to tell a man that for the last quarter of a century he’d been living a lie? He wasn’t a bull-riding native of the state of Colorado. He was Fenn Lockwood, one of two heirs to a vast fortune. He would likely become part owner in Lockwood Industries with his brother and father as soon as he returned home to Long Island. His entire life was about to change drastically. There weren’t words to cover all of that.

      The person who should be here was Emery. She’d heard that twins had deep connections. It made sense that Emery should have been the one to reach out to Fenn, but she knew Emery wouldn’t leave Sophie, not while she was fighting for her life in the hospital.

      The whole story of how Sophie and Emery had met was a bit crazy, to be honest. Sophie, an investigative reporter, had turned up on Long Island asking about Emery, and wanting to interview him about being the sole survivor of the famous Lockwood kidnapping. Hayden had bumped into her at a local book store where Sophie had been attempting to find some books on the Lockwood family and the kidnapping and they’d started talking about their favorite romance novels and immediately hit it off as friends. Sophie had confessed her plan to try and meet Emery. Hayden, unable to resist the temptation of riling up her older brother’s best friend, had given Sophie a way to meet him and get her story. She’d sensed that Sophie might be good for Emery and might help him break out of his reclusive habits and get him to live again. She hadn’t been wrong.

      Of course no one, especially not Hayden, had expected Sophie to discover Fenn was alive. Sophie and Emery’s computer genius friend Cody had discovered that Fenn hadn’t died all those years ago. They’d hacked into a computer belonging to a hired hit man and found all of the information on Fenn’s life in Colorado. Somehow he’d ended up in Walnut Springs and apparently didn’t remember anything of his past life.

      Except for Emery’s inner circle, everyone still believed Fenn was dead. Sophie had wanted the story of a lifetime—not for the fame it would bring her, but in hopes that it would help her handle her own grief over losing a friend to a sexual predator when she was a child.

      Sophie had explained to Hayden why she wanted to write the article and how she’d made it her mission to solve the mystery of the kidnapping since the culprits were never apprehended. Hayden had given Sophie a guest pass to the Gilded Cuff, a private BDSM club where Emery spent a lot of his free time.

      Hayden owned a membership at the club herself and was registered as a submissive—not that any of the doms at the club seemed to believe that. She loved the thrill of a man dominating her, but she could never quite bring herself to relinquish all of her control to them. Pairings usually ended badly. She’d get sorely spanked but get no pleasure from it, and the dom wouldn’t be aroused by her sassy-mouthed attempts to earn that spanking.

      She always felt she was on the verge of something amazing, something life changing, when she walked into the club each night, but she’d leave feeling empty, alone, and unsatisfied. Aria, one of the club dommes, had told her one night she hadn’t found the right dom, that some women couldn’t surrender to just anyone. Even knowing that, Hayden tried night after night to find that passion, that zing that would take her over the edge into a pleasure she’d never experienced. What was it people said about doing something over and over again the same way, yet expecting a different result? Each night was adding more and more to her frustration and desperation. When she’d suggested Sophie go to the club as her guest one night, she’d taken the night off herself and stayed home, watching reruns of Jane Austen movies and eating ice cream. Yeah, not something she was proud of, but she wasn’t perfect and never claimed to be. At least she’d known Sophie would be able to meet Emery that night, and things had worked out perfectly.

      The Gilded Cuff was the only place where someone could get access to Emery. The man had lived like a veritable recluse since the abduction. He needed his world to be shaken up. He’d spent twenty-five years hiding, hurting and suffering alone. Hayden knew it was time for him to move on with his life. She had known from the start the sort of person Sophie was: kind, compassionate, a warrior for justice and the right woman to break down Emery’s walls. Hayden viewed her role as the instigator of their relationship and saw it as a winning success, since the two were as tight as a pair of lovebirds now.

      The cement road ahead of Hayden suddenly vanished into a rocky dirt path lined with tall pines. It was a little eerie to drive in utter darkness. The twin beams of her Jeep’s headlights cut a narrow swath through the blackness. According to her directions, the ranch was supposed to be up ahead just a mile or two. So far she only saw dense woods around her, the trees edging right up to the road like dark phantoms. Every now and then a branch would extend too far across the path and slap the Jeep’s windshield. Each time, Hayden’s heart jumped into her throat and she jerked in her seat.

      Maybe this wasn’t the smartest thing to do in the middle of the night, her inner voice chided her. This is how women die in horror movies.

      That was the last thing she needed to be—that girl who got herself killed by some creepy serial killer who popped out of the bushes. Pressing the brake pedal, she slowed down and navigated the poor road as it wound to the left. Moments later, the forest thinned and a vast empty stretch of fenced fields lay before her. In the dark she could just make out a wrought-iron sign posted on an arch over a narrow road that separated two fields.

      The Broken Spur. Thank God, she’d found it.

      Up ahead about a quarter of a mile was a beautiful two-story ranch house that sat nestled between the two vast fields. Made of dark red wood and craggy gray stones, light shone through a couple of windows on the second floor through slightly parted curtains. It looked warm and inviting, nothing like the elegant iciness of the mansions back home. Rather, it was masculine and rugged, like a tall man in a cowboy hat and jeans; it looked both sexy and enticing at the same time. The porch had cushioned chairs and places to put one’s feet up to relax.

      Dark shapes moved in the fields alongside the Jeep as Hayden headed toward the ranch house. Probably cattle. She hoped they were cattle; otherwise this really might end up being some horror movie.

      She cursed herself for watching that marathon of zombie movies the weekend before and eating an entire tub of ice cream. But in her defense, she’d just been rejected by yet another dom at the Gilded Cuff and that had made it all worse. There were fewer and fewer doms willing to take her on now that she’d established a history of being a mouthy, aggressive submissive. Last weekend, she’d spent an entire night kneeling by one of the main areas where unengaged doms gathered, hoping just one of them would take a chance on her.

      Hour after hour, she’d seen other subs selected and led away on silvery chains to experience pleasure, leaving her all alone. Normally a round of self-pity was not something she indulged in, but that night she’d felt every inch the kicked puppy she’d probably looked like. It hurt. Not being chosen again and again. It had nothing to do with her looks and everything to do with her. In her parents’ glittering world, she was only valued for her looks and social pedigree. At the club it should have been different. Doms should appreciate her beauty, but value her and the submissive nature inside her. No one had wanted her, though. She’d even heard some of the doms talking about her.

      “Stay away from that one, she always tries to top from the bottom.” It had been just one of many comments that proved she was a failure at one of the things that mattered to her. The self-realization was a cold one that seemed to deaden her inside with its awful weight. She had to do something right, had to succeed or else she’d go mad. Bringing back Fenn was going to be her one thing to do right.

      Hayden parked out front of the house next to an old red pickup truck before she picked her way carefully across the yard. Aside from the house lights and the stars overhead it was dark enough that she could easily step into a hole if she wasn’t careful. Walking in stilettos on grass was pretty much a minefield for any woman. The way the stiletto heels sank into the ground, snagged on things and then tripped her was a total death trap. She only wore heels when she knew she wouldn’t be walking around much. Obviously, rescuing Fenn today hadn’t been part of her plan.

      Note to self: Pick smarter footwear for rescue missions.

      A light flicked on to the left of the house and she turned her head in its direction. An old silver trailer was parked about twenty-five yards away from the house. The curtains were pulled back a few inches, and she glimpsed Fenn’s face as he moved into view temporarily before he moved out of sight again.

      Hayden abandoned the plan to knock at the house and tramped back down the steps and toward the little trailer. She rapped her knuckles on the door. A bark and a growl came from the other side of the door.

      “Hush, Coda, baby,” a low, gentle voice murmured.

      A shuffling step had her moving back a few feet in case Fenn decided to swing the door open wide.

      “Callie? That you? Go back to bed. I’m fine,” Fenn called out.

      Callie? A flicker of jealousy made Hayden bristle, more at herself than at the mysterious Callie. Hayden had no right to be jealous. Fenn wasn’t hers. Hell, he had to have a girlfriend. A man who looked that good in a pair of jeans had to. All it had taken was one look from him after she’d saved him in the arena to know she was in trouble. He had the same chiseled, godlike features as his brother Emery, with broad shoulders, lean legs and that raw masculine grace in every move he made. Even when he was limping, the man was attractive.

      He and Emery were identical twins—eerily identical—which was surprising to her given how they’d grown up apart. Where she’d always appreciated Emery’s good looks, he’d never made her go weak in the knees. But Fenn had. One blazing scowl at her earlier tonight had been like a sucker punch to the gut. Her body had flushed and she’d gotten wet. From just one look. That was how a dom was supposed to affect a sub. For the first time in her life, she finally understood how the other subs at the club had been so affected when their doms approached them with that look in their eyes. Fenn had that look down to perfection. He was a natural dom, with the way he’d controlled the bull and the scorching look he’d given her—a look that had promised retribution. She couldn’t help but wonder if the sleepy little town of Walnut Springs had any BDSM clubs—and if it did, was he a member?

      The trailer door opened a crack. Light broke through and hit her full in the face.

      “Callie—” Fenn peered down at her, his long golden hair tousled and falling into his eyes. Again, that treacherous pang of disappointment and the sting of rejection struck Hayden. Whoever this Callie was, she was one lucky girl. Would anyone ever want to be with her? Just her; not because of her parents’ money or influence, but because they genuinely wanted her and her alone?

      From between his legs, a dog—a husky—growled softly, baring her white teeth. Was this Coda? Hayden squinted against the brightness of the trailer’s interior lights. He opened the door wider, revealing that he was wearing nothing but jeans. The sight of his muscled chest distracted her. Her gaze tracked the trail of light gold hair that dusted his stomach, down from his navel and disappearing beneath his waistband.

      “You’re not Callie.” His words were a little smooth—not slurred, but close enough. The rich smell of whisky clung to him; the scent wasn’t overpowering, rather just enough to entice her. Was he drunk? It would explain his speech. He leaned forward a little, peering down at her with open curiosity. There was a glint of sexual interest in his eyes, one that made her feel small and delicate. The sudden grin that split his face followed the flash of recognition in his eyes.

      “Well, if it isn’t little Miss Red Dress.” The feral suspicion and tension in his body seemed to soften into a masculine pose of relaxation as he braced one shoulder on the trailer door.

      Miss Red Dress? Was he kidding?

      “I’m Hayden,” she said. “Hayden Thorne?” Would he remember her last name? He and Wes had been friends since they’d learned to walk, before the kidnapping. Would memories of those early years have completely vanished so that not even her last name would trigger his memory?

      Fenn grinned wickedly. “You asking me? Or don’t you know your own name, honey?”

      Honey? She frowned and clenched her fists at her sides. “I’m not your honey.” Even if she did like the way he said it, it made her insides burn with feminine interest. In the past, she’d been around doms who carried themselves with silent power; those were the more experienced doms. The younger doms tended to strut and posture, not really understanding that arrogance and cockiness weren’t necessary to a dom’s base of control and power. But Fenn was different. He was bold, assuming, and domineering in a way she hadn’t expected. Never in a million years would she have thought cocky arrogance would have appealed to her, and this man had it in spades. Her entire body responded to him, and his attitude because it promised hot, rough sex on the nearest flat surface, the kind that would leave her hurting deliciously for days. Holy hell…Focus! She struggled to bring herself back to the task that had brought her to his door.

      “Fenn. I have to talk to you.”

      His eyes opened wider. They were the same shade as Emery’s, hazel with flecks of green that danced and sparkled and made a girl dream about spending hours counting them. They were mesmerizing and for a moment she lost her train of thought, something that rarely happened.

      “Ever since you ran past me in the arena tonight, I was hoping you’d find your way to my place.” He flicked his hand over his forehead, tossing back the fall of hair that had briefly covered his eyes. Light brown stubble shadowed his jaw line, and her heart skipped a few beats as she wondered what that would feel like rubbing against her skin. Would she like the burn? He looked so delicious, so dangerous. Coming here at night while he was drunk could very well have been a terrible idea…

      “Please Fenn, we really need to talk. Can I come inside for a minute?” She took a step forward. Coda whined softly from between his legs. Her blue eyes were bright and pale as glaciers. She looked oddly more…wolflike, with dark-tipped ears and a thick mane of fur around her neck rather than the trim ruff of a husky. Her nose was entirely white and the white patch spread up to frame her eyes in a heart shape. She was a beautiful creature.

      A very sexy smile curved his lips. “Sure, come on in, honey,”

      “Uh, thanks.” The way he said honey this time felt much more like a warning.

      Fenn stepped back and allowed her to climb into the trailer. The husky backed up, too, still peering around her master’s knees, ears back, but no longer growling. Hayden let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. It was clear the dog no longer thought she was a threat.

      Hayden loved animals, but her parents had never allowed her to have a pet. They ruined nice houses, at least according to her mother. Therefore she’d never spent much time around dogs, especially none like Coda, who looked like a wolf…one that could eat her.

      “You want something to drink?” Fenn asked as he closed the door behind her.

      A stack of empty bottles littered the tiny counter next to the sink.

      “No thanks. I think you’ve had enough for the both of us,” she muttered.

      “Probably true.” He sighed and lifted his jeans on the left side to show a tightly bandaged ankle. “Hurts real bad,” he explained with a curt nod at the beers and the half-full bottle of whisky.

      “So…what can I do for you, Miss Red Dress?” He leered openly at her, but she caught the faintest playful hint of teasing in his gaze.

      “Hayden. Please, call me Hayden.” She tried to move past him, but the cramped confines of the trailer wouldn’t allow her to pass without fully grinding her body against his. As she did so, she had to tilt her head back. He was the same height as his twin, six-foot-three, easy.

      “Hayden,” he murmured, one of his hands coming to rest on her hip. His large palm squeezed lightly as she wriggled, fighting off the invasive touch. She was a little ticklish. When he touched her there, she flinched as a bolt of arousal shot from the tips of her breasts down to between her thighs.

      The swift movement of her hips brought a sudden change in him. His eyes darkened and his lips parted as he drew in a deep breath, his grip tightening. Fenn pressed his body to hers, pinning her against the fridge behind her.

      Trapped. She was trapped and it was the most erotic thing she’d ever experienced. Nothing at the Gilded Cuff had ever made her feel like this…flushed and all too aware of herself and his close proximity. Instinctively she tried to dart around him and escape. But there was nowhere to go.

      “Where are you going? I thought that’s what you wanted. A buckle bunny looking for a good hard fu—”

      Crack! She slapped him hard across his face before she could think twice, and his head whipped sideways. He didn’t move away, he only turned his face back to hers. There was a handprint-shaped mark on his cheek. He reached up and touched the spot, the intensity of his stare burning through her.

      Wow. She was so not the violent type when she was angry, but to insinuate that she…oh yeah, slapping him was the appropriate reaction. She may go to a BDSM club frequently, she may do a few scenes with doms, but she rarely went all the way with those men. She didn’t just sleep around like that. When she went to bed with a man, she wanted a deeper connection. For him to call her a…what was it? Buckle bunny? Red tinged her vision as she seriously considered slapping him again.

      “So that’s how you want to play?” His lips firmed into a hard line.

      As he spoke, he reached up and collared her throat—not squeezing it, but the possessive hold was fully dominant. Little flutters of excitement stirred in the pit of her belly and a shiver rippled through her. Arousal pulsed to life between her thighs at the gentle domination. She tried to retreat, but couldn’t. He must have sensed her need to resist because he leaned over her, reminding her just how much taller he was. Her whole body flashed with heat and arousal at his silent show of power. It was impossible not to imagine him in full control of her: the way he might pin her down on the bed, his muscled arms twining with hers as he held her captive beneath him. Restrained for his pleasure, and hers. He was a natural dominant. It was obvious in every sweeping gaze, the flex of his muscles, the way he looked at her as if he could not only read her mind, but glimpse her soul. Another thing he and his twin apparently had in common. Dominant, alpha male instincts. She was a submissive but she’d not yet found a dominant who could top her and make her truly want to submit. The way Fenn stared at her, like he was furious and yet aroused, and the gentle grip on her throat? What if he unleashed all of that control on her? It was enough to make her light-headed.

      “You saved my life tonight. Aren’t you interested in a thank you?” That devil-may-care grin knocked her right behind the knees. How many women had fallen prey to that smile that promised decadent endless hours of pleasure? He brushed his thumb over her chin as he studied her. His eyes held such a promise of passion that for a moment she could only contemplate what he would do with her…to her. Then she regained control of herself and reminded herself of her mission.

      “We have to talk.” She shoved at his chest, but he didn’t budge.

      “Talk, honey, if you want to talk, but first I’d like to thank you properly.”

      “You don’t need to do that—”

      He dipped his head and captured her mouth.

      An explosion of taste hit her head and every bone in her body melted into liquid fire. His mouth was hot and fierce as he kissed her senseless. She’d never believed any of her friends when they said a man’s kiss could do that, but here she was, swooning in the tiny space of a trailer kitchen as the long lost Lockwood twin turned her entire world on its head with one kiss. She sighed against his lips. One kiss wouldn’t hurt, right? They could talk…after.

      His hand around her throat slid back to the base of her neck and then fisted in her hair, tugging on the strands. It gave her just the edge of pain to heighten the pleasure as he pressed his body fully to hers. Heat flooded her, making her skin burn deliciously. Fenn nibbled her mouth, and then licked at her slightly parted lips before delving inside. His tongue teased hers, dueling until she was clutching at his shoulders, trying to get closer. Their hips rocked together and the fabric of his jeans rubbed at her bare thighs, the roughness delicious and erotic. Fenn’s other hand slid down from her waist over her backside and clenched her ass. Sparks shot through her at the rough grasp. Even wedged against the fridge, his hand managed to grip her. He pinched her. Hard.

      On instinct she bit his bottom lip. They both sprung apart, the trailer rocking slightly.

      “Ow!” she snapped, just as he cursed at the same time.

      For a second neither of them seemed to know what to do. Hayden almost laughed. It was all so ridiculous. She never just gave in and kissed a guy. Every romantic or sexual encounter she’d had up to this moment in her life had been of her planning, each event carefully orchestrated by her and under her control.

      For Fenn to just haul her into his arms and kiss her? It destroyed every idea she thought she understood about sex and what aroused her. The times she’d surrendered to a few of the doms at the Gilded Cuff had felt nothing like this. In one kiss Fenn had given her the choice, the freedom to surrender, but had not forced it. And she’d given in willingly, with no need to try and control him. It had turned her into a melted mess of sensations and desire.

      “Can we please talk now?” she begged in a ragged whimper as she ran shaking hands through her hair.

      Fenn’s eyes still glittered with barely controlled passion but he nodded and pointed to the rumpled bed behind her. Coda lay on the navy blue comforter, her head resting on her paws, blue eyes glowing like diamonds infused with light. Hayden glanced at Fenn, one brow raised in challenge.

      “The bed? Seriously?”

      He rolled his shoulders in a lazy shrug. “No chairs. Only place to sit.”

      “Of course it is,” she half-muttered and eased down onto the bed’s edge. Coda raised her furry head and watched, ears pricked forward, her eyes focused on them.

      “Does she bite?” Hayden cocked her head in the dog’s direction. She wasn’t afraid, but she did want to be prepared if the dog was aggressive.

      Fenn shuffled over and sat down, allowing Coda to stand guard between them. The dog nuzzled his hand, as though to encourage him to pet her, and he scratched her behind the ears.

      “No. Not unless she thinks you’re a threat. She’s never bitten anyone that I know of. You don’t like dogs?” The question was punctuated with disapproval.

      “I love dogs. I’ve just never had one. My parents wouldn’t let me.”

      “You still live with them?” He seemed curious, less accusing.

      She crossed her legs, kicking one foot in agitation. “Where I’m from, it’s what the girls do until they get married. Trust me, I’d rather have my own place, but my father threatened to cut me off if I left home. I don’t really need the money, but he made it clear his friends would keep anyone from hiring me, no matter how qualified I am for a job.”

      “And what kind of place are you from that would allow a man to do that to his daughter?” This time Fenn’s scowl was not directed at her. It was evident in the way his jaw ticked that he didn’t seem to approve of her father. At least they agreed on something.

      He stroked his long elegant fingers along Coda’s head and down her neck, over her back. The dog sighed as though in Heaven and Hayden nearly did, too, just remembering how it had felt a few minutes ago to have his hands stroking her like that.

      Lucky dog.

      “It’s not so much the place as the type of people who raised me. My parents are close-minded when it comes to what well-bred ladies ought to do. I’m from Weston, on the North shore of Long Island.” She waited for some telltale reaction, anything to show her that a glimmer of a memory still existed between him and place where he’d been born. Surely that eight-year-old boy was still inside him somewhere.

      “Ahh…” He sneered and shook his head. “A rich city girl. That explains your whole getup, honey.” He waved a hand at her body as though that explained everything.

      “Getup? What do you mean by that?” She bristled.

      His lips twitched, but he didn’t quite smile, as though he knew he was poking a sleeping bear and was trying to see how far he could get by teasing her.

      “The dress, those fuck-me pumps, the way your breasts are just begging to be squeezed, and those nipples to be sucked…honey, you’re a walking wet dream and you know exactly what that does to a man. Few girls out here can dress like that. It’s all city girl.”

      City girl? Strangely that made her more upset than being called a buckle bunny. The idea of not belonging here, of sticking out in a bad way, twisted a small dagger in her chest. Covering up that invisible wound, she responded in the only way she knew how. She let her temper start to build.

      “Hey!” She snapped and jabbed a finger in his chest. “You don’t know me, don’t know anything about my life. I’m here trying to save you and you’re being a complete asshole.”

      “Save me? Didn’t you already do that when you nearly got yourself trampled by that damn bull? We need to talk about that, by the way, I won’t let some woman die saving my hide. I could have handled the brute just fine on my own.” His eyes narrowed.

      Hayden wanted to smack her head against the nearest wall. “Fenn, this isn’t about the stupid bull, okay? There is someone out there trying to find and kill you.” There. She’d just cut to the chase and work her way back from there.

      “What do you mean, someone is trying to kill me?” he growled.

      Coda straightened and whined softly.

      “Someone has hired an assassin to kill you.”

      He raised his brows. “Assassins? Honey, I think you might have had a little too much to drink tonight.”

      She growled and stamped her heeled foot on the floor of the trailer. “I haven’t had anything to drink. You have to listen to me. Your life is in danger.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “Fine, I’ll play along. Why would anyone want to kill me?”

      She could tell by the dubious look on his face he still didn’t believe her. “Because of who you are.”

      “Who I am?” He voiced each syllable as though he thought she was insane. Given the way she felt right now trying to explain this, she did feel a little crazy.

      “You’re Fenn Lockwood. Famous missing twin of the Lockwood family from Long Island. Haven’t you heard of the story?”

      Fenn shook his head. “What story?”

      “At age eight, you were kidnapped from your home in Weston, Long Island. No one ever saw you again and everyone thought you were dead. You have a twin brother, Emery, who’s looking for you…” She trailed off as the sight of blood draining from his face made her dramatic speech wither on her tongue.

      Fenn leaned forward, slid his hand into her hair and clenched it, holding her in place, his face inches from hers.

      “Start talking, honey.”
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      Greyson Andrews lined up with the scope of his sniper rifle, carefully adjusting the barrel a few millimeters to the left. From his hidden vantage point on an apartment building rooftop, he could see his target clearly as the man strutted about his penthouse flat on the east side of London. Greyson watched the pudgy man in the expensive clothes as he reached across his bar to pour himself a glass of scotch.

      The key to success in Greyson’s line of work was timing. One missed shot was a way to get caught, or killed.

      The man in his sights lumbered over to a plush couch in front of a TV and plopped down. Greyson readied himself; the target had to be standing still before he’d risk firing. He blew out a slow, measured breath, then squeezed the trigger. The bullet shot out of the barrel and shattered the window before it penetrated the target’s skull. The man slumped forward a few inches and Greyson immediately began packing his gear.

      He never focused on the kill, never wasted time glorifying in the death he delivered. To him this was little different than putting down a rabid dog. Each job he took was justified, each life a waste upon this earth.

      Once Greyson tucked his rifle into its black carrying case, he trotted across the rooftop to the door that would take him back down to the exit of the building he’d broken into. As he moved, he pulled out his cell phone and dialed a number on a secure line.

      “Yes?” A woman’s voice answered, the one word sounding tremulous.

      “It’s Andrews. Your ex-husband is no longer a problem,” he said.

      An exhale of relief, a stifled gasp. “Thank you! I’ll make sure the second half of your payment hits your account immediately.” Then his client hung up.

      A cool one-point-five million for this job—to take out a child molester who’d harmed his own children and threatened to kill his wife if she went to the police. Not bad at all. Greyson smiled. He did enjoy the money, as much as he enjoyed removing men like that from the world.

      He jogged down the nine flights of stairs, barely winded. When he reached the ground floor of the apartment building and exited onto the street, he hailed a cab and got in, giving the driver directions to his hotel. His cell phone vibrated and he took it out again. On its screen was a number he didn’t recognize. With a glance to the balding middle-aged cab driver, who seemed oblivious to his current fare, Greyson answered.

      “Who is this?” he asked, his voice low and dangerous. The streets of London were a blur of color and sound as he focused on the call.

      “A friend gave me your number in case he was unable to fulfill his contract.”

      Greyson leaned back in the cab seat. “I don’t have friends. Give me a name.”

      “Antonio D’Angelo.”

      Greyson’s body went cold and his muscles taut. His father? What did this man know of his father?

      “He didn’t complete his contract?” he asked the man on the other end of the phone.

      Not completing a job usually meant one thing: death. Surely Antonio wasn’t dead. The man had taught him everything of the trade they’d shared in the last ten years. He may not have been a sterling example of fatherhood, but that didn’t change the fact that he was Greyson’s father. While Greyson had never relied on parental figures, especially not after his mother passed away when he was sixteen, Antonio had given him some guidance, encouraged him to join MI-6, and eventually coached him into the line of private service.

      “No. He didn’t.” The man on the other end sounded bored and irritated.

      “What happened to him?” His fingers clenched his phone hard enough that the case began to crack.

      The other man sighed. “I hired him to do a job. He told me he’d done half of it. Apparently that was a lie. Now I’ve got two problems on my hands, both which need eliminating. One is unreachable right now, but the other—he’s out in the open and a thorn in my side. I need the job finished. D’Angelo swore he’d finish it and if he didn’t, to call you and have it done. Kill them and you kill the two men who took his life.”

      “He is dead? You’re sure?” Greyson asked. The targets had killed his father? He almost couldn’t believe it. His father was ruthless, a killer in his own right and no one would have gotten the drop on him easily.

      “Yes. I’m not going to say it again. Will you take the job or not?” The man’s accent was American, but definitely cultured. He was wealthy. The pay would have to be good. Revenge and money for it. It would have to suffice; not that it would bring his father back. He wasn’t delusional about that.

      “I’ll demand half payment up front if I agree. And you’ll have to give me more details.” He wouldn’t normally agree to jobs outside of the United Kingdom, but this definitely called for an exception to his normal practices.

      The American chuckled. “There’s plenty of time for that. I’m not on the most secure line. I will call you back in fifteen minutes.” Then he hung up.

      For several long seconds, Greyson stared straight ahead through the front window of the cab. D’Angelo was dead. Now that he’d settled the business end of the matter, he let his emotions flood open through the narrow gate he usually kept tightly closed. Rage gathered inside him like a coming storm and he embraced the darkness. Whoever had killed Antonio would pay. He would finish the job his father had started.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re not Fenn Smith. You’re Fenn Lockwood.”

      Fenn stared at the red-haired beauty. He dropped his hand from its possessive hold in her hair as a massive headache built up behind his eyes.

      “Lockwood?” he echoed. He’d never heard the name before…yet…the fine hairs on the back of his neck stood on end.

      “You were born on Long Island and lived there until you were eight years old,” Hayden continued. He met her gaze and was instantly swallowed by the rich cobalt blue. He’d never seen anyone with eyes that shade of blue except—

      More pain exploded in tiny bursts further back along his skull. He reached up and rubbed the back of his head absentmindedly. His fingers traced the small, faintly raised line of a scar, a boyhood injury falling from a tree. He didn’t remember falling. His father said it had been a nasty head wound, and he’d had a concussion.

      “No. I’m Fenn Smith. My father was Lewis Smith. I’ve lived here all my life.” His fingers threaded through Coda’s thick fur, the touch his only comfort in that moment.

      “Do you remember anything before you were eight?” Hayden asked patiently

      He wracked his brain, trying to think back. There was only blackness. “Do you remember anything before you were eight?” he shot back.

      Hayden’s sad little smile did something funny to his chest. He rubbed at it to soothe the ache.

      “I remember spilling my mother’s perfume all over the carpet by her vanity table. I was four and a half. I remember watching my brother cry when he thought no one was watching him. I can see him holding an old photograph of him and his three friends around a tent, camping out when they were six years old.” She reached into an almost invisible pocket in her dress and pulled out her cell phone. Tapping the screen a few times, she opened up a gallery of photos. Then she selected one and held her phone out to him.

      He didn’t want to take the phone, but his hand moved of its own accord. When he saw the screen his body went rigid. Four little boys, knobby-kneed and bright-eyed, were posing in front of a crudely constructed tent. Two boys stood to the left, one a dark-haired child, the other a red- haired boy. On the right of the photo, two golden-haired boys were grinning. One had his arm slung around the other boy’s shoulders. They were exact copies of each other.

      Twins. His heart squeezed in his chest to the point of pain.

      Hayden leaned over Coda and pointed to the twin on the far right.

      “That…is you.”

      “It’s not me. That’s not me.” His voice was hoarse and he couldn’t swallow. There were no photographs of him until after his father had died. The man hadn’t liked cameras much. But Fenn remembered what he’d looked like as a boy, a vague sense of self that right now was making him sick.

      “And here.” Hayden flicked a finger across the screen, showing a young man in his teens posing on a polo pony. Blond hair matted to his forehead with sweat, the young man was grinning like a fool.

      Fenn lifted his gaze from the screen and looked at his fridge, where a few snapshots were taped to the plastic surface. One of them was a picture from when he was seventeen, leaning back against a fence post, hat tipped back on his head. An identical grin stretched across his face.

      “No.” He denied it in a breathless whisper.

      “Yes.” Hayden flicked the screen again and one last picture appeared. A man in his early thirties in an expensive suit stood by the entrance to a massive mansion. A serious, almost haunted look in his eyes shadowed the casual smile on the man’s face.

      The man looked exactly like him. Except for the barest hint of a scar on his brow, Fenn would have thought the man in the photo was him and it was all part of some elaborate joke his friends were playing.

      “This is Emery. Your younger brother by two minutes. He’s been looking for you.”

      Icy claws dragged their tips through his brain.

      The fireflies danced in dizzying circles as he tried to capture them in a glass jar. A warm summer breeze blanketed him as he ran up the stairs toward a distant room with two beds. A name on the tip of his tongue, a name as familiar as his own, but he only had to think it in his head. A sense of safety, a total, all-consuming protection, like a magic spell cast over a castle by a benevolent wizard.

      When had he ever felt that safe? He couldn’t remember ever feeling that way, but he had, hadn’t he? The fireflies, the glowing Japanese lanterns, the woman in the dress that unfurled at her legs like flower petals. Bell-like laughter, the sweet scent of perfume…home. Not Colorado.

      “No!” He shouted and leapt from the bed.

      There was no air. He couldn’t breathe. Had to get out of there…He stumbled to the door of the trailer and down the steps where he collapsed on his hands and knees and retched violently. Tears stung like flint knives as his entire body heaved and every muscle clenched with anxiety. Rough dirt and rocks scraped his palms as he clawed at the earth.

      A cool hand covered his forehead and a soft shushing sound filled his ears.

      “Hey…it’s okay.” Hayden was kneeling by his shoulder and rubbing one hand over his back. “I’m sorry there wasn’t an easier way to tell you. But it’s important. Someone is trying to kill your brother and now you.”

      It took a few minutes of her quiet words and gentle touches before his body relaxed and he regained control of himself.

      Fenn sat back on his heels and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He didn’t feel better, but at least he wasn’t going to throw up again. This woman seemed to have a knack for seeing him at his worst.

      “I’m not saying I believe you.” He glared at her, even angrier at the way full moonlight pooled in her eyes and shimmered on the loose waves of her hair. She was everything a man like him wanted to take to bed, but she didn’t want sex. She wanted to ruin his life. To change everything he knew about himself. This woman had no right to do that.

      “You don’t have to believe me. I’m sure Emery will be happy to do a DNA test. Your parents are still alive. Do you know what this will mean? You are alive! For twenty-five years everyone thought you were dead. Only Emery had survived. This changes everything.” The echo of his own words on her lips made him suddenly weary. It felt as though he’d been fighting his entire life to understand who he was and why he felt like he’d never belonged here at Walnut Springs and now…now he didn’t know anything.

      It wasn’t true. He refused to believe it. Maybe it was a crazy coincidence and he just looked like some rich guy’s brother. That could be it. He and his father had lived here forever; he had never belonged to any other family, or any other place.

      “Why is someone trying to kill…” He paused, the name sounded foreign on his tongue. “Emery?” He didn’t want to care, shouldn’t care about a man he didn’t know. That didn’t change the fact that his chest tightened at just the thought of this unknown man being in danger.

      Hayden got to her feet and helped him stand. His ankle burned like the devil and he hated that he needed any help to get up. Even in pain, he’d always been able to control himself. Showing weakness in front of this woman turned everything within him inside out.

      “We don’t know why, not yet. But the man that kidnapped you and Emery when you were eight is now dead. Emery shot him.”

      They’d been walking back toward his trailer but he jerked to a halt. A cold laugh, bullets, an awful screaming in his head.

      “Dead?”

      “Yes.” She was watching him with a worried expression knitting her brow, as though she expected him to double over again.

      “When?” Fenn started moving again, careful to favor his bad ankle. It was time for more beer and more ice.

      “Tonight. During the bull-riding competition.”

      “They were here?” For some reason, the idea of those two total strangers being so close to him filled him with dread. He didn’t want to know this Emery, didn’t want to face him. It was all just a mistake. He didn’t care about Emery, because Emery wasn’t his brother. This was the truth. He had to convince himself of that, otherwise everything he knew about himself and his life here would burn down around him to nothing more than ashes.

      I fought too hard to get where I am. No one can take this life from me, or my memories. This is who I am. Fenn Smith of Walnut Springs. And damn anyone who tries to convince me otherwise.

      “No. The attack happened back on Long Island. As of an hour ago Emery was en route to the hospital.”

      “Hospital?” His stomach roiled again and he swallowed the rising bile back down. It left a bitter taste in his mouth.

      “Yes. There was apparently a shootout and Emery and his girlfriend were injured. My brother got a call from one of his and Emery’s friends. He told us what happened. The man Emery killed said another would take his place. That’s why I’m here. To take you back before his replacement shows up,” Hayden explained as they climbed back into the trailer.

      “Back where?” Either he had a concussion, or he wasn’t following her.

      “To Long Island.” She returned to her seat on the bed. Coda hadn’t moved from her position. It wasn’t the first time Fenn had gone outside like that after too many beers.

      “Oh, no, honey. I’m not going anywhere.” He picked up the whisky bottle and dug in the freezer for an ice pack, then returned to the bed. He lay back and propped his ankle up and curved the icepack over his injured ankle, wincing as the cold stung. Then he pressed the lip of the whiskey bottle to his mouth and leaned back. The fiery liquid burned going down but he knew it would bring sweet relief to his poor ankle.

      “You have to go back.” Hayden tried to reach for the bottle, but he reared back and continued to gulp it down. Only when his head started to spin did she lunge for the bottle again and successfully rip it away from his loosened grasp.

      “Well, hell,” he growled, but was too exhausted to move.

      Between the pain in his ankle and the pounding headache, he wasn’t going anywhere. His upper body dropped back on the bed and he groaned as his back muscles cramped and protested. The fall tonight was really going to kill him tomorrow when he woke up. He’d be lucky if his only issues were being stiff and sore.

      “You should go back into town tonight.” He eyed her speculatively. If she stayed here, he’d be tempted to get her on her back beneath him in a bed, no matter how much his ankle hurt. The woman was too fine a temptation to pass up, and he knew just how to seduce her into his arms. When he’d kissed her earlier, her submission to him, the sweet purring sound she’d made when he’d pinned her against the wall, damn…a perfect woman. He’d never thought he’d find one that made him desperate to tie her down, use his belt to bind her hands to the headboard so he could fuck her to within an inch of her life. He was so lost in his fantasy of what he’d like to do to her with his belt that he realized he hadn’t been listening to whatever she was saying.

      “What?” he asked.

      She sighed in exasperation. “I’m not going to just leave you. What if someone comes after you?” Her voice sounded so sweet, even when she was angry. The idea of that little firecracker all excited to protect him made a lazy grin stretch his lips.

      “Then I’ll take care of it. Problems tend to go away when a man’s looking down the barrel of a Winchester rifle.” He stared up at the trailer ceiling, memorizing the patterns on the peeling wallpaper in an effort to get his mind off bedding little Miss Red Dress.

      Jim tried to get him to move back into the main house all the time, but that didn’t feel right. Fenn didn’t own it, and he wasn’t really Jim’s son, so he didn’t feel he had any right to be living in that house anymore. After his father’s death, he’d lived in the house until he turned eighteen, but the trailer on the property was more sensible for a grown man. Things had been fine.

      Or they had been until the last few months, when the lender had threatened to foreclose because Jim couldn’t make the mortgage payments. Fenn had told Jim he’d win the cash prize at the rodeo and reinstate the note so he could be an “investor” in the ranch. That was his true dream. He didn’t want to ride bulls forever; he wanted to run a ranch.

      Hayden’s voice cut through the relaxing thoughts of running the Broken Spur.

      “I’m not letting you out of my sight. I’m staying right here.”

      He chuckled, propped his pillow under his head and closed his eyes.

      “Suit yourself, honey.” He patted his stomach and Coda shifted on the bed so her head lay across his chest. She nuzzled his hand and licked it. Coda’s quiet, strong presence always made him sleep better. She was part wolf somewhere in all that husky, and he’d raised her from a pup two years ago. Never had a better dog in his life.

      “Fine,” Hayden retorted.

      The bed dipped on his right, and he rolled his head slightly in that direction and peeked one eye open. Miss Pampered Princess was lying on her side with her back to him, wearing that short little red dress that made his mouth run dry and his cock hard. The luscious curve from her shoulders down to the valley of her narrow waist, which then flared out over full hips, was a mouthwatering sight. His hands itched to touch her, but he resisted. She was nothing more than a fantasy. Women like her never liked men like him. She was probably dating some polo player, someone like his bro—Emery. He rolled his head back so he was once more facing the ceiling.

      Brother. He didn’t have a brother, let alone a twin. He would know, wouldn’t he? A man would have to know if he’d had another family somewhere else. The mere idea of a brother and two parents he didn’t know twisted and tore inside his chest like his heart was embedded with thorns. He closed his eyes again, letting his mind relax, and letting the whisky burn through his veins.

      Dreams came swiftly, like tender thieves in the night. Fireflies, always fireflies. The warm kitchen, full of light and life. A little elbow nudging his ribs and a boyish snicker came from beside him. An older woman’s face, full of amusement and a hint of irritation. Light sparkled and winked off the shiny pair of coke bottles in front of him and…another boy. Pain lanced through him, but he couldn’t seem to wake up.

      Blood gleamed on the white marble floor. Shattered bottles littered the ground and the sensation of hands around his throat, a violent choking, followed him into darkness.
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      Emery Lockwood sat by the hospital bed where the love of his life slept. Last night had been hell on earth. He’d almost lost the woman who’d changed his life, changed him. Sophie Ryder had been shot and stabbed and had barely made it through surgery. He’d been on his knees in the hospital chapel praying to a God he’d long since lost faith in. Hans, his faithful bodyguard of twenty-five years, had remained by his side, head bowed, lips moving without a sound as he prayed.

      At four in the morning, Royce Devereaux had come in to the chapel and with an exhausted smile, gave him a little nod and mouthed “she made it.” In that moment, Emery knew he wanted to marry Sophie. The thought of drawing in one more breath without her was impossible. Now he would have her and Fenn.

      Fenn was alive. He still couldn’t get over the shock of that. To have carried the burden of his twin’s death on his shoulders for a quarter of a century had nearly killed him. Yet now…he felt free, light enough to fly. His brother, the other half of his living beating heart, was alive.

      Cody had called Wes, who’d flown to Colorado yesterday, before Emery had even known his brother was alive. Cody told Wes that they were heading to the hospital and to call Emery with any news the second he had some. It had been eight hours since Wes had known they were at the hospital. Emery wished his friend would call, give him some update. He needed to see Fenn with his own two eyes, needed to hear his brother’s voice. Until he did, he would worry it was all a dream and he’d wake up in the nightmare he’d been living in for the last several years.

      Sophie stirred on the bed, and Emery seated himself in the little chair beside her, careful to protect his injured arm. He winced as he adjusted the sling. Sophie had roused just after dawn, but hadn’t been fully awake. She drifted back to sleep, and he sighed. There was no way he could go to Colorado, not when she was lucky to be alive. He’d have to leave his brother there for now and trust that Wes could bring him home safe. With his dying breath, Antonio had warned Emery that another would take his place and finish the job—in other words, kill him and Fenn.

      But why? None of it made any sense. Who would gain anything from their deaths? Especially when they had just been boys all those years ago. He’d learned that fateful night when he’d escaped that the ransom demand had been a ruse. The real plan had always been murder.

      “Emery?” A whisper pulled him from the dark path his thoughts tread. He looked over his shoulder to find his mother Miranda and his father Elliot standing in the doorway. He eased himself out of the chair and walked toward them.

      “Let’s step outside.” He closed the door to Sophie’s room once they were in the hallway.

      His mother, a golden-haired, hazel-eyed woman, a feminine mirror of Emery and Fenn, threw her arms around his neck, burying her face as she hugged him.

      “She pulled through. I’m so glad…” she whispered. “We feared…but there’s always hope.” Miranda’s eyes welled up with tears. Elliot curled his arms around her protectively.

      “Hush, Mandy. Sophie’s going to be fine. Isn’t she?” Even his gruff bear of a father seemed to need to hear him say it as well.

      “Yes. Her vitals are good. She came through the surgeries. She’ll recover, but slowly.” He hesitated. Should he tell them the truth now? That their other son wasn’t dead? When Sophie had kept the truth from him he’d hurt her out of anger and sadness, and he could barely forgive himself for that. She’d only kept the truth from him to protect him. If he did the same to his parents…with a little shake of his head, he knew he couldn’t do it. They had every right to know what he knew.

      “Mother, Father, I have something to tell you. I only learned of it last night. But if I tell you, you both have to promise to stay here at the hospital. Do nothing, tell no one, until I tell you it’s safe. Do you understand?”

      He clasped his mother’s hands in his and waited for her to agree. She tilted her head up, studying her husband’s face. Elliot gave her a small nod.

      “We promise,” she said.

      Emery drew in a slow breath and then exhaled it, hating the way his entire body trembled. For so long he’d wanted Fenn to be alive, and he’d wanted to tell them this, but he’d never thought he’d get the chance. Here he was, terrified and excited and having trouble breathing.

      “Son, what is it?” Elliot asked.

      “Fenn is alive.”

      His mother’s eyes widened. “What?”

      “Sophie found him. He’s alive.” Even though he kept saying it, he still was afraid to believe it himself.

      “But you told us that he was dead…”

      “I thought he was. I heard a shot, felt the pain in my head…but he survived.” Emery raked a hand through his hair, tugging so hard on the strands that the bite of pain kept him grounded.

      “My boy’s alive?” Elliot whispered in a half-broken voice. “I just can’t—” He shook his head, unable to continue.

      Emery nodded, praying the news would sink in.

      Miranda’s eyes rolled back into her head as she fainted dead away. If Elliot hadn’t been waiting to catch her, she might have collapsed onto the floor. Emery’s father cradled Miranda’s body, then slowly raised his face to stare at Emery.

      “Alive…” The rough way it escaped Elliot’s lips made Emery’s throat close.

      It was so easy to forget that he wasn’t the only person who’d suffered because of Fenn’s loss. He’d lost his twin, his other half. Elliot and Miranda had lost their son. The grief was different, but the depth was the same as his own.

      “How is this possible?” His father demanded, his voice a little stronger now.

      Placing a hand on his father’s shoulder, Emery sighed. “I’ll tell you everything.” It was a promise he’d never thought he’d make or want to keep. Now he would fulfill it.
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      There was nothing better in the world than waking up with a beautiful woman in your arms. Fenn hadn’t had a woman in weeks so this was obviously a dream. There was no way he’d managed to bag a woman like this last night…

      He eyed her red dress skeptically. Everything from last night came back in a painful rush. He shoved it all back and focused on the woman currently molded to his body. Coda was asleep on the floor by the door of the trailer, where she always stayed vigilant at night. When the dog left the bed, the little red-haired temptress had wormed her way across the sheets over to his side. They were spooning. He’d never seen the appeal before, but now he definitely did. It was hard to beat the feeling of a woman’s full curves snug against his body. His cock certainly agreed. He was hard enough to pound nails into walls. Despite the pain in his skull, he managed to grin.

      He needed to enjoy this for all it was worth before she woke up. The way her perfect, rounded bottom fit against his groin had him imaging how fun it would be to take her just like this, from behind. All he’d have to do was hike her dress up over her hips…His cock strained at his jeans and the sensation, while uncomfortable, was still good, even if he desperately needed release. Her head rested on the pillow formed by his outstretched arm. His other hand firmly cupped one of her breasts.

      Even though there was a barrier of clothing between his skin and hers, the touch was intimate and he knew without a doubt she’d be furious when she woke up. Fenn gave her breast a little squeeze and bit back a laugh at the way she sighed and wriggled against him. One of her hands reached back and gripped his hip, trying to pull him closer to her. He swallowed a groan of need. This woman was going to be the death of him.

      Tempted by the delicate shell of her ear, he leaned down and kissed it. The strawberry scent of her hair mixed with the faint scent of her natural aroma was like a cocktail of sin and wicked perfection. He licked her ear, and she came to life in his arms with a breathless sigh and a little nod of encouragement.

      “Don’t stop.” Her words were barely above a whisper.

      Fenn smiled. She was probably dreaming. Serves her right, the little hellion.

      He kneaded the mound of her breast and nibbled her earlobe. She bit her lip and arched her back, which thrust her breast into his hand and her bottom against his cock. Damn, the woman knew just how to move. She was a fantasy. His fantasy. His hand slid from her breast to her hip, then to her bare thigh.

      God, he wanted to get his hands between her legs, touch the heated wetness that had to be building in her. She was flushed, that delicate white skin warming to a tender pink with her arousal. Fenn tiptoed his fingers from her outer thigh to her inner thigh and she shifted, opening her legs for him.

      “Wake up, honey,” he murmured in her ear.

      As much as he wanted to take advantage, he wasn’t really that much of a bastard. When he took a woman, he wanted her awake and willing…and to be honest, he wanted her begging for him to fuck her. As her light brown lashes fluttered and her lips parted, Fenn was flooded with a thousand desires. He wanted to twine rope around Hayden’s wrists and restrain her to a bed so he could torture her with endless pleasure-filled orgasms. He wanted to chase her and bring her down and pin her beneath him, demanding her surrender.

      Fenn had always been a dominant lover, but there was something about Hayden—the way she pushed him, defied him. He wanted to dominate her that much more. Not break her, never that, but the fire she possessed, especially toward him, fueled his own arousal beyond anything he’d ever felt. The need to brand her as his was overpowering.

      Hell, he wanted to fight with her just so he could experience make-up sex. The thought stilled him. Make-up sex? He didn’t even know this woman, let alone want to be in a relationship with her. Showing up on his doorstep in heels and a killer dress, spouting crazy nonsense about a family he didn’t have—she was trouble.

      Yeah, I don’t need this kind of trouble.

      “Honey, you’ve got to wake up.” He rubbed his hand along her thigh, getting dangerously close to where he wanted to be, between those beautiful, shapely legs.

      “Barroooo!” Coda’s lonesome howl and the scraping of her nails on the cheap trailer floor had him bolting upright.

      “What?” Hayden sat up, too, and smacked her head into his chin.

      “Son of a bi—” He cursed but the word died on his tongue as the trailer door flew open.

      Coda shot down the steps out of view, barking excitedly.

      “What the fuck is going on here?” A booming voice reverberated throughout the trailer. A tall, red-haired man stood just inside, staring at them, blue eyes flashing.

      “Wes?” Hayden climbed off the bed, running her fingers through her tangle of strawberry-colored hair.

      Fenn was momentarily distracted by the way hints of gold gleamed amid the red, like condensed sunlight was trapped in the strands.

      “Get out of here right now, Hayden.” The red-haired man jabbed a finger toward the door. Hayden did as she was told, but Fenn could hear her frantic whispers from just outside the trailer, where the two had retreated

      Fenn didn’t feel remotely threatened. He leaned back in his bed, folded his arms behind his head and grinned smugly. Moments later the intruder stalked right up to the edge of Fenn's bed, fire and brimstone threatening in his gaze.

      “Sorry, man, you have to keep a tighter leash on your girlfriend. She came to me.”

      The man, who was wearing an expensive suit, dove for him, cobalt blue eyes sparking…blue eyes like…Hayden’s—

      The punch caught him right in the jaw. His head exploded with searing pain and he grunted as the other man landed on him.

      “That’s my sister, you piece of shit!”

      Fenn landed a blow on the man’s cheek, then tucking up his good leg kicked the other man square in the chest.

      “Stop!” Hayden’s enraged shout barely penetrated the haze around Fenn as he rose from the bed and lunged for the other man. Grappling and swiping at each other, they bounced off the fridge and the cabinets before they reached the open doorway.

      The pit in his stomach dropped out as they fell through the doorway and hit the dirt with pained groans. Rather than let go of adrenaline-fused anger, he and Wes kept pummeling each other.

      The sound of a gunshot stilled them both. Fenn had Wes pinned down and Wes gripped Fenn’s balled fist where he’d just caught it a second before.

      “I leave you alone for a couple of nights and I come back to find you fighting with someone like a pair of stray tomcats?” Jim Taylor’s voice cracked like a whip.

      Both Fenn and Wes turned to look at the battered old blue pickup truck that had just pulled up behind the pair of brand new Jeep Wranglers. Jim had opened the driver’s side door and was standing on the footrail, a shotgun hanging loose over one arm. Callie scurried out of her side of the truck and ran over to them. She balked when she saw Hayden standing a little to the side, still wearing nothing but her tiny red dress. The look of utter devastation in Callie’s eyes killed Fenn, but she had to grow up and quit mooning over him like a lovesick calf sometime.

      “Hey Jim,” Fenn smiled, showing all his teeth like a wolf.

      Jim continued to frown. “Don’t you ‘Hey Jim’ me, son. Get up and dust yourself off and help your friend there.” Jim gestured to Wes, whose gaze was fixed on Callie. There was a fascinated, almost predatory gleam in his eyes.

      Fenn rose from the ground and smacked his jeans, sending small puffs of brown dirt in the air before he helped Wes to his feet. He pulled the other man close, feigning to help him dust off his fancy suit.

      “Touch Callie and I rip your balls off,” he warned.

      Wes cocked one brow. “Touch my sister and you meet the same fate.”

      They both nodded grimly before turning to Jim.

      Jim Taylor was fifty-nine, with gray hair and skin made leathery from years of working outdoors. His well-toned body was only slightly worn with age. He was a man who had lived and worked hard, building the Broken Spur from the ground up. A man to be respected. He sauntered over to them, a disappointed frown forging creases on his brow.

      “Jim Taylor.” He held out his hand to Wes.

      Wes shook it immediately. “Wes Thorne. I apologize for the behavior you witnessed.” He wiped his mouth where a small line of blood on his split lip had started to trail down his chin. Fenn smirked, but then winced as he licked his own lips, tasting blood. He touched his mouth with his fingertips. A few places stung at the contact, but it seemed well worth it. He’d been spoiling for a fight after losing last night at the arena.

      “And who is this?” Jim’s focus slid to Hayden. She tiptoed forward on bare feet and held out her hand.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Taylor. I’m Hayden Thorne. I’m sorry for all the trouble.” She shot a scathing glance at Wes and Fenn. It didn’t bother Fenn, though. He merely shrugged. Self-defense and all that.

      “And Mr. Thorne is your…husband?” Jim guessed.

      “Brother,” Wes and Hayden replied in unison in that uncanny way siblings often could when the occasion presented itself.

      “Ahh yeah. I can see the resemblance, now that you mention it. Why don’t you both go inside? We’ll get ice for the men and figure out a civilized way to settle whatever matter had you two brawling like bears. Sound good?”

      Jim didn’t wait for a response. He marched toward the main house, shotgun resting on one shoulder. Callie walked over to Hayden, smiling tentatively as she introduced herself. Then the two girls followed Jim.

      Fenn stayed where he was. His ankle ached, but the ice pack last night had been a vastly effective treatment against the swelling. He was still barefoot on his bandaged leg. Wes was studying him, his dark blue eyes sweeping over him from head to toe.

      “This was not how I pictured meeting you after all these years,” Wes said, a rueful smile on his lips. “But I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. You’re still the Fenn I once knew.”

      The fine hairs on Fenn’s neck rose as he really studied the man beside him.

      “Flick your wrist, like this.” The strawberry blond-haired boy stood barefoot in the shadows of the pond. Noonday sun beat down around them as Fenn practiced flicking his wrist like the other boy. The stones in their palms skipped along the surface of the water, leaving momentary circular impact spots in shrinking patterns as they sank out of view.

      “Better,” the other boy grinned, and his cobalt blue eyes were rich and deep like the Atlantic ocean. They were eyes he knew, eyes that sparked with mischief and trust and the utterly complete devotion found only in friendships forged by young children.

      Fenn blinked. The flash of that image—the sound of bees buzzing, the aroma of fresh-cut grass, and the glowing surge of hope—was slow to fade.

      Hope; that fickle emotion he’d lost faith in so long ago.

      “I—” He shook his head. He was imagining things, fanciful things. This was all because he’d drunk too much last night after Hayden had shown him those pictures on her phone: a life that wasn’t his, a life he couldn’t remember.

      “You really don’t remember?” Hurt deepened the blue of Wes’s eyes even more before he glanced away. Something tightened in Fenn’s chest and for a second he couldn’t breathe.

      “I’m sorry,” he muttered, not sure why he felt compelled to say that, but he did.

      Wes chuckled, but without mirth. “I suppose part of me hoped you’d suddenly remember after seeing me…but I guess not.” He swept his palms over his gray suit coat, removing more dirt that had dusted his clothes.

      “I’m not who you think I am,” Fenn said quietly as they both started to walk toward the house. He tried his damnedest not to favor his right ankle, but he couldn’t hide his small limp.

      “No. You’re not at all what I thought you’d be, but you’re still the man I’ve come to find.” Wes left that hanging in the air between them as they ascended the steps. Wes led and Fenn hobbled up behind.

      Inside the house, Callie and Hayden clustered around Jim in the open kitchen, clucking and fussing like hens. Jim blushed and swatted their feminine hands away.

      “Dad, you need to sit down and rest,” Callie growled like a protective mother wolf.

      “Really, Mr. Taylor, heart attacks are serious,” Hayden agreed, and Fenn saw her and Callie exchange meaningful glances. It seemed the girls had decided to become friends. Not that that surprised him in the least. Callie was sweet, lively and quick to trust. Hayden—well, she seemed to have a “take no prisoners” personality, and Fenn figured that if she decided to be your friend you were better off accepting it rather than fighting it.

      “Somebody come and save me,” Jim demanded, but a thin layer of pleading in his tone made both Fenn and Wes laugh.

      Fenn hobbled over to the kitchen table and took a seat beside Jim. It felt good to rest his ankle. A scuffle and a bout of fisticuffs hadn’t been the wisest idea.

      Callie retrieved a first aid kit from a cabinet beneath the sink and slid past Wes in order to bring the supplies closer to the table. A flush crept through her cheeks and she made a point of not looking at Wes. Fenn narrowed his eyes as Wes swept his gaze over Callie again. That situation would bear watching.

      “Now, let’s talk. What was that about outside?” Jim asked as he set his shotgun on the table. Leave it to Jim to make his threats clear without having to say anything.

      “I think it’s better if we start from the beginning.” Hayden tugged her dress down her thighs as she dropped into an empty chair.

      Brother and sister shared a look, and then Wes gave her a slight nod and she continued.

      “Do you remember the Lockwood kidnapping on Long Island about twenty-five years ago?”

      Jim leaned back in his chair. “Remember? Who could forget? Everyone was terrified of men climbing into nurseries to steal children for at least a year following the kidnapping. It was all over the national papers for weeks.”

      Hayden cleared her throat and avoided looking at anyone except Jim. “So you remember that twins named Emery and Fenn were kidnapped. Fenn was never found and everyone assumed he was dead.”

      Jim ran a hand along his jaw. “Okay…” Suddenly his pupils dilated and he angled his head toward Fenn. “I only ever saw one picture of that other boy, but it never occurred to me when Fenn showed up here a few months later that…You don’t think that…” He didn’t finish.

      “We’re positive. I have all of the articles and pictures on my phone. I can show you.” Hayden answered his unspoken question.

      “I’ve already told you that I’m not him. My father and I have lived here for as long as I can remember,” Fenn argued.

      Hayden ignored him. “Mr. Taylor, we were sent here by Emery, Fenn’s brother. It’s crucial that we get him back to Long Island where he can be protected.”

      “Protected?” Callie’s brow furrowed as she lifted a cotton swab doused in antiseptic and touched Wes’s mouth. The man didn’t flinch as she tended to him, but he reached up and shackled her wrist—not stopping her, only keeping hold.

      “Fenn’s in danger. The original kidnapping all those years ago was orchestrated as a fake ransom situation. The real goal was to kill the twins. An assassin hired two other men to help him with the kidnapping and the murder. Only recently that assassin resurfaced to finish the job. Emery walked away, but barely. Right before the killer died, he confessed another would take his place, and he knew where Fenn was.” Hayden finally turned her focus to Fenn. “It’s how we finally found you. Emery’s friend was able to get some computer files copied from the assassin’s laptop. They had pictures of you, your bull-riding information and school information, even though you grew up here under the name Fenn Smith. The man who raised you never changed your first name.”

      “The man who raised me? You mean my father?” Fenn bristled and smacked his fist on the table.

      “Calm down,” Jim warned.

      “No! I’m not listening to this. Jim, you know me. Tell them I’m not some East Coast brat. I’ve been here all my life.” Fenn was on his feet, ignoring the rush of pain in his ankle.

      Jim waved a hand, indicating for him to sit back down.

      “Fenn, you didn’t come to Walnut Springs until you were eight. No one ever heard where you were from before that. Your father kept his life private. I met him at the local diner and heard he needed work, so he was an easy hire as a ranch hand. But to be honest…Lewis always struck me as off. He didn’t act like a father. For a man whose wife had supposedly died, he seemed awkward with his own child; he didn’t seem to really know what to do with you. Most men have some sort of paternal instincts kick in when they have a child. Lewis was just as lost with you as he was with himself. He was a drifter and never seemed to trust anyone. I always wondered about you, figured you had to take after your mother because you sure as hell didn’t take after like Lewis.”

      Hayden pulled out her phone and queued up the photos. “Mr. Taylor, these are pictures of Emery and Fenn. Tell me you don’t honestly believe he’s not Fenn Lockwood.”

      Callie abandoned her nurse duties and leaned over her father’s shoulder so she could see the pictures. Her lips parted and she flicked her gaze up to Fenn’s before dropping her focus back to the photos.

      “I have to admit, he’s a dead ringer for this other man.”

      “Can you run a DNA test?” Callie asked.

      Hayden nodded. “Yes, if Fenn is willing to do it.”

      With a dark scowl, Jim pointed a finger at him. “Listen to me, boy. You’re gonna take the damn test. If you have another family out there, you need to know. More importantly, they need to know.”

      Fenn clenched the edges of the wooden table until his knuckles were white. Did no one understand what he was going through? His whole world was crumbling to dust around him. His belief in who he was as a person was fracturing like cracks across the surface of a mirror. A thousand new faces seemed to be staring back at him, forcing him to consider that the life he had lived up until now was an absolute lie.

      “I’ll take the test. But that’s it. I’m not going back with anyone to Long Island. I don’t want whatever is there. My life is here.” He got up from the table and then stalked out of the kitchen. Any conversation about him being Fenn Lockwood was over as far as he was concerned.
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      “That went well,” Wes grumbled and touched his wounded, now slightly swollen lip.

      “He’s having a tough time accepting the truth,” Hayden countered. “We pretty much ambushed him. Try to think about what he is going through. Everything he knows about his present life is a lie.”

      “It’s not a lie,” Callie spoke up, her face flushed. “He’s lived a good life here. A different last name doesn’t mean anything. He’s still the same person.”

      A sense of curiosity filled Hayden. She really liked Callie, especially how despite her youth she had a good grasp of understanding people.

      “I agree with you.” Hayden drew a fingertip along the rough surface of the wood table. “I just worry that he feels like it’s a lie and that exploring his past and any future with his family will feel like a betrayal of the people he’s grown up with.”

      Jim exhaled heavily. “He’s part of our family, and he can’t just get rid of us no matter what. If he has other family, that’s wonderful. He won’t ever lose us.”

      Inside her chest, Hayden’s heart did a little flip. These people loved Fenn, loved him as much as his family back home did. It was a small comfort to think that he hadn’t been truly alone all these years, suffering in a life that wasn’t his. The Taylor family had claimed him, whether he wanted to admit that or not. He was a part of their lives and for that Hayden was grateful. After everything he’d been through, he deserved to have been loved by such good people.

      Callie rested her hands on her father’s shoulders. “Why don’t you both stay here at the house until we convince Fenn to go back with you?”

      Hayden opened her mouth. “Oh, we don’t have to—”

      Wes cut her off. “Thank you, we’d love to.”

      Lowering her brows, Hayden couldn’t conceal the look of surprise she flashed her brother. What was he playing at? Wes always acted through moves and countermoves, as if life was a fascinating game of chess. If he wanted them to stay at the ranch there was definitely some reason; she just wished she knew what it was.

      “You look like you could use a shower, Hayden. If you want, you can use mine. I’ve got clothes, too…” Callie’s cheeks pinked as if she seemed to realize she might have sounded rude.

      “Thanks.” Hayden offered her new friend a smile, hoping it would reassure her. “That would be great.” She got up from her chair and glanced at Wes. “Will you get our bags from the motel?”

      “Yes. I’ll be back soon.” He shook hands with Jim before fishing his keys from his trouser pocket and heading out the door.

      “Come on, Hayden. I’ll take you upstairs.” Callie led her up the stairs.

      Hayden slid her hand along the smooth walnut banister. “Your house is so beautiful.” Now that Fenn was gone, she was finally able to focus on the home around her. The house was built of a combination of wood and stone, with rich deep earth tones and red walls. The kitchen had light granite countertops and everything about it was warm and inviting. So unlike her own home.

      The young woman ahead of her grinned. “My mother designed a lot of it. She died when I was four, but so much of her lives in this house, like she’s still here with me.”

      A pang of envy shot through Hayden, stealing her breath for a second. She would never have that closeness with her mother. Not even death had been able to separate Callie from hers. A love like that was powerful. A love like that…Hayden shut her eyes then forced them open. She’d never know that kind of love.

      “I’m sorry about your mother. It must have been nice to have one who loved you so much.”

      They reached the top of the stairs and Callie paused, her lovely hazel-green eyes bright with that uncanny comprehension.

      “You’re not close to your mother?”

      A bitter laugh escaped Hayden. “Ha! Definitely not. I’m not close to either of my parents. They’re the very idea of what most people imagine when they think of rich, elitist snobs. They flaunt their wealth and snub their noses at anyone beneath them. But the worst part is their expectations. Wes and I lead very different lives. He broke from our parents’ hold long ago, but as a guy he’s had it easier.”

      “And you didn’t?” Callie seemed genuinely interested as they headed down the hall and stopped at a room on the right.

      “My idea of a fulfilling life is not to marry one of my father’s golfing buddies and sit on a yacht all day long drinking mimosas and burning my husband’s cash. I’m not going to be some trophy wife. I want to own my own business. Can you imagine what it would be like to start up a business, build it from the ground up and make something that withstands time? I want that. A legacy that I create, something that proves I was here, that I wasn’t a pawn in anyone’s game, that I made a life for myself. I got an MBA for a reason. I’m not crazy for wanting that, right?” Hayden knew she shouldn’t be unburdening her heart to a stranger, but there was something so open and trustworthy about Callie.

      The other woman grinned. “I knew you and I would get along. Screw your parents, and live life the way you want to.” Callie winked at her conspiratorially.

      “Thank you!” Hayden laughed. “I’m glad someone else agrees.” She giggled, feeling a little more motivated than she had in a long time. Fighting against her parents and their suffocating vision of what her life should be had been crushing her the last several years. She’d tried to talk to Wes about it, but sometimes she got the sense he was consumed by an inner darkness. He rarely let anyone inside his heart. As a boy, losing Fenn had wrought changes in him, long before she’d been born. It was part of why bringing Fenn home was so crucial for her:  restoring him to his family might restore that part of Wes that seemed to have withered and died long ago.

      “Here’s my room, it has its own private bathroom. You can shower in here. I’ll lay out some clothes for you. While you’re getting washed up, I’ll ready two rooms.” Callie opened the door to reveal a sunny room with butter yellow walls and a bed with a blue plaid coverlet. Seascape paintings lined the walls.

      “Those pieces are lovely. Have you been to the beach a lot?”

      “Never, actually.” Callie sighed. “I’ve never left Walnut Springs. I dream about it, though; seeing the ocean, running through the surf and just feeling the water rush over my feet. I painted those because that’s how I want to believe the ocean looks.” She shrugged her shoulders as though embarrassed.

      “You painted those?” Hayden took a closer look at the oil paintings. “Wow, Callie, you are really talented.”

      Callie blushed and shook her head. “Thanks. I was just playing around with different mediums. I had one class in high school. The rest I just figured out by researching some techniques online.”

      “Well, nicely done,” Hayden praised. Callie was incredibly talented for so little study in art. “Don’t tell my brother or he’ll try to buy these.”

      Callie froze, cheeks turning pink. “He would?”

      Hayden bit her lip, hiding a smile. “Oh yeah. He’s obsessed with art. That’s part of how he makes his living. He gets hired by museums and private collectors to study paintings’ provenances and to help when auctions for big items come up, because he’s very good at discerning the quality and value of pieces. He also has an impressive private collection.”

      Callie sat down on the edge of the bed, beautiful eyes wide as saucers. “He has real art?” She blanched as though embarrassed. “I mean, he has real works done by famous artists?”

      “Yes. He has one Monet, a Renoir, and a few others that are really exquisite.” Hayden ticked them off on her fingers as she announced the artists.

      The way Callie’s face lit with joy made Hayden smile. The girl must truly love art. God help her if Wes ever figured that out. She’d be easy prey if he decided to seduce her. After all this craziness with assassins was over with, she and Callie were going to have to sit down and talk about men like Wes. She ought to know what she was getting into if she ever decided to come to Long Island and get involved with the other half of Fenn’s life. The idea made Hayden a little jealous, but she wasn’t the kind of woman to shut Callie out because of green-eyed envy. She was part of Fenn’s life and that meant something to Hayden. And she liked the other woman too much not to want to be friends with her.

      “Well, you and I will have to go to the beach, and you can paint from real life rather than pictures.” Hayden said. In some ways, Callie was just as trapped as she was, and they both deserved to be free. A girls-only trip to the beach could be fun.

      The other woman’s face fell. “Thanks, but I doubt I’d get to go. What with my dad’s heart condition and losing the ranch, I’ll never get to travel.”

      “Losing the ranch?” Hayden’s heart gave a little jerk at the thought that Callie and her father wouldn’t be living in the home her mother had worked so hard to design just for them.

      “With Dad’s hospital bills and a few rough years of losing money in the cattle business, we can’t make the mortgage payments. There are only so many ways to rub two nickels together, you know?” She seemed to be unaffected, but as she reached inside a chest of drawers for clothing, her hands trembled.

      Hayden reached over and curled her fingers around Callie’s hand and gave it a little squeeze. “Don’t lose hope. Maybe we can help you.”

      “You don’t need to.” The other woman said politely as she turned away for a minute to stare out the window that overlooked the ranch’s front drive. Then she turned and with a genuine smile she changed the subject.

      “What was Fenn like as a boy? Did he really have a different life there?”

      Hayden helped Callie collect towels and clothing before she answered. “He was gone two years before I was born, but I know he was a mischievous kid, like most little boys I imagine. He’s a bit like Emery in the way he walks, the way he moves. Of course, I don’t know how close to Emery he is since I’ve known him all of a half a day.” She shook her head, smiling.

      “That’s his twin, right?”

      “Yes.” Hayden pursed her lips in thought. “They’re both dominating and egotistical.”

      They shared knowing grins and laughed.

      “And his parents?”

      “Miranda and Elliot Lockwood. Two of the best people I’ve ever met. They defy every stereotype about rich people you could have. Fenn looks just like his mother, but his attitude is just like his father’s.”

      Callie was the one who giggled this time. “So his dad must be a handful, then.”

      “He is, but he’s also a teddy bear to those he cares about.”

      “I’m so glad he had parents like that,” Callie’s tone was a little wistful. “It also made my father sad to think of him so alone. Lewis was nice, but like my dad said, there was something not quite right about him, I guess. That’s what I’ve been told anyway. After Lewis died, Mom and Dad took Fenn in like one of their own and the state’s child services let them. I don’t know how much paperwork was involved. Dad doesn’t talk about it. But he’s always seen Fenn as his own son.”

      Hayden leaned back against the bed. “Why does Fenn live in that little trailer? It seems like this house has plenty of room.”

      Callie closed the drawers and joined her by the bed. “We have five extra bedrooms here, plenty of space, but Fenn moved out of the house when he turned eighteen. He said he wanted to earn his place on the ranch. So he saved up, bought the Airstream and has been living there ever since.”

      “That’s definitely his father’s stubbornness. A surefire Lockwood trait. No one ever tells Elliot Lockwood what to do and he has always believed in earning his way in life.” Hayden bit her lip to keep from smiling. It was fascinating to see how much Fenn was like his family, even though he had not been raised by them.

      “Sounds like he really is a Lockwood.” Callie smiled. “I wish I could see him meet his family, but I know it’s not something I should get to see. Well, I’ve bothered you long enough. Why don’t you get showered?” She pointed to the small bathroom at one end of the room.

      “Thanks.” Hayden paused by the door. “It was really good to meet you, Callie.”

      “Same here.” Callie’s response was a little sad as she stepped outside and left Hayden alone.

      As Hayden stripped out of the Valentino dress and her underwear, she mulled over the strange play of events that had led her here and the people she’d met. It was so far from the life and the people she’d grown up around. Aside from the Devereaux family and the Lockwoods, she wasn’t comfortable with her “own kind,” as her parents called themselves. Jim and Callie were wonderful, and knowing that Jim had helped to raise Fenn when his own parents couldn’t eased the pangs in her heart. He’d been in good hands these long years and that would make his parents feel better, if only a little.

      After she’d showered, she stepped out and wrapped a towel around her body. She walked into the bedroom and froze. Fenn was lounging against the wall by the bed, holding up her red dress as though scrutinizing it. There was something sinful about the sight of him next to the bed. It made her think of all the things they could do together…She swallowed hard and tried to ignore the flush on her skin.

      “How you women fit into these little things is beyond me. This thing barely covers your assets.” He looked at her and grinned. “And I do mean assets.”

      “Ha, ha. Hands off my Valentino, cowboy.”

      “Cowboy?” His raspy chuckle drifted over her skin like velvet. “If you don’t want my hands on your dress, where should I put them?” He made the dress dance around in the air in front of her.

      “Hey!” She lunged for the dress and the precarious hold on her towel slipped. Fenn dropped the dress at the same time, reacting instantly to catch her naked body as she dove at him. She squealed as his arms curled around her, his plaid cotton button-up shirt rubbing enticingly against her bare breasts.

      “Oh my God! Let go!” She gasped and shoved balled fists at his chest, desperately trying to ignore her body’s reaction.

      “Fine. I’ll let go.” He was still smirking as he stared down at her and started to loosen his arms.

      A horrifying realization struck just as her own body betrayed her with a heated throb between her thighs. If he let go she’d be completely naked in front of him, and her body was all for that idea. Traitor, she thought. Her skin tingled in anticipation of being touched, stroked…

      Damn, she had to get control of herself fast.

      “Wait!” she hissed in panic.

      Fenn’s large hands spanned her lower back, the heat of his palms searing through her bare skin. She absorbed the heat, letting it burn through her like wind stirring up a brushfire, the tension in her body building with a need for him she was fighting in her head to deny. Before she could think, her body arched, pressing into him, seeking to get closer.

      “Changed your mind, honey?” He drummed his fingertips playfully along the sensitive area where her back sloped out into her bottom. Sparks of arousal lit her up inside, like thousands of tiny fireworks, and she hated to admit what he was doing to her was destroying her rationality. Those few simple touches seared her like a brand. She felt branded by him. Her hips ground against his in invitation and she bit back a whimper as her bare clit rubbed against his jeans.

      God, if she didn’t get a hold of herself, she was going to climb him like a tree and beg him to fuck her. Regaining a few strands of self-control she fixed him with a stare.

      “Promise me you’ll close your eyes before you let go,” she ordered, putting on her best frown to show him she meant business. It was hard to ignore her body, though, the way her nipples had hardened and her womb was beating a rhythmic pulse inside her, ready to be taken by him.

      “No way.” He licked his lips. “I’m a hot-blooded man, and if this is my only shot to see you naked, I’m not missing it, no matter how pissed you’re going to be.”

      She kicked his good leg, and then whimpered as her bare toes connected with the strong leather of his cowboy boot.

      “You ass!” Hayden cursed. It was almost impossible not to be distracted by the way her breasts pressed against his chest, her nipples rasping against the textured fabric of his shirt.

      “Okay, you win, honey. I’m closing my eyes.” He sighed dramatically and made a grand show of shutting his eyes.

      She waited a second before she knocked his arms away and dove for the towel on the floor. She almost dropped it again as she hastily tried to get it wrapped around her body. Her heart was pounding and her entire body shaking as she tried to get the towel around herself, but she kept losing her grip.

      When she looked his way, he had an eye open, obviously peeking. With a firm grip on the towel about her breasts she punched him in the chest. His little grunt of pain was a small balm to her pride.

      “Well, as fun as this has been, I’ve got to go into town on an errand for Jim.” He tapped her upturned nose with his index finger before he walked away.

      She stood there in nothing but her towel, trembling. The man was tying her in knots. There had been times when she’d been almost entirely naked with Dominants at the Gilded Cuff, but she’d never felt so exposed, so vulnerable. What if Callie had come in and seen them? They were in her room, after all. What if Wes had come to check on her and found her naked and body locked to Fenn? Wes would have killed Fenn for that alone.

      Legs still shaking, she glanced around the room, feeling suddenly very small. Fenn could have unraveled her with one crook of his finger. He had had so much power over her body that he could have asked her to do anything, and the terrifying truth was that she might have done just that. Anything. And what’s more, he knew it, too. The blazing heat in his eyes just before he left warned her that he was fully aware he could have her at any time he chose.

      After she calmed down and went to lock the bedroom door, she turned her attention to the items Callie had left for her. The clothes on the bed were her size, and she slipped them on, reminding herself to thank Callie and return the favor. The blue jeans were perfect, and somehow more free-feeling than most of the dresses she wore back home. The shirt was a soft baby blue gingham. She buttoned it up and admired the loose fit. A pair of worn boots and socks sat on the floor by the bed, and she hastily pulled them on, then towel-dried her hair. She gave herself a quick once-over in the bathroom mirror, thankful that she didn’t rely on makeup that often and didn’t miss its absence now.

      Feeling refreshed, she left the bedroom and headed back downstairs. Jim was helping Callie prepare a quick breakfast. They both smiled at her when she walked into the kitchen.

      “Thank you so much for the clothes. I’m glad we’re the same size.” She patted her jeans.

      “Me too! Makes it easy.” Callie tucked some dirty pots into the sink and then handed Hayden a plate with a pancake and some toast. “Thought you might be hungry.”

      Hayden took a seat at the table. “Thanks. I may have to buy some new things while I’m here. I doubt I packed the right sort of clothes. I just threw stuff into a suitcase the second I heard Fenn had been located.”

      Jim caught her attention. “Speaking of Fenn…Hayden, would you mind going into town with him?”

      “I’ll go!” Callie offered, but her father caught her wrist.

      “Hold on there, sweetheart. I need your help getting two rooms ready for our guests.”

      “I’ll catch you later, Callie. Girls’ night sound good?” Hayden offered.

      “I’d love that.” The other woman’s wide-eyed hopeful expression made her feel good. She wanted to take that girl out and have some fun. It had been ages since she’d had a girls’ night out. The last time she’d done that was when Sophie and she had…Sophie. Her heart clenched at the thought of her friend in the hospital. She would have to call Emery today and ask how she was. If there had been bad news, she and Wes would have heard by now. That she was sure of.

      Outside, Fenn was near the old red pickup truck and Hayden’s breath caught in her throat. There was something incredibly seductive about a tall man in blue jeans, the wind making his shirt hug his trim waist and broad shoulders. So much about him was a mystery, and that made him all the more enticing. A secret part of her had loved it when he’d held her close, but she didn’t want a man controlling her. Anyone with that kind of power was dangerous to her, especially to her heart.

      As much as she secretly longed for a dominant man to control her in the bedroom, she’d never been able to trust one. There was an awful fear within her that if she allowed anyone to have that unlimited power, they’d run all over her and kill anything inside of her that needed to stay free. She couldn’t help but wonder what Fenn would be like. Was he the sort of man who needed to break a woman and own her? Or could he possess her with passion and only inflame the inferno raging within her even more?

      “What are you doing out here, honey?” Fenn teased as he brushed his golden hair out of his eyes. He opened the driver’s side door and the truck creaked as he climbed in.

      “I’m coming with you.” She danced around the front of the truck and flung open the passenger side door.

      “Oh no. You’re staying here. You’ve been enough trouble today.”

      “I’m coming.” She threw herself into the seat, but then jumped up as something squished beneath her bottom. Reaching underneath herself she retrieved what she’d sat on. A cowboy hat. A nearly flattened one.

      Fenn’s eyes widened and then narrowed as he noticed the crushed hat. She hastily tried to fix the squished part of the hat, but it wouldn’t pop back up the way it was supposed to.

      “Damn it, woman! You ruined my hat!” He leaned over and snatched the thing out of her hands.

      “I’m sorry. Was it your favorite?” The hat was old and worn, probably something he wore a lot. Genuine regret weighed heavily inside her. At the furious expression on his face, she cowered back in her seat.

      “Favorite?” he growled. “No. It was my only hat.”

      His only hat? She almost laughed. The idea of Fenn Lockwood living so…frugally…was a wild thought. There were heaps of money at his fingertips. His right to a part of his father and brother’s business would make him a billionaire overnight. Then again, knowing Fenn as she was learning to, she considered it likely he’d snub any fortune he might have a right to.

      “I’ll buy you another one,” she promised.

      “I don’t want another one. I want this one.” He glowered.

      “But if it’s ruined…”

      “Buying something new isn’t always the answer. That’s what you people don’t understand.”

      “‘You people’? Fenn, you are one of my people. We were born in the same city, the same hospital.” She pointed out.

      He ignored her comment. “You can’t just buy everything. It doesn’t solve anything.” His hands smoothed over the hat, the touch almost wistful. Had this hat meant something? Had someone he’d cared about given it to him? Her stomach churned a little at the thought. She didn’t like to think that she’d hurt him somehow by sitting on a hat.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sure I can fix it.” She had no clue how she would do that, but when she reached for it, he almost snarled and drew back.

      “I’ll take that as a no…” She sat back and folded her hands in her lap.

      The scathing look she got from him made her burst out in a nervous laugh.

      “What?” he demanded.

      “Nothing. You’re just funny when you get grumpy.”

      “I’m not grumpy,” he countered.

      “Yes, you are.”

      “No, I’m not—this is ridiculous.” He smacked his hands against the steering wheel. “Get out of my truck.”

      She shook her head and turned to reach for her seat belt. “Jim told me to go with you, so I am. I’m his guest. It’s only polite.” She was just about to finish buckling in when Fenn caught her hips and tugged her close to him across the truck’s bench seat.

      “Don’t make me paddle that little ass of yours. Now do as I say and get out.”

      His gruff warning sparked a sharp stab of arousal in her womb, and she clamped her thighs together as a heavy throb started between her legs. Damn the man! He knew just what to say to turn her on, and he didn’t even seem to notice she was practically melting at the thought. Hayden licked her lips, an impish need to push him, like she had the many doms back at the Gilded Cuff. What were his limits? How far would he take his threats? She had to know.
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      “I’m not leaving,” she whispered, then swallowed hard against his penetrating stare. It was as though he could see right through her, to everything she ever sought to hide from the world, even from herself. It was all laid bare and open for him. She would have been less vulnerable in that moment if she had been naked and tied to a bed.

      The clash of wills ended abruptly when he shifted to the center of the truck’s bench seat and pulled her face-down over his lap, exposing her jean-clad bottom to his hand. The first smack made her squeak, then the successive slaps, were as sharp and shocking as the first. These were nothing like the light sensual slaps she’d had a few times in the club. She tried counting in her head, but soon was unable to.

      There was only the edge of pain, enough to remind her she was alive, alive and at the mercy of a man strong enough to take her in hand. She couldn’t move, couldn’t struggle, only accept what he gave her. It was strangely freeing, the way she thought only of Fenn and the way he held her immobilized. Even the sting of the blows didn’t scare her, didn’t truly harm her.

      When he stopped, she realized dimly that she was crying, but not from pain. Something inside of her, a knotted piece of tension, had been unleashed and destroyed. She was empty, devoid of stress and anxiety. There was only blissful contentment. It was almost as though she’d reached some level of subspace, that hard-to-reach place in a submissive’s mind where they are set free by an experience and fully let go of control and any fear. God, it felt good to just experience everything and not think. A little sigh escaped her lips as she studied the worn leather seat of the truck just inches from the tip of her nose. Her fingers, which had dug into Fenn’s jeans, now uncurled and stroked the leather. Breaths came in and out and she didn’t think, only felt the world around her.

      Fenn helped her up, then resituated her so she sat on his thighs. He cradled her in his arms, kissing her cheek. He nuzzled her and murmured soft gentle nonsense in her ear that made her feel oddly warm deep inside. It hurt to sit on his lap, but it felt amazing to feel the wind sliding through the open truck window and across her face, where the fresh tracks left by her tears cooled. She was hot all over, her body quaking like a new foal attempting to stand. She wasn’t a masochist and didn’t usually need pain to release her emotions, but today she had needed it and he’d given it to her.

      “Honey, are you okay?” His deep voice was a distant rumble, one that brought comfort. The pain had been good, not bad. He hadn’t beat her, hadn’t broken or abused her. Instead, he’d loosened that knot of anxiety inside her she hadn’t realized was there. It had festered there like vines strangling her heart as they grew and twisted, without anything strong enough to sever them. Now that that knot was gone, she could breathe for what felt like the first time in years. He’d given her what she’d craved for so long, a way to release her anxieties and feel free again. She’d been safe while he was in control, pushing her to her limits of what she’d needed from him. She’d trusted him.

      Hayden cupped one of his hands in hers and kissed the back of his knuckles. “Yes. I’m fine. I wanted you to do it.” She was still in a daze. She really had reached subspace—the beautiful state of mind where a sub truly surrendered and the pleasure/pain swept through them. They didn’t think about anything else except the cathartic release of their pent up emotions. She had never trusted another man enough to let her reach this euphoric state.

      “Did I hurt you?” He cupped her chin and lifted her face, forcing her eyes to meet his.

      “It hurt, but in a good way.” She should have been embarrassed at how easy it was to speak with him. The intimacy of what they’d just done had broken her barriers more than sex with other men ever had.

      “I don’t know what came over me. I’ve spanked a few girls in my day, but this was something else.” He brushed the pad of his thumb over her lip and she bit it, letting her subtle sassiness shine through.

      “Honey, you just like to push a man’s buttons.” Fenn groaned as she flicked her tongue over his finger. She could taste the salt of her own tears on his skin from when he’d stroked them away from her face a few moments earlier. A tiny shiver rippled through her.

      “Promise me you’ll tell me if I ever truly hurt you. I mean it. I’m not an abusive man, and would never want to harm you.”

      Hayden sighed and leaned her head back against his shoulder. “You’re not that kind of man. If you really hurt me, I would have castrated you.”

      “Bit of a spitfire, aren’t you?” Fenn fisted his hand in her hair. “I don’t want that fire to go out.”

      “We could use a safe word,” she suggested.

      “‘Safe word’?” His brow creased as he contemplated the phrase.

      “Yes. If I say it, you know to stop or to slow down.”

      “Very well. What word?” He rubbed a hand down her back, the soothing touch making her melt.

      “Pineapple,” she replied instantly.

      “Pineapple?” His chest rumbled with laughter. “You don’t like pineapple?”

      She grinned. “I love it, actually, but it’s just an easy word to remember in the middle of…er…passion.”

      “Pineapple it is. I suppose this means that I have to let you come into town, huh?” he asked.

      “Oh yeah. You owe me, cowboy.” She stroked a fingertip along the leather belt he wore and paused when she hit the belt buckle. It was a shiny piece with a bull etched into it. Probably a buckle he’d won riding some devil like Tabasco.

      “Maybe I do.” He shifted her in his arms so that he had the perfect angle to kiss her. She tilted her head back. When he noticed her willingness, he grinned playfully, but the fire just barely banked in his eyes made her own body respond like tinder lit by a shower of sparks just as he dipped his head toward hers. He kissed her like a man savoring a rich glass of wine, or a favorite dish of food. He lingered on her lips, explored the inside of her mouth with his tongue and threaded his fingers through her hair.

      “You’re addictive, too addictive,” he whispered in her ear.

      A trembling need stole through her, stealing her control, and secret parts of her body tingled in excitement.

      “Right back at you,” she laughed breathlessly. “We really shouldn’t—”

      He silenced her with another kiss, this one more desperate and hard than the last, as though he had to prove to her that he was the one in control, he was the dominant one, like a wolf nipping his mate on the throat during mating, reminding her she wasn’t to deny him. The thought sent wicked spirals of sexual hunger through her. She craved that dominance, that sweet sense of being under his enchanting thrall.

      “Do you have any idea how much I want you?” He murmured against her lips. “The things I…” He sucked her bottom lip between his teeth and bit down for an instant, the little zing of pain going straight to her clit, making her arch her back.

      “What things?” she demanded, dying to know what he wanted to do to her.

      Another kiss followed—one that was raw, hard-edged, almost bruising. “I’d use my belt to tie you up, and spend hours exploring every inch of you, playing with you until you were begging me for release, honey. I’d eat you up, again and again, and you’d never get enough, not while I’m inside of you.”

      He stroked her thigh, rubbing and caressing her until she was wet and wriggling as she tried to control herself. It didn’t work. When she wound her arms around his neck, he suddenly broke the contact of their mouths. A whimper of protest escaped her. How dare he deny her the pleasure he’d just promised, the raw carnality that would be utterly life-changing? A man couldn’t just back out of a promise like that.

      “Sorry, honey. If we keep this up, I’m going to pin you down right here in the truck. Let’s go to town.” He set her back on her side of the seat and started the truck’s engine while she buckled up. Thankfully he didn’t seem to notice how badly her hands shook or how flushed she still was after that all-consuming kiss.

      Once they were heading down the road, Hayden reached over and flicked the radio knob on. Classic rock boomed through the speakers. She blinked, startled at Fenn’s choice in music. When she glanced over at him, he was tapping his fingers on the steering wheel in time with the beat. The song was “Carry On Wayward Son” by Kansas. The irony wasn’t lost on her. A song about a man working toward a sense of peace after finishing something hard he had to do. It happened to be one of Emery’s favorites, too. She nibbled her bottom lip, then decided to take a chance. Maybe talking about Emery would help Fenn decide to come back to Long Island.

      “You know, this is your brother’s favorite song. Your dad used to play it for you and Emery when you were kids.”

      Fenn’s jaw clenched, but he didn’t cut her off or silence her.

      “Don’t you want to know anything about him?”

      “No.”

      “Fenn, please.” She touched his arm. “Just ask me one thing. I want you to know something about him. You deserve to know about him. He wants to know all about you.”

      Please, please ask me something.

      Fenn stared straight ahead, his gaze distant, but he finally spoke.

      “Do…do they still mourn the loss of their son?” His voice was a little rough.

      His question fractured her heart enough that she swore she heard it shatter, but she was relieved he was talking.

      “They have always mourned you. They built a special place for you in the family cemetery. Emery visits it almost once a week. It’s a beautiful spot. It has these willows around it and it’s so peaceful.” Was she an idiot? Why had she said that? Way to go, Hayden, scare him off with talk of death.

      A telltale tic worked in Fenn’s jaw and her stomach churned. Had she gone too far? Messed things up before she’d even gotten through to him?

      “Do you have any idea what it’s going to be like when Emery is able to tell your parents about you?” Her throat tightened but she struggled to continue. “They love you, more than you can imagine. To find out their firstborn son isn’t dead? It’s going to bring them out of the darkness they’ve been in for twenty-five years. Can you even imagine that?”

      She didn’t expect him to respond and when he did it surprised her.

      “It would be like waking up from a nightmare.”

      Was that how he pictured his life? A nightmare that he hadn’t yet woken up from, one where he had never known the love of his family. Instead he’d been hurt, taken from his home and raised by a stranger, one who hadn’t really been a father to him. He had struggled every day of his new life.

      Hayden reached over and touched his forearm again and the muscles beneath his skin jumped, but then the rigidity that rolled off him in an almost tangible waves finally released.

      “So Emery likes Kansas, huh?” he asked, a little smile curving his lips.

      “Yeah. He also doesn’t like crusts on his sandwiches. His favorite beer is Boulevard Wheat—Oh, and he likes to spank women, too.”

      The truck fishtailed on the road, creating a vast cloud of dust behind them as the tires swerved across the ground.

      Hayden flashed him a Cheshire cat grin.

      He cocked a brow at her in challenge.

      “I’m just saying you guys have a lot in common. I wonder if it’s a twin thing.”

      “It’s not a twin thing. I like what I like, and that happens to be tying a woman down to my bed to pleasure her over and over again until she can’t walk. I like it rough.” He winked at her.

      “You ought to join a BDSM club or something.”

      “How do you know what a BDSM club is?” he demanded.

      “I’m a member of one back home. A submissive, of course,” she added. It wasn’t something she would normally broadcast, but now she wanted to tell Fenn and see how he would react to it. If he was a natural dom, he might respond to her declaration of being a submissive. She could hope.

      He burst out laughing. “You’re a submissive? Like hell, that mouth of yours is way too brazen.”

      “Hey!” She punched his shoulder, but without any real force.

      “Well, it’s true. No wonder I couldn’t resist spanking you.”

      Hayden blushed. What would it feel like if he spanked her during sex, like really spanked her? Oh God. Her thighs clenched as a flood of wet heat pooled there. She couldn’t get the image out of her head—her bare bottom lifted up, his hand striking her skin, heating it up until she was begging to be fucked hard…She hastily looked out the window, hoping he couldn’t see how red her face was. He’d know exactly what she was thinking about.

      They turned onto a main road and left the ranch lands and scattered woods behind them. The landscape beneath the distant mountains seemed to unfold and reveal a pocket of civilization. The town of Walnut Springs was well off the beaten path for most travelers, but it was a popular destination for skiers and summer vacationers. While the residents lived as a small, close-knit community, they seemed well used to strangers. Hayden had been more than surprised to see a number of luxury condominiums and homes on the outskirts of the town as they drove in.

      It was only eight in the morning, but Walnut Springs was alive with pedestrians and vehicular traffic. No doubt some of this was the remnants of the crowd from the rodeo last night, out and about doing some last-minute touring.

      “We’re stopping here for breakfast. I know a great diner. You’ll love it.”

      “Sounds good.” Her stomach gave a low gurgle of agreement and she rubbed it out of habit. She’d had to abandon the plate of pancakes and toast Callie had given her when Jim had told her to go with Fenn.

      Fenn pulled his truck into the last remaining empty space in front of the diner. Hayden had barely gotten herself unbuckled before he was there opening the door for her. He leaned against the open frame and offered her a hand, which she took without thinking. A little electric pulse jumped beneath her skin at the contact.

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” his low rumbling reply only added to her awareness of him.

      As they entered the diner and took a booth by the window, a middle-aged woman with full curves and silver threading through her dark hair strolled over, handing Hayden a laminated menu and flashing a warm smile at Fenn.

      “We were all wondering when you’d roll in this morning. Bad ride last night, hon. Best to just shrug it off. Breakfast for you and your girl is on the house this morning.”

      Hayden’s lips parted. Did everyone know about the accident last night? She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised. The locals had probably been at the stadium or heard about it from others.

      “Thanks, Penny. I’ll take a double side of bacon, a full stack of pancakes, and coffee. What about you, honey?” Fenn’s eyes twinkled as the endearment left his lips.

      It took a force of will to look away from him and down at the menu. After a hasty scan of the items, she started to open her mouth, but he held up a hand.

      “No wait. I know exactly what you want.” He studied the menu, then flicked a wicked gaze to her. “One egg over easy, whole wheat toast, a side of bacon and tea, that English Breakfast kind.” Then he winked.

      Hayden just stared at him. How the hell did he know what she liked to eat for breakfast? “That was a lucky guess,” she conceded, her tone a tad imperial, which only made him chuckle and roll his eyes. She handed the menu back to Penny, who shook her head, silently laughing. Then Penny retrieved a pot of coffee and poured a cup for Fenn before walking back to the counter.

      Hayden leaned forward and whispered. “She didn’t write down our order.”

      He just laughed. “Penny’s sharp. She doesn’t need to write it down. I’m glad you’re not one of those girls who eats only celery for breakfast.”

      This time it was Hayden who laughed, or rather scoffed, as she leaned back in the booth. “Life’s too short to live without real breakfast.”

      “Agreed.” Fenn stretched his arm across the back side of the booth and watched the flow of people passing by the diner’s windows. Hayden didn’t miss the opportunity to study him. The top two buttons on his shirt were undone, exposing smooth, tan skin. When he swallowed, his Adam’s apple shifted and that fascinated her. It was in that moment that she was completely under his spell.

      The tendrils of attraction, desire, and lust which had been slowly weaving their gossamer-fine spell around her solidified into an almost tangible cloak of seduction cocooning her. The way his lips formed a relaxed line, his eyes remained distant and unfocused, like the God of War resting after a mighty battle in the quiet solitude, made him look absorbed by his own thoughts and somber moods.

      She didn’t want to compare him to Emery, but she found herself doing so. She’d grown up with one twin as an older brother figure in her life; this other…he’d been a dream conjured by the whispers of loved ones, the fears of a family, and the torch of light burning inside the brother and two friends he’d left behind. Part of Hayden feared that finding this lost child, the missing golden boy, would prove dissatisfying or unfulfilling. As she stared at him now, however, she knew that fear was forever silenced.

      Fenn was a man lost in a deep sense of grief, grief he had no memories to explain, yet he had forged ahead and carved out a small piece of the world to call his own. It was easy to see he didn’t want to give it up. This place, this life, was all he’d ever known and he felt he was meant to stay here. Maybe he could…but he had to return to Long Island first. He had to face the past and confront his fear of the unknown. But how would she convince him?

      “Fenn?” She prodded gently.

      Clarity sharpened his gaze, and he focused on her.

      “We need to talk about you going back to Long Island.”

      “No.” His refusal was uttered before she’d barely finished her sentence.

      “Please, just hear me out.”

      He arched a brow. “I’ve done nothing but listen to you for the last day.”

      Irritation skittered through her. “Have you really listened? I get that you want to stay here. But you can’t. You have to go home at least once, see your family, and then you can come back here and hide.”

      He dropped his arm from the back of the booth and leaned over the table, a menacing darkness gathering in his eyes.

      “I don’t hide.”

      She had hit a nerve, but she didn’t pity him. The man needed tough love right now. “Prove it. Make one trip. That’s it.”

      He leaned back in the booth, a dark expression on his face, storm clouds brewing in his eyes.

      “I’m not going anywhere. The ranch needs me. Jim needs me. He had a heart attack a few days ago. Nearly died. I didn’t let the doctors tell Callie how serious it was; that news would break her. She’s too young. I won’t let her lose her only other parent.”

      Callie again. Hayden ground her teeth together, fighting off the wave of disappointment. It wasn’t that she wanted Fenn to drop everything and pay attention to her, but she had hoped he’d really hear her out and return home with her.

      “Fenn, this is serious. The ranch and Jim will be fine without you for a few days. We need to get you home to meet Emery, and make sure you’re protected from whoever is trying to kill you both. That’s what’s important here.”

      He bared his teeth like a wolf. “No. It’s not. Emery can take care of himself. I can take care of myself. Jim and the ranch? They need me. This is my home. I’m not going to just get up and leave it because you think I’m some famous twin to some rich guy. My life is here; the people and things I love are here. We can’t afford to keep ranch hands anymore and if Jim tries to do work around the barn or feed the cattle…” His eyes were dark, burning with furious intensity. “He could die, Hayden. I’m not going to let that happen. The doctor told me how dangerous this is. Jim needs to rest for at least a month, let his body recover before he can start working the land again. Even then, he won’t ever be able to handle the type of work he used to do. It’s all on me.”

      Hayden was taken aback. She hadn’t thought…hadn’t considered for a moment how precarious his life was here. He was just a razor-thin line away from losing everything he’d spent the last twenty-five years building. His home, his adoptive family—all of it could be gone in a blink. Guilt instantly ate away at her and she felt wretched for pushing him into leaving. He had to stay here, she understood that now, but he also needed to see Emery and Emery couldn’t come here, not while Sophie was in the hospital.

      “Okay, I get it.” She blew out a breath. “We stay here for a while until things get settled.” She didn’t like the idea, when they could be attacked by some crazy person intent on killing Fenn, but it was obvious she couldn’t talk him into leaving any time soon, either.

      “We?” He was grinning suddenly.

      “Yeah, Wes and I will stay in town until you’re ready to come back home with us.”

      He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “Oh no, honey, you’re going back home first thing.”

      She leaned toward him, squaring off against him. Backing down was the last thing she planned to do.

      “No, I’m not.”

      “You are,” he insisted. “Because if you stay, I’ll end up taking you to my bed. I may never let you leave. You’re too much of a firecracker for me to resist. I’ll get you on every flat surface, begging me to fuck you. You’re not ready for that yet.” That cocky, cowboy grin should have made her furious, not so hot she was positive her panties were melting underneath her jeans.

      “I think I’ll be just fine. Besides, I never said I’d sleep with you.” They were nose to nose across the table, the sexual tension between them so thick she could taste it.

      “Honey, when I’m done with you, you’ll call me a sex god and worship my every touch. You’ll never want another man between your thighs ever again.”
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      Well if that didn’t just make a girl sigh, she laughed inside her head. She’d do whatever she had to in order to get him home. If, along the way, she got to feel the leather of his belt binding her hands and his body on top of hers…well, she wouldn’t complain, but he’d have to work for it. Like a real dom. She almost grinned.

      Penny came back to their table with two large plates laden with food and set them down.

      “I’ll be right back with some extra maple syrup.” The waitress left them alone again.

      Hayden went straight for the toast and nibbled on it, watching the people around her. The diner had filled up in the past few minutes with locals and visitors. An olive-skinned man in his early thirties wearing jeans and a t-shirt walked their way, grinning.

      “Well, well, somebody dragged your sorry ass out of bed, Smith. I’m impressed.” He stopped next to Hayden’s side of the booth and leaned one hip against it.

      “Hi, I’m George. A friend of Smith’s.” He turned his full focus to Hayden, his smile open and his teasing obvious but sweet. She admired him for that openness, even if she didn’t know much else about him.

      “Leave her alone, Romano.” Fenn’s warning was only partly friendly.

      “So, let me guess. This is the beauty in the red dress?” He waggled his brows suggestively in a teasing way.

      Hayden rolled her eyes, but was unable to hide her smile. “What is it with you guys and my dress?”

      George cleared his throat. “Women don’t usually wear dresses like that to rodeos. Nothing that short or…” He changed the subject. “So you helped my buddy here get over his devastating loss?”

      “Loss?” She had no clue what he was talking about.

      “Yeah, I’m sure he needed cheering up. He didn’t stay on Tabasco long enough to qualify for the cash round. He was going to save the Taylor ranch—”

      “Shut up, Romano,” Fenn growled.

      “What? It’s not like it is a secret. You were trying to do a good thing. I don’t know any other man who would have taken the risk Fenn did last night.”

      He’d nearly gotten killed out of a desire to save Callie’s home? Could the man be any more of a mystery? She had just convinced herself that Mr. Sex God was more self-involved than she’d thought and now he was flipping her judgment on its head.

      “You almost died.” Her appetite withered and perished. With her fingertip, she gingerly pushed her plate away.

      Fenn sighed dramatically and pushed her plate back toward her.

      “I didn’t die. Now eat.” The natural command and authority in his tone overrode her own worries, and she relaxed a little and took another bite of her toast.

      “Well,” Romano looked between them. “I can tell I’m interrupting. I just wanted to bust your balls a bit since you scared the hell out of me last night.” He nodded at Hayden and slapped Fenn’s shoulder before walking away.

      “You certainly have interesting friends,” she observed. There was such an intense and refreshing aspect to men who said what they meant and didn’t try to play games. Not like the men back home, who spent more money on mistresses than wives and didn’t know the first thing about working hard at anything.

      “George is a good guy when he’s not hitting on my women.”

      “Your women? Am I to assume you’re including me in that group?” Hayden sipped her tea and watched him, expecting him to squirm. Most men did when she gave them a reproachful look. Fenn didn’t squirm.

      “Any woman that I feel compelled to protect falls under that category. You, Callie, Mrs. Taylor before she passed, and even Penny.”

      He was definitely a possessive protector type of dom. Like Emery.

      So, it wasn’t a collection of women he considered lovers, but rather any woman in his life he deemed most important to him in some regard. It was a primitive notion, but oddly charming in its way. Like a gunslinger from the Old West, he acted as though it was his right to defend everyone.

      “Why are you smiling?” He swirled a spoon through his coffee, sending up little swirls of steam.

      Was she smiling? She hadn’t even realized it.

      “Oh, no reason.” She hastily wiped the silly grin off her face. “So what’s this errand we have to run?”

      “There’s a feed store and a supply store about forty miles away, past the cluster of mountains behind you. We need to get more hay and feed for the horses and cattle.”

      “Why is there no feed store in Walnut Springs?” Hayden finished off her eggs and toast with a delighted little sigh.

      “Walnut Springs is more of a tourist destination, and we’ve always traveled to Elk’s Pass over the mountains for supplies. Makes it tough in winter, but no one has ever tried to open a store here. Prime real estate gets snapped up by developers for resorts and stuff. It’s going to take a couple of hours to get there, and a couple of hours to get back.”

      Hayden wasn’t complaining. It was nice to be out and about without any social agendas or her parents dictating her day. If she had still been at home, her mother would have dragged her on a pointless shopping trip and then forced her to attend some social function with a group of gossiping, middle-aged women who only knew how to spend their husbands’ fortunes.

      “You finished?” Fenn asked her as he pulled out a worn brown leather wallet and plucked a couple of bills from its depths, leaving them for Penny.

      “I’m ready.” Hayden slid out from the booth, thanked Penny as the waitress pressed by them on the way to the door, and followed Fenn back to the truck.

      For all his rough edges, the man had an innate sense of chivalry. He opened her door and she let him. He didn’t do it because of any expectations of what such behavior would get him. He was just a gentleman.

      The drive to Elk’s Pass was a scenic route through the mountains. The road curved and meandered along rocky-edged cliffs with steep drops. More than once, Hayden closed her eyes and avoided looking down. She hated heights. It was stupid, but whenever she looked over a cliff or a steep height, her stomach dropped down to her feet, and she got nauseous.

      “You okay over there?” Fenn’s deep voice cut through her inner recitations of poems by Byron. Reciting verses was the only way to get her mind off the heights—that or count backward from one hundred in French.

      She peeked one eye open and looked at him. “I’m fine.”

      Fenn chuckled and slowly shook his head. “Says the girl who is whiter than an aspen tree trunk.”

      One of these days his natural perceptiveness was going to get him punched. It unnerved her how easily he could read her.

      “I don’t like heights. There, go ahead, laugh.” She waited for the expected outburst, but it didn’t come.

      Instead, he surprised her by frowning. “People make fun of your fears often?”

      She shrugged noncommittally. Her father and mother certainly did. Wes didn’t, but he had barely been around these last few years to offer any buffer from their parents.

      “People who are afraid of heights always get made fun of. It’s like the most cliché fear; trust me, I know. But people don’t get it. When I look over the edge of something, I just picture falling downward, my head spins and my stomach goes all wonky.”

      “That sounds horrible.”

      “It is.”

      “Well, I’ll tell you what, why don’t you slide over here close to me?”

      His suggestion made her laugh. “So I tell you a fear and you use it as a way to cop a feel?”

      Fenn’s face darkened with storm clouds. “I don’t want to cop a feel, but I do know that human contact helps when you’re afraid.”

      “What? How do you know that?” she demanded.

      “Because I—” He cut himself off and focused on the road. “I just do. Now get over here.” The natural command layered in his tone had her scooting across the seat until their hips touched. He removed his right hand from the steering wheel and picked up her left hand, lacing their fingers together. The innocent touch soothed her, and she quit thinking about the cliffs.

      Damn the man, he was turning out to be right more than she would have liked. It gave him an advantage and she definitely wasn’t comfortable with that.

      The one thing she’d learned early on was that if she wasn’t in control, she always got hurt. It repressed her natural submissive nature almost all the time. What would it be like to really let go, really let someone else have control in a relationship? It had to be freeing. She’d heard other submissives talk about the amazing free-feeling of total surrender, but Hayden had never known such bliss. Given her track record, she may never know that feeling. An aching loneliness settled inside her like heavy stones, filling her with cold, useless emotions.

      Desperation to quench that awful feeling of aloneness surged through her, and she shifted closer, letting her shoulder bump into his. His fingers squeezed hers tighter, making it clear that her seeking comfort from him was welcomed. It was so easy to just rest her head on his shoulder, and after a few seconds of contemplation, she decided she would. She curled her right arm over her stomach and clasped his forearm, the hold grounding her as she settled her cheek against his muscled shoulder.

      “Thank you,” she murmured and closed her eyes. He didn’t say anything, just squeezed her hand again. It was the last thing she was aware of as she somehow managed to drift to sleep in the rumbling old truck.
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        * * *

      

      Human touch had mattered when Fenn had needed it most. He hadn’t told Hayden about that. When he’d started to explain how he knew it would make her feel better it had nearly crippled his mind with a flash of a memory.

      Darkness—the scuttling of insects in the dirt and the squeak of the exploring rodents. Comforting murmurs between himself and another—no….the other. The one he lost so long ago. The touch of their small hands was the only thing that pushed the terror and the darkness back.

      The more he was around this woman, the more these slips in his mind were starting to happen. He wasn’t a fool. Everything was pointing to him being the lost Lockwood: the photos, the news articles, the shards of fuzzy memories, the coincidence of the time of his arrival at Walnut Springs with Lewis, his father. It all pointed to a fairly obvious answer, an answer he was too damned scared to face. How was he supposed to hit a restart button on his life? More importantly, did he want to?

      Hayden rested against him, tucked up like an exhausted child. She was part mystery, part fascination to him. Why was she here? Wes, as a childhood friend coming here, made sense, but his little sister? Fenn had done the math. They were ten years apart. If he was Fenn Lockwood, he would have been gone two years before she had been born. So what was his little firecracker’s motivation? Hayden was all bravado and bravery, but he sensed most of her behavior was an act, a carefully erected defense against a world that tried to crush her. It reminded him of that saying about roses having thorns. She was just as beautiful and certainly as prickly, but he sensed she wasn’t always like that. The way she acted was more of a defense mechanism than a real part of her personality.

      He was finding ways to grasp her stem around the thorns. Handling Hayden required a delicate, cautious approach, and he wanted to handle her. He knew some men who needed to control women, subjugate them and turn them into lesser beings. That wasn’t what he wanted. But Hayden wasn’t satisfied. She was seeking a safe way to be dominated and that was something he could give her. Each push of his boundaries, each sass, each time she took a mile when he offered an inch, was her way of testing him. She wanted to see if he would take the bait, if he was worthy of what she was offering.

      Surrender. He would take it, and it would be sweet, so incredibly sweet for both of them. He also knew things would never be the same again if they both gave in to this passion that kept building between them. Like an unstoppable force, an avalanche, they would get swept away, but afterward everything would be different and he wasn’t sure if he was ready for that. Any man who was with Hayden for more than a few minutes would know she wasn’t a woman you’d walk away from. She was a woman worth keeping.

      The road sloped as he drove the winding path down toward the town of Elk’s Pass. They’d be at there soon enough. The truck bounced on the road, and he glanced down at Hayden. She tightened her grip on his arm but didn’t wake up. He liked the way she cuddled, all soft and kitten-like. A lot of women tried to cuddle, but they only pressed their bodies against a man. Hayden relaxed into him, curling against him, so their bodies felt more like two puzzle pieces clicking into place. He’d never considered himself a piece of anything before, but with her, he felt a part of a larger whole.

      When he hit the brakes as the truck dropped down the final slope of the last mountain, Hayden jerked awake.

      “I was asleep,” she muttered, letting go of his arm and raking her hands through her hair.

      “You’re welcome,” he said, holding back a laugh when she scowled.

      “For what?”

      “Using me as a pillow.” He winked at her.

      She crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head.

      “You’re pushing my buttons now, aren’t you?”

      “Absolutely, honey. Turnabout is fair play.” The grin was unstoppable this time so he just embraced it.

      “Just drive, slick,” she ordered with a haughty little raise of her chin.

      Damn, she was so cute. He was in a dangerous spot if her haughtiness was turning him on.

      “I tell you what, we’re going to stop at a clothing shop before we go to the feed store.”

      “Shopping?” Her blue eyes lit up with excitement and he nearly swerved off the road as they passed by the wooden sign welcoming them to Elk’s Pass.

      “I thought you might like it.” He slowed the truck and headed into the small town ahead of them. The main street looked relatively similar to the one in Walnut Springs. A collection of buildings with colorful store fronts and a couple of restaurants made up the idyllic street. He pulled into an empty parking space in front of Flint & Sons, the best clothing gear store within a hundred miles. All the locals went to Flint & Sons and left the other shops to the tourists.

      “Flint & Sons?” Hayden read the sign aloud and then cut a glance in his direction.

      “We need to get you real ranch clothes. I can’t have you wearing Callie’s hand-me downs.”

      Hayden’s lips parted, but she wisely didn’t argue. This would be fun. The little East Coast princess was going jeans and boots shopping. He grinned.
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        * * *

      

      Hayden didn’t like the look on Fenn’s face, the feral grin that practically reeked of smug amusement, no doubt at her expense. Admittedly, she had gotten excited about shopping. She hated going with her mother, but she genuinely liked going by herself. Being raised by a selfish woman didn’t mean she still didn’t appreciate good clothing. Still, this was not exactly her type of store.

      She followed Fenn inside the shop and was instantly surrounded by racks of jeans, shirts, long black and brown trench coats called Duster, and a wall full of cowboy boots—boots with painted flowers, boots with rhinestones…She clasped her hands and snatched up a pair of sapphire blue-dyed boots. Clutching them to her chest, she spun around and smacked into a tall, hard, muscular body.

      “No way. Put them back.” Fenn pried the blue boots from her hands.

      “But—”

      He pressed a finger to her lips and shook his head. “Honey, your feet will be killing you in about an hour after you put these on. They aren’t meant for walking or for working.” His tone was gentle, but the point was clear. No fun clothes. She wasn’t here to have fun. .

      Her fingers loosened on the boots, and she let him set the boots back on the display stand behind her.

      “Come over here and look at these.” He took her hand, the touch a comfort that surprisingly wasn’t patronizing. The next stand had short cowboy boots that were a dusty tan color. He picked one up and bent the boot in his hands. It gave a little at the pressure, but not too much.

      “Boots need to be strong, but not immovable. These are a good pair, water resistant and designed for work or play.” He smiled at her. “Why don’t you try these on?”

      Normally, if a man had dictated her clothing choices, he would have been properly chastised, but she had to concede to Fenn. He wasn’t acting out of some macho need to control her but to help her, and she really meant to see their bargain through.

      “Okay. I’m a size eight.” She agreed and plopped down on a wooden bench to wait for a store clerk. Fenn took one of the boots and headed toward the storage room door, where a young woman took the boot and went in search of Hayden’s size.

      Hayden leaned forward and slid off the boots Callie had loaned her and realized that they were the same sort of style. The thought made her insides squirm a little. She didn’t want to be Callie, or at least she didn’t want to be anything like the woman who’d been in Fenn’s life for so many years. Callie was wonderful, but…that damned jealousy kept rearing its head. She didn’t want to get Fenn’s attention or interest by dressing up like someone else. She liked her Valentino dresses and Jimmy Choo shoes. Of course, he had a point. That type of attire had no place out here.

      Fenn sauntered back over with a large box in his hand. He knelt down in front of her and opened the box. Inside amid the tissue paper lay a pair of brown boots. He lifted the right boot and held it up. Hayden pointed her sock-clad toes and slid her foot inside. The boot felt just the right kind of snug and the part around her ankle was looser.

      “Well?” He studied her, eyes intense and warm. He rested his hand on her knee and that simple touch made her skin tingle.

      “Feels good.” Her face heated when she realized she wasn’t sure if she meant the boot or his hand.

      “Let’s try the other one.” He slipped it on and had her walk around the store. They were comfortable. There was no denying that.

      She had the clerk hold the boots on the counter while she focused on jeans. After collecting a couple of pairs, she went into the small changing room in the back and pulled the curtain closed. She had just tugged on the first pair and buttoned them when the curtain flung back and Fenn peered inside.

      “What are you doing?” she gasped.

      His grin was her only warning of his intentions.
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      “You about done?” he asked, then narrowed his eyes on her hips. She was holding her shirttail up to see how the pants fit on her hips and butt. She did look good, and the way heat simmered in his eyes filled her with pleasure at knowing he knew she looked good.

      “Does it pass the pocket test?” he asked.

      She turned around and raised her brows. “Pocket test?”

      He stepped into the changing room and cornered her. She tilted her head back.

      “The pocket test,” he murmured, “is all about making sure you have enough space to put your hands…” He slid his hands into the back pockets of her jeans. Heat exploded through her lower body and her breath escaped in a rush. His fingertips dug into her bottom, hauling her against him, until there was no space between them. Her hands pressed against his chest, feeling the shape of his athletic physique, built by hard labor and dangerous hobbies like bull riding. Her breath hitched and she licked her lips. He tracked the movement with predatory eyes.

      “You are temptation—pure, sweet, sin.” The rich timbre of his voice melted her anxieties and fears of being controlled. Right now, she was a hotblooded woman, he was a hotblooded man, and the only thing that mattered was the heavy weight of sensual silence right before a kiss.

      She lifted her head, arching up on tiptoe as he lowered his head. Their mouths came together—slowly, gently with deep exploring, penetrating tongues, mimicking the act of sex. The mere thought of it made her limbs tremble and skin flush with wild currents of inner flames. His hands in her back pockets kept her from pulling away. They massaged her ass, clenched it, rubbed it, possessed it in a way she hadn’t thought was possible. She felt owned, branded, but only in the best way.

      His kiss rendered her mindless with its raw desire, barely softened by tenderness. She let her hands wander over his chest, his shoulders, his back, memorizing his shape and feel, painting memories of his body in her mind. The way she reacted to him—swift and immediate—was almost dizzying. Her body was keyed up and ready to explode. Her womb clenched, and her clit throbbed as he ground his erection against her. Little shivers shot through her like errant sparks from an untended fire. Desire sang in her blood, a striking aria building on pure notes each time he changed the angle of his mouth or teased her lips with little nips. The part of her that was so tired of fighting the world was burned away, cast into a fire and forged into something new.

      All sense of time dwindled as she lost herself in the hazy, almost dreamlike intensity of their kiss. When their lips finally broke apart, she whimpered in protest, feeling more animal than human at that moment, and hating that the giver of such pleasure had suddenly denied her the ecstasy she craved.

      Blood pounded against her temples, an erratic beat, like the frantic poundings of tribal drums. Her eyelashes fluttered open, and she blinked several times, trying to orient herself.

      “Fenn?” She uttered his name barely loud enough for herself to hear.

      His own breath was heavy, fanning across her face in little pants as he removed his hands from her jeans pockets and cupped her neck. He pressed his forehead to hers and simply breathed, as though it was the only thing he could do at that moment. Seeing him just as affected as she was only made the entire thing hotter. She was wet and hungry for more, but something in the back of her mind dragged her into reality again. They were in the back of a clothing store, making out like teenagers in a dressing room.

      “How are you so fucking irresistible?” he demanded. “It’s like I can’t get enough. Once I start to kiss you, I just lose it.” The pads of his thumbs ran up and down the column of her throat and she closed her eyes at the delicious sensation of him stroking her skin.

      “One of us has to get control or we’re going to have problems.” Where she found the strength to finally pull back, she’d never know. But she put space between them and gathered the other jeans and left the changing room. They’d fit. They’d better fit, because she wasn’t risking any more pocket tests. He didn’t follow her out.

      She collected a couple of other shirts and one of those funny-looking long jackets the clerk called a duster, and on impulse she bought a brand new, light tan Stetson hat to replace the one she’d ruined this morning. She knew he wouldn’t be pleased with her buying him a hat, but she didn’t want to be in his debt, especially not for a problem she’d caused. That wasn’t who she was. She paid for all of her clothes and was just tucking away her credit card into the slim card wallet that fit into her jeans when Fenn strode out of the changing room.

      What the hell had he been doing back there all this time? From the look on his face, she knew asking would probably earn her another spanking. Not that she would have minded. Her ass was delightfully sensitive and tender to the touch since he’d put his hand to her.

      Hayden left instructions with the clerk about where to deliver her clothes. It cost her a few extra bucks but she wasn’t putting her new stuff in the open bed of Fenn’s truck. No…way. She wore her new boots and put Callie’s boots back in the box.

      “You ready to leave?” Fenn was scowling as he came over to her.

      “Yeah.”

      “Where are your bags?” He glanced around her.

      “They’re being delivered later.”

      His jaw actually dropped. “What?”

      “I’m not putting them in the back of your truck. Especially not when you’ll be driving us back through those mountains. One hard bump and my new clothes could go flying off a cliff.”

      She almost giggled because she could tell he wanted to argue but swallowed whatever he’d planned to say.

      “All right, fine, let’s go.” He curled an arm around her waist and with a nod at the store clerk, tugged her toward the door.

      “Where to next?” she asked as they stepped out onto the sidewalk. A lot of people were flooding the small main street, shopping or heading to a late lunch or running errands. A group of hikers bustled past and one bumped into Hayden hard enough that she stumbled into Fenn, and he caught her to keep her from falling.

      “Busy place,” she muttered.

      “Lots of hikers this time of year.” He shielded her as he guided them across the street toward a feed store.

      She had never been inside a feed store before. It smelled like hay, grain, and animals, but in a nice way. The aromas brought back memories of when she’d been a young girl, learning to ride her first hunter/jumper horse. The barn had always smelled like summer and the warm sunshine felt good on her skin as she’d helped groom the horses with hand brushes. She’d hated having to walk away from the riding lifestyle. Her mother had felt it was not necessary to continue the activity once Hayden was old enough to attend social functions and charm the sons of men her parents wanted to get better acquainted with.

      Leaving Fenn to walk to the back of the store where a man stood working behind a desk, she wandered down the aisles, inspecting the various feed bags for dogs, cats, and other animals. There were even coops with chickens strutting and clucking. One rooster stood out among the sea of white feathers. He cocked his head, studying her with a critical eye, so serious that it made her laugh.

      The sound of raised voices drew her attention away from the coop.

      “Damn it, Nelson. You know Jim’s good for the money. We’re just a little behind, that’s all.” Fenn’s tone was desperate.

      Hayden crept along the nearest aisle and peered around metal shelves to see the back desk. Fenn had his elbows on the counter and his hands buried in his hair, pulling at the strands. He was desperate.

      “The account is three thousand in the hole. I can’t advance you anything until the debt’s paid down.” The older man, with a grizzled beard and weary expression, attempted to pat Fenn’s shoulder. He shrugged off Nelson’s touch.

      “Please, Nelson. I’m begging you. Jim just got out of the hospital. We’re working to get the ranch back on its feet.”

      “I understand, I do.” Nelson looked away. “But we all have mouths to feed and I can’t make exceptions.”

      Fenn growled like a wounded animal and spun around, eyes widening when he saw her.

      “Come on, Hayden, time to go,” he snapped and stalked off.

      She didn’t follow him. Everything in her warned her not to interfere. It would upset him. But she had to help. It was what she wanted to do. Thank goodness her credit card had a ten thousand dollar limit. She approached the man at the desk.

      “Excuse me.” She cleared her throat.

      The man glanced up, brows rising in surprise. “Can I help you?”

      “Er…yes, the Broken Spur Ranch…I’d like to pay off the balance of their account with you and cover the next payment of whatever Fenn said he needed.”

      Nelson’s lips parted, and he shook his head slowly before stroking his beard with his fingers. Then he bent over his computer and started clicking away.

      “Looks like it will be about four grand to cover what they owe and what they need for this month’s order.” He didn’t seem all that convinced that she would pay him. His eyes kept shifting from the screen to her face. If she’d had more time and energy she would have been insulted at the thought that men around here didn’t think she could follow through on anything.

      “Do you take Visa?”

      “Uh, why, yes we do.”

      “Great.” She whipped out her card and slapped it on the counter. “Ring it up and hurry.”

      Nelson took her card and ran it through his machine before printing out a receipt.

      “We’ll have the order out to the ranch by tomorrow.”

      “Thanks!” A warm fuzzy feeling encased her heart and she wanted to wriggle with the sense of joy that filled her. She loved helping people and rarely had the opportunity to do it. She almost started skipping like a kid as she headed out to the truck.

      She halted mid-bouncing step when she caught sight of Fenn. He wasn’t moving. Just sitting there in the driver’s seat, eyes blank, jaw clenched. That deep sense of grief killed all her joy, like a gust of wind snuffing out a lone flame on a candle’s wick.

      Approaching the truck’s passenger side, she opened the door and climbed in.

      “Fenn.” She reached out and touched his arm. He flinched and then seemed to come back to himself.

      “Sorry, I must have been thinking,” he muttered.

      “Don’t worry about things so much. It will all work out.”

      His harsh laugh cut through her to the bone.

      “Not everything in this life is sunshine and rainbows. Maybe where you’re from it’s all cookie-cutter perfect and everyone is happy. But not here.”

      She could almost feel the unspoken words, like a fine spun spider web—sensitive, delicate, barely there but so crucial.

      Everything here is falling apart.

      His life was crumbling around him, and she was helping to destroy it. She had shown up like a Trojan horse with a belly full of deception. She wanted to return him to Long Island for selfish reasons—to help her brother, to help Fenn’s family, and to earn that gold star of approval she’d never managed to get from her parents. In all of her planning she had never given any consideration to Fenn and his life here. Just because he’d been born on Long Island didn’t erase the fact that he’d spent almost his entire life here in Walnut Springs as the son of someone else, living a life he’d accepted and believed was his. Didn’t that make it just as important? A life worth fighting for?

      His words cut deep, but she deserved the pain. Aside from her parents’ emotional distance and coldness, she’d been privileged, having everything she’d ever wanted except her freedom. Freedom was all Fenn had. What a funny pair they made.

      “You’re right,” she whispered and buckled her seatbelt. Her eyes burned, and she looked out the window, watching a bus full of hikers drive past as it headed up the mountain, the path they would soon take. Suddenly cold, she rubbed her arms and wished she could lean against Fenn again. But that wasn’t possible. He’d thrust a barrier between them, and she was too weary to tear it down.

      For a long minute neither of them moved. The truck stayed still and unstarted, stuck in the parking space. Finally Fenn reached behind the seat to the cramped confines of the tiny space behind her cushion.

      “Use this. It will keep you warm.” He pulled out a long black coat, like the type she’d just bought for herself at Flint & Sons. A duster. He dropped it over her lap, tucking it in around her hips.

      “Thank you.” She buried herself in its warmth and inhaled his scent. She shut her eyes, foolishly wishing that simple act could protect her from the world.

      “I’m sorry.” Fenn’s gruff voice was accompanied by his hand stroking a lock of her hair back from her face and tucking it behind her ear.

      She finally opened her eyes, hating how fragile he made her feel. None of her usual bluster or bravado worked to keep him out of her head and her heart.

      “Don’t be. You were right. I come from old money and being raised like that, I often forget how to see the rest of the world.”

      He sighed. “Maybe that’s a good thing. In a way it’s like a type of innocence.” He leaned over and brushed a kiss into the crown of her hair.

      How could he do that? Take such a simple act and turn it into something so powerful and intimate? As though he’d done so a thousand times.

      “We should get going. It’s a long way home, and I have to figure out how to tell Jim we won’t be getting supplies this month.”

      She bit her lip, debating before she took a chance. “Uh, about that…”

      He stared at her, apparently waiting for her to continue.

      “Well, I took you at your word and did what needed to be done. The supplies will arrive tomorrow.”

      She expected steam to blow out of his ears at her confession. Scowling, he tipped his head back onto the seat, then exhaled.

      “I should be surprised that you just bought your way out of a tough situation, but I’m not. Don’t do that again. Not for me. Ever.”

      She sat up a little straighter. “So, you’re not angry.”

      He grinned at her, the feral expression unsettling. “Oh, I’m furious, honey. If you and your brother plan on staying in town, you’ll have to abide by some rules when dealing with me. First rule: no financial bailouts okay? I don’t need your money. Jim and Callie don’t need your money. We’ll be paying you back as soon as we have the funds.”

      “I agree to that. But if the ranch needs money to be saved, we’re going to have to talk about it.” She hoped he’d agree to that.

      “The ranch is my business. Not yours or your brother’s.”

      “If it’s your business, then it’s mine, too.” She wasn’t backing down on that.

      He sighed. “I’m thinking I might have to just spank that rebellious streak right out of you.”

      “You can try,” she quipped.

      “I just might.” He stroked her cheek, then turned the truck on.

      As they rumbled out of Elk’s Pass, she glanced at her watch. Was it really late afternoon? The long drive here, the shopping and now the long drive back—well, they wouldn’t reach the ranch until early evening. She hoped Wes wasn’t getting himself into trouble while they were gone. They needed to focus on getting Fenn back where it was safe. Surely they hada little more time before the replacement assassin arrived, right? Nothing could happen in just a day.
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      Greyson hefted his hiking pack as he walked up the steep trail. The tour guide was rambling on about local animal and plant life while the rest of the recreational hikers tramped around the area talking and laughing. The hiking spot they’d trekked was halfway up the mountain and many families were seating their children at wooden picnic tables while cameras were retrieved from bags.

      He didn’t pay any attention to the activity around him as he slipped away from the others and into the underbrush. In one hand he held a small map of the trails that the guide had given him earlier. A narrow trail led up and over the nearest hill, halfway between both Walnut Springs and Elk’s Pass. After a quick glance over his shoulder to see he wasn’t being watched, he trotted up the trail. The sun was already starting to set. If he could get to the overlook spot that was just above the road, he could achieve his goal easily enough. It was all about timing.

      He’d caught a flight out from Heathrow fifteen minutes after ending his call with his new client. A private plane had brought him to Denver and from there he’d taken a small prop plane to Walnut Springs. He’d brought the hiking gear in the store next to the diner after he’d marked his quarry. Then he’d bumped into the woman accompanying his target and was now able to pinpoint their location. They were driving back along the road through the mountains to Walnut Springs.

      If everything went as planned, it would look like an accident.

      Greyson used the trees as leverage to pull himself along the steep path until he reached the overlook point. Then he slung his bag off his shoulders and onto the ground. He dug around inside until he found the pieces of his rifle. He started building it and in a few minutes he was moving some large rocks into position so he could rest the rifle for a steady shot. There was enough wind to make it that much harder. He squinted up at the skies as a drop of rain smacked onto his nose.

      “Bullocks.”

      If a storm moved through it would be difficult to get a clear shot. He rifled through his bag and pulled on a light raincoat,flipping the hood up. Then he pulled out his phone and activated the tracking app. The truck was about ten minutes away. He wouldn’t have long to wait. Then it was off to Long Island to finish the job. It was a pity about the woman; she’d surely perish with the target, but if she’d decided to be around the target then she’d sealed her own fate. The man on the phone had explained everything to him. The death of his client’s father, the loss of his company to his uncle, and the client’s two greedy cousins. Sure it was a family feud, but Greyson was happy to render his services considering his own personal need for revenge. After losing his father to these two targets, he wanted to spill their blood himself. These twins were destined to die.

      A tiny part of him still whispered in the back of his mind that he should have run a background check, but he hadn’t had the time. And time mattered so much. The man who’d called him clearly knew Antonio, knew the right code phrases and other private things that demonstrated he’d been one of Antonio’s clients. And since Antonio’s death had been confirmed by morgue photos sent to his phone, Greyson knew he had to act right away, while the two men were still vulnerable.

      He checked the location of the truck on his phone then settled into his nest to wait. Like a spider, hiding out of sight, he only had to wait until that first tug on the delicate strands sent vibrations to him and he would strike.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fenn felt like a damned villain. He’d snapped at Hayden, letting his anger strike her through his words. That wasn’t the sort of man he was. Even though he’d apologized, the weight of his guilt hadn’t really eased. It didn’t help matters that his bad mood had affected her. She was quiet, solemn, not as feisty as earlier. He missed her snarky comments and outrageous conversations. He, a man who had loved silence for so long, was unhappy with it now.

      The road curved onto the highest peak, nearing the halfway point between Elk’s Pass and Walnut Springs. Fat droplets smacked the windshield in an increasing pattern and the skies darkened. The road would be slick and dangerous until the rain was heavy enough to wash away the oil residue on the asphalt.

      He glanced at Hayden again, wanting to thread his fingers through her hair and inhale her sweet scent, but she wasn’t looking at him, because he’d been an asshole. The clouds were almost black now with the coming storm. He turned his attention back to the road, curving around the bend just at the middle point between the two towns. A pair of headlights from a semi-trailer hit him and he winced, flipping down the visor to block as much of the brightness as he could.

      Thunder rumbled in the distance, vibrating through Fenn’s truck. Hayden turned to look at him, eyes wide with concern.

      Crack!

      An explosion of sound ricocheted through the hills around them, and the semi-trailer swerved toward the inside lane. Toward Fenn’s truck.

      “Fenn!” Hayden screamed.

      The sound made his mind go blank except for the paralyzing fear that her scream created inside him. All he wanted to do was to protect her, keep her safe, but he’d failed. He could never keep anyone he loved safe.

      He jerked the wheel, but there was nowhere to go, so he pumped the brakes and prayed. The semi-trailer careened toward them, like a vengeful metal god intent on smiting them.

      “Hold on!” He shouted, reaching for Hayden, grabbing her arm just as the semi-trailer smacked into them. Metal screeched and brakes failed. Everything seemed to go fast after that, like a gathering avalanche, an unstoppable force of death and destruction that would cover them until they died.

      Fenn blinked and in that single moment, he lost any ability to save them, not that it would have mattered. The truck slid off the cliff, hit a small ledge and then rolled several times. All he could hear was Hayden’s screams, his own raspy breaths as he failed to suck in enough air through his lungs. Everything in his body shut down and pain exploded through his skull.

      Blood. Blood everywhere. One man’s body lying at the bottom of a half-collapsed stairwell covered in cobwebs. Another man held Fenn. He was so small, yet his pain was so great.

      “Shush…” The man holding him tucked his gun back in its holster and lifted him up.

      “Emery. Where’s my brother?” he croaked in a small, frightened voice.

      “We gotta run, kid. No time. Can you walk?”

      “But my bro—”Pain, agonizing pain. He touched the back of his head and his hand came away soaked in crimson liquid. His blood. His stomach roiled and he tried not to throw up.

      “We have to go!” The man hauled him to his feet, but he stumbled and everything went black. Forever black.

      The truck slammed to a sudden stop, the driver’s side facing downhill, half-resting on a knot of trees jutting out from the mountainside. Fenn peered through his broken window, trying to comprehend what he was seeing. Blood dripped into his eyes, and he wiped the back of his hand over his eyes to clear his vision. He was staring down a steep cliff, a sheer drop of a hundred feet to a rocky outcrop below.

      A little cough and a whimper came from above him. He craned his head around and saw Hayden hanging by her seatbelt. Red lines of blood trickled down her face from a wound on her forehead where glass must have cut her. As he tried to get back control of his mind, he watched the dark droplets move down her pale skin in the fading light. Rain pelted his face and body where it came through the shattered windows. Each time he shifted the truck creaked and inched closer to dropping.

      They were going to die. If he didn’t find a way to save Hayden…His throat closed and he swallowed the old familiar lump of fear back down. He’d done this before. He’d had to save someone. The instinct was primal and powerful. It dragged his own fear down into the depths of a midnight sea, drowning it, keeping it from harming him.

      Clarity returned, and he twisted carefully around. His door opened slightly beneath him, but he couldn’t open it all the way without risking the truck falling. He needed to go through the windshield, or what was left of it, and catch hold of the trees below. There was a ledge to the side—if they could reach it, they would be out of the way of the truck if it fell.

      “Hayden,” he called out softly.

      She rubbed at her face with balled fists, like a weary child, and his heart clenched in his chest. She blinked dazedly and focused glazed eyes on him. “Fenn, I think I’m going to be sick…” She covered her mouth with the back of her hand, but held it inside her.

      “Listen to me, honey, here’s what we’re going to do. You are going to wait there, okay? I’m going to undo my seat belt and climb out the window to the trees and then to the ledge off to the right. Then I want you to do the same. But wait until I tell you.” He prayed to every god that might exist that she could hold it together. He needed her to be okay. If she broke down, it might just break him.

      “Okay.” She hesitated then reached out for his hand. “Please don’t leave me. Just promise you won’t.” She sounded like a frightened child and it broke his heart. It echoed in his soul, dragging old, horrific memories to the surface. Ones he couldn’t face.

      “Everything’s going to be fine. I’ll be right here. Trust me.” He raised her scratched hand to his and kissed her palm. He met her gaze and held it, drinking in her blue eyes, which were now as dark as onyx gemstones.

      Letting go of her was the hardest thing he’d ever done. He unclicked his seat belt, just catching himself as gravity tried to yank him down to his death. He climbed through the windshield, cursing softly as the glass cut his hands. When he reached the clump of trees below, he hissed out a relieved breath as the thick tangle of branches held his body weight.

      “Now it’s your turn,” he called up. “Just hold on to the dashboard and the head cushions of the seat as you’re unbuckling your belt.” He crouched on the branch just beneath the truck, body tense in case he had to reach out and catch her.

      Hayden braced herself against the dash, then unbuckled her belt. She yelped as she dropped against the driver’s side door more forcefully than either of them had expected. The truck groaned around them, and slid a few more inches along the branches.

      “We’re so high…” Hayden murmured, eyes almost glassy as she stared down the steep cliffside.

      “Yeah, we are, so we need to get out of this thing and get to that ledge. You see it? Down and to the right?” Please focus, honey. He kept praying for her to trust him and fight her fears.

      Her gaze sharpened on him, then slid to where he’d pointed. She gave a little nod and started to slide through the open windshield like he had.

      “That’s it.” He held out a hand to her. “Take my hand, Hayden.”

      She reached for him, eyes wide yet full of complete trust. In this moment, the most dangerous thing she’d ever faced in her life, she was offering the trust he craved. The trust they both needed to survive this. The fact that they might die wasn’t lost on him, but he was relieved to have her with him. Being alone and facing death…once upon a time, he might have done it before. But he couldn’t let himself think of those long ago nightmares right now.

      Her fingers brushed his as she reached for him. The truck above them suddenly jerked forward and Hayden tried to grab hold of him. Fenn reacted, pushing his body those last few inches forward, catching her by the forearm. She fell past him and jerked to a halt, her arm nearly pulled out of its socket. The little yelp that escaped her made his eyes close for a brief instant. He swung her twice, as hard as he could, then bellowed for her to let go just as her body swung out far enough to land on the ledge below them, out of harm’s way if the truck fell.

      She released his hold and landed on her side. For a second he feared she was dead, but then she rolled over onto her back and stared up at him.

      “Fenn! The truck!” She pointed at something above him.

      He turned just in time to see the vehicle barreling down the cliff toward him. He leapt from the branch, his weak ankle tearing painfully as he caught the edge of the ledge. Hayden leapt and caught his shoulders. He kicked and scrambled until he dragged himself up onto the ledge. The truck crashed through the trees and flew past them, a metal box of death. It hit the rocky ground far beneath them in a horrendous crash. Fenn curled his body around Hayden’s, protecting her from anything that might fly back up from the explosion.

      “Oh my God…” She broke down. Her body was wracked with choked sobs, and she buried herself against him. He wanted to break down, too, but they were alive, and so he let her cry and gave her any comfort his touch would bring. Holding her, safe and unharmed, was all he needed to keep it together.

      He was still shaking himself and was barely able to believe they hadn’t died. The storm raged around them. Rain soaked through their clothes and thunder rumbled around the very stones they clung to, but they held on to each other. He stroked Hayden’s hair and murmured soft sweet things that were meant to soothe and reassure her. After a while she calmed and just rested in his arms.

      “Can you distract me?” she asked in a tiny voice. “Please?”

      Fenn’s throat constricted, but he tried to keep it light. “I can think of a lot of ways to distract you from the cold and the cliff.” He kissed the shell of her ear.

      “I don’t think even you can distract me with your sexiness.” She nudged him with her elbow, but he could see she was smiling.

      “How did you get into bull riding?”

      The random, completely unexpected question had him smiling. There was his girl, fighting back against her fears.

      “I was sixteen. Found a bunch of Jim’s Louis L’Amour Westerns and read them all cover to cover. At that point, I started to take ranching really seriously, and the bull riding just sort of happened along with it. Most of my friends started doing it, and I just remember looking at a bull and thinking that could be fun.”

      “So you have an obsession with near death experiences. I think two times in two days is quite enough for me.” She unbuttoned two buttons of his shirt and slid one of her hands inside to his chest, no doubt seeking warmth. Her fingers were icy against his skin, but he didn’t mind; he wanted to warm her however he could.

      “Fenn?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Will someone find us?” She tucked her chin under his.

      “Yes.”

      “What if they don’t?”

      “They will,” he vowed. If they didn’t, he’d climb the damn mountain himself in order to get help. “This road is heavily traveled, or it will be by morning. Someone has to see the semi-truck. It didn’t come down here with us, so it must still be up there. I hope the driver’s alive.” There hadn’t been any falling debris or an explosion from above. He prayed the man was all right, if he was, he might be able to get them help.

      He knew they would be found, but he didn’t know how long it would take. In this weather, they could both go into shock. He wrapped his arm more securely around her shoulders and tucked her head under his chin, hoping that the sharing of warmth would keep them both safe for now.

      Fenn closed his eyes. A flicker of surprise, a pinprick of pain trespassed behind the layers of his consciousness as exhaustion took its toll.

      Where are you? The voice asked, tentative, searching. His voice. Why was he asking himself where he was? He already knew that.

      Halfway between Elk’s Pass and Walnut Springs. He focused on visualizing the sharp bend, the semi-trailer crashing into them, and the steep fall off the ledge.

      I will make sure you are found, brother.

      The last word was so faint he was convinced he was stepping into dreams. The voice in his head was just his voice, no one else’s.

      “Help is coming,” he assured Hayden, but she’d already fallen asleep. How she could fall asleep after what they’d just endured amazed him, until he found himself yawning. The adrenaline was wearing off. The storm gave way to dull endless rain as night took over, and finally he gave up hoping they’d be found before dawn.
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      Emery jerked out of the uncomfortable hospital chair with a gasp. His heart pounded and he blinked rapidly. After a moment he remembered he was safe in the hospital with Sophie sleeping in her bed nearby.

      Yet he’d been dreaming of a winding road through mountains. He’d seen a crash, an explosion, a lonely ledge with two bodies huddled together on it.

      “Oh God!” He dug around in his coat pocket for his cell phone and dialed Wes.

      “Emery, everything okay?”

      “I should be asking you. Where’s Fenn?” His chest burned as he held in his breath.

      “Uh…well, he went to town for supplies with Hayden this morning.”

      A small well of hope blossomed in his chest. “And they’re back.”

      There was a heartbeat of a pause, then Wes replied. “No. They aren’t. But Hayden accidentally left her purse and cell phone here. They were supposed to be back tonight.”

      “Are there mountains where you are?”

      Wes laughed, but it was a nervous sound. “It’s Colorado. Of course there are mountains.”

      “Ha, ha, you bastard.” Emery rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger.

      “Why?”

      “This is going to sound insane, but I think something’s happened to Fenn. A car crash, maybe? On a mountain road, a sharp bend, halfway between—” He wracked his brain for the remnants of the dream. “Elk’s Pass and Walnut Springs. Do those names sound familiar?”

      “Yes,” Wes said. “I’ll call as soon as I know anything.”

      Emery exhaled. “Thank you.”

      After Wes hung up, Emery leaned back in the chair again and tried to relax.

      “Emery?” Hans Brummer, his bodyguard and friend, leaned in the open doorway, alert despite the fatigue on his face.

      “It’s Fenn. Something’s happened. I dreamt he was in a car accident. Wes is going to try to find him.”

      Hans closed the distance between them and rested a hand on Emery’s shoulder for a brief second.

      “If he’s survived this long, have faith in him now. He’ll be okay. Wes will find him and bring him home.”

      It was so easy to lose himself in his own grief and worry that he sometimes forgot others around him. He could only imagine how Hans must feel. Hired to protect one of a pair of twins, every instinct demanding he protect both men—how could he feel about all of this? To know Fenn was alive yet unable to go to him must be hurting Hans, too.

      Once Fenn was home, everything would heal in time. It had to. Emery wouldn’t accept any other outcome.

      “Thanks, Hans.”

      “Why don’t you rest for a bit? The nurse said they can bring in a portable bed so you don’t have to leave Sophie.”

      That sounded good. He really hadn’t slept well since the night before. The last twenty-four hours had only allowed for some restless catnaps.

      “That would be great.” He scrubbed his hand over his face and focused on breathing deeply as his bodyguard went off to find the nurse and the cot.

      Emery was bone weary. Early this morning he’d told his parents the truth, and it had unleashed a floodgate of emotions he hadn’t realized he’d been holding back. Only a few days ago he’d finally told his parents what had happened the night he escaped his captors, how Fenn had stayed behind to buy Emery time to escape. And then how—as Emery had been sprinting across the field away from the crumbling mansion that had been the twins’ prison for three months—he’d heard the gunshot and felt it explode out of the back of his head, as if he’d been shot himself. Then everything had gone dark in that shared part of his soul. Fenn was dead, or so he’d assumed, since the connection between them had been severed.

      But now…now he could look back over the last twenty-five years and recall singular odd moments when the connection had been there, faint and tainted with pain and confusion, but there nonetheless. What he’d assumed had been delusions had actually been glimpses into that tenuous connection.

      The door to the room opened, and Hans rolled in a small bed which he dropped onto the floor. It folded out and he tossed a small pillow on one end of the thin mattress.

      “Get some rest,” Hans ordered as he prodded Emery toward the cot.

      Emery almost laughed. He was thirty-three years old, but Hans still treated him like the eight-year old boy he’d been hired to protect. Even now, in his early fifties, Hans was an impressive man, solid and muscular, and didn’t look much older than his early forties. He’d signed on to protect Emery as a young man, and had spent his best years doing just that.

      “Hans?” Emery eased down onto the cot and smiled ruefully as his friend took the seat he’d just vacated.

      “Yeah?” The other man rested his hands on his thighs, within easy reach of the gun concealed by his jacket.

      “When this is over, you won’t have to protect me or Fenn.”

      He hoped Hans would pick up on the implied meaning. He’d wasted his life on this job, and it might be too late to marry and have a family.

      “Perhaps,” Hans grunted.

      “Your mission will be done. You’ll be able to move on.”

      Hans chuckled. “Trying to ditch me already?”

      “I mean it,” Emery said. “I’ve cost you your whole life. I don’t want it to be like that forever.”

      Hans turned in his chair, propped one elbow on the armrest and stared at him.

      “That’s what you think? That watching out for you was wasting my life? Kid, you are a real idiot sometimes.”

      Kid. Even after all these years the nickname heated the inside of his chest and made him feel safe. Violence had taken so much from him, made him doubt himself, but Hans had brought his confidence back, taught him strength, discipline, and street smarts.

      “Here’s the truth, Emery: I need to protect you as much as you need me to. When your father hired me, I was alone in this world. You and your parents became my family. I’ve never wanted anything else. So quit worrying, and go to sleep.”

      Emery lay back and sighed. “Some things never change,” he muttered, but he was finally smiling as he closed his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Warmth almost completely covered Hayden. Little shivers of cold tickled her nose and her cheeks and one of her arms. She shivered and searched blindly for her blanket to tug it up around her shoulders. Instead, her hands were trapped against her body by a large masculine arm. Groggy and a little confused she opened one eye, and then froze. Straight ahead was a steep descent and then a forest for miles, illuminated only by moonlight. Storm clouds were barely visible in the distance.

      Where the hell—

      She seized, every muscle going rigid as memories of the crash ripped through her mind. She and Fenn were on a ledge nearly twenty feet down from the road. Her body felt bruised and battered, and the sudden tensing didn’t help.

      “Oh God,” she whispered, forcing a hard swallow as she tried not to let terror strangle her. She was sitting upright but leaning into Fenn’s body. Although she could see he was asleep, his hold on her was solid and strong. The man never ceased to amaze her; even as he was most vulnerable, he was still strong enough to protect her.

      Wind whistled across the cliff face with such force it roared in her ears. Somehow she had managed to fall asleep in this. Maybe she could do it again.

      “Hayden!” The shout was distant and seemed to cut out in a few places, like her grandfather’s old transistor radio when she toggled the knobs.

      “Fenn! Where are you?” Another shout, more audible this time. Had she heard right?

      Struggling a little, she shook Fenn awake. He came around quietly but quickly.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Listen.” She cupped her ear, hoping to hear better.

      “Is anyone down there?” A flashlight beam cut like a silver dagger through the black night above them.

      “Here!” she tried to shout, but it came out a hoarse, whispery noise. Even after she coughed, she couldn’t make a sound loud enough to be heard. The sudden wave of helplessness engulfed her. If they weren’t found because she couldn’t scream…

      “Down here!” Fenn bellowed. The sound carried up the rock face, sliding between the slivers of invisible wind.

      More beams of light arced down through the air, and then hit her and Fenn in the face.

      “Found them!” someone shouted above. “Bring me a rescue harness!”

      The minutes that followed seemed to last forever. She held her breath until she was almost dizzy and her lungs burned. Finally something black on a rope scraped its way down the mountainside and landed in her lap. It was a large body harness.

      “Here, let’s get this on you.” Fenn moved back and pulled the harness out farther so he could see the straps in the moonlight.

      “You g—go first.” Hayden stammered a little and covered his hands with hers when he tried to put the harness around her waist.

      He growled like a wolf, warning her she was treading on dangerous ground.

      “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.”

      “But—”

      “Hayden, if you go there again, I’ll brand your ass with my hand, even if I have to do it on this damn mountain.”

      She was too tired and on edge to argue. He wrapped the straps around her thighs, stomach and shoulders before tugging the rope, testing it.

      “She’s ready to be pulled up,” he shouted to their rescuers. The rumble of his voice was so loud it made her entire body vibrate.

      The rope gave a mighty jerk, and she flew up a few feet, hanging in the air like a panicked cat, clawing wildly and spinning. The rocks below seemed to shoot up toward her.

      “Hayden, calm down.” The deep commanding tone snapped her back into focus. The next time she spun toward the cliff, she caught hold of the rock and held still. The flashlights fell on her again and stayed there as the rope started to drag her up in slow increments.

      Refusing to look down, she kept her eyes locked on the dark outlines of the rocks right in front of her, carefully grasping handholds. After three minutes, when she’d exhausted the French alphabet and the first one hundred numbers to keep calm, strong arms reached for her and helped her up over the cliff and back onto the road.

      “Hayden, thank God!” Wes was squeezing the life and breath out of her, but she didn’t fight. She was so relieved to be alive that all she could do was stand there, legs trembling hard enough her knees knocked together. The second her brother released her, she crumpled to the ground.

      “Fenn, get Fenn,” she gasped, struggling to get the harness off herself, cursing when her hands got tangled.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart.” Jim Taylor knelt beside her and helped Wes remove the harness. “Callie’s over by the ambulance. Let’s take you there so she can help you, all right?” Jim’s fatherly concern was so comforting that he willed her panic into a useless little emotion at the back of her mind. He lifted her up and with an arm around her waist, helped her to walk over to the ambulance, where red and blue lights were flashing.

      “Hayden!” Callie rushed to meet them and hugged her fiercely. “I’m so glad you’re okay. When we got here…we feared the worst. The truck driver hit the inner part of the mountain. He’s in critical condition. They’re rushing him to the hospital. We only knew where to look for you because he said something about the cliff right before he passed out.”

      Hayden tried to listen, but everything inside her was suddenly numb. Sounds were muted and her vision spun slightly, enough to make her dizzy. She fell against the side of the ambulance.

      “You okay?” Callie gripped Hayden’s arm, holding her so she wouldn’t fall. Two paramedics rushed over.

      She was prodded, poked, her eyes examined, her blood pressure measured. But she wasn’t really listening. Her gaze was riveted to the cliff’s edge. Only when she saw Fenn’s hands clawing at the earth, and then his head appearing over the edge, did she actually relax. Her brother hauled Fenn up and away from the cliff. They spoke in hushed tones and Hayden wished she could hear what they were saying, but they were too far away. Her mouth opened in shock when Wes pulled Fenn into a hug and slapped him hard on the back before letting him go. As they walked toward her and Callie, both of their faces were solemn. Only when Callie seemed positive Hayden wouldn’t collapse did she dart over to Fenn and hug him.

      Wes watched the interaction, eyes cold and dark as a winter sea. Then he blinked and focused on Hayden.

      “What happened?” He brushed a lock of hair back from her face with gentle hands.

      “The semi-trailer’s tire blew out, I think. It happened so fast. I wasn’t really paying attention,” she admitted. That whole time leading up to the accident she had been indulging in a pity party and staring out the passenger side window. All because Fenn had chastised her—correctly, of course—and she’d acted childishly. What if they had died? Her last few minutes in this world would have been wasted.

      “We were coming around the bend when the trailer’s tire blew. I steered away from it. My truck landed in a tree and we were able to get to that ledge before the truck crashed down into the ravine.” As Fenn effectively summarized the single most traumatic event of her life, all she could do was stare at him.

      The paramedics checked Fenn over and re-bandaged his ankle. Jim, Wes, and Callie stood by in quiet vigilance while Fenn and Hayden recovered from the ordeal and the police took their statements.

      Once everything seemed to be winding down and the sheriff’s deputies assured them they could leave, Wes pulled out his cell phone.

      “It’s me. We found them. They’re okay.” Wes told someone then paused, listening to whoever was on the other end of the line. Hayden would have bet her life he was talking to Emery.

      Wes’s gaze flicked to Fenn. “I’ll ask, but I can’t guarantee he’ll agree,” he said into the phone, and then he held it out to Fenn. “Your brother wants to speak to you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Your brother wants to speak to you.”

      Fenn stared at the phone for a long moment, torn in two directions. If he didn’t take the phone, he could keep burying this supposed new truth. If he did take the phone, he’d be facing what scared him most, the past…and the future.

      He reached for the phone, cursing silently when his fingers shook as they closed around the slender box. He raised the phone to his ear and let his gaze fall on Hayden. Seeing her grounded him, made it possible for him to do this. Her lips were parted, and she seemed to be sucking in shallow breaths. She mouthed, “You can do this,” and gave him an infinitesimal nod. He swallowed hard then opened his mouth.

      “This is Fenn,” he said.

      A heavy sigh of relief came through the line. “Fenn…I’m Emery.” The voice was almost identical to his own, perhaps a little smoother, but almost exactly like his. What did he say to his long lost twin? Everything was confusing and each thought associated with Emery was riddled with pain.

      “I’m sorry we haven’t talked before in the last couple of days. I was—” Emery began.

      Fenn cut him off gently. “You were handling your girlfriend in the hospital. I heard about Sophie from Hayden. I hope she’s okay.”

      Emery laughed softly and the warmth in that sound, achingly familiar, melted the protective ice encasing Fenn’s heart.

      “Sophie is incredibly strong. She’s the one I have to thank for everything these last few days. She’s the one who found you. She gave me hope when I thought there was none.” His brother paused, as though catching his breath. “I can’t wait for you to meet her.”

      Fenn’s throat closed, and he tried to breathe. That pain inside his head never seemed to fade anymore.

      “Fenn…there’s so much I want to say, but none of it should be done over the phone. I just had to talk to you because…well…fuck, this sounds crazy.” He laughed again. “I swear that I dreamt of you on a ledge, after your accident. I called Wes and told him to find you and Hayden.”

      Fenn stared at Hayden, thinking back to how he’d prayed and reached out in his mind and heart, begging the universe to let them be found.

      “Sometimes, crazy makes a lot of sense,” he replied, laughing a little himself.

      “You and Hayden are okay? No injuries?”

      Rubbing a hand over his jaw, Fenn’s shoulders sagged in relief. It was as though Emery’s question had made him realize he and Hayden were fine. Until that moment, he’d felt like they were still on the ledge.

      “We’re fine. A little scratched and bruised, but fine.”

      Jim laid a hand on Fenn’s shoulder, a silent show of support.

      “Good. Well, I’m sure you need to rest, but…” Emery hesitated. “I hope you’ll come home, even for just a few days. There’s so much…” His voice roughened into a scratchy whisper. “Please. I need to see you. Mom and Dad need to see you.”

      Fenn’s chest was crushed by invisible boulders. “I need a few days here to take care of things before I can leave.”

      “I understand. Be careful, though. I’m sure Wes has told you of the danger. The sooner you’re here, the better. I can protect you.” Emery’s voice was heavy with warning, urging Fenn to listen to him.

      Fenn responded instinctively. “I’m older. That’s my job.” The words were barely out of his mouth before he realized what he’d said.

      Rather than be upset, Emery scoffed. “You may not remember me, but in time you will remember how we used to argue about that. It’s my turn to protect you, brother. So let me.”

      An unexpected smile curved Fenn’s lips and he shook his head a little.

      “I’ll see you soon.” He made the promise to Emery, knowing that his brother would understand how much it meant.

      I have a brother. A twin. He finally allowed the truth to grow inside him. There were still so many questions, so many unexplained things he needed to know, but for now he needed to get comfortable with this. He hung up the phone and handed it back to Wes.

      “Should I book the jet for Long Island?” Wes slid the phone back into his jeans and crossed his arms, watching Fenn.

      “Not yet. I need a few days. I’ll let you know when I’m ready.” He needed some time to process everything, let it sink in, and then he would fly to Long Island.

      “Fair enough,” Wes said.

      Things had changed between them, also for the better. After Wes had helped him off the ledge, he’d thanked Fenn for saving Hayden and embraced him. The touch, that single hug, as unexpected and awkward as it was in some ways, had filled him with fuzzy, vague memories of his childhood. Sometimes a man would change too much, and his childhood friends would no longer fit him, but now Fenn knew he and Wes would get along. That old friendship could be rekindled.

      “Why don’t we go home? I’m sure everyone is exhausted,” Jim suggested.

      “Sounds good,” Fenn agreed. “Someone else should drive, though. I have no desire to get behind a wheel tonight.”

      “Jim, you can take Hayden and Fenn in my Jeep. I’ll drive your truck and take Callie,” Wes said and tossed his keys to Jim. Jim handed over his own keys and the group split up. Wes waited for Callie to follow him over to the old blue pickup truck. She kept looking over her shoulder, as though reluctant to leave them.
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      Hayden stared at herself in the mirror in the small bathroom of the ranch house. Her bag of clothes sat on the bed, open and waiting, but she’d only retrieved her pajamas. Her hair was limp and semi-dry from the shower she’d taken a short while ago. Small cuts on her face and cheeks marred her usually clear skin.

      Red patches stained her cheeks where she’d rubbed herself raw with a washcloth in order to remove the dirt. She shuddered as she remembered the almost frantic way she’d bathed in the shower. Hands shaking, teeth chattering, and eyes blurred with tears. She’d all but fallen apart and was thankful no one had heard her quiet sobs. She felt better now, though. After everything she’d been through…she was alive.

      Hayden picked up her hairbrush and ran it through her long hair a few more times, teasing out the last few tangles. Without a dryer or straightener, her hair dried in gentle waves that were soft and a little wild. Normally she would have fussed to make herself look nice, but right now she didn’t care. She’d taken a couple of ibuprofen, but there wasn’t one part of her that didn’t feel bruised or battered.

      After she buttoned up the last button on her baby blue, polka-dot pajama top and slipped on her matching boxer bottoms, she flicked the bathroom light off and went into the bedroom. Barefoot and a little cold, she stood listening to the sounds of the house and its inhabitants settling in for the night. One sound stuck out from the others: there were strains of music coming through the wall her bed was up against. Curious, she climbed on to the bed and pressed her ear to the wall.

      The click-click of dog nails came through: Coda. She and Fenn must be in the room next door. What could he be doing? It was barely dawn. He needed to be resting, especially after their night, and his ankle wasn’t healed yet. Jim had mentioned that Fenn should sleep at the house after they’d returned. Hayden had been so tired she hadn’t paid much attention. She’d let Fenn direct her to the room Callie had prepared and she’d headed straight for a hot shower. He must have agreed to stay inside the house and left the trailer empty for the night.

      I should check on him. That would be just the polite thing to do. He had saved her life tonight, after all.

      She left her room, then walked down the hall. The music was a little louder now as she paused outside his door. Hesitant, she raised her hand but didn’t knock right away. When she did, no one came to the door. She knocked a little louder but didn’t get a response. A sense of unease flickered through her and she tried the doorknob. It was unlocked. She pushed the door open and looked around.

      The window on the opposite wall was open, and dawn was a faint washed-out shade of blue on the horizon. Fenn stood in front of the window, wearing only jeans. His hands were braced on the windowsill and he stood very still, his back to the door. The muscled grooves of his back were beautiful and Hayden couldn’t look away from him.

      Coda sat by his feet facing toward the door, as though guarding her master’s back. Hayden stepped into the room, fully expecting Coda to growl in defense, but the husky shocked her by sliding down to rest on all fours. Her busy tail began to thump on the wood floor. The soft, rhythmic sound caught Fenn’s attention.

      “What do you want, Callie?”

      The name cut across Hayden’s heart. That was the second time he’d expected her to be Callie. Had she misread him? Did he have feelings for her? If he did…well, she wasn’t the type of woman who would fight for a man if he was in love with someone else.

      “I’m sorry, I’ll just—” she began.

      “Hayden?” He turned around to face her and the look of pleasure on his face was so obvious she sighed with relief. Maybe he did want her, but she was too afraid to hope that someone wanted her for a change. She bit her bottom lip, hesitating.

      He took a slow step toward her as though expecting her to bolt.

      “Stay. I thought…”

      “I know.” She took another step into the room. “Is there…anything between you and Callie?” She inwardly patted herself on the back for being brave enough to ask. As she waited for his answer, she straightened her spine.

      “No. There’s nothing between me and Callie. She’s like a little sister to me, but I know she wants there to be more. I don’t feel that way. She’s a sweet kid, a great one.” The finality in his face was clear. He and Callie were not anything, not anything that went above and beyond a sibling type of affection.

      “I think she’s in love with you.” Hayden shut the door behind her and walked farther into the room.

      He leaned back against the open window, and his perfectly shaped chest distracted her until he shrugged slightly and spoke.

      “I know she thinks she is. Doesn’t change how I feel, though. She’ll meet someone else someday. She’s never left this town but someday she will, and she’ll find a man worthy of her.”

      The gentle and firm way he said this, with so much belief and conviction, made Hayden relax. For all of Fenn’s defensive actions since she’d met him, this was a glimpse of his soul. He believed there were good people; he had faith. That was something she’d lost long ago.

      “So to what do I owe the pleasure of this early morning visit?”

      “I wanted to check on you. How are you?” She gestured to his ankle.

      In response, he smiled and wiggled his bare foot.

      “Hurts a little, but I took stuff for the pain.”

      “Whiskey?” She raised a brow and let her disapproval show.

      He pushed away from the window and walked toward her. Her gaze drifted down and her face heated. His jeans were unbuttoned, revealing a faint trail of dark gold hair below his navel that disappeared beneath his jeans. The V shaped muscles of his pelvis flexed and her mouth ran dry. Was it bad that she wanted to lick that V shape? To trace it with lips and tongue and follow it down to all the secrets he hid beneath his pants?

      God, I need to get laid. Six months is too long.

      “No whiskey,” he murmured as he reached her.

      She blinked and remembered what they’d been talking about.

      “Really?”

      “Tylenol,” he clarified with a smirk. “So did you really come in here to ask about my ankle?”

      “Yes,” she replied, and darted her gaze away. On a small wooden desk in the corner that was covered with old paperback books, a black vinyl disc spun on an old record player.

      The song on the record changed and Smoky Robinson’s voice filled the room. Fenn hummed the notes to Tracks of My Tears as he reached up and brushed the back of his hand over her cheek before he teased the collar of her pajama top with his fingers. Then he unbuttoned the top button of her shirt. Her hands moved up to grip his wrists, but she didn’t stop him. A little shiver wracked her body as she fought off the heated rush of anticipation. They were going to…and she wanted it so bad it hurt.

      Hayden struggled to think rationally as her entire body hummed to life at his closeness, the way he was slowly unbuttoning the rest of her shirt.

      “Your dad likes old records,” she said, hoping to distract not just him, but herself. She wanted him so badly her womb actually hurt—her own desire was frightening. The light cinnamon color of his eyes with those shards of green swept her away, and she was lost.

      “Another thing in common, then.” He dipped his head to hers, nuzzling her but not quite kissing her. Somehow this prelude to a kiss was the most incredible turn on she’d ever experienced. Her clit pulsed to life at the thought of what a sweet reward his kiss actually would be.

      His hands worked their way down her shirt until it was completely undone. Hayden couldn’t take her eyes off his face as he gripped the edges of her shirt and opened it slowly. Fenn’s stare slowly raked down her bare chest, and he bit his lip as though to hide a pleased smile.

      She’d always been relatively okay with her body, but to see obvious approval and desire flash in his eyes made her want to squirm with delight. His fingers tightened a little more in the shirt fabric as he slowly peeled it off her shoulders. When she started to shrug out of the sleeves he leaned forward, his arms going around her body, and stilled her hands.

      Without saying a word, he tugged the shirt off enough that her hands were stuck in the middle of her sleeves. Then he crossed her wrists behind her back and used the shirtsleeves to tie her hands together. Her breasts thrust out, fully exposed to him and the morning air. She blushed and dropped her gaze to the floor as her body responded. Her nipples pebbled, and tiny shivers rippled through her. He dragged a fingertip down from her collarbone through the valley of her breasts.

      “I like seeing you restrained. Do you want to know why?” He tilted her head back so she was forced to meet his gaze.

      “Why?” she asked, her question a small whisper. Did he like making her helpless? Did he like her weakened? She didn’t want to ever be helpless or weak.

      Fenn cupped her breasts, gently molding them to his hands. Invisible flames licked along her skin, creating warm flushes that rolled through her.

      “Because you trust me. You give me the power to ensure we both find pleasure. It shows me how brave you are. You are brave, Hayden. And sexy, so fucking sexy that I’ve been fantasizing about this since the moment I saw you running in the arena in that little red dress.”

      His words, the things he said about her, made her knees knock together. He understood, truly understood her, why she was submissive. She didn’t want to be weak, but rather she wanted to trust someone enough to surrender her power temporarily.

      “Do you want this? Want to give yourself to me?” he asked. “Because I won’t take what you don’t want to give. I need you to trust me.”

      Hayden took a few seconds to weigh his words, but deep down she knew this choice had been made since the moment she had seen him in the arena after the accident. It seemed they had been fated to meet at that defining moment.

      “I want this. I want you, Fenn. I trust you.” I surrender. She attempted to drop her eyes to the floor again, recalling all of her submissive training at the Gilded Cuff, but he tapped her underneath her chin.

      “I like your eyes on me. You don’t ever have to look away. I prefer the eye contact.”

      “You do? Most doms think it is a sign of rebellion or resistance,” she explained.

      “I don’t know much about what the doms in your club want, but I want to see passion darken your eyes. Have I told you how much I love your eyes? So blue, pure and deep. Every time I look into them I feel reborn.” He licked his lips and then leaned in for a kiss.

      A simple caress of lips soon turned hotter, harder. His hands moved from her shoulders down her back, gently shaping her shoulder blades and tapping soft little patterns down her spine. He seduced her slowly, surely, and it changed her from the inside out. Fenn didn’t need to whip her or gag her, not like other doms. She’d never judged those doms for what they needed to do; everyone had their own secret desires, but Fenn? He seemed to know hers. Restraint and trust.

      When he slid his hands down her hips and moved one palm beneath the waistband of her little shorts, he cupped her mound, with his fingers applying just the right amount of pressure where she needed it most. Hayden rocked forward on her toes, trying to create the friction she needed. Fenn chuckled against her lips and moved his hand into her underwear. She jolted when he circled a fingertip over her sensitive bundle of nerves.

      The sweet oldie music floated around them, and she gave in fully to the moment. He penetrated her with one finger, then added a second. She moaned in encouragement. When he curled his fingers inside her channel, her knees buckled at the sudden spike of pleasure inside her. Fenn curled an arm around her waist and held her upright so she wouldn’t collapse. She melted into him, swept away with longing, both of the body and the heart. He could do anything to her now and she would let him, so long as he continued to torture her with his slow seduction.

      “Time for bed.” He pulled his hand from her shorts and, as she watched him, he licked the two fingers which had been inside her just seconds ago. The wicked smile on his face as he sucked his fingers completely felled her. She wavered and fell back unsteadily against the bed behind her. Fenn freed her hands from the makeshift binding of her shirt and tugged her shorts and underwear off, leaving her naked.

      “Fuck, honey,” he growled, sweeping his eyes over her. His look was so hot it burned her skin.

      “What about you?” She nodded at his jeans.

      “Plenty of time for that. I want you limp and sated.” He urged her to lie back on the bed and then he retrieved his belt from where it lay on the floor in the corner by his shirt and boots.

      “Wrists.” He held out one hand and she placed her hands in his. He wound the leather belt around her wrists several times before tucking the end of the strap under the rest of the belt.

      “Now reach up and grasp the bars on the headboard. I don’t want you to let go, no matter what I do.”

      Hayden curled her fingers around the wooden bars and drew in a shaky breath. “And if I let go?”

      “I’ll redden that luscious ass of yours with this.” He touched another leather belt, the one she’d admired the day before. It was slung over the side of the desk chair, hanging there with a silent promise of pleasure/pain.

      The very thought had her swallowing a gasp and fighting off a well of desire. He didn’t miss her reaction.

      “If you want a spanking, all you have to do is ask.” He laughed and brushed a stray lock of her hair away from her face.

      Ask? She wasn’t nearly brave enough for that yet.

      Fenn climbed onto the bed and pressed at the insides of her knees, forcing them open. Then he sat back on his heels and stared at her for a long moment. Hayden held her breath, trying to read his expression.

      “No turning back,” he warned her.

      She shook her head, breasts rising and falling as she tried to relax. She’d been with other men; this shouldn’t rattle her, but it did. He wasn’t just any other guy. He was Fenn Lockwood, practically a legend for his tragic past and a veritable hero to her for saving her life.

      At her silent consent, his lips parted and he breathed deeply, stroking his palms down the insides of her thighs. He guided her to bend her knees and move them even wider apart. Hayden was thankful for the large bed because he had enough room to bend down and plant a trail of kisses from her navel to her mound. His gaze lifted to hers as he used his fingers to part her folds, and then he licked her. The already swollen, sensitive flesh stung with intense pleasure as he licked her.

      “Oh God!” she hissed in a strangled whisper.

      He swirled his tongue, then thrust it into her in rapid strokes, each time doing something different inside her, so she couldn’t adjust to it or know what to expect. The continual surprises of his licking and stroking shoved her into a sensual overdrive. When he inserted two fingers into her and sucked the bud of her clit into his mouth she yelped and then whimpered. The pounding, increasing sensations of blood rushing through her were too much, too good.

      “Please, Fenn,” she begged, tears leaking from her eyes as she fought to maintain control. He hadn’t forbade her to come, but she needed him to tell her: some inner instinct desired that he control that, too, at least in this instant.

      “Come for me, honey, but hold that little scream inside, if you can.” His low rough laugh rumbled against her clit, and she exploded, legs shaking in uncontrollable spasms and her breath huffing out in deep puffs. Weak limbed, she collapsed on the bed, only then aware of how tense every muscle in her body had been. She concentrated on breathing and looked at Fenn.

      He seemed pleased. His thumbs were smoothing across the skin of her inner thighs in tiny infinitesimal strokes as he licked his lips and returned her gaze.

      “Watching you come is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” he admitted. Her responding blush worked its way down from her face to the tips of her toes.

      “It’s a good thing we’re only just getting started.” He bent his head again and a few minutes later she was completely spent and aching. Oral sex had never been this intense for her, to the point where she worried her legs might not work tomorrow. What a feeling! And they’d only just begun.
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      “Have you ever killed anyone by orgasm?” she asked with a giggle. He’d made her giggle. That was so…unlike her, which only made her giggle more.

      “I don’t think you’ve had enough yet. I want you so exhausted you can’t even think, let alone laugh.” He reached for his fly and unzipped it. He tugged his jeans down his hips and then worked them the rest of the way off. The pair of black briefs he wore showed her just what she’d expected. He was massive. There had been no exaggeration in what she’d felt earlier. He was big, a little daunting in that respect. It had been six months since she’d had sex  a dry spell that left her a little nervous.

      “Still with me?” His voice was low but gentle. When she nodded, he tugged his briefs off and climbed on top of her. She wrapped her knees around his hips, expecting him to just shove inside her, but he didn’t. He kissed her, allowing the weight of his body to gently pin her to the bed, a powerful but not hurtful restraint.

      “Relax, honey,” he urged her between soothing kisses.

      “Do we need protection?” she asked. How that rational thought managed to break through the rising passion sweeping through her she didn’t know.

      “I’m clean; you? I can find a condom…” They bumped noses as he waited for her to answer.

      “Me too. I’ve got an IUD…we could…” She licked her lips. She’d never not had a man use a condom with her before. “We could go bare.”

      “Only if you want to.” He didn’t demand it, but allowed her that choice.

      “Bare,” she said, never more thankful she’d always been careful and clean before now. The idea of a layer of latex between them seemed wrong after everything that had happened.

      “Only if you’re sure.” He rocked his hips, a slow sensual promise of things to come.

      The music swelled around them and they both smiled. Hayden had never felt so relaxed with a man before. She was more excited than on edge. As much as she loved the Gilded Cuff, she’d always felt a little tense and all alone, even when she had a dominant to do a scene with. What would it be like to be at the club with a man she completely trusted, one who would protect her at all costs? It would change everything.

      Fenn lifted his hips and his hand moved between their bodies as he guided himself into her. She moaned as he nudged in a few inches. She squeezed down around him, and he hissed out a ragged breath.

      “Fuck, that feels good,” he ground out.

      Then when she relaxed, he rammed deep and fast. Hayden arched her back and her arms tensed above her head while still gripping the bars.

      “No letting go,” he reminded her. He slid one hand up to grasp her wrists and hold them while his other arm braced on the bed beside her shoulder.

      With that controlling hold on her hands, Hayden could only take the penetrating thrusts; the pressure and the speed were out of her control. Before she’d always managed to hold herself back and been able to control the dom she was with, even if he’d restrained her. But she couldn’t do that with Fenn. Trusting him came too easily. Her desire for him was too strong.

      She was an instrument that sang with the brush of his hands and the kiss of his lips. He took her mouth harder now, and his almost desperate need to own her tasted hungry and wild. The sheer energy and raw desire coming off him in waves made her entire body quake and shudder as she sprinted toward another orgasm. He angled his hips differently, and his shaft struck a sweet spot that ripped a strangled cry from her mouth before she swallowed it.

      “There?” he growled, hitting that glorious, perfect, hidden spot inside her.

      “Hmmm.” She could only moan in response.

      He pushed up from her suddenly and gripped the top of the headboard above her, angling his hips again, and when stars sparked in dizzying patterns around her eyes she whimpered.

      “Please, God, please,” she gasped.

      That was it. Her begging drove him into a frenzy as he slammed his hips into the cradle of their thighs, hard enough that she was positive she’d have more bruises tomorrow. The heavy weight of his balls struck her bottom and added a delicious little sting as he took her furious and fast. The untamed lust in his eyes burned her hotter than any fire, and she exploded.

      Lights winked out, her mind blanked, and her lungs burned as her body failed to draw in enough air. As the world came back to her in slow pieces, like tiny white feathers floating to the ground, she became aware that he still loomed above her, breathing hard through his mouth.

      Had he made a sound? No…she couldn’t remember. Had he even come? She had been so lost in her own pleasure that she wasn’t sure what had happened. Shame had her turning her face into her pillow, praying he wouldn’t notice. Her fingers were still locked around the bars and she wouldn’t let go until he told her to.

      Without a word to her, he leaned forward and pried her fingers away from the wood. The muscles in her hands twitched and ached from the abuse of clinging too long to the poles. Fenn undid the belt from her wrists and then rubbed her skin, which was a little red from the vigorous lovemaking.

      She felt it then—despite the abused, tender tissue between her thighs, his semi-hard erection as he pulled out of her and left the bed. He disappeared into the bathroom and came back with a wet cloth. He cleaned her and himself before he pulled back the covers on the bed and tucked her in. He climbed in beside her and wrapped his arms around her.

      Hayden wished he’d say something to show she’d done all right, that she hadn’t messed everything up in some way.

      “Fenn?” she whispered.

      His warm breath caressed her cheek as he shifted behind her. The feel of his large, muscled form surrounding her, cloaking her made her feel protected, cherished, even without him saying a word.

      “What is it, honey?” The simple question and the way he sounded concerned was oddly intimate. As though they’d shared a bed for years, whispering in the early morning hours after life-altering sex. Was it really possible to feel this way about someone so soon? She hadn’t thought it was…

      “Did you…um…” Words failed her when normally she wouldn’t have had a problem being more vocal.

      He chuckled. “Don’t tell me you’re lost for words? If that’s all it takes, I’ll be tying you up in bed a lot more often.” He nuzzled her neck and bit down lightly on her skin. She shivered. She could do this. She could come out and say it, couldn’t she?

      “Did you come? I wasn’t sure and I’m afraid that I didn’t—”

      “Ahh, that’s what has you worried?” His arms tightened a little around her body as he rolled her onto her back. He leaned over her, propping himself up on one arm.

      “Hayden, I came hard enough that I’m barely able to think right now. If I’d been a computer, you would have blown all my circuits,” he grinned.

      “Computer, huh? Didn’t figure you for a tech guy.” She didn’t mention his family’s business was technology based, or that his brother was big into technology, too.

      “Love the stuff, but can’t afford it.” He stroked a lock of hair back from her face, then twisted the lock around his finger. Dawn’s red-gold light crept along the side of the bed nearest the window. When it caught her hair, the individual strands seemed to suck the light in and then glow with it.

      “I love your hair.” He rubbed a fingertip over the coiled length, eyes bright with admiration. His compliment heated her cheeks. She wasn’t one to focus on a man’s compliments. Any man could say she was pretty if he wanted to try to manipulate her or get something from her. But Fenn already had her in bed, and didn’t have any other motive than to tell her what he felt. There were no games with him. If he told her something, in his mind he had to see it as true. And that meant something to her.

      “Thank you for saving me today.” She ducked her head again and curled herself into him.

      When they both woke up from this ephemeral dream, everything could change. He could go back to fighting her about going to Long Island and seeing his family. She could go back to not trusting any man to get too close. But right now, she needed him to hold her—not because she felt weak, but because she needed to share that part of herself that craved to be cared about, even if it was only temporary.

      “You’re welcome.” He kissed her forehead and stroked her side from her shoulder down to her thigh with his strong, capable hand.

      She yawned and surrendered to sleep and to him, secretly hoping that this dream wouldn’t end too quickly. It was hard to think about letting go of something so addictive, but she might have to soon.
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      Fenn was plagued by dreams and worries. After only a few hours in bed, he quietly slipped out and left Hayden to sleep. He needed time to think. Now he wasn’t just worried about his new family, but about Hayden, too. Why had she come to him? Had it been out of a misguided need for her to thank him for saving her? He didn’t want gratitude; he didn’t want pity, or even curiosity. He couldn’t figure her out; and not knowing her motives made him uneasy. What did a woman like her see in a man like him? Until he knew the answer he was going to tread carefully, which, after what they’d just done, would be hard as hell.

      She’d been more than a firecracker in bed. She was like an inferno. He’d come so hard he’d forgotten how to breathe for a few seconds, and he’d hadn’t been able to say a thing, let alone shout his release. Instead, he’d watched her eyes as she came undone, the way they gleamed, then shimmered and finally glowed. Fenn wished he could trade every moment he’d had with other women in the past, just to have one more moment with Hayden.

      After a quick change of clothes, Fenn slipped quietly down the stairs to the kitchen. Jim was already at the table, the local paper spread out in front of him. A mug of coffee sat to one side, steam curling up in pale tendrils. Fenn sat down at the table and pulled on his boots. His bad ankle twinged but wasn’t swollen. Good enough to go back to work.

      “You get enough sleep?” Jim pushed his chair back from the table and watched him.

      “Enough,” he answered.

      “Most men sleep in the day after they almost die. No one would think any worse of you if you did the same.”

      Tugging his jeans down over his boots, Fenn didn’t reply right away.

      “Jim, I need some time, you know? There are a lot of things to figure out.” He stood and walked over to the cupboard to grab a travel mug and poured himself some coffee.

      “I understand. Believe me. Every now and then things happen in a man’s life that make him want to tuck tail and run. When Maggie died…well, you remember how much of a mess I was.”

      Fenn nodded, recalling all too well that when Jim’s wife had passed, things had started to fall apart. He’d been eighteen by then and every urge to be a reckless kid had perished with Maggie. Seeing Jim and his four-year-old daughter so lost and alone had damn near broken his heart. It was then that he’d vowed never to let another bad thing happen to the family that had taken him in.

      “We were all a mess.” Fenn took a sip of his coffee. He liked it bitter and burning. Woke him up best that way.

      “Look at us now. Callie’s a grown woman and you’re a fine man. A man with a family. I get that you’re confused, but don’t let that confusion cloud your joy.” Jim’s tone was a warning, but still surprisingly gentle.

      “Speaking of Callie, you better watch her. Wes Thorne has been eyeing her too much for my liking.”

      Jim chuckled. “I know. She’s a grown girl, though.”

      “She’s twenty,” Fenn sputtered. “She’s a kid.”

      The older man laughed. “I married Maggie when we were both eighteen. Callie’s two years older and has a lot more common sense. She’s not the type to marry young. She has big dreams.”

      “Don’t you worry that someone with money will come along and offer her a chance to live those dreams?” Fenn couldn’t fathom how the older man wasn’t scared shitless at the thought.

      “Worried?” Jim was laughing so hard he wiped tears from his eyes. “I’m not worried. I’m praying for that. It’s called living. Besides, the greatest gift a father can give his daughter is not his protection, but his trust. I trust Callie to make her own decisions and live her own life, not some watered down version I’ve provided for her. Now, if she calls me crying about some man, you’re damn right I’ll load my shotgun and drive straight there, but I doubt that will happen.”

      “You’re a wise man, Jim.” Fenn attempted to layer his comment with sarcasm, but by the twinkle in Jim’s eyes, he knew the older man heard the respect in there, too.

      “Well, if you’re planning to avoid your own life this morning, the fence on the west paddock needs mending. My truck’s already loaded with the wood and tools.”

      Fence mending. Now that was exactly the type of work to take his mind off things for a few hours.

      “Sounds good.” Fenn put two fingers in his mouth and let out a piercing whistle to summon Coda. She loped down the stairs and into the kitchen. Bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. Fenn crouched beside her and scuffed her ears and neck roughly. Coda’s tongue lolled out as she half-closed her eyes.

      “You give a woman that much affection someday and you might land yourself a decent wife,” Jim teased.

      The jest went ignored.

      “You’re the only girl I need,” he murmured and Coda whimpered expectantly. He stood up and stole a piece of biscuit from Jim’s plate and fed it to the dog.

      “I’ll pretend I didn’t see that,” Jim said.

      “Good idea.” Fenn slapped his thigh, indicating for Coda to come with him as they left the kitchen and headed out to the old blue truck.

      A little stutter in his chest made him hesitate. His own truck was a heaping pile of destruction at the bottom of the mountain. Having to share one with Jim was going to set them both back immensely. They didn’t have money for the mortgage payments on the ranch, let alone another truck.

      Coda bumped into his shin with her shoulder, tail thumping on the ground. He scratched her behind the ears and then headed to the blue truck. The keys were tucked under the driver’s seat where Jim always left them. Even though Walnut Springs attracted tourists and vacationers, it had little crime; and it was almost entirely safe to leave keys in a car. Fenn turned the keys in the ignition and the truck rumbled to life, shuddering a little, like an old dog getting up and shaking its coat of dust.

      Coda jumped onto his lap, and he groaned as her heavy body shouldered past him so she could take her position riding shotgun. The window was already down, and she stuck her face out, tongue and tail both waving happily. Fenn envied Coda’s simple life sometimes. Biscuit breakfast, afternoon naps, joy rides with the window down. Not a bad life at all.

      Fenn backed up the truck and then started driving down the west field along the fence line. Cattle grazed beneath the noon day sun, their black and brown coats glossy as they munched on grass. A few lifted their heads, only a little curious as he drove past them.

      The drive to the area of fence he needed to fix took about five minutes, but it was far enough from the ranch house to suit his purposes. The distance between him and the house felt good but also tinged with a sense of melancholy. He didn’t usually run from things. He was more the type to raise his fists and prepare for a fight even if he knew he was going to get his ass handed to him. But all of this…his new family, his childhood…the addictive red-haired bombshell in his bed, too. It was too much at once. A man needed to clear his head before facing all that chaos.

      He hit the brakes and put the truck into park near a patch of the wood fence that was starting to lean over. The wood at the base near the ground was rotted and decayed, leaving jagged edges more like the rotted teeth of some great beast than a span of old fence. Coda followed him as he climbed down from the truck seat and went to the back of the truck to grasp some wood and tools. He dug around inside the rusted red toolbox until he found his leather work gloves. Eyeing the fence, he sighed almost blissfully. Mind-numbing labor would sure do the trick…He’d forget about everything weighing on him like the mountains hovering just behind the Broken Spur.

      A cool breeze stroked his face as he hefted the first wooden fence post off the truck bed and carried it across the golden grass field to the damaged fence. The day was perfect for working. Bright sun, a little wind, and the smell of rain in the distance. They’d get storms tonight. He loved storms. The violent crash of sound and sight of lightning with wind and rain. It felt almost purifying once the damage was washed away.

      Storms were a little bit like confessing one’s sins to an angry god. The building winds were like uttered prayers and the responding explosions like the bolts of light from a god’s cloudy mountain top. Then there was the sweeping rain, smooth and cool, washing away the debris, the darkness, and the bad in all its forms. Fenn wasn’t religious, at least not in the “church every Sunday” way, but he sensed power in the world around him, felt the touches of things bigger and more important than he was and was humbled by them.

      After being stranded on the mountain with Hayden and calling out to his long lost brother, it was impossible to deny that some type of a miracle had occurred, because his brother had known exactly where to find them. If that didn’t force a man to consider things at work in the world that defied explanation, then he didn’t know what did.

      He started to whistle softly as he set to work. “Carry On My Wayward Son.” Emery’s favorite song.
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      The bed was empty. Hayden shivered a little as she woke to the unpleasant realization.

      Fenn was gone. He’d slipped out while she’d been asleep. Why? Had he not been completely honest with her about this morning when they’d made love? Maybe she shouldn’t have asked him so directly about his…er…performance. She didn’t want to think about if he really hadn’t been satisfied with her. He would be like all the other doms she’d been with, ones who’d walked away, blaming her when she couldn’t get them off because she couldn’t relax or trust them. But she had done that with him, had completely opened herself up. If he didn’t like her enough after that…She shook her head, trying not to think about it.

      “Shit.” She rubbed her eyes and rolled onto her back with a frustrated groan.

      Weren’t men supposed to want women who would speak their minds and not play games? Here she was openly talking to him, and he was running away. So much for that theory. She sat up and combed fingers through her hair. She was sore between her legs, but it felt good. He’d given her quite the pounding a few hours ago. The thought made her blush and cover her face with her hands. She wasn’t usually so modest, but something about him made her far more aware of herself and her desire. It wasn’t that she was ashamed or anything, but she definitely was a little shy, because she’d never shared herself so emotionally as well as physically. There wasn’t any real way of going back after that.

      Hayden stifled a yawn and climbed out of bed. The room she was in now must be Fenn’s old room, the one he must have stayed in before he moved out to the trailer when he was eighteen. His record player sat on the small rickety-looking desk, where a stack of vinyls was propped up against a collection of Louis L’Amour Westerns. She walked over to the desk and ran a fingertip over the well-worn spines of the books. She liked to read, too. Her guilty pleasures were those old historical romances with the women in ripped dresses on the covers, clutched by hunky men in sensual poses.

      Everyone had their hidden pleasures, even Fenn. She smiled and picked up the top book and thumbed to the first page. She read the words and pictured Fenn as a boy seated on the bed, legs crossed Indian style as he devoured the story. Her heart gave a little shuddering ache at the thought of that boy; how alone he must have felt all those years, never knowing he was the prodigal son to a famous and well-loved family so far away. Soon she would bring him home, and he could begin to heal. They all could begin to heal.

      Hayden set the book aside and collected her pajamas and dressed. Then she made a mad dash back to her room where she showered. The clothes she had ordered had been delivered while she slept and were now sitting on her bed. She dressed in jeans and a blue short-sleeved t-shirt, and pulled her hair back in a ponytail with a blue ribbon. Her new boots were snug and perfect. Fenn’s new Stetson sat next to her other clothes. She picked it up and carried it with her as she went downstairs to the kitchen.

      Wes was at the table, perusing a newspaper and nursing a cup of coffee. Hayden’s eyes widened. Her brother wore jeans and a black t-shirt. When was the last time he’d ever looked so…causal? Had he ever?

      “What?” he asked, looking around as though expecting to see something else around him that would make her react with such surprise.

      “You…You’re…” At a loss for words, Hayden just waved her hand up and down at his body.

      Dawning comprehension gleamed in his eyes. “Some of us know how to dress for the occasion. I actually had the foresight to pack something suitable for a ranch.”

      She rolled her eyes and tossed the Stetson on the table as she joined him. “Where’s Fenn?”

      Wes shrugged. “Fence building? That’s what Mr. Taylor said.”

      Fence building. She pictured him sweating, shirtless, the sun setting behind his gorgeous hunky silhouette as he singlehandedly hauled posts around on one shoulder. Yeah, she really wanted to see that.

      “Listen, about last night.” Wes cleared his throat, eyes intense.

      “Yes?” She reached for the section of the paper he’d discarded and perused it. The business section. Her favorite.

      “Are you…all right? I mean…you both almost died. I suppose that would have to leave you shaken up.”

      Hayden swallowed hard. It had left her shaken—to be honest, more than shaken. Yet she’d run to Fenn this morning and he’d put her at ease. Mind-blowing sex had soothed her somehow—distracted her, consumed her, made her feel alive and protected. That helplessness on the cliff hadn’t lasted long in the wake of Fenn’s all-consuming passion.

      She cleared her throat and folded up the paper again. Suddenly the prospect of paper reading had lost its appeal.

      “It was terrifying but…”

      “But?” Her brother leaned forward in his chair and braced his arms on the table as he watched her.

      “Fenn kept me safe.” How could she put into words what that had been like?

      The crashing of metal, the screech of tires. She remembered reaching for him, screaming his name. Then the hanging truck on the cliff side, the way Fenn had held out his hand and caught her. She’d never doubted he wouldn’t catch her, wouldn’t save her. Such trust, complete and total…it had been easy, instinctive. She’d leapt with faith and surrendered to him. The pit of her stomach dropped out as the realization grew in her head.

      Sleeping with him that morning hadn’t carried as much importance as the night on the mountain. Fenn had proven what sort of man he was—the kind who protected those he loved without a thought to himself. It was as Emery said. He was the older brother, the child who’d told his twin to escape while he stayed behind to buy time. Fenn was still that person. Twenty-five years hadn’t changed that.

      “I owe him everything for keeping you alive.” Wes’s soft reply burned inside her chest.

      The age difference between her and Wes had often made them feel like strangers to one another, but he still protected her when he could, and she still trusted him with her secrets. True siblings could do that, no matter how many years separated them.

      Hayden leaned back against the marble island in the center of the kitchen.

      “We can bring him home. That will be the only way we can repay him. He said he won’t go. He’s worried about Jim’s health and the ranch. Jim, I can’t help with, but I think I can figure out a way to save the Broken Spur. It’s being foreclosed. Can you help me with that?”

      Her brother considered this. “Have you thought of asking Emery to buy the thing? He could easily do that.”

      Hayden shook her head. “I know he could, but Fenn doesn’t want handouts. The ranch is struggling. Even if we cover the debt, it won’t be enough to keep the place afloat. We need to change it somehow, or find an additional revenue stream. I was thinking high-powered execs would love to come out here and relax. We could build additional cabins on the empty land behind the ranch house. Make them upscale little houses, but at the same time simple in design and accommodations. I think the rustic setting could really draw in high stress-level types of men and women who just want a quiet place to crash and not worry about anything.” She was thinking of her brother and Emery and many more like them. Coming out here where the air was fresh and pure was already working its magic on Wes and he was more at ease. They would make a fortune if she could get Fenn and Jim to agree.

      Her brother leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “That’s not a bad idea. I might be able to figure something out with the financing. I’ll work with Callie. She might have some ideas on design, but this is your project so you’ll be in charge.”

      “Good. She’s smart and has her mother’s creative side. She might know how to pitch it to her father, too.” Hayden got up from the table and retrieved the Stetson.

      “That’s a little big for you, isn’t it?” Wes’s lips twitched.

      “It’s for Fenn. I sort of destroyed his only hat.”

      She went out the screen door onto the porch, ignoring her brother’s chuckles. Once she was on the edge of the porch she scanned the surrounding land. Two large fields were dotted with cattle and a large horse barn stood behind Fenn’s trailer and the ranch house. She could see barbed wire fences in the distance behind the house, opposite the cattle fields. Beyond the horses were the rising mountains. The view was spectacular.

      Deep blue skies were held up by lowering white clouds tinged with gray at their bottoms. Rain was a faint aroma in the air and it made her nose tingle. She’d always loved storms; still did even after last night—there was something about the way the clouds moved, the rolling motion of a storm cell as it progressed across the sky. No escaping it, no avoiding it. The storm would come, and the rain would clean the earth. She’d always loved the feel of the cold crisp drops of rain on her skin.

      She studied the clouds for another few minutes before she let her gaze drop. A blue truck in the distance marked Fenn’s location where he must be mending the fence.

      Hayden trotted down the steps to her Jeep and then got in. She could offer to help Fenn. He’d likely refuse, stubborn man, but she’d still help, even if he didn’t want her to.

      She drove to where he was and parked her Jeep next to the truck. A blur of white and gray was her only warning before Coda was on her, barking and jumping excitedly. Hayden fell against the side of the Jeep as Coda knocked her backward.

      “Hey! Sit!” she commanded.

      Coda dropped back onto her haunches, eyes alert and focused, her ears straining forward and tail twitching in the grass.

      “Nice to see you two ladies getting along.” A rich male voice came from behind her.

      She spun and found Fenn only inches away, in jeans and a red shirt that molded to his muscular chest and shoulders. Rings of sweat were around his collar and a few places on his sleeves, where he’d likely wiped his brow while he worked. Corded muscles gleamed on his forearms and the sight of them made her mouth go dry. What was it about a man and his muscles that could stop logical thoughts dead in a girl’s brain?

      “Uh, hey.” She finally got the words out. Not that there were many of them. It didn’t escape her notice that around him her natural verbal articulation seemed to completely vanish. She reached into the Jeep for the hat.

      “Here!” She tossed the new Stetson at him. Baffled, he caught it when it him square in the chest.

      “What’s this?”

      “A hat.”

      His lips quirked. “I can see that. Why are you giving it to me?”

      “I ruined your other one. And then it went over a cliff. I thought you could use a new one.”

      He studied the Stetson, let his fingers explore its shape and texture. Then he spun it delicately before he set it on his head with one hand and tipped it low over his brow.

      “It’ll do.” He removed it and set it on the nearest wooden fence post. “You know I didn’t want you buying me anything.” The warning in his tone made her shiver. His eyes were dark, dangerous, and completely fascinating. She couldn’t look away as he crowded her back against the Jeep.

      “I think you keep looking for excuses to get paddled. That about right?” He dragged his index finger down her throat, tracing her collarbone, and she held her breath. Half the time he scared her—in a good way—with his half-whispered suggestions; and the other half of the time she craved him and his hands on her so much that she hurt with the wanting.

      “I don’t think I should be giving you what you want, though. I will give you what you need.” He feathered his lips over hers, and the teasing, almost-kiss sent her heart skittering wildly. She reached up to embrace him, but he stepped back before she could get a good hold on him.

      “What you need are these.” He set a pair of leather gloves in her hand. “Put them on and follow me.”

      “No kiss?” she asked in a daze.

      He was already walking away. “Honey, you need to put in a good day’s work before you earn any more kisses.”

      She followed him over to his truck bed, pulling on the gloves. Several long wooden poles were stacked on top of each other.

      “Grab one end.” He pointed to the pole on the top of the stack, and she did as he instructed. He joined her, and with his long arms picked up the opposite end of the pole. Together they walked it over to the section of missing fence. Several post holes had already been dug and Hayden helped set the pole into the spot where it belonged.

      Three hours later she was dripping with sweat and everything hurt. She leaned back against the side of the pickup with Coda at her feet. The husky panted, having spent most of the early afternoon chasing squirrels. Fenn secured the last few nails on the final post they’d put down. His new hat sat on his head, a circle of sweat breaking it in. The man worked non-stop. More than a few times, she’d snuck in a five-minute break under the guise of getting some water from the large water jug in the truck cab. Her palms ached and as she removed the gloves she winced. Small blisters had formed along the tops of her palms where her fingers met her hand.

      “You okay, honey?” Fenn called out. He finished the fence post wire and picked up his tools before walking toward her and Coda.

      “Fine.” She hid her hands behind her back. Shame rippled through her, and she feared he’d realize how weak she was. Spoiled little rich girl.

      “You’re lying.” He called her bluff and tucked his tools in the truck, then turned his focus on her.

      “No,” she shot back and attempted to get past him.

      He sidestepped and blocked her, snatching one of her hands as he did so. She fought to pull it out of his grasp, but couldn’t escape his iron hold. With gentle but firm fingers, he pried her fingers open. The blisters were impossible to hide. He was careful not to touch them.

      The sudden need to justify herself had her responding. “I’m not weak.”

      His features softened as he raised his eyes to hers.

      “I never said you were. These are proof of a hard day’s work. Bear them with pride.” He lifted her hurting hand and kissed her injury—a faint touch, light but with such sweetness that it stole her breath. It was as though he sought to soothe her and care for her.

      His praise and his tenderness warmed her inside, and she couldn’t stop the grin from spreading on her lips.

      “Does that mean I’ve earned a kiss?” She regretted the words the instant she said them. She was sweaty and red-faced, her hair all stringy and covered in dirt. In other words, not exactly at her best and most attractive. He wouldn’t want to—

      Fenn pinned her against the truck, his mouth devouring hers, his hips grinding slow and leisurely into hers as he assaulted her senses. His hand swept over her body, shaping her curves, squeezing gently. Little tremors moved through her, as if her body was at the epicenter of a small earthquake. Hunger for him warred with her body’s aches and soreness, but she fought through it, not caring that her hands stung when she touched him or that her feet wouldn’t hold her up much longer.

      He dragged his mouth away. The reluctance to let go made his eyes stark with a need that echoed her own. His hands cupped her face, his thumbs traced the curves of her cheekbones as he seemed to regain his breath.

      “We should go back to the house.” He guided her toward her Jeep and swatted her ass with his hand, hard enough to make her jump.

      When she reached the driver’s side, she opened the door and jolted back, startled. Coda was sitting in the passenger seat staring straight ahead, apparently thinking that she’d called shotgun.

      “Doesn’t she want to ride with you?” Hayden eyed the dog worriedly. She wanted to be friends, but she wasn’t sure if Coda did.

      The jerk just laughed. “She’s a dog, honey. I think you can handle her.”

      Hayden rolled her eyes and climbed up into the driver’s seat. The husky glanced at her, then licked her lips and made herself more comfortable in the passenger seat.

      On the drive back it appeared she and Coda found some level of understanding. When she parked next to Fenn’s truck back before the house, Coda leaned over and licked her right hand before pawing at the passenger door to get out.

      Callie came out of the barn and waved at them. Fenn raised a hand from his steering wheel in greeting before he got out and walked to the Jeep to let his dog out.

      Coda leapt out of the half-open door and bounded over to Callie, barking and jumping in excitement. A stab of envy shot through Hayden. Even the dog liked Callie more. Hayden closed her eyes. She liked Callie, really liked Callie as a friend, maybe even as a sister.

      It was in that moment that reality slapped her in the face. She wanted to fit in here, fit in with Fenn’s life. After only a few days here she’d been seduced by the freedom, the fresh air, a life that rewarded hard work. It didn’t help that the tall drink of water in the Stetson, who’d just opened her door like a perfect gentleman, was perfect, the perfect man, perfect lover, possibly the perfect dom.

      I’m falling in love with him. She knew she should have logically been afraid of that, but she wasn’t. They were so different that anything between them probably wouldn’t last. So she’d take the great sex and the fun, and she’d let it shape her heart. She’d never dared to be in love before; maybe it would be fun. She just wouldn’t let him break her heart. That would be easy. She’d protect it, not get too close. A girl could do that, right?

      Fenn opened Hayden’s door, grasped her by the waist, and set her down, holding her a few seconds longer than another man might have, and she was grateful. Her legs were as unstable as jelly. His large palm on her lower back remained, heating her skin through the material of her shirt.

      “You able to walk?” His tone was less challenging and more gentle.

      Her nod was barely more than a shaky jerk. “Yep. Just give me a minute. Maybe distract Callie so she won’t see me fall on my ass?” she begged.

      Fenn rolled his eyes, and then dipped down and grasped her by the upper thighs, throwing her over his shoulder.

      “What the—”

      Smack! His hand hit her bottom, and she just held on tight to the back of his shirt as he walked into the ranch house. Blood rushed to her ears and she swallowed her embarrassment, but she was also seriously relieved she didn’t have to walk.

      “Everything okay?” Callie’s voice came from nearby.

      “Yeah. She’s fine. How are the horses?” Fenn carried on their conversation easily.

      Callie hesitated and Hayden could picture Callie trying to puzzle out why Fenn was carrying her like a sack of potatoes.

      “They’re fine. The new feed arrived while you were out mending the fence. I put it away and cleaned the stalls.”

      Hayden winced as Fenn climbed the porch steps, and his shoulder dug into her stomach. The screen door creaked and then they were in the house. Fenn strode to the living room and tossed her onto the leather couch. Despite its softness, she oomphed as the wind was knocked from her lungs.

      “Thanks a lot, Prince Charming,” she muttered as he walked out of the room. Callie dropped down into the chair next to the couch.

      “What was that about?”

      Hayden shrugged. “Fenn and I have very different definitions of what we think is helpful.” She struggled to sit up and a groan escaped her as her whole body protested the movement. Giving up, she flopped back onto the couch.

      “You okay?”

      “If I had a dime for every time someone’s asked me that in the last few days…” Her reply came out more growly than she intended. “Sorry. I’m just exhausted. How do you guys do this all day?”

      Callie snorted. “Lots of practice. Years’ worth.”

      “I don’t get it, though. I go to the gym and stuff. Why did building a fence wear me out?”

      “It’s a full body’s work, spread out over a day. It would exhaust even the best of athletes, trust me.” Callie propped her feet up on a little leather ottoman and sighed. “Want to just make a pizza and watch movies? That’s the best cure for ranch work.”

      “That would definitely work.” Hayden wiggled her booted feet, feeling almost giddy with her full-bodied weariness.

      In the next room, the house phone rang twice before it stopped. Hayden closed her eyes, listening to the sound of Jim’s voice. It was muffled and she couldn’t hear what he was saying, she could only hear him talking. Then everything went silent. A minute later the sounds of bootsteps on wood caught her attention.

      “Dad?” Callie asked just as Hayden opened her eyes and forced her protesting body to sit up.

      Jim leaned into the doorway, a cordless phone in his hand.

      “That was Sheriff Holt. They analyzed the semi’s tires from last night’s accident.”

      Hayden noticed Jim’s unusually pale face. “Mr. Taylor, what is it?” There was more; she could sense it like an animal could sense the change in the air before a coming storm.

      “He says it looks like someone shot out the tire on the semi-trailer.”
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      “What?” Fenn appeared behind Jim. His hair was damp, and he’d obviously changed clothes. A small towel was in one of his hands as he wiped his face dry. Hayden hadn’t moved from the couch, but he was already showered and changed.

      Jim smoothed a thumb over the black plastic cordless phone.

      “Holt said the accident on the mountain may not have been an accident. Can you drive into town tonight and meet with him? He wants to go over your statement again and make sure he hasn’t missed anything.”

      Fenn nodded slowly, but his gaze switched to Hayden. The way his eyes narrowed and his lips thinned, she could almost hear his unspoken question.

      “It could be him,” she said quietly, knowing Jim, Callie, and Fenn could hear her.

      “‘Him’?” Callie fidgeted in her chair.

      “The man sent to kill Fenn.” Wes’s voice made them all jump. He’d come into the living room on the side opposite from where Fenn and Jim were standing.

      “This was the danger you mentioned, wasn’t it?” Jim crossed his arms over his chest.

      The momentary silence in the room was almost deafening.

      “Yes. He acted sooner than I guessed he would. That’s a bad sign. Men like Antonio an whoever replaced him  are hired killers. It’s like fighting a hydra and cutting off one of its heads. Just because you strike one down, doesn’t mean you’ll escape. More grow in that one head’s place.”

      “Hydra, huh?” Jim scratched his chin thoughtfully. “If I remember, the only way to kill a hydra is not to cut off the heads but to pierce the heart.”

      Wes’s grim smile showed his respect for the older rancher.

      “Exactly. We need to figure out who is hiring these men, why he’s hiring them, and put a stop to it.”

      “Him? How do you know it’s a man?” Callie asked.

      Wes walked over to her chair and rested his hand on the back of it.

      “Because the first kidnapping happened when Fenn and Emery were children. Emery confirmed there was more than one man then. Even though the assassin’s dead, I’m sure another man has taken his place. Statistically, women aren’t this violent, so I doubt we’re dealing with one now.”

      “Makes sense,” Jim said. “So what’s the plan? How do we find this body of the hydra?”

      “Emery is still trying to figure out that part.” Wes met Fenn’s gaze. “We need you to start trying to remember what happened. You may have heard something that Emery didn’t during your captivity. Think.”

      Fenn’s hands fisted and Hayden noticed the white-knuckle grip with a fair amount of concern.

      “I told you. I don’t remember anything.”

      Wes shot him a look that clearly said he didn’t believe him.

      “You may not remember everything, but you’re remembering some things. Even if they are small, focus on them. We need you to remember. Otherwise we’re all in danger. Being with you almost got my sister killed last night. Think about that. The longer you drag your feet and refuse to go home, the more Callie, Jim, and Hayden are in danger.”

      “Not you?” Fenn raised a brow and frowned.

      “I am, but I came into this situation with all the facts. You were my friend long ago. I’d do anything for that little boy, even for the memory of him. I want that friendship back and I’m not afraid to fight for it. I’ve accepted the risks. They haven’t.” Wes inclined his head in Hayden and Callie’s direction.

      Wes softened his expression and his tone. “You already lost one family to a madman. Do you really want to lose another?”

      Fenn cursed and threw down the small towel. “You’re a bastard, you know that?” He jabbed a finger at Wes.

      “Yeah, so I’ve been told.” Wes shrugged and flashed a dark grin. “So, let’s go talk to the sheriff and see what we find out. Mr. Taylor, would you mind keeping an eye on these two?” He reached for Callie’s shoulder reflexively, but then seemed to catch himself. Hayden didn’t miss the movement. Her brother was interested in Callie?

      Oh…Everything made so much more sense now—like why he’d agreed to stay at the ranch as opposed to a hotel. But Callie wasn’t right for him, or at least wasn’t the type of woman he usually dated. Jaded women in their late twenties were more to his taste. He liked submissives, too. He never dated outside the D/s lifestyle. Callie was only twenty and seemed completely innocent. Wes would eat her up like the big, bad wolf. Hayden thought this would have to be stopped before Callie got hurt.

      “We want to come to town with you,” Callie insisted, pleading with Fenn. Hayden expected him to agree; she would have in his place.

      But he didn’t.

      “No, you all should stay here. I don’t want to take a chance on any more car accidents.” As he spoke, he looked straight at her, his eyes dark and full of some emotion she was too afraid to read. She and Callie wouldn’t win this battle. She was stubborn, but not stupid.

      “Callie and I will stay here. We’ll do a girls’ night.” She winked at Callie, who just gaped at her for a few seconds before slowly nodding.

      “Fine. Sure. We’ll stay.”

      “Good.” This time Wes brushed the backs of his fingers over Callie’s cheek, a subtle show of a dom’s approval of her submission to the situation, before he walked toward Fenn. “Let’s go.”

      A delicate blush bloomed over Callie’s cheeks as she watched Wes and Fenn leave. Jim shook his head and sighed.

      “I’ll throw a pizza in the oven for you girls. Don’t get in trouble,” he teased, but there was weariness in the faint lines around the corners of his mouth and eyes. The moment he was out of the room Callie bounced in her chair.

      “So what’s the plan? Do we sneak into town? Follow the guys?” Her eagerness was endearing, but Hayden shook her head.

      “No. We stay here and wait. Trust me, I love flying off the handle with impulsive decisions, but I think they may be right. We would be no use to them down at the station. I remember less of the accident than Fenn.” Hayden repressed a little shiver as memories of the icy rain, the blasts of lightning, and the frightening cliffside came rushing back.

      “I don’t want anyone else to go through that, assuming they’re lucky enough to survive.”

      Callie’s shoulders slumped, and she settled back into the chair. Coda nuzzled one of her hands until Callie scratched her behind the ear.

      “I guess you’re right. I just want to do something. I hate this helpless feeling.”

      It was a feeling Hayden knew all too well, on many fronts of her life.

      “Why don’t you get a movie going, and I’ll help Jim with dinner?” Hayden forced herself off the couch and walked on stiff legs to the kitchen.

      Jim was putting a frozen pizza in the oven when she came in. His warm smile made her feel welcome and happy.

      “Thank you for convincing Callie to stay here. She’s so young, and I forget that sometimes.”

      Hayden waved a hand. “It’s easy to. She’s more emotionally mature than a lot of girls her age.”

      Jim chuckled. “She would be. Not having a mother when she was growing up makes a girl become her own mother in a way. I’m glad she’s met you. She needs friends.” He opened the fridge and pulled out some lettuce and other items for a salad.

      “Let me do that.” Hayden collected the food and waited as Jim fetched a large bowl. Then she started throwing the salad together. There was something cathartic about cooking a meal. She’d rarely had an opportunity to do that before. Her parents had a live-in cook. The idea of anyone making their own meals appalled them. It was one of the many things she disagreed with them about.

      As she and Jim worked together on the dinner, a deep sense of peace settled inside her. She’d done a hard day’s work, the efforts to show for it by the newly mended fence, had the aching muscles and now the reward, a home cooked meal. This was the kind of life she’d been raised not to appreciate, but it was everything she wanted. The only thing she needed to complete the picture was a certain man with a kiss to end all kisses.
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        * * *

      

      The sheriff’s station was fairly empty when Fenn and Wes walked through the doors. Crime wasn’t much of an issue in Walnut Springs. A few deputies were lingering around desks, shifting paperwork about. The most populated part of the station was likely the overnight holding area for drunks and bar brawlers.

      “Not much crime,” Wes observed quietly.

      “Nope,” Fenn confirmed.

      One of the deputies sat up straighter in his chair, his hands resting on his hips.

      “Can I help you?”

      Fenn raked a hand through his hair. “We’re here to see Sheriff Holt. I’m Fenn Smith.”

      The deputy’s eyes widened, and he scrambled to his feet. “Just a minute.” He jogged to the back of the station and ducked into one of the several offices along the back wall.

      Wes chuckled. “I have a feeling they aren’t used to mystery gunmen blowing out tires. You might be a new celebrity around here if word gets out.”

      Fenn sighed. “Wish it wasn’t for that reason.”

      Sheriff Holt walked out of his office, a worried frown on his face. He was in his early forties, and Fenn had known him since they were young. Holt was ten years his senior but had been a hell of a bull rider in his day.

      “Good to see you, Smith. Come into my office.” He waved them back. Fenn, closely trailed by Wes, navigated the arrangement of desks and deputies as they headed to the rear, where the sheriff’s office was.

      Taking one of the chairs opposite Holt’s desk, Fenn sat and placed his palms on his thighs, feeling oddly nervous.

      Holt looked him square in the eye. “Someone trying to kill you, Smith?”

      A stifled laugh came from his right. Wes apparently thought Holt’s blunt question was amusing.

      “I’ve been told that someone is after me. I’m still working through it.”

      “Want to share the details?” Holt’s question sounded a lot more like a demand.

      Fenn shot a glance at Wes. “How much should we tell him?”

      Wes’s amusement died so quickly that if Fenn hadn’t just seen the spark in the other man’s eyes he would have doubted it had ever happened.

      “Sheriff, we’re dealing with a very sensitive situation here. Can we count on your discretion?”

      Holt placed his elbows on his desk and steepled his fingers, then finally gave a nod. “Nothing you say will leave this office, but if my people are in danger, I will act regardless of discretion.”

      “That’s fine,” Wes said. “To be brief, Fenn Smith is actually Fenn Lockwood. I assume you’ve heard of the kidnapping from twenty-five years ago that occurred in Weston, Long Island?”

      When Holt nodded, Wes continued. “The person who hired the kidnapper all those years ago is making another play to finish the job—not kidnapping, but murder.”

      “Murder? You’re telling me someone wanted to murder two little boys? Why?”

      “We don’t know,” Fenn said. “But it’s obvious that’s still the plan.”

      “Jim must have told you what I said about the semi-trailer tires.”

      “He did.” Fenn’s fingers dug into his thighs as rage surged deep within him, like the molten core of a volcano. The thought of anyone trying to kill him while Hayden was there…She’d probably been considered collateral damage to the shooter. The woman he’d grown fond of, was fairly obsessed with on more than one level, would have died…because someone wanted him dead. It infuriated the hell out of him.

      “Good. Glad he did. Do you remember anything else that happened at the time of the accident? We need something to go on.”

      Fenn wished he had answers, had anything he could give Holt, but there was nothing to remember. The truck, the blowout, the crash—there was nothing else.

      “I don’t remember seeing anything else. I’m sorry. Any guesses as to where the shooter positioned himself?”

      Holt smiled, but it was a grim expression that offered no comfort. “That’s one thing we were able to figure out. One of the boys in my unit is an expert marksman. He believes the shooter took a vantage point at the top of the hiking trail overlooking the part of the road where you had the accident. We sent a deputy up there, but the rain washed away all traces of anything we might have used as evidence.”

      “So what’s your plan, Sheriff?” Wes asked in all seriousness.

      Holt cleared his throat and scowled at Wes. “I’m sorry; I didn’t catch your name.”

      “Wes Thorne,” he said.

      “And how exactly do you fit into all of this, Mr. Thorne?”

      “He’s my friend,” Fenn said automatically. “From a long time ago. He’s here to help me.”

      He could feel Wes’s gaze on him, but he didn’t look at the other man.

      “Listen Holt, keep your eyes open for anything out of the ordinary. I plan to leave for Long Island soon, and I’ll bet the shooter will follow me there. All I need is for you to keep an eye on things. Can you do that?”

      The Sheriff shook his head, smiling a little. “Of course. It’s part of my job. I would have done it whether you asked me or not.”

      Fenn stood and held out his hand to shake Holt’s. “Thank you.”

      “Good luck.” Holt escorted them out and to the front doors of the station.

      Once they were outside, Fenn turned to Wes. “I need a drink. You in?”

      “Yeah I’m in. Lead the way.”

      Fenn crossed the street and headed for a red-bricked bar called The Dark Coyote. It wasn’t an average bar—a few special additions to its design made it fairly unique. He couldn’t wait to see Wes’s face when they went inside.

      “Why do I smell livestock?” Wes muttered as they pushed the heavy wood door open and stepped into the bar.

      Bright yellow lights attached to a series of wood beams along the ceiling shone down on the bar’s inhabitants in bright pools of color.

      “Holy hell,” Wes said.

      A laugh escaped Fenn’s lips. Half the bar was an open floor space where couples were dancing; the other half had a small fifty-by-fifty-foot circular paddock with a sandy bottom where a man was riding a bull.

      “Bet you’ve never seen that before, huh?” Fenn nudged Wes with his elbow.

      “I definitely haven’t. Is that even safe?”

      “Probably not.”

      The Dark Coyote was one of the few bars in the country built with a bull-riding ring, albeit a small one, inside the bar itself. Tourists loved it and the locals made a lot of money on the rides. A win-win scenario.

      A small crowd was gathered around the ring, cheering as the man on the bull held on for dear life. Then the bull got the upper hand and tossed the rider as if he weighed nothing at all. He hit the sand, rolled and dove under the paddock’s lowest bar and out of immediate danger. Observers pulled the man to his feet and he pumped his fist into the air.

      Fenn recognized the man, and it riled him to see the rider strutting about like he’d done something impressive. Which, of course, he hadn’t. Never won a single title.

      “Show off,” Fenn growled and stalked over to the bar.

      Kyle Matthers was a real prick. He couldn’t ride worth shit in any real rodeos, but he made quite a stir in the bar when he rode for tourists. Buckle bunnies that struck out with real riders always found their way between Kyle’s sheets.

      “Smith!” Harper, one of Fenn’s friends from high school who was now the bartender, waved him over.

      Wes stayed close, eyes wide as he took it all in. Fenn took no small amount of pleasure shocking the East Coaster with the bar’s unique atmosphere.

      “Harper.” Fenn shook the man’s hand. “This is my friend Wes.” The word “friend” rolled off his tongue so much easier now, and saying it filled him with hope. He had feared that emotion for years. But now…there was reason to hope, reason to believe.

      “Nice to meet you.” Harper nodded at Wes then pulled out two pint glasses. He filled them with lager and cider, and then picked up a bottle of cherry flavoring.

      Wes watched the barkeep suspiciously and Fenn almost laughed. With a flick of his wrist Harper drizzled the cherry liquid over the top of the golden liquid. The bright splash of crimson slowly penetrated the amber drink like poison stealing through a man’s veins.

      “It’s called a snakebite. Light, but good.” Harper explained.

      “Of course it is,” Wes snorted and reached for his glass. “Why am I even surprised at the things you people do here?”

      Harper raised his brows, and Fenn grinned as he took a long drink.

      “Easy there, East Coast. We outnumber you.”

      His friend cocked a brow. “What’s that saying about a pot and a kettle? I seem to recall you being born in the same city as me.”

      Fenn continued to smile. “Maybe, but I’ve gone native here. That’s my advantage. So what do you think?” He gestured to the drink.

      “Not bad, not bad at all.”

      They drank in amiable silence for a few minutes, both watching the inhabitants of the bar before Wes spoke.

      “Our first meeting aside, I’m glad I found you.” The words were barely audible above the bar noises, but Fenn heard him.

      His gut clenched as though a pair of invisible hands were twisting them inside.

      “I’m sorry for punching your lights out. I didn’t know Hayden was your sister.” He buried his face in his glass, drinking and avoiding the other man’s gaze for a minute.

      “I overreacted. It’s not like she hasn’t gotten into trouble before. Hell, she attracts it. I really shouldn’t be surprised. Do you know the funny part of all of this?” Wes asked.

      When Fenn waited, he continued. “She isn’t even supposed to be here. She wasn’t even supposed to know we found you.”

      “Then how did she find out?”

      “Apparently she’s had my phone bugged for months. Could see every phone call, every text. When she heard that we’d found you, she called our airport and booked our family’s private jet out here before I could do it. She stole the plane right out from under me. I had to fly out here in business class on a commercial flight.”

      The image of Hayden, sneaking onto a plane wearing a trench coat and dark sunglasses as she attempted to travel incognito made Fenn laugh.

      “That sounds like her, from what I can tell.”

      “She’s definitely a handful,” Wes agreed, then turned solemn. “Fenn, I know that the two of you are…for lack of a better word, getting cozy. I’m not here to threaten you or tell you to stay away. But you need to understand something about her. She’s smart, really smart, one of the most astute businesswomen you’ll ever meet. She’s got an MBA and has every intention of making a life for herself. She’s not a pampered, insipid girl born to marry a wealthy man from our parents’ circles. They want that future for her, but it’s not her destiny. Any man who decides to be with her needs to know that he better not use her soft heart and natural passion to trap her or clip her wings.”

      Fenn swirled his pint glass, absorbing all of this information. The couples on the dance floor were laughing as a two-step tune started up. God, he wanted to do that with Hayden, share a dance with her, watch her laugh and be free. What could he offer her? A trailer on a struggling ranch that wasn’t his? She deserved better, not anything he might try to give her.

      “I would never hurt her. She’s one of the most vibrant, alive women I’ve ever met. I would never want to make her unhappy.” It was a vow carved deep into his heart, never to be broken.

      Wes tipped his glass back and finished his drink. “Good. That’s what I wanted to hear.” He and Fenn both faced the bar again and handed Harper their empty glasses.

      “Well, well,” a voice drawled sarcastically from behind them.

      Fenn’s hackles rose. Kyle Matthers. He glanced into the long horizontal mirror behind the bar and saw Kyle, dusty and sweating, grinning like a jackal. The man had a face made for punching.

      “Didn’t think you’d show up here after the rodeo. Tabasco sure handed you your ass, didn’t he?” Kyle slapped Fenn on the back hard enough that it stung.

      I really shouldn’t punch the shit out of him, I really shouldn’t…
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      No matter how much Fenn told himself he shouldn’t punch Kyle, he couldn’t quite stop himself from wanting to. He clenched his fists and focused on controlling his breathing. Wes was calm beside him, but his hands had folded into white-knuckled fists, too.

      “Fuck off, Matthers. You can’t even qualify for the junior division.”

      Kyle’s eyes bugged out of his head, and Fenn saw the man’s attack coming by using the reflection in the mirror. He ducked to the left just as Kyle’s punch soared through the air.

      A swing and a miss. The voice in his head was a little boy’s: Emery’s, from years ago. For some reason, the faint, golden-tinged memory made him smile.

      “Just another day for you, huh?” Wes grunted out as he swung his own fist at Kyle and joined in the fray.

      Friends. They’d been close once, and they would be close again, Fenn knew it deep in his bones.

      “Life’s not interesting if you don’t get into a fight at least once a day.” Fenn grunted as he took a blow to the stomach from one of Kyle’s cronies.

      Harper shouted for everyone to stop, but glasses were broken and couples fled the dance floor as the small tussle turned into an all-out fight between several men.

      Someone kicked Wes from behind, and Fenn watched helplessly as his friend crashed into a pool table.

      “Wes!” Fenn punched someone out of his way, his knuckles aching as he tried to reach the pool table. Suddenly Wes grabbed up a pool cue and reared up from his prone position.

      Crack! The cue snapped as Wes broke it over a man’s back, sending the man to the floor.

      Fenn was so distracted he didn’t stand a chance when two pairs of arms locked around his shoulders, hauling him backward.

      “Let go!” he barked, but the two men holding him only tightened their grip. Kyle started toward them.

      “Hold him,” Kyle ordered.

      “Three against one? Great odds, you bastard!” Fenn spat.

      “You always thought you were better than me. Looks like you aren’t.” Kyle sneered and moved in for a blow that would surely render Fenn unconscious. Fenn tucked up his legs and kicked out, hitting Kyle square in the chest. With a low grunt, Kyle staggered back and doubled over, wheezing.

      Several other riders from the rodeo circuit recognized Fenn and dove into the fight, hauling away the two gorillas that held him.

      “Somebody throw Kyle’s ass outside,” Harper demanded. Shouts of agreement followed as Kyle and his cohorts were dragged away.

      Wes was leaning back against the pool table, wiping blood from his mouth and holding one hand protectively over his ribs. The devil was grinning. So the uptight East Coaster liked a good rumble.

      He and Wes shared smiles. There was nothing like a good fistfight when you and your friend were on the same side.

      As he poured two more pints of beer, Harper offered, “You two want ice?”

      “Thanks.” They took their glasses, and then two clear plastic bags of ice.

      Fenn and Wes drank in silence for awhile, before bidding good night to Harper and the other riders who’d helped them in the fight.

      “You okay to drive?” Fenn asked.

      “Yeah, I’ll drive.”

      Thank God. He was really starting to hate driving. All he wanted was to go home and make sure Hayden was safe. He’d worked her hard today, and she’d held up like a real Amazon warrior, blisters and all. She’d worked on the fence posts without protest for hours. It had taken him a lot longer to get used to that amount of work when he’d first started helping Jim out on the ranch. Hayden had definitely earned a fair amount of kisses, and he wanted to make sure he gave them to her. Hell, he wanted to give her a lot more than that, and he would too, just as soon as he saw that she was safe.
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        * * *

      

      “Did someone leave the barn lights on?” Hayden peered through the little red curtains that framed the window above the kitchen sink. Because the kitchen lights were on she saw her own ghostly reflection peering back at her, but just beyond that a golden glow coming from the barn shone through the blackness.

      “I must have forgotten to turn them off.” Callie joined her at the sink and slipped a few plates into the soapy water.

      “I’ll go turn them off.” Hayden had been dying to take a peek at the barn and the horses, and this was a great excuse. “Where’s the switch?” She rubbed a towel over her hands and stepped back from the sink so Callie could switch places with her.

      “Thanks. The switch is by the tack room door, just inside the front entrance to the barn. You should take Coda with you in case you run into coyotes.” Callie nodded at the husky. She was sitting by the two women, but her eyes were locked on the plates sitting on the counter with remnants of leftover pizza on them. Coda inched forward, nose twitching, and her head tilted slightly.

      “Coyotes?” Hayden didn’t like the sound of that…

      “Coda’s half-wolf. Normally lone dogs are easy targets for coyotes, but something about Coda’s wolf side seems to keep them away if they smell her.” Callie smiled reassuringly. “Coda will protect you, won’t you girl?” She leaned over and ruffled the dog’s white and gray fur.

      Hayden snorted. “Coda and I don’t exactly get along. I think she hates me, or at the least she is condescending.” Although, she had to admit they’d bonded over the fence mending.

      Callie giggled. “Can dogs be condescending?”

      “She definitely is.”

      “Oh…” Callie’s eyes twinkled with understanding. “She isn’t used to sharing Fenn. He raised her from an eight-week-old pup. She sees him as her alpha.”

      Hayden studied Coda with begrudging admiration.

      “He saved her from being killed. Her mother was a town stray who got pregnant by a wolf. Most people are afraid to raise part-wolf pups because they worry the animals can be violent. The other pups in Coda’s litter were put down by the pound, but Fenn happened to be there donating some old blankets, and he heard they were putting the pups down. He rescued Coda and adopted her. He brought her home and kept her. She wasn’t more than a ball of white fur and blue eyes.” Callie knelt down by the dog and wrapped her arms around Coda’s neck, hugging her. The husky-wolf mix nuzzled Callie’s face and licked her ear.

      “See? You just keep at it. Don’t let her shut you out. Demand your place in his pack and she’ll have to respect you.”

      His pack? Callie meant Fenn. The idea was a little amusing, but Hayden considered it seriously, too. How much did she want to be a part of his life? Her gut reaction made her go still. All of her wanted to be a part of his life. There was no part of her that wanted to be anywhere else. Spending just a few days on the Broken Spur had given her a sense of peace. Life here was so different from home. Better. She could breathe and be herself, especially the part of her that liked to be restrained and dominated by a lover in bed.

      Callie patted Coda’s head. “Be a good girl and go with Hayden.” As if the dog understood her instructions, she trotted over to Hayden, ears pricked and eyes focused.

      “You might want to take this,” Callie said as she handed Hayden a small handgun she’d retrieved from a drawer. “Just in case. I don’t know about you, but I don’t feel entirely safe after everything that’s happened. There’s still someone out there looking for Fenn.”

      “Good point.” Hayden took the gun, made sure the safety was on, and started towards the back door. She was never more glad Wes had insisted the previous that she take a shooting class at a local gun range. She’d thought him paranoid, but now…the gun made her feel safe.

      “Are you sure you don’t want Dad to go instead?” Callie suggested, a little more serious. “Maybe he should…”

      Hayden looked over her shoulder at the other woman. “It will be fine. I’ve got a gun and a dog. Just keep an eye on me through the window, okay?”

      “Sure.” Callie rubbed her hands on the dishtowel and took a position at the window, turning off the kitchen lights so she had a better view of the yard leading to the barn.

      “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Make sure you pick out a good movie for us to watch.” She winked at the younger woman and headed for the door.

      Jim had decided to take his protective role seriously and wanted to watch a movie with the girls. His decision was sweet, but it made Hayden a little envious. Henry Thorne, her father, would never spend a night on the couch watching a movie with his daughter after a hard day’s work.

      Tramping down the steps, the husky at her heels, Hayden headed for the barn. Above her the clear sky was an obsidian blanket peppered with stars that twinkled like thousands of gems. It was so beautiful out here. The air was thick with the perfume of wildflowers dampened by rain and the fields of grass rippled slowly beneath the night’s gentle breeze. So clean and clear and wide open. Hayden breathed in deeply, grinning a little. Still tired and worn out from the day, she had just enough energy to make the short walk to the barn. She opened the metal gate of the small fence that separated the ranch house land from the barn, and closed it behind her. Coda followed dutifully as they reached the main door. It was cracked open and the interior lights shone into the night like a bright beam of gold.

      Hayden pressed a palm against the wood door and slid it open. Inside the barn it was eerily quiet, more tomblike than an active space occupied by equine animals. Hayden realized she heard no huffing, no shifting of hooves in hay…What had happened to the horses?

      Coda growled low, her white furry body tensing. Her ears flattened and she ducked her head slightly, her long, white, canine teeth flashing. Hayden tensed, too, the fine hairs rising on the back of her neck.

      When she’d been a child she’d explored the crumbling, abandoned mansions on the Gold Coast near her home. Every now and then, she’d stumble into a room caked with dust and smelling faintly of decay, but oftentimes there had been something else there, a sense that she was not alone. Her flesh would break out in goose bumps, and the feeling of countless eyes fixed on the back of her head, ever watching, would frighten her into absolute stillness. Ghosts could not hurt her; they were ephemeral pools of energy trapped between dimensions. Once she’d convinced herself of that, she would run off and find her friends.

      This was nothing like what she’d felt in her childhood.

      Whatever was inside the barn with her was tainted and real. She strained to listen to the sounds around her for the faint inhalation of a breath, the shifting of feet on hay and stone. What or who was here? And why? There was an obvious answer, yet she was afraid to even think it.

      Coda stalked forward and Hayden tried to stop her but the dog dove, snarling, into a stall. A figure leapt out of the stall next to where Coda had vanished and slapped the door shut, locking the barking, howling husky inside. A man in a ski mask and dressed entirely in black turned to face her just as she raised the handgun, pointing it at his chest.

      “Where is Fenn Smith?” His voice was cold, soft, and oddly flat. It sounded unnatural, almost as if he sought to disguise himself. “Where is he? Do not make me ask a third time.”

      Fear spiked through her, clenching her stomach and tightening her throat. “He’s not here.” Thank God he wasn’t.

      The man in black advanced, stalking toward her.

      “Stop moving.” She flicked the safety off the gun. “I’ll shoot.”

      “You are not a killer,” he said.

      “Take one more step and find out.” She meant it. She’d put a bullet in him if he tried to come closer.

      He didn’t come closer, but he slowly removed a gun from a side holster on his hip. “Then we both will shoot each other.” She was facing off against an assassin.

      Hayden had to make a choice. If she fired, he would, too. Or she could run…Coda was safe, locked in the barn…She spun and ran. Her muscles screamed, but adrenaline fueled her sprint as she tore out of the barn and straight for the house. She just had to get through the fence, but there wasn’t time to open the gate, it would slow her down and make her an easier target.

      Please see me, Callie, call the police! She screamed at the top of her lungs, hoping Callie would hear her if she couldn’t see her.

      Something made a whish and a pfft sound past her and into the wooden post of the fence as she climbed.

      Must not stop. Her mind chanted as she fell over the fence and landed awkwardly on the other side. She was halfway to the house when she realized she was leading the killer back to Callie and Jim.

      She veered to the right, heading for Fenn’s trailer. She slammed the lock into place behind her as she entered.

      Thunk! The lock on the trailer door fell to the ground and the man jerked the door open. Hayden swallowed the scream that rose up, raising her handgun at him but unable to shoot. He pointed his own gun at her and she stared down the long barrel. A silencer. No one would hear if he shot her with that. Her right arm stung, and her shirt was torn and bloody. They were facing off yet again.

      “I could have killed you. Consider that scratch a warning.”

      The nearer he came the more she inched backward, until the backs of her knees hit the edge of the bed. There was nowhere else to go. Her breathing was ragged, and her body vibrated with the force of her fear.

      “You shot the tire on the semi,” she said.

      “Yes.” He didn’t elaborate. An almost hysterical part of her wanted to laugh. Weren’t villains supposed to monologue on and on about their schemes and give her time to plan an escape? This man, with his dead eyes behind the mask, didn’t do that. He simply watched her and waited—for what she didn’t know.

      “If Smith is not here, where is he?”

      Hayden struggled to think quickly. If she told him where Fenn was, how vulnerable he was, she might as well hand him over to die. She couldn’t do that.

      “He’s meeting with the sheriff. The entire squad of deputies and the state police are on their way to set up a protective perimeter. They know you are out here, and they won’t let you get to him.” As far as she knew this was a half-truth; there might in fact be no real help coming, but at least Fenn would tell the sheriff what was going on.

      The assassin narrowed his eyes on her, his gun still aimed at her chest. He could have killed her but he hadn’t, yet. Could she take a risk?

      “Who hired you to kill Fenn?”

      The man made a tisking noise and it chilled her to the bone.

      “You and I both know that I can’t tell you that.” He eyed his gun thoughtfully.

      “You can leave—just go—and I won’t tell anyone you were here. Leave this job behind and let it go.” She tried to bargain but she didn’t expect this last ditch effort to make a difference.

      “Unfortunately, this is personal. I’m afraid I have to send Smith a message, and you are going to help me.” He lunged for her, trapping the hand she was using to hold the gun against the bedding. Then he squeezed her wrist until she gasped and dropped her weapon.

      Hayden’s scream was low and guttural, a noise ripped from her deepest nightmares as he tore her shirt open, sending buttons flying. He pinned her back on the bed and smeared a gloved hand on her bloody arm, then rubbed his blood-soaked glove over her ripped shirt.

      Hayden balled her free hand into a fist and punched him in the jaw. They struggled for several more seconds, but he didn’t really attempt to do anything besides rough her up. She felt as if her heart was beating hard enough to hit her ribs and bruise them from the inside. She reared back, and then flung her head forward. Their skulls collided in a sickening crunch, momentarily stunning them both. She struggled to get out from under him, but he yanked her by the hair back to the bed, shoving her face down onto the bedding.

      He used his knees to pin her down, then bound her wrists with something that bit into her flesh. Dragging her to a standing position he hauled her out of the trailer. Barely able to do more than stumble, she tripped and fell to the ground at the trailer steps. It felt like her bones shattered upon impact and she whimpered. She rolled onto her back as the man in black jumped the last step, and his boots smacked the ground by her head. She could barely move, her body exhausted from the fight.

      He went back into the trailer and from her vantage point on the ground, she saw him unscrewing a gasoline can lid. Pouring it over the bottom of the trailer, he dropped the empty can and walked back out to where she still lay on the ground. Then he pulled out a matchbook and flicked it open. He took his time selecting a match, then struck it until a flame sparked.

      “What are you doing?” she gasped, her eyes drawn to the flame. He was going to set fire to Fenn’s trailer.

      “Leaving your lover a message.” He tossed the lit match over his shoulder into the trailer and then bent down to grab her by the arms. He dragged her through the dirt until they were far enough from the Airstream that she wouldn’t be in danger. Hayden watched as smoke billowed out from the trailer door. Something inside of her shattered.

      “No! Please, no…” she moaned. Fenn’s life was turning to ash before her eyes. The assassin turned his attention toward the ranch house and she threw her legs out in a desperate attempt to trip him.

      “Leave them alone! Goddamn you, leave them alone!”

      He glanced down at her, frowning. “Tell Smith his brother is next. If he wants to stop me, I’ll be on Long Island. I’d much rather take out both Lockwood’s at once.” His dark laugh made every aching muscle in her body tense with terror.

      Before she could even digest his words, he cold-cocked her with the hand holding the gun. Oblivion choked her in an instant, and she was gone.
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      Greyson studied the woman he’d just struck unconscious. He didn’t enjoy hitting women; in fact, he’d only done it a handful of times in his life, and he’d never done it to kill, only to temporarily incapacitate. But he needed her out cold so that she wouldn’t know what had happened to her after she was knocked out. He scanned her body, assessing how he wanted to go about the rest of his plan, then quickly unbuttoned her jeans, tugging them down to her mid-thighs and smeared more blood on her her thighs. It was important to him to give Smith the impression she’d been assaulted.

      Greyson would be the first to admit this was not his usual style—it was a bit theatrical, perhaps. However, after watching Smith interact with the woman, he was positive this was necessary. If what she’d said was true, Fenn Smith was arming himself with local protection. He needed a big threat to provoke Smith into acting recklessly. He needed an environment where Smith wouldn’t feel secure and would be completely out of his element.

      Greyson skirted around the burning trailer and headed across the open field to the forest where his vehicle was parked. He had plans to finalize because he knew Smith would come after him. And it would be a bloodbath.
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        * * *

      

      The smoke curled thickly and clouded the road coming up the main drive, casting a hellish feel over the usually beautiful, clear ranchland.

      “What the hell?” Fenn sat forward in the Jeep Wrangler’s seat, trying to peer through the heavy gloom.

      “Shit! It’s a fire!” Wes gunned the Jeep until it ripped down the road toward the ranch house. A fiery sight greeted them as they arrived. The Airstream was on fire and two figures were sprinting down the ranch house steps toward the inferno.

      “Callie! Hayden!” Wes called out, his tone edged with panic and desperation as he leapt out of the still-running Jeep. “Where’s Hayden?” he demanded.

      “She went to the barn because a light was still on. She took Coda with her.”

      “Hayden!” Wes cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted her name again.

      The flames illuminated a dark heap near the trailer. Fenn’s blood chilled in his veins, and for a second he couldn’t breathe. Then his panic was drowned by adrenaline, and he sprinted toward the body on the ground. The heat of the fire was so intense that each time he inhaled it seared his lungs, and he coughed violently.

      “Help me!” he shouted.

      Wes joined him, and they lifted Hayden between them and carried her farther away from the blazing trailer. Her wrists were bound and Fenn cursed as he fished his pocketknife out of his front pocket and cut the plastic ties to free her hands.

      “Honey,” Fenn whispered, his voice hoarse with terror and smoke as he stretched her out on her back and placed two fingers on her throat. A faint pulse thrummed, light as a hummingbird’s wings. Sweat and dust caked her face, but didn’t hide the nasty bruise at her temple. Someone had hit his woman. Fenn wanted to howl like a wild beast until he destroyed everything around them.

      “Jim! Call 911, damn it!” Wes snapped.

      Jim held up the house phone. “Did it the second Callie and I saw the fire.”

      Wes sagged, head hanging and shoulders slumped. “Thank you,” he said gratefully.

      Fenn was barely listening. He was locked deep within himself, memories of awful nights pacing the steel cage of his mind, like feral dogs. The only thing that kept him barely under control was Hayden. He forced himself to focus on her, and his gaze swept over her prone body, taking in the blood and the ripped shirt. Her jeans were unbuttoned and pulled down to the middle of her thighs. There was more blood in wild scarlet patterns on her thighs. In the dim, uneven light of the fire, the blood seemed black and formed into streaks of tarlike thickness.

      “Why is there so much blood?” Wes growled, but Fenn just shook his head as he ripped a piece of his own shirt off and cinched it around Hayden’s arm to staunch the bleeding from a wound there.

      “I don’t know.”

      Their gazes locked. “There’s no open wound besides her arm. It looks like maybe he…” Neither of them could say it. Had the bastard raped her?

      Callie inched closer. Her innocent eyes seemed to have aged a few centuries with the weight of her worry.

      “It was him, wasn’t it? The man sent to kill you,” she guessed aloud.

      Fenn didn’t speak, couldn’t get any words out. Was this how Emery had felt when Sophie had been hurt? This helpless, weak feeling that left him light-headed with panic? He’d sworn to protect Hayden, yet this was the third time she’d been in danger and gotten hurt because of him.

      “Maybe I should get some cold water,” Callie dashed off toward the house, leaving the men to wait and worry.

      She returned quickly, putting a cool cloth to Hayden’s forehead and a glass to her lips. Fenn helped open her mouth so the water could slide down her throat. Hayden jerked and coughed hard before her eyes opened. She lay back on the grass dazed, eyes half open as she slowly studied each of their faces.

      “What happened?” she asked, her brows knit together in puzzlement.

      “We don’t know. Do you remember?” Fenn helped her to sit up.

      Hayden’s eyes grew wide and fearful as she clutched her torn bloody shirt together and dropped her head in embarrassment.

      “There was a light on in the barn…” She raised a trembling hand to her forehead and touched the nasty red knot burning there.

      “What else?” Wes urged softly.

      Hayden closed her eyes, wincing then her lashes flew up. “Coda! She’s trapped in the barn in one of the stalls. She was trying to protect me, but he tricked her. Then I ran…got shot.” Her voice broke, and she held out her bloody arm. “I got shot!” She showed them all, grinning goofily.

      “I think she’s in shock,” Jim whispered. “Probably blood loss, head trauma, and adrenaline all knocking her sideways.”

      The two other men huffed softly, like restless hounds. She’d been hurt. Someone would pay for this.

      The piercing siren of an ambulance sliced through the night air and was soon joined by the blaring roar of a fire truck.

      Fenn didn’t bother to watch the unfolding efforts to rescue his home; it didn’t matter. Only Hayden did. He helped the paramedics get her onto a stretcher and loaded into an ambulance. No one tried to stop him when he climbed into the vehicle with the medical crew. Wes started to come head over to the ambulance.

      “Wait, I’m coming too,” he said.

      Hayden noticed him and shook her head. “Stay here, Wes. Callie and Jim need someone to help them.”

      Her brother shook his head. “You need me to go. I have to watch out for you.”

      “Wes,” Fenn caught his attention. “I’ll go with her. She’ll be safe. I promise.”

      Wes hesitated for a moment, his gaze moving from Hayden to Fenn. “Are you sure?” he asked her.

      “Yes. Help Callie and Jim. They need you.”

      With a nod, Wes stepped back from the ambulance. “Fenn, you call me if she needs anything.”

      “Understood.” Fenn slapped Wes on the shoulder and turned back to Hayden and the paramedics.

      The two paramedics kept Hayden awake and talking but she didn’t say anything more about what had happened to her. When the ambulance arrived at the small hospital, Sheriff Holt and two of his deputies were already at the entrance. Fenn hopped out and quickly shook hands with the sheriff.

      “I thought I’d seen the last of you tonight. Guess not. What happened?”

      “We’re still trying to figure that out. When Wes and I got back to the ranch my trailer was on fire and Hayden was unconscious on the ground. We were able to rouse her and she said someone shot at her and locked my dog in the barn. How the trailer was set on fire, I don’t know.” Fenn and Holt moved out of the way of the medics as they unloaded Hayden and brought her through the sliding glass doors.

      “Fenn, I’m fine. Take me home.” Hayden crossed her arms as she rolled past him on the gurney. She was pouting. If he hadn’t been so furious and worried, he might have laughed. The sheriff rested his hands on his hips, close to his gun.

      “Am I right to guess this is part of the trouble following you?”

      “Not sure yet,” Fenn admitted grudgingly. He didn’t like not having a plan. Being unprepared was something he tried to avoid, especially when it came to things that really mattered.

      Guilt ate away at Fenn for knowing his presence now put the town in danger, and he nodded. “I think so.”

      “You have any idea how you plan to handle this?”

      They followed the paramedics as they wheeled Hayden into an exam room.

      “I’ll need to get her statement when she’s ready.” Holt patted Fenn’s shoulder and let him go into the exam room, where a physician was waiting to close the door.

      A female nurse entered the room and smiled at Hayden. “Hi Ms. Thorne, I’m Cathy. I’ll help you change into a robe. The doctor will wait outside with Mr. Smith.”

      Hayden shook her head. “I don’t need to change, and they can both stay.”

      The nurse frowned. “But, the paramedics said…” She glanced at the doctor clearly confused.

      The doctor looked at Hayden. “Mr. Smith, you can stay as long as it is okay with Ms. Thorne.”

      Hayden reached out and latched her fingers onto his shirt.

      “Leave me alone in here and you’re a dead man,” she growled, but her slightly glazed eyes made her look more tired than threatening. If she had tried to make him leave, he would have fought her to stay. She was here because of him and he owed her his protection and support.

      Fenn let her tug him to sit beside her on the edge of the exam table. One set of fingers still clutched the torn, bloody shirt together.

      “I guess the lady wants me to stay.”

      The middle-aged doctor sighed and rolled his eyes, as though annoyed by their playful banter, but concern shadowed his face. He started his examination on Hayden and asked her to remove her shirt so he could get a look at her arm wound.

      “Cause of injury is a gunshot wound correct?” The doctor asked.

      “Yes,” they answered in unison.

      “Hmm.” The doctor pursed his lips as he cleaned the wound and then frowned. “Looks like you’re going to need stitches. Only a couple, though. The Sheriff will need to speak to you as soon as we’re done here.”

      “Stitches?” Hayden’s voice pitched an octave higher, and the blood drained from her face.

      “Hey….” Fenn cupped her chin and kissed her forehead. “A few stitches aren’t bad.”

      Her brow furrowed, and she licked her lips nervously. “I don’t do needles. Let’s just go, okay?” she whispered.

      The doctor stared at her. “You needs stitches and from the looks of it, we might need to do a rape kit.” The doctor glanced at the nurse. “Cathy, please fetch me one of those please.”

      “What?” Hayden all but screeched.

      “Hayden, it looks like you were…assaulted. I think the kit’s a good idea.” He hated the way her eyes widened and brimmed with shimmering tears as she touched her unbuttoned jeans and her torn shirt. He didn’t want to see that look ever again. The fear of the unknown in her gaze churned his gut. She froze for a second, but then slowly raised her face, a true glint of clarity shining in the depths of her eyes.

      “He didn’t do anything. We were fighting and he was tearing at my clothes and smearing the blood, but he didn’t actually hurt me.”

      “But he could have after he knocked you out,” Fenn argued.

      “No. I’m sure he didn’t. He kept saying it was all a message for you. To make you mad enough to act. He’s a professional, right? Raping me wouldn’t have done him any good. Plus there’s the whole DNA issue—I don’t think he planned on me being out there and he probably wouldn’t take that risk. I bet he staged this to look like an assault, hoping it would put you over the edge and you’d act rashly. He even told me where he was headed—back to Long Island. He wants you to go after him.”

      “Why wouldn’t he try to kill me here?”

      Hayden smiled, but it was more a cunning than joyful expression. “That was my doing. I told him you and the sheriff were bringing in backup like the state police. Lots of men, perimeter patrols—you name it. I wanted him to think the ranch will be under heavy lockdown.”

      “You told him all that?” Fenn had to admit he was impressed. She’d kept her head clear and made up something that had likely saved her life and made the man run rather than sticking around to do more damage.

      “Yeah.”

      The doctor coughed politely. “Are you sure you don’t want the kit?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Very well.” He went to the cupboards and retrieved the items he needed to stitch her wounded arm.

      Hayden turned her face away, burying it in Fenn’s shoulder. She gripped his hand so hard he wondered if she wasn’t slowly breaking every one of his fingers. He needed to distract her.

      “I can’t believe a few little stitches frighten you. You just took on an armed man who shot you. You are the most confusing woman I have ever met.” He ran his fingers through her hair, playing with the strands and soothing her.

      “Needles and heights. Not my most favorite things in the world,” she muttered.

      “So what are your favorite things?”

      She sighed as though she was so tired she might collapse. He wouldn’t blame her after what she’d been through the last few days, let alone just an hour ago.

      “Chocolate and marshmallow ice cream, hot sand under my feet, fireflies in the summer, you…”

      He caught the last word even though it was barely a whisper. He was one of her favorite things? Something tightened in his chest and heated him with a slow-burning warmth.

      Fireflies in the summer. Once upon a time he’d liked fireflies, too.

      Buzzing…the pulsating glow fading, growing, fading, growing. The black bug crawling along the glass jar that held it.

      The thought seemed from so long ago, more dream than memory, and buried beneath a span of years that weighed as heavy as stones upon his soul. But the more he thought about the past the less his head pained him, as though by no longer denying what had once been his mind wasn’t torn between two worlds and two lives. He pulled himself out of his deep thoughts and focused on Hayden.

      “Chocolate and marshmallow ice cream? Really? I didn’t even know that existed. Are you sure you didn’t dream that up?” he teased.

      “A woman never jokes about chocolate or ice cream and certainly not when they’re together. That’s serious business.”

      She was pouting again, and he couldn’t resist the temptation of her lower lip, full and pink. He kissed her and nibbled that luscious bottom lip. She opened to him eagerly, but not as passionately. She was too worn out, the poor thing. He rubbed her back, wanting nothing more than to have her home and tucked into his bed so he could hold her while she slept.

      “Almost done,” the doctor announced as their mouths broke apart.

      “Does it hurt?” Fenn asked her.

      She gave a little shake of her head. “I hurt in a lot of other places more.”

      He tensed. “He hurt you that bad?” When he found that bastard, he was going to rip him limb from limb.

      “No, you did, with all that fence-building. My back hurts.” She yawned and her eyes closed for a long period of time before her lashes fanned up again.

      “Can I take her home, doc?” he asked.

      “Yes. There will be a few release forms to fill out at the front desk. Wake her up every hour for the next four hours, since she has a minor concussion. Give her aspirin if she’s in pain. If needed, I can write a prescription for something stronger. Just give me a call.”

      “Thank you.” He shook the doctor’s hand before he helped Hayden back into her tattered shirt. The quicker they could get her home the better.

      Holt was still outside. He took one look at Hayden, then turned to Fenn. “I can take her statement tomorrow.”

      “Thanks. I’m taking her home.”

      “Be careful. Another storm is moving through. It opened up overhead while you were in the exam room. I’ve got a car waiting to take you to the ranch.”

      More rain. Normally he would have loved it. Not right now, though. Poor Hayden had been through enough. He let Holt lead them to the overhanging entrance to the hospital, where a Sheriff’s Department SUV was waiting for them. Rain moved in waves over the pavement and Fenn could see the parking lot was flooded beneath the large lot lights. Mist curled up from the pavement like smoke from a dragon’s nostrils. Fairytales. How strange that he would think of them when he’d not read one in years.

      Hayden climbed into the vehicle, then immediately lay down, curled into a ball, and closed her eyes. Fenn jogged around the back of the SUV and opened the door opposite Hayden. Rain pelted his face but he ignored it. Just as he slid into the car, he saw a figure loom out of the night’s shadows. The storm raged and the figure, more darkness than mortal man, slunk back into the night. A chill worked up his spine, digging into his skin like the claws of a hundred small vermin.

      Whoever had attacked Hayden had not left for Long Island yet.

      The deputy drove them home. Fenn had to shake Hayden awake once and he felt like a bastard.

      “Sorry, honey. Doctor’s orders,” he murmured. Her eyes welled up with tears and exhaustion lined her face.

      “I just want to sleep,” she begged. It fucking tore him up inside to see her tired and hurting.

      He couldn’t blame her. She’d been through hell twice in two days. No woman deserved that, and he’d been out there making her build a damn fence all because he needed to put distance between them. He was a damn fool and a coward, letting some little redheaded spitfire send him running. It was time to stop. He needed to face the fear that he might fall for her. Being with her was worth the risk and he wanted to take it.

      “Da—am.” The deputy whistled as he stopped in front of the Taylors’ ranch house and saw the trailer.

      Fenn’s home was nothing more than a massive grey skeleton, looking like the rotting half-burnt carcass of an ancient silver dragon consumed by the flames from its own belly. Funny…he rarely thought of his life in such fantastical ways, but the stronger the mental connection to Emery grew, so too did this odd view of his life. Whispers of princes, of scaled beasts, and fierce battles seemed to steal into his mind more often of late.

      “Don’t you remember?” A voice asked in his head. “Stories we told each other while…” Pain and flashes of fairy tales stories of boys fighting off dragon-like beasts radiated through the shared bond with Emery.

      “I’m sorry,” Fenn muttered aloud.

      “What?” The deputy asked as he got out of the vehicle.

      “I’m talking to myself,” he explained as he carried a sleeping Hayden to the house. Inside, Wes, Jim, and Callie were all seated around the living room, faces pale and grim.

      “I’ll be right back,” he told them before he brought Hayden upstairs. He took her into the bathroom and started a shower, making sure the water was hot. She leaned, half-asleep, against the wall as he stripped her of her clothes and then nudged her into the stall. At any other time he would have been distracted and aroused by her nakedness, but right now all he saw was his woman, hurt and needing him to care for her. He reached behind his head and gripped the back of his shirt, pulling it up and over his body before he tossed it to the floor. He needed to get into the stall with her. He stripped out of his jeans but left his boxers on. They’d be easy to change if they got soaked.

      “What are you doing?” she mumbled, blinking at him in a daze as he stepped into the shower with her.

      “Joining you, honey. Be careful to keep your arm dry. We shouldn’t get those stitches and the bandage wet.” He fought to ignore her nakedness as he helped wash the blood and dirt from her skin.

      “I can do it.” The childlike, petulant retort made her impossibly adorable.

      “I know you can, honey. I’m just helping you. You’re mine, and I care for what’s mine.”

      “I’m sorry you have to do this,” she apologized as he rubbed a washcloth over her shoulders.

      Her comment made him pause. “Why are you sorry? This isn’t your fault; it’s mine. You got hurt because of me. I failed to keep you safe.” The admission cut his throat like glass as he swallowed down his self-loathing. He vowed in that moment he would find whoever had done this and make him pay. If that meant he had to be on the first plane to Long Island tomorrow, that’s what he’d do.

      “It’s not your fault, it’s his—the man who did this to me.” She caught him off guard when she stood shakily up on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek, before collapsing against him a little with a heavy sigh.

      He fought off a grin at the way she blinked sleepily and leaned closer, relying on his strength. That made him feel…wonderful, to know she trusted him to care for her when she was at her weakest.

      “Do you need help with your hair?” he asked, watching with concern as she struggled with the shampoo bottle.

      She blinked, tears mixing with the water on her skin, and held it out to him. “Please. I can’t…I feel kind of weak.”

      Her plaintive plea undid him and warmth and sadness filled his chest. He wanted to protect her, take care of her, and she’d gotten hurt, almost killed because of him. Some hero he was. He took the bottle and helped her wash her hair. They worked as a team—he gave her everything she needed and she accepted it without fighting him.

      After he’d seen that she was clean and warm from the hot water, he asked if she was done.

      “I feel better, but still sleepy,” she admitted.

      “Then let’s get you into bed.” He helped her out of the shower and dried her thoroughly with a fluffy white towel. She stood mute and half-awake as he helped her into a large t-shirt and a pair of his boxers, then tucked her into his bed. He’d wake her soon, but for now he’d let her rest. She curled into a tiny ball beneath the covers, lashes resting on her cheeks as she drifted off.

      He leaned over her, pressing a kiss to her brow before he put his jeans back on and grabbed a fresh shirt.

      When he joined the others back in the living room, he settled into one of the empty chairs. Coda rushed to him and leaned against his knee, bumping her wet nose against his hand.

      “How is she?” Wes asked.

      “Fine. Had to have a couple of stitches in her arm.”

      Hayden’s brother winced. “How’d you get her to agree to that? She hates needles.”

      Fenn’s smile was grim. “I convinced her. She had a minor concussion and I’ll need to wake her every hour for the next four hours.”

      Jim rubbed his eyes. “Did she explain what happened to her?”

      “Apparently the attacker was looking to send a message to me. He faked an assault on purpose, hoping it would piss me off and make me careless. It’s working. He also told her that he was returning to Long Island, and that if I wanted revenge that’s where I should look.”

      “It’s obvious it’s a trap,” Callie said. In her hands she nursed a pale blue cup of hot tea. She blew on it before sipping, but her eyes were heavy with seriousness.

      “Yes,” Wes agreed. He braced his elbows on his knees and stared off into the distance. “The other man, the one that Emery killed the other night, did the same thing. Attacked Sophie to draw him out.”

      “Are you suggesting I should stay here and not take the bait?” Fenn’s voice was low and almost a growl. The rage he’d kept at bay until now was slowly boiling to the surface. He wanted to find the man responsible for what had been done to Hayden and beat him to a bloody pulp.

      “No. We need to go,” Wes agreed. “What I’m saying is that we need to expect and prepare for trouble. Emery will have to be told, and he’ll make the necessary preparations to keep everyone safe.” Wes seemed confident but Fenn wasn’t.

      “How do you know that will help? We have to stop this guy at some point and find out who’s behind this, or else we’ll all be running scared for the rest of our lives and hiding behind locked doors with guards. I can’t live that way. Can you?” Fenn was on his feet again, pacing. His ankle still twinged and he’d given up on letting it heal. He’d worry about that when all of this was over. Coda whined and shifted restlessly as she watched him pace. He stopped, stroked her head, and ruffled her ears.

      “None of us wants to live in fear, Fenn, but we can’t rush anything. It’s what this enemy wants,” Wes argued.

      “Wes is right,” Jim interjected. “He’s been handling this situation longer than you, son, and I think we should trust him on this.”

      Wes nodded in appreciation. “Thank you, Mr. Taylor. Here’s what I think we need to do. Fenn, you need to call Emery, and I’ll make the travel arrangements. Mr. Taylor and Callie should stay here since they have the ranch to watch out for. Speaking of that, Mr. Taylor, I’d like a word with you later. Once Emery knows we are returning to Long Island, Fenn, Hayden and I will fly home. There we’ll create a plan to draw out this bastard and the person who hired him. Does anyone have any objections to this?”

      Fenn scowled. “Just one. Hayden should stay here. She’s been in too much danger already.”

      The other man shook his head. “The last time I told my sister to stay somewhere, she took the family jet and flew to Colorado. That’s a mistake I’m not going to make again. I can promise you that once we return home, our parents will keep her busy and out of our way.”

      “I don’t think she’d like that very much.”

      Wes shrugged. “It’s that or put her in danger.”

      He was right, Fenn thought. Once they were on Long Island, they needed to keep Hayden away from anything they planned to do.

      “Fine. As long as we keep her out of danger.” Fenn held out his hand. “Can I borrow your phone? I want to call Emery now. Will he mind if it’s this late?”

      His friend stood and pulled his phone from his pocket, then held it out. “Here. He’s in my contacts. He won’t mind; not if it’s you calling.”

      “Thanks.” Fenn took the phone and walked out of the living room, needing fresh air.

      Outside the firemen had finished putting out the fire and were packing up their gear.

      “We’re done here, Mr. Smith. We’ll send out a truck to haul this away tomorrow morning,” one of the firemen said.

      Fenn stared at the trailer for a long moment before replying. “That’d be fine. Thanks.”

      The truck left, and he stood alone by the destroyed, blackened ruins of his home. He just stared at it. Inside he could see one picture from his past still hanging by a magnet on the fridge. Anger churned inside him as he stalked up to the trailer and carefully climbed the steps, not touching the still-hot metal. He removed the magnet and held the photo, brushing ash off its surface. It was a picture of him when he was fourteen, holding Callie’s hand and posing for their first day of school. He smoothed a thumb over the photo, picked his way out of the trailer, and dialed his brother.

      Emery answered on the second ring. “Wes? Is everything okay?”

      “It’s me,” Fenn said quietly. “I borrowed Wes’s phone. We have a situation here.”

      There was a pause, then a deep breath. “Is everyone okay?”

      “Let’s just say I had a small taste of what you went through with Sophie. Hayden was shot by some masked bastard. He hurt her, knocked her out with a blow to the head, and burned down my trailer.”

      “Fuck,” Emery snarled. “Is Hayden okay?”

      “She’s a little battered, had to have a few stitches. He used her to send me a message. He’s heading to Long Island. He wants to throw me off by making me go after him. Wes said I needed to warn you and tell you we’re leaving, probably in a day. As soon as we can. He said you’d want to make preparations.”

      Emery laughed darkly. “Yeah, I definitely will. Are you okay? Seeing the woman you care about getting hurt because of you can fuck with a guy. Not that I’m saying it’s your fault, but it’s hard not to feel guilty. Just don’t let it get to you because that’s what he wants. I guarantee it.”

      Fenn closed his eyes and held his breath a moment. What had happened to Hayden had made him mad, more than mad. It scared him.

      “Emery, I’m sick of being scared. I want to end this and not worry about anyone I care about ever being hurt again.”

      “I’m right there with you, brother. We need to finish this. I’ve got a wedding to plan,” Emery chuckled, his tone much lighter.

      “Wedding?” Fenn choked out the word. “I just found out I have a brother, and now you’re getting married?”

      “It’s sudden, but sometimes you just know what you need when you see it. I need Sophie. She’s like the air in my lungs. I can’t live without her. What’s the point in waiting when you know that?”

      “True. For the younger brother, you’re wise,” Fenn laughed.

      “Only recently. Before I met Sophie, I was a fool.”

      Both of them shared another laugh.

      “I’ve got to go check on Hayden. Wes or I will call you with the details of when we plan to arrive.” Fenn started walking back toward the house.

      “Thanks. Mom and Dad will be so excited to see you.”

      A lump formed in his throat. “I’m nervous about meeting them.”

      “Don’t be,” Emery replied softly. “We’ll talk tomorrow, brother.”

      “Tomorrow,” he agreed, and they both hung up.
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      Flames licked along the metal trailer, consuming, melting, destroying. Hayden lay helpless, unable to move, to scream. The black-masked man stood above her, eyes cold but not evil. How were they not evil? She couldn’t understand. Thick gray smoke curled around her prone body, covering her up until she was surrounded by gray, suffocating clouds.

      “Help!” The cry left her lips on silent wings, to vanish unheard.

      “Hayden.” A deep, familiar voice and a gentle shake jolted her out of the nightmare that had felt only too real.

      “Fenn?” She rolled in the tangled sheets and threw herself at him, seeking the comfort she hoped he would provide. He eased down onto the bed beside her and she noticed he was still dressed. Did he only just come into the room? Had her screams been loud enough to hear outside the bedroom?

      “Easy, honey.” He curled his arms around her body and she molded herself to him. “What’s the matter?”

      Her tongue felt thick, and for a moment she was caught back in that awful world of smoke and pain. Why did he always have to see her at her weakest?

      “Just a nightmare.” She attempted to sound casual, but didn’t release her hold on him.

      He patted her back. “Just a nightmare? You’re squeezing me pretty hard for some silly dream.”

      He wasn’t calling her a coward or making fun of her, but his comment seemed to encourage her to speak up about what she was feeling. She didn’t want to talk about it. She wanted him to hold her.

      “Please, just hold me,” she said in a tiny whisper.

      “Sure, honey, anything you need,” he murmured. Whenever he held her, the world seemed to shrink until he was all she saw.

      She raised her head and her gaze was riveted on him. “Anything?” Her voice was low and husky. There was definitely one thing that was guaranteed to distract her.

      “Name it.” His eyes were liquid fire, the kind that burned her soul to dust and then rejuvenated it like a phoenix from the ashes.

      “Make love to me.”

      When his lips parted and she saw a glint of resistance in his face, she placed her fingers against his mouth.

      “I got shot and hit in the head with a gun. I need this. I need you.”

      She swept a hand through his hair, loving the way it felt against her skin, thick and silky, and the way it looked, like an enchanting shade of gold. She wished she could have seen him as a younger man; she knew he would have been a heartbreaker just like Emery. Now he was a man hardened by time and grief, only the ghost of innocence there in his features. Somehow it made him more beautiful, to be able to see that strength and the sense of survival still there.

      “One of these days you and I are going to sit down and talk about who’s really in charge in this bedroom.”

      “Maybe I need a reminder.” She winked and flashed him a cheeky smile.

      His eyes darkened, the cinnamon pools churning with his need to dominate her, and she wanted him to.

      Please, make me yours, only yours for tonight. She hoped he could hear her silent plea.

      “How does your arm feel? What about your head? Do you need more painkillers?” he asked softly. “Tell me the truth.”

      She contemplated her answer, inwardly assessing her injuries.

      “A little sore, but not enough to stop me from wanting you,” she promised.

      “You’re incorrigible. You know that, right?” His lips kicked up into a boyish grin.

      “And you like it.” She prodded his chest with her finger.

      Fenn slid a hand down to cup her ass over the sheets and patted it. “I suppose I do.” He sat up on the bed, pulling her with him. He made quick work of stripping the top sheet away. Then he reached for his belt, which he’d hung off one side of the headboard. He took her wrists, winding the supple leather tight around them. It didn’t hurt, but she felt restrained, captive in a way she hadn’t thought a simple binding could feel.

      “Face the headboard on your knees. Put your hands on the headboard and don’t move them unless I say. I’ve got another belt and can tie you there if necessary.” He helped her get into position. Then he knelt behind her and brushed her hair away from her neck. Hayden’s breath quickened as he licked and nibbled at her sensitive skin. He continued to kiss her neck and tease her ear with whispered words as he started to raise the t-shirt from her body.

      “Do you know how much I want you?” He growled into her ear as he gripped her shirt at the neckline and ripped it completely in two. The sudden, swift tearing of cloth made her gasp and he stroked her ass, then smacked it hard enough to give her a zing of pleasure. He feathered kisses along each inch of flesh he bared while dropping the ripped shirt to the floor. Each little touch, each faint kiss, stoked a slow burning fire deep within her. How did he always manage to make her feel desired and protected all at once?

      “How much do you want me?” she whispered back.

      Fenn cupped her breasts, kneading them before he pinched her nipples. The small bite of pain made her crave more. Arching her back, she pressed herself more fully into his embrace.

      “I want you so much that I can’t go a few minutes without dreaming about being inside you again. The way you gripped me, so hot and tight, like a fist,” his tone turned almost guttural as he bit down on her shoulder, like an animal marking its mate. She loved the way he possessed her so primally. He didn’t seem to need toys or chains to get off. Just a leather belt and a flat surface. Damn…he was too good to be true.

      “Remember, keep your hands on the headboard and don’t move them unless I say otherwise.” He stroked a fingertip over the leather and her skin, as though admiring the look of his branding—his belt, holding her wrists, keeping her bound and a little helpless. His breath grew slightly rough against her neck.

      “I love seeing you caught like this. I used to rope calves when I was a boy. Maybe soon we can try some rope, instead of leather.” He nuzzled her neck, then nipped at that ultrasensitive spot just behind her ear.

      Fenn slowly built the tension between them as he tugged off the boxer bottoms she wore and tossed them aside. She was fully naked, on her knees, facing the headboard. Her hands gripped the wood in a white-knuckled grasp as he cupped her mound and teased a fingertip over her clit.

      “How much do you want me, honey?” His hair tickled her cheek as he nuzzled her and continued that wicked teasing. Heat and desire pooled low in her belly and she wanted him inside her to ease the empty ache.

      “So much,” she panted. He used one fingertip to stroke the sensitive insides of her folds. The sensual teasing, enough to light her on fire but not enough to give her the release she needed, made her whimper.

      “What do you want me to do? I want to hear the words.” He rocked his jeans-clad pelvis against her backside. The sensation of his rough jeans scraping against her bare ass made her thighs quiver. A rush of new wetness flowed to meet his finger as he sank it deeper inside.

      “Fuck me, please, Fenn,” she hissed, surprised at her own words, but that was what she wanted; no gentle taking. She wanted his power, his domination—all of it, right now.

      His laughter was quiet and rich, rippling over her skin. The whisper of cotton as he removed his t-shirt made her quiver. She bit back a moan as she heard the zipper of his jeans behind her. He held her by the back of her neck with one hand and used his other to guide his cock into her from behind. When the head of his shaft was an inch inside, he suddenly rammed into her.

      “Oh!” A startled cry escaped her lips, and she gasped as she tried to adjust to him.

      He didn’t wait. He began to pummel her, his pelvis smacking her ass as he repeatedly drove into her from behind. There were no words after that, just the heavy thrusts and harsh breaths shared between them. She clung to the headboard, loving the way he pressed his chest to her back, locking them together as he fucked her hard and deep. Her inner muscles strained to take him, squeezing down.

      “That’s it, honey, squeeze me.” He groaned and increased his pace until his hips moved like pistons on a well-oiled machine.

      Hayden couldn’t think beyond the escalating pleasure. The feel of his cock inside her, roughly dragging across raw, newly discovered nerve endings. The possessive hold of his hands on her neck, the way she couldn’t move, but could only take whatever he wanted to give her.

      Surrender.

      It was what he wanted, and she was giving it to him. He slowed his pace for a brief moment, and when she protested with a little groan, he slapped her right ass cheek hard. She jolted, her entire body leaping to a new level of awareness. He delivered five more stinging little smacks and then he kicked back into that restless pace of thrusting and she exploded. Lit up like a supernova from the inside, she opened her mouth to cry out. He clasped a hand over her mouth, stifling her scream as he cursed, and his ragged breathing was a sweet erotic symphony to her.

      “Fuck,” he groaned and let his body sag against her from behind.

      With a breathless laugh she turned her head and nuzzled his neck. “Did I blow your circuits again?”

      His hands spanned her waist, fingers digging deliciously into her skin as he bit her throat in answer, and the pain was so damn good.

      “Honey, you blew more than that.” He remained inside her a moment longer. The simple connection went beyond anything she could have dreamed. It was as though they were bonded at a cellular level.

      “I think it’s time for my sassy-mouthed little lady to sleep.” He captured her chin and deeply kissed her. It was the toe-curling, mind-melting kind of kiss that made a woman forget her own name.

      “You talk like a cowboy sometimes,” she giggled.

      “I do?” He chuckled and withdrew from her and unwound the belt from her wrists. She instantly missed the feeling of their connection and the excitement of the belt’s restraint.

      “Yeah,” she said. “Not all the time, just sometimes.” She started to reach for her clothes, but he tossed them onto the floor. Considering the state of her shirt, she’d need to find a new one anyway.

      “You’re sleeping in your skin tonight; nothing else.” His powerful stare had her gulping and climbing under the covers again. He got off the bed and stripped, giving her a chance to marvel at the sight of his bare ass and the way his muscles flexed. He disappeared into the bathroom and a minute later strode out completely naked. Even limp, the man was still impressive. When she raised her gaze he was watching her.

      “Quit looking at me like that or I’m going to bend you over the bed and fuck you again. You need to rest.” He walked around to the other side of the bed and flicked off the lights, then joined her.

      She waited for him to get completely settled in and when he reached for her, curling his arms around her and shaping himself to her body, she spoke.

      “That’s not a bad idea.”

      “Hush, sleep or I’ll spank you. We both know you need to rest. The second you’re better, I’ll be doing plenty to keep you occupied.”

      “Promise?” she whispered.

      “I promise.” The gruffness in his tone was tempered by the sweet kiss he placed on her cheek before she released her hold on her consciousness. The last sensation she had was of him holding her as though she was precious…as though she was loved.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The skin-to-skin contact was what Fenn really needed to rest. He shouldn’t have taken Hayden tonight, not when she was hurting and frightened, but something dark and bestial inside him had been unable to deny her need to be taken and pleasured. The more he drew her into his world the more in danger she seemed to be, but she wouldn’t leave and he couldn’t seem to let her go.

      He pressed her more firmly into the protective shelter of his body. She was deep asleep, her breathing soft and even. The sound of it made something in his chest tighten. Being with her seemed a cure for his loneliness. He supposed that as a twin who’d spent twenty-five years alone, he was compelled to seek out someone to fill that emptiness. But Hayden wasn’t a replacement for Emery. She was something…more.

      Oh, how he dreaded tomorrow. They would return home…a place he barely remembered. Like spying a world through the thick glass of a bottle, everything in his memories was hazy and distorted. In a few hours, he would have to wake, pack, and fly to Long Island. He wished he could stay right where he was—in this ranch house, in this bed, with this woman. Everything outside his bedroom door would complicate his life by leaps and bounds.

      The parted window curtains flared out with a night breeze and moonbeams made a slow progression across the room. He watched the night wear away, unable to sleep or rest for a few hours. What if the gunman returned? The house had alarms, but the instinct to stay vigilant kept him awake. He hadn’t told Hayden, but he was keeping one of Jim’s guns underneath his pillow. Just in case. Fenn had never had one of his own, never having seen the need before now. Jim, though, was old school, and kept plenty of guns in his gun case in the living room.

      He clutched Hayden to him as if she was a lifeline in a vast storm. She’d return to her life and he and Wes would make sure she’d be out of harm’s way. It was for her own good, but he was going to hate every minute that he was without her.

      How the hell am I going to get through this?

      His brother spoke through that faint connection. With me by your side. Together.

      Together. He agreed.
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        * * *

      

      “You can’t be serious. I’m not getting in that. I thought we were taking a real plane.” Fenn gripped Coda’s leash with one hand and the handle of his old navy blue duffle bag with the other. He stood on the tarmac of a small private airstrip half an hour away from Walnut Springs, staring at a small luxury jet.

      “It is a real plane.” Wes looked mildly affronted. “Quite an expensive, one too. That’s a Gulfstream G150.”

      Fenn shot him a sidelong glance. “Do you have a problem with flying coach or something?”

      Wes’s mouth went slack. “Coach? With those little packages of peanuts and screaming infants?” he scoffed. “No thank you. I’ll pass.” He turned to wave at the pilot and removed his suitcase from the Jeep.

      “Wow…” Callie’s wide-eyed stare took in the sleek white jet.

      Wes gave her a slow smile. “I’ll give you a ride sometime. That’s a promise.” He turned to Jim. “Mr. Taylor, keep me and my sister updated on the ranch. Hayden has some ideas to increase its income. And be careful. Both you and Callie need to watch yourselves. You have my cell phone number. I want either of you to call me if you think you’re in danger.”

      Jim met his gaze and nodded. “Sure thing, Wes. Thank you for all your help. Take care of Fenn for us.”

      Fenn tried not to let this departure affect him, but it did. He embraced Callie, giving her a squeeze and a whisper in her ear. “Take care of yourself, kid, and your dad. Stay out of trouble.” When he pulled back, she was wiping tears from her eyes.

      “I’m so happy for you, Fenn. You’re going to meet your family.”

      He kissed her forehead and met her gaze. “You and Jim are my family, too. Don’t ever forget that.” He reluctantly released her and shook Jim’s outstretched hand.

      “Take care, son. We’ll be here when you’re ready to come back.” The old rancher’s eyes misted, but he didn’t cry.

      “Thanks, Jim. Don’t you dare do any work around the Spur. If you do something to hurt yourself…” Fenn cleared the strange lump from his throat before continuing. “I need to know you’ll be okay while I’m gone. No more hospital visits, got me?”

      “I got you, son. No work. Thorne said he’s spoken to a few ranch hands in town and they can take some work off my hands for a while. I’ll be paying Mr. Thorne back, of course.” Jim nodded at Wes, who nodded back in silent understanding.

      “Good.” Fenn picked up his duffle and turned away, his heart seeming to splinter inside at the thought of leaving home and the only family he really knew. Coda followed him as he started to walk to the plane’s open door.

      Hayden was standing at the top of the steps, having already said her good-byes. Her beautiful strawberry red hair was tugged in wild waves by the wind and she leaned against one side of the doorway, a little smile curling her lips as she watched him and Coda walk up the steps. The dog paused just at the entrance, sniffing the interior carpet, her ears twitching back.

      “Come on, Coda.” She patted her thigh and the husky raised her head to study Hayden before slowly entering the plane’s cabin. Then Hayden focused on Fenn. “Are you ready?” she asked.

      He shook his head. Ready? No one could really be ready for what he was about to do.

      “Come on, let’s get you and Coda settled in.”

      He climbed the steps and entered the plane. His mouth dropped open. Polished walnut wood and creamy white leather made up the plane’s interior. Six plush chairs filled the cabin. Coda slipped ahead of him and sniffed the chairs and the two glossy wooden tables before hopping up onto a seat at the back. He watched Wes and the flight crew come aboard. Fenn debated whether he should make Coda sit on the floor.

      Hayden giggled behind him. “I think someone likes the jet.” She curled her arms around his waist and hugged him from behind. His blood heated at the simple but intimate embrace.

      “I guess it’s nice,” he admitted grudgingly. He still didn’t like how small it was, but it was comfortable inside.

      Hayden patted his lower stomach and rested her cheek against the side of his shoulder. “I was talking about the dog.”

      Coda’s ears pricked forward, and she watched them, tongue lolling out of one side of her mouth. He laughed, relaxing a little bit.

      “The pilot’s ready to take off.” Wes closed the plane’s door and joined them as they all took their seats. The leather was buttery soft and the chairs were cushiony.

      “You called Emery?” Fenn asked Wes.

      “Yes. He knows we’re on our way.”

      “Good.” The empty pit in his stomach didn’t go away, even as the plane took off a few minutes later. He focused on the quickly shrinking ground and the rapidly rising clouds. Soon. Soon he would meet his family. And the idea of that meeting scared the hell out of him.
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        * * *

      

      Hayden kept a close eye on Fenn. He hadn’t said a word in a long time. He just stared out the window, his gaze distant. What was he thinking about? His family? She wished she knew what to say to make him relax, but she had no clue what he must be going through. It was impossible to even begin to imagine being in his position, knowing he was going to meet his real family after twenty-five years apart from them.

      “Mother says the moment we get home, you are to come back to the house.” Wes announced as he checked e-mails on his phone.

      Hayden blanched. In the last couple of days everything had changed. She’d gotten a taste of a different life, a better one—one that was fulfilling and made her happy. The prospect of going home, seeing her parents…it was all empty. Proving she could bring Fenn home and earn some respect had ceased to matter to her. That desire was shallow in comparison to the other desires that had filled her heart the last few days. But what could she do? She was trapped in a gilded cage.

      “Why can’t I come stay with you?” she begged Wes. “You know what they’ll do to me when I get back. Parties and fundraisers and…Oh please, Wes, you know I hate those things.” Besides that, she looked and felt like hell. With stitches and bruises, she wouldn’t be fit for any of the things her mother would plan. She could almost imagine how furious her mother would be when she found out about the gunshot wound. It would ruin Hayden’s marketability to her mother’s prospects if she had any damage or flaws.

      Maybe I should get shot again, she mused.

      “You know I don’t like to get involved, Hayden. Just lay low for a few days, recover. Then we’ll talk about getting you out of there.” Wes was only partially paying attention to her as he typed on his phone.

      “Brothers,” she muttered. “Completely useless.”

      Wes didn’t even look up. “I heard that.”

      “Good.” She flounced back in her seat and indulged herself in a full-on pout. Sometimes it was good to give into that, as childish as it was. He didn’t understand, though. He had a life, a job, a way to support himself. Their parents left him alone. With her, however, they actively tried preventing her from getting out on her own.

      It had taken her twelve miserably failed job interviews to figure out they were sabotaging her. She knew this for a fact because she’d been doing really well with an investment firm interview in Manhattan before the interviewer’s cell phone rang. He’d taken one look at the caller ID, answered it, and then promptly exited the room. Five minutes later he came back, apologizing to her and saying that the position had already been filled. He’d collected the Human Resources packet he’d given her and escorted her out of their offices. When she’d gone home that night, her father had been wearing the particularly smug grin he got when he won a fight against someone. She’d realized it had been her.

      The plane gave a little dip and began a slow descent.

      “Passengers, please prepare for landing in about ten minutes.” The pilot’s voice came through the intercom.

      Fenn sat up straight, suddenly seeming to be aware of everything around them again.

      “Are you excited?” Hayden asked him, offering what she hoped as a supportive smile.

      His lips pursed and he raked a hand through his hair. “Terrified,” he admitted, then looked away as though the admission had cost him too much.

      She reached over the table between them and covered one of his hands with hers, giving it a little squeeze. He didn’t look at her again.

      Hang in there, she encouraged silently.

      The plane began to descend and in a matter of minutes the wheels bumped down on the runway. Hayden held her breath.

      Nerves fluttered inside her own belly, even though she had no reason to be scared. Fenn Lockwood was home. A smile curved her lips, but it was a melancholy one.

      Have I lost him already? I wasn’t ready…
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      Fenn held his hat as he exited the plane and walked down the steps. He wasn’t sure what to expect as a greeting. What he got was a black SUV with two men wearing sunglasses standing by the vehicle. One was young, in his mid-twenties with shaggy blond hair. One of his hands was heavily bandaged and in a cast, as was one of his legs. He wore jeans and a graphic t-shirt with a hula girl on it. Fenn tried not to stare, but he couldn’t help but wonder who this man was. He seemed as out of place as Fenn felt in that moment. The other man was in his fifties but looked incredibly fit and trim. He wore jeans and a black shirt. He had a holstered gun near his hip. Fenn led Coda over to the men.

      “Is Emery here?” he asked them. He hadn’t thought to ask Wes if Emery would be at the airport or not, but he’d assumed his brother would be there to meet him. Disappointment sank into him.

      The younger man suddenly broke into a wide grin. “Hot damn, he’s just like him, isn’t he, Hans?”

      The older man removed his sunglasses and held out a hand to Fenn. “I’m Hans, Emery’s personal protection. I’m now your protection, too.” He jerked a thumb at the younger man. “This is Cody, resident technology expert.”

      Fenn shook Hans’s hand and couldn’t miss the other man’s strong grasp. His brother had a personal bodyguard?

      “Nice to meet you,” he said, and then turned to Cody. “Cody?” he shook the younger man’s hand.

      Cody laughed, humor in his eyes. “Wow, man. I just have to tell you how awesome it is to finally meet you.”

      Hans shot Cody an amused look before he spoke to Fenn again. “Let’s get you loaded up and then we’ll go. Cody, have one of the attendants get his bag.”

      “Sure.” Cody headed toward the plane where luggage was being unloaded.

      “And who’s this?” Hans knelt down by the dog and reached out to pet her.

      “Coda.”

      “Coda?” Hans snickered. “I can’t wait to tell Cody that.”

      The bodyguard’s amused attitude made Fenn feel more at ease.

      “Fenn!” Hayden ran over to him, followed by Wes. “Do you want us to come with you?”

      “Hayden, he doesn’t—” Wes began, but Fenn cut him off.

      “You can come with me.” He hadn’t wanted to ask, and was glad Hayden had offered. She and Wes were the only two people he knew and he wanted them there as backup.

      Her obvious relief warmed him inside. He didn’t want to let her go, even though he and Wes had agreed that she needed to be sent somewhere safe. Being with her would help him get through the reunion with his family. She was a rock, and he needed to lean on her for support, just as she had leaned on him when they’d been stranded on the mountain. Together they held each other up.

      Once the bags were stowed, everyone crowded into the SUV, including Coda in the back, quiet and observant, as though picking up on her master’s distress and wanting to be vigilant in her protection. Hans drove, and Fenn held his breath for several long seconds as they reached the main road. Hans quickly re-routed them onto a smaller road. Hayden sat between Fenn and Wes in the middle seat. She covered Fenn’s hand with hers, and he squeezed her fingers back.

      He had so many questions. “How long have you worked for Emery?” he finally asked Hans.

      Hans didn’t answer immediately. “Actually, I work for your father. He hired me the day after Emery was found.”

      Shock exploded through him. “But that was twenty-five years ago.”

      Hans met his gaze in the rearview mirror, eyes heavy with sadness. “Yes. It was. I’m more of a shadow than a bodyguard now. Your brother has learned to take care of himself over the years. But after Emery was found, they were terrified he’d be taken again and were devastated by losing you. They needed someone to look after all of them.”

      Fenn’s throat tightened as he imagined himself—only not quite him—going to school, going riding, always shrouded by the cloud of the past and the threat of it returning, and having to have someone like Hans following his every move. What sort of life could a man have if he couldn’t escape that?

      The silence in the car was thick, but there was no easy way to penetrate it. Fenn was too lost in his thoughts.

      “We’re here,” Cody eventually said from the front passenger seat.

      Fenn leaned a little closer to Hayden and grasped her hands in both of his as he peered through the front window at the old Lockwood home.

      Black wrought-iron gates stood before them. Two marble columns bracketed the gates, and beyond them, in the distance…home. A colonial-revival style, with four floors and ivy covering the walls and trimming the many windows. The overcast skies gave way to a light mist that partially obscured the distant monolith. Little shivers, like tiny invisible fingers, tiptoed up and down his spine as they drove closer. The gates opened, then closed behind them, and Fenn felt like he’d gone through a magic portal to another realm.

      “Are you my sweet princes?” a feminine voice teased. His heart stilled inside his chest. Mother. It was the first time he’d remembered her voice and the way she used to tease them.

      “We’re not princes, Mom, we’re warriors,” he’d corrected her.

      He swallowed hard, hearing her bell-like laughter. “Of course. You are my little fighter, aren’t you, Fenn? If you are a warrior, you must always protect those you love. It’s what brave men do.”

      Had he been brave? The memories of those nights he and Emery had spent locked away in darkness were still hazy and only half-remembered. He was frightened by the idea of what might be revealed if he ever remembered it all.

      “Don’t forget to breathe, Fenn.” Hayden’s sweet voice broke through his dark musings. He immediately drew in a breath and the burning in his lungs eased.

      The SUV pulled up into a circular drive before the house, and the front door opened. His twin walked out of the entrance, wearing a pair of charcoal slacks and a light cream sweater. Emery’s hands were in his pockets. He paused at the top of the steps leading from the house to the car. An eerie sense of déjà vu filled Fenn, as if all those years of looking in the mirror and glimpsing another had finally led to this moment.

      “Why don’t we give them a minute alone,” Wes suggested softly.

      Fenn was only barely listening as he opened the car door and stepped out. He still held his Stetson in one hand, and he cursed inwardly at the way his hands shook. But when he climbed out of the car, the serious look on Emery’s face transformed. There was a small hesitant smile, an echo of his own, and he felt his lips curving to reflect his twin’s expression. He couldn’t think beyond the rush of emotions filing him. Emery closed the distance and gripped him in a crushing embrace.

      “Welcome home, brother. Welcome home.” Emery’s words broke through the invisible barrier inside his head, shattering the last twenty-five years of emptiness.

      “Emery,” he uttered his brother’s name as he held on tight. Memories overwhelmed him. Voices, sounds, visions of a childhood he’d never believed existed, one he’d thought forever lost, came flooding back.

      “Oh God,” he whispered hoarsely. “Oh God.” Cowboys don’t cry. Please don’t let him see me cry.
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        * * *

      

      Miranda Lockwood waited in the blue parlor, holding her breath and clutching Elliot’s hand. She was shaking so hard her husband curled an arm around her shoulders, grounding her so she wouldn’t crumble. Emery checked his phone then stood, looking through the tall windows that faced the front drive. She studied her son’s body language and then she stood as well. A black SUV was headed up the front drive.

      “Elliot.” She reached frantically for her husband’s hand, needing his strength. He rose and took her hand in his, placing a kiss against her temple. She couldn’t speak, could only try to swallow past the lump in her throat and the sudden wave of nerves that rattled her down to her bones. She just wanted her baby boy back; but instead she would be meeting a grown man.

      They had waited so long for this moment. To know that their baby boy was alive and coming home. The days she’d spent in his empty room weeping, the nights she’d cried herself to sleep…they were all payment for the moment she would be reunited with her child. And yet, her heart still quivered as she was forced to accept that she would never reclaim the lost years of seeing her child grow up. He’d lived without her, his mother; lived without his father…

      She and Elliot froze at the window, watching the car park only fifteen feet away. Emery touched her shoulder.

      “Stay here for a moment. I think he should see me first. I’ll bring him here to see you, I promise.” Her second-born son wilted as though he regretted saying such a thing, but she understood. It might be too much for Fenn to see them all at once.

      “Okay.” The word left her lips shakily, but she didn’t tear her eyes from the window as she waited to see her son.

      The SUV’s door opened and a tall, lean man stepped out with a light tan Stetson in his hands. He raised his head, his face displaying a rapid play of emotions. His golden hair was tousled by the wind and he was dressed in faded jeans, a red plaid shirt, and boots. A stranger. He was a stranger to her, this beautiful boy all grown up. Was he ever truly mine? She bit her lip and clung to her husband, hating that she hadn’t been there to see her boy grow into this rugged man.

      “He’s…he’s…” The words wouldn’t come.

      And then the man caught sight of Emery, and they were smiling and embracing as they hugged. His dark hazel eyes were alight with tears; she could see them clearly even at this distance.

      “He’s our son. And he’s home.” Elliot choked out and squeezed her so hard she couldn’t breathe. They had to keep it together, or she and Elliot would frighten Fenn.

      Her boys, her lovely boys, moved out of sight as they came into the house.

      “Let’s go meet them.” Elliot wiped a tear from his cheek and held her hand as they went to the doors of the parlor. The ache in her chest changed: like a gaping black hole filled suddenly with pure, white light. Warmth flooded her, heating her up in places she had long believed grown cold. The age of grief was over. Now was a time of peace and joy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fenn followed Emery into the beautiful old house and paused when he noticed a massive portrait of two little boys at the top of the stairs.

      “Is that—”

      “Us?” Emery laughed. “Oh yeah.” He stopped and looked back at Fenn. “Come on. Mom and Dad want to see you.”

      Fenn swallowed thickly and joined Emery in the doorway of a beautiful blue room. Just beyond the threshold two people waited for them. A tall man in his fifties and a beautiful woman around the same age as the man. The world spiraled around him—grief, joy, terror—all of it mixing inside him, and he stumbled to a halt. His feet wouldn’t move.

      What if they don’t love me as they once did? Hs inner voice was a child’s voice, held a child’s fear, but the worry still rattled him even now.

      His memories were filled with them, and they had aged only a little. Fine lines around their eyes and mouths, a deep grief in their gazes…but in many ways they were unchanged from the parents he’d known.

      “Fenn?” His mother’s voice was barely a whisper.

      Hers was the voice that had haunted his dreams so long ago, when he’d been confused and in pain and restless. A phantom mother trying to tell him stories, but he’d lost her, forgotten her, and the pain had taken over his life, dragging him into darkness until he’d buried the past and his own parents and twin with it.

      He sucked in a hard breath, trying to clear the fog of renewed pain from his vision.

      “My boy,” she gasped and held out her arms to him.

      He moved without thought—the need to touch her, to be with her, was too strong to overcome. Only this time, when he met his mother, it was he who held and comforted her as she cried. And she did cry. His mother broke down fully, weeping inconsolably as she clung to him. He wrapped his arms around her, holding her close as the ghosts of years of being kept apart were released like mist vapors upon the morning air as the sun cut through them.

      “It’s okay, Mom. Please, don’t cry,” he begged softly, kissing her hair. She still smelled like wildflowers. Even her watery laugh was just as he’d remembered. He raised his gaze to his father’s. The older man was watching them, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he seemed speechless.

      “Sir,” he greeted his father with respect.

      “Sir,” Elliot repeated in a daze. “Sir? You’d better call me Dad, or I’ll start to cry, too.” He warned, but then he curled his arms around his son and wife, cocooning them as he broke down, too, his body quaking with silent sobs. Fenn held his breath, his eyes burning with thick tears, which after several long seconds rolled down his cheeks and dampened his father’s shoulder. They were all shaking, holding each other up as the grief over years lost was unleashed.

      He tried not to think of the years lost to him, of the afternoons he would have spent playing tennis with his father, or having breakfast with his mother, or of the mischief he would have gotten into with his brother.

      For so long he had wondered about the part of himself deep within that had seemed devoid of hope, devoid of anything except painful emptiness. In just one moment, it had all changed, and like sand altered by a strike of lightning, he’d been formed into something new and wonderful.

      His father stepped back, but only a step, his hand still resting on Fenn’s shoulder. His mother’s sobs finally quieted, but she held him a minute longer.

      “I’m sorry. I’m just so afraid you’ll vanish if I let you go,” she whispered, her eyes wide and full of still more tears.

      The splendor and the innocence of his past could never be reclaimed, never relived, and it saddened him to know that, but now they had the rest of their lives to live again, to love better, to live happy.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” he promised his mother. “Now that I’ve found you, I won’t let you go.”

      “You remember?” The hope in her voice cut him soul deep.

      “I remember. Some things are still fuzzy, but I remember you.”

      Elliot cleared his throat. “We’re so glad you came back. We thought you might not…” The agony in his father’s voice cut Fenn like a knife.

      “Me too. I had help, though.” He smiled. “Hayden and Wes Thorne came to Colorado and found me. They’re waiting outside. Do you mind if they come in?”

      Miranda wiped away her tears. “Of course. Bring them in. I just need to freshen up my makeup. I’m sure I look dreadful.” She laughed softly.

      “You look wonderful.” Elliot reassured her and placed an arm about her waist, hugging her close.

      Fenn’s heart surged with joy. Seeing his parents so open and loving, especially toward each other, was a gift he hadn’t expected. He and Emery had been born out of that love and to see it still so alive and strong was enough to bring any man to his knees.

      “I’ll go get the others.” Emery exited the room.

      “Honey, could you have someone bring us some tea?” Miranda asked Elliot. “I’m sure everyone is thirsty after their long flight.” Miranda refused to let go of Fenn’s hand as she led him over to one of the blue sateen couches.

      A moment later Hayden and Wes came in. Wes shook Elliot’s hand and nodded at Miranda before he walked over to an empty chair and took a seat. Hayden lingered in the doorway, nibbling her bottom lip. Fenn knew she was shy and unsure of herself, but she had no reason to be, not when she’d known the Lockwoods all her life.

      “Hayden, my dear boy tells me you and Wes are to thank.” Miranda waved for her to come over.

      Hayden half-nodded and joined Fenn and his mother on the long couch. Before anyone could say another word, Coda bounded into the room, barking until she saw Fenn. Then she calmed.

      “Goodness,” his mother gasped. “Who is this?” She stroked Coda’s head as the husky sniffed her knees and nuzzled her palms.

      “Her name is Coda,” Fenn explained. “She’s mine.” The dog sat next to Fenn’s leg, her keen eyes studying the rest of the room’s occupants.

      His mother smiled. “I can see that. She’s lovely.” She stroked the dog’s nose with a fingertip and Coda’s eyes closed momentarily in enjoyment, her tongue lolling out.

      “Emery tells me you ride…bulls?” Miranda watched her son curiously. Fenn hated that she still seemed hesitant, but at least she didn’t seem to have an issue with his life or his past.

      “Yes. I live on a ranch and work it with the owner and his daughter, but I have been bull riding since I was a teenager.”

      “Ranching?”

      His father scrutinized him and Fenn lifted his chin proudly, as he waited to see his father’s reaction.

      Elliot finally nodded, smiling a little. “That’s good, honest work. You always did like to work with the soil as a boy. Do you remember helping in the gardens when you were little?”

      Fenn threw himself mentally back through time, hoping he could find a memory. He wasn’t disappointed, even if it was more sensation than images. Laughter, small hands digging into cool soil, picking up bulbs and burying them deep.

      “I do.” He beamed at his father and a shimmer of tears misted the older man’s eyes.

      “Fenn, mind if I pull you away for a minute?” Emery asked, and Fenn sensed his twin’s regret at the intrusion.

      “Coda, stay,” he commanded. The husky planted her rump between Miranda and Hayden’s legs. Fenn stood and joined his brother as they left the large parlor.

      “I’m sorry. I just needed to speak to you away from everyone.” Emery’s eyes were serious. It was the most curious thing, facing one’s twin. Like a glimpse into a mirror of an alternate universe and whispering. “Is this what I might have become?” The hairs on the back of his neck rose and he gave a little shake.

      “You and Wes mentioned a man—the one who shot the tires out on the semi that drove you over the ledge and then set fire to the trailer.”

      The memories of those two incidents made his fists clench at his sides.

      “Yes, he made it clear to Hayden he was sending me a message and wanted to drive me back to Long Island on purpose.”

      Emery motioned for them to walk down the hall and into the library. Sun played with shadows from beautiful trees outside the tall windows and created a rippling of light over the high shelves full of books. Emery walked over to a table and leaned back against it.

      “I think it’s time I filled you in on everything. Do you remember Antonio?”

      The name was like a piercing scream inside him. He nodded.

      “That’s the man I shot a few days ago. He was the man who was trying to kill me and almost killed Sophie. He’s the one who kidnapped us and hired those other two men to help him.”

      Pain slithered into the base of Fenn’s skull and he focused on breathing. He didn’t want to think about Antonio…or the way he’d hurt them. His only solace now was knowing that Antonio was dead.

      “After I shot him, he said another would take his place. Sophie has been researching this and we both are fairly positive this means that he was hired by someone.”

      “Who?”

      “That’s what we need to find out,” Emery explained.

      “Do you have a plan?” Fenn asked quietly.

      Emery met his gaze. “Yes. Whoever hired our kidnappers really wanted us dead. The kidnapping was a ruse. We need to provoke this unseen enemy out into the open. I’m thinking we publicize your return, make a huge thing of it. Hell, we can throw a party, invite lots of people. He’ll come. He’ll want to see you and play his hand at finishing the job.”

      “How can you be sure he’ll come? He keeps sending hired men, so there’s no evidence he will do anything himself,” Fenn countered.

      “We’re going to make him angry enough to show himself. Whoever is behind this is making it personal, and it’s been this way since we were children. We need to know what threat we posed as boys. That will lead us to who is behind all of this.”

      For a long moment neither of them spoke as they thought.

      “Who would want to kill two children? Who hated us that badly?” There was nothing so horrifying or shocking than a child’s death, and Fenn couldn’t imagine who would want to kill them. He couldn’t remember anyone who’d not liked him as a boy.

      “I think it’s more a question of who stands to gain with us out of the way,” Emery added.

      “That’s true. I hadn’t thought of that.” Fenn raked a hand through his hair. “Where’s your woman?” He had expected her to be here, but then maybe her injuries had kept her at the hospital.

      “She’s upstairs. Do you want to meet her? I moved her here this morning with a full-time nurse. It was a risk to keep her at the hospital. Anyone could get to her unless I was there to watch her.”

      Fenn followed his brother up the grand staircase, pausing to get a good look at the massive portrait. It was eerie to see their two little faces watching them. Faces from the past, before the time of darkness and despair.

      “You’ll be staying here, by the way. Mom and Dad live a half-mile away.”

      Fenn halted in his tracks. “They don’t live here anymore? Why not?”

      Emery refused to meet his eyes. “After I was found, they couldn’t stay here. They made it until I was fifteen, but then they bought the Somerset House down the road. I lived there with them for three years until I went to college. They never sold this place and I was coming back here in my summers between college. When I graduated, I moved in permanently, with Hans, of course, to watch my back.”

      “Alone?” Fenn couldn’t imagine why his brother would do that. “Why didn’t you stay with our parents?”

      “I hoped…” Emery shook his head. “Prayed you’d come home. I knew I had to be here when you did. Mom and Dad were too pained by the memories, but I knew I had to be here and just pushed past the pain. I hoped that my gut was wrong, that you weren’t dead.”

      The idea of his brother being here all alone, living on a sliver of hope that even their parents hadn’t been able to hold onto—his heart splintered at the thought. He could sense his brother’s emotions, that sense of waiting, that expectation for a miracle. The wait was finally over.

      “I’m here now, Emery,” he whispered, hoping his brother would finally feel at peace.

      “Yes.” Emery’s eyes were overly bright with the ghosts of tears long held back. “You’re here.”

      Hans appeared at the end of the hallway. He waved a hand in greeting.

      “She’s awake and asking for you,” Hans said quietly when they reached him.

      “Good. Thank you, Hans.” Emery opened a door and he and Fenn stepped into a bedroom.

      Fenn’s attention immediately shifted to the woman lying on the bed. Several machines and an IV were posted nearby and screens blipped. A woman in scrubs smiled at them and quietly stepped outside.

      “Oh my God,” the woman on the bed whispered, putting her hands over her mouth.

      “What’s the matter?” Fenn glanced about in alarm, but Emery laughed.

      “It’s you. She’s been waiting for this moment for awhile. Sophie, this is Fenn.”

      Sophie’s face was pale, but no less animated as she waved him over. Fenn walked up to the large bed and placed his hand in her waiting ones. She gave him a brilliant smile.

      “I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you alive. Did Emery tell you what we went through to find you?” she asked.

      The brothers shared a look and Fenn realized there was still so much he did not know about Emery or this whole situation.

      “You didn’t tell him everything.” Sophie nudged Emery and frowned. He’d taken a seat next to her on the bed and placed a kiss on her forehead.

      “What didn’t you tell me?”

      Sophie was the one who answered. “None of us knew you were alive until Cody got kidnapped. You met Cody, right?”

      “The surfer?” he asked, and his question made Sophie laugh.

      “Yes, that’s him. He was taken by Antonio and tortured for a few hours and then left to die in a warehouse that was rigged with explosives. Hans and Emery found him, and they all escaped. Barely. The place blew up, and I got there just in time to think I’d lost Emery. Scariest thing in my life.” She leaned her head against Emery’s shoulder as she spoke. “After we got Cody to the hospital, he gave me a flash drive. He’d managed to hack Antonio’s laptop and he showed me a file Antonio had been keeping on you. That’s when we discovered you were alive and where you were living. Walnut Springs.”

      “Why did he have a file on me?”

      “He’d collected information he needed to kill you. After he finished me off, his plan was to go after you. We just don’t know why he was supposed to kill us,” Emery answered, his tone cold enough that Fenn felt the chill from where he stood.

      “Thank God he’s dead,” Sophie whispered.

      “Yes.” Emery bent and pressed a kiss to the crown of her hair. “But his replacement is already on the job. Fenn has had two incidents. It’s why he’s here. We have to do this together, and we need your help.”

      “We do?” Fenn couldn’t fathom how Sophie could help, not when she was recovering from her run-in with Antonio.

      “Sophie’s an investigative journalist. She solves mysteries.”

      Sophie grinned at him before she turned to Fenn. “It’s my specialty. I like to get to the bottom of things, and we need to figure out who’d benefit from your death or disappearance the most. Do you remember anything at all strange or important that happened the year you were kidnapped?”

      “I can’t think of anything. I figured we could ask Dad and see if he has any ideas.”

      Fenn nodded. “We should do that because I can’t think of anything. It’s all still fuzzy in places.”

      “What if we have dinner tonight and we can bring it up then?” Emery suggested.

      Fenn had no objections to that. He watched Sophie with his brother and envied them their casual intimacy. It was exactly what he desired with Hayden, but he wasn’t sure they would ever have that. Away from his bed, so much seemed to separate them. She was home now where she belonged, but him?

      Where do I belong? Born in one world, raised in another? Neither really felt like his.

      There was still so much he didn’t remember. Pieces of puzzles that didn’t seem to fit. Until he put all the memories together, he wouldn’t fit in anywhere.

      “Emery, can you take me to…” He had to close his throat. “The place where he held us? I want to see it.”

      His brother and Sophie exchanged worried looks.

      Fenn braced his hands on his hips. “I need to see it.” There were ghosts he could not banish, not until he could face them.

      “Okay. We can go. Hans will come with us. I’ll go make the preparations.” Emery left the room and Sophie gazed up at Fenn, her focus on him intense. A thousand thoughts seemed to flash across her face before she spoke.

      “He was dying inside, Fenn. Until he found you, he was barely living. When I came here, he was locked away in a world frozen in time. Finding you…” She brushed away a stray tear. “He’s alive again. I hope you can start living, too.”

      It was as if Sophie could see into his head and read his fears.

      “This is the beginning, not the end.” She captured one of his hands and gave it a gentle squeeze.

      “Thank you,” he whispered. He couldn’t put to words everything else he was feeling.

      She smiled. “Go on, you’d better catch up to him.”

      He stared at her a moment longer. “My brother chose well,” he said softly and did something he hadn’t meant to do. He leaned down and pressed a kiss to her forehead. The compulsion to protect her was strong, but in a different way than he felt with Hayden. Sophie mattered to him because she mattered to Emery. He didn’t have to know anything else about her, except that his twin loved her. It was enough for him to care about her. He couldn’t help but wonder: Would Emery feel the same toward any woman Fenn loved? Would he feel that way about Hayden?

      When he caught up with his brother, he was with Hans by the front door.

      “Mom is arranging dinner. Dad is staying with her. Wes and Hayden left, so we can go see the house.”

      Hayden was gone? He had wanted to say good-bye before she left. Disappointment filled his stomach like dead weight and his shoulders slumped. He and Wes had talked about her having to leave, but it didn’t make him any less disappointed that he couldn’t have seen her before she left. It wouldn’t be wise to see her again until all of this was over.

      “You ready?” Hans asked as he pointed to the black SUV still parked outside.

      Fenn and Emery followed him to it. Hans got into the front seat and drove down a familiar service road only two miles from their house. Hans spun the wheel to the right and left the service road to go down a gravel and dirt strewn path that looked barely wide enough to fit a small car, let alone an SUV. In the distance, mostly hidden by the trees and early evening shadows, an old red brick mansion that looked like a large farmhouse loomed out at them. A place he’d thought he’d never see again. The place of his darkest nightmares.
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      Hans parked the vehicle in front of the structure and all three of them climbed out. Fenn’s skin prickled and a breeze tickled the back of his neck like invisible fingertips as he scanned the crumbling edifice.

      Twenty-five years ago the structure had been dominated by nature, and barely recognizable. He’d expected it to be more of a skeleton, but the stone and bricks had held their own against the creeping vines and stalwart trees that erupted through the cracked floors. The bright flash of yellow police tape was jarring and unsettling against the wild background.

      “The police are keeping an eye on the place because Antonio was killed here,” Emery explained.

      “Are we allowed to go inside?” Fenn asked, eyeing the police tape.

      “Yeah. Hans called in a favor with the local police. Since the shooting has been labeled self-defense and they’ve collected the evidence and taken photos already, I think we’re safe to go in. The tape is mainly to keep kids out.”

      Fenn didn’t wait for his brother to follow as he approached the house. He ducked under the yellow police strips and through the open doorway to the house. The scents of death, decay, and musty earth packed a hell of a punch as he moved farther in to the house. The walls inside had begun to soften and crumble. The doors from other rooms had been torn from their hinges and lay scattered over the floor. Plaster and damp fragments of decaying carpets were open to the elements since most of the roof had collapsed.

      A grand staircase rose up on teetering stilt-like wooden beams with no second floor to greet it. Fenn’s blood ran cold as he saw the door that led to the cramped confines of the closet he and Emery had shared beneath those stairs. He walked up to the closet door and gripped the brass handle, surprised vandals hadn’t made off with it yet. The doorknob creaked but finally gave under the pressure and the door eased open. The space was incredibly small—he would have had to stoop and bend himself nearly in half just to get inside.

      Something dark and frightening unfurled its black wings inside his chest and howled its rage. Had he and Emery really been small enough to fit inside this closet? How could those men have forced him and Emery to stay in here for nearly three months? This was where they had slept, where they had clung to each other, and fought off rats and insects. A place of darkness and terror in between their brief times outside, when they were only allowed to wash with a bucket of water and go to the bathroom.

      Suddenly Fenn couldn’t breathe. The weight of those awful memories pressed down on his chest like an anvil. A hand settled on his shoulder and his eyes blurred. He wiped at his face, shocked to see his hands come back wet with tears. With a violent move, he kicked at the closet door, slamming it shut. His boot crunched right through the rotted wood. Fenn struck out again, a bellow of rage ripping out of his lungs. He screamed and shouted until it felt as if his throat was bleeding and he couldn’t hear anything above the roar of the blood in his ears. The vicious sound reverberated off the walls and the glass from a fallen chandelier tinkled softly, disturbing the veil of cobwebs wrapped around it. He pounded with his bare fists at the crumbling remains of the doorway and then spun, seeing a wide mirror hanging on a tarnished gold frame. He knelt, gripped a rock and hurled it at his reflection, and the tortured boy staring back at him shattered in a deafening crash as glittering shards rained down to the floor. Panting, he turned back to the small dark closet, the space that had locked his innocence away until it had shriveled up and died.

      “Fenn?” Emery sounded worried.

      “It’s just…so small,” Fenn gasped, trying to catch his breath. “How can it be so goddamned small and still terrify me?” he demanded, finally meeting his brother’s gaze.

      Emery was at his side, still touching his shoulder and looking grim.

      “Places imprint themselves on you during highly emotional times in a person’s life. Whether you are happy, frightened, or sad, a place leaves its mark. This house marked us because of what those men did to us.”

      Fenn sucked in breaths through his mouth as flashes of that final night fluttered through him on dark wings.

      “Fenn, how did you get away? After all these years, I still don’t know.”

      His brother waited patiently, but the anxiety in his eyes tore out Fenn’s heart.

      “You remember Lewis and the other man, Abrams? They fought about killing us. Lewis didn’t want to. I remember convincing you to leave, but you didn’t want to. I had to push you to get you to run.”

      Emery glanced away, his eyes swiftly darting across the crumbling ruins of their shared nightmare. “I didn’t want to leave you, but I believed you’d be right behind me. Only you weren’t. I got about a hundred yards away when I heard the gunshot. I thought…” He left the thought unspoken.

      “It was Lewis. He shot Abrams, and he died at the foot of the stairs. He’d gotten his arms around me and was going to finish me off, but Lewis put a bullet in him. I fell and hit my head.” He ran his hand over the back of his head where the scar was concealed. It twinged at the mere memory of that old pain. “Lewis picked me up and we ran. Everything was so fuzzy after that and I was so young…I just couldn’t remember.” In that moment Fenn truly hated himself. He loved his family. Why hadn’t that love been enough to help him remember all those years ago?

      “Lewis raised you?” Emery sounded surprised.

      “He wasn’t all bad. I believe he really didn’t know the plan was to kill us. And maybe he was too scared to turn me over to the police. He would have been arrested for having played a part in our kidnapping.” He couldn’t stop shaking. His hands trembled and his legs felt a little weak as adrenaline ran its course through his body.

      “I wish you’d made it outside with me,” Emery said quietly.

      All around them the house settled into the shadows, and the sunset’s red glow washed the pale walls like blood.

      “Who owns this place?” Fenn asked.

      “I don’t know,” Emery admitted.

      “I want you to buy this place and level it,” Fenn said. He didn’t want to ask Emery for any money. “I’ll repay you.”

      His brother stared at him as if he’d gone crazy. “Fenn, you understand that now that you’re back, you’re entitled to your share of Dad’s company. You’re rich now.”

      Rich? The word held so little meaning to him that he laughed darkly.

      “That doesn’t matter to me.”

      “You could easily save the Taylor ranch. Wes told me it needed financial assistance.” Emery met his gaze. “We can start the paperwork tomorrow and get the ranch taken care of immediately. Wes said it was one of the conditions of your return. It’s easy enough to pay off the mortgage.”

      Fenn wanted to laugh at it all. A mountainous debt on the Broken Spur was an easy matter to settle here. He didn’t immediately speak. Instead, he knelt and picked up a piece of the shattered mirror. The reflective glass crunched beneath his boots as he crouched. His face danced from splinter to splinter—a hundred angles, a hundred reflections. In that moment he felt just as shattered and confused. He’d thought—hoped—feeling this way would vanish once he’d come home, but it hadn’t. He was still as disoriented as when he’d first arrived. Only this time he was not alone; his brother was here. He rose, still clutching a shard of the mirror. He would keep it, a reminder of what he’d survived. It was time he accepted his role in all of this. If he had money, then why not use it for what mattered to him?

      “Can you have Wes work on that first thing tomorrow? I want the mortgage fully paid off. If I have enough money for that, then that’s what I want to do.”

      Emery patted his back once. “You have more than enough for that. Trust me.”

      “Good.” He took one more sweeping glance at the crumbling, decaying structure that had lurked at the edges of his nightmares for so many years and shook his head.

      “Let’s go.” He was done with being afraid, done with letting the past control him. He wasn’t a frightened little boy anymore.

      No.

      He was a very angry man. Whoever was responsible for stealing his life, for destroying his brother’s life and his parents’ peace, they would pay. That was a promise.
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        * * *

      

      Hayden clenched her fists as her brother pulled his sleek Hennessey Venom GT through the entranceway to the Thorne family estate. The five-hundred acre property held two houses: her parents’ French chateau and Hayden’s small cottage a quarter of a mile away. The main drive was bordered by red cedars, lending the passageway to the house an almost fairytale feel, as if one was traversing through an enchanted forest’s forgotten path. The trees parted and tapered to open onto a huge cobblestoned courtyard. Wes’s car rumbled over the road as he pulled up in front of the main house.

      With a sigh, Hayden turned her gaze away from the chateau’s peaked rooftops and stared out across the gardens, wishing she could escape into them. The last place she wanted to be was near her parents.

      The setting sun reflected off the two large pools dotted with lily pads. She loved this place, but being here when her parents were home was a reminder of how gilded her cage was. Why couldn’t they go away to Europe? Spend half a year in that Italian villa they’d bought and leave her alone?

      Wes turned off the Venom and covered her left hand with his.

      “You can’t tell anyone about Fenn.”

      “Why not?”

      “Emery wants to release the news in a few days, when he’s had time to plan everything. If word gets out before he’s ready it could put all of us, but especially him and Fenn, in danger. Do you understand?”

      Hayden swallowed the irritated retort on her lips. Wes sometimes treated her like she was an idiot. She could easily keep silent if she knew it was for a valid reason. This wasn’t the hard part of the concept to grasp. What concerned her was dealing with their parents.

      “Yes, I understand.” She sighed and stepped out of the car. Her arm twinged sharply and she winced, touching the injured spot where her stitches were concealed by her blouse.

      “We’ll have to think of some excuse to explain your injuries,” Wes observed.

      “They’ll know we took the jet to Colorado.” She leaned over toward her brother in the car window, resting her elbows on the open frame.

      He frowned, silent for a moment before he climbed out of the car and retrieved her bag from the trunk.

      “Tell them you met someone and flew there to have a weekend fling. You went rock climbing and fell. It would explain the bruises and stitches.”

      “Seriously? If I told them that you know how they’d react.”

      His sad smile confirmed her fears. “It’s just for a day or two. Then we’ll be able to tell them everything. Do you want me to go in with you?” He rolled her suitcase to the front door and waited for her to join him.

      “No, it’s fine. You can go home. But call me tomorrow. Give Fenn my cell number. Actually, give him a cell phone. I don’t think he even has one. Tell him to call me.”

      “You really like him, don’t you?” Wes asked.

      She was tempted to lie, but with Wes she never succeeded. Siblings were like that sometimes; they could read into every little nuance, every look and gesture. She was an open book to her older brother.

      “I do. I know it’s crazy. I know it’s a bad idea…but there’s something about him. I don’t believe in love at first sight. Really.” She paused a brief second to shake her head in disbelief. “But I can’t deny that from the first moment, when he looked at me after I’d saved him in the arena, it’s like something inside me clicked into place. I don’t know if that makes any sense.” She laughed at herself. It sounded crazy trying to explain something that had changed her on a fundamental level, but it was the truth. Fenn had changed her. She couldn’t go back to who she’d been before, not after knowing him and being with him.

      Her brother’s expression was impossible to read. “I think I get it,” he replied. “You can’t get him out of your head, you want to know every thought in his head, want to be close to him even if you can’t be with him.” He pulled her into a hug. “Be careful with him and yourself. I don’t want to see either of you get hurt. Call me if you need anything.”

      He left her alone at the door and she pressed the doorbell, waiting to fight the coming storm she knew would be her parents.

      One of the maids answered—a young woman she knew, one close to her own age.

      “Hey Jordan,” she greeted in a low whisper. Her parents didn’t like it when she befriended the help.

      “Hayden!” Jordan grinned. She wore the obligatory black dress and her dark hair was pulled up into a bun, but she still managed to look attractive. Hayden always admired that about her.

      “Your parents are really upset,” she warned as Hayden came into the house with her suitcase.

      “I figured they’d be mad.” Hayden’s belly flipped a few times with nerves. Dealing with her parents always put her on edge. It was a little like a recurring nightmare where she was in school and unprepared for a test. Only this wasn’t a dream.

      “Jordan? Who is it?” Her mother’s cultured voice echoed from the rafters of the main entryway just before she appeared at the top of the stairs.

      “Hayden. You’re back.” Her mother’s disapproval made her name sound heavy on the older woman’s lips.

      Hayden’s mother Silvia was beautiful. Poised and polished, she never had a hair out of place or a button undone. The cold clinical way she surveyed Hayden made her repress a shudder. They were so alike, with their red hair and full figures, but on the inside they couldn’t have been more different.

      “Hello, Mother,” she said in greeting.

      Jordan beat a hasty retreat, likely expecting a display of verbal fireworks.

      “Your father and I are very disappointed. You took the jet and told no one where you went.”

      “I had my cell; you didn’t call me.” Hayden was sick of cowering, sick of being bullied by her mother. Why were they so impossible to please? More than once she’d gotten on her knees and prayed the Lockwoods would be her parents. They were so natural, so kind, so real. They had fought to earn their wealth and valued everything it had given them. The Thornes were old money and it had gone to their heads.

      “We shouldn’t have to call you and track you down. You aren’t a wayward teenager anymore. This kind of behavior is not acceptable.”

      Hayden gave a most un-ladylike snort. “If I’m not a teenager, then where I’ve been the last few days doesn’t matter. I’m twenty-four years old.”

      Her mother’s lips curled into a sneer. “And what have you done with your life?” She descended the stairs, trailing a manicured fingertip along the shiny wooden banister.

      “I got an MBA, that’s what. And if Father would remove his order to not hire me to all of his friends, I might actually get a job.”

      “A job? Hayden, how many times have I told you that you don’t need a job? You need to focus on your life here. There are plenty of eligible men looking for a wife. You could be the toast of the island if you just—”

      “Sold my soul?” Hayden snapped. “No. I’m done with it. No more dates with Father’s golfing buddies, no more fundraisers, no more parties. I’m done. In fact, I’m moving out.” Her heart was pounding as her mother froze at the foot of the stairs, an expression of shock and outrage twisting her features.

      This wasn’t what she had planned or wanted, but it was happening and she was not going to back down.

      “Keep this up and your father will take away your trust.”

      “You think I care about that?” It was the truth. It wouldn’t be fun to leave the easy income behind, but she could do it if it meant her freedom.

      “You’ve never earned anything in your life. You wouldn’t last five minutes on your own.” Her mother’s warning was almost gleeful. Why did her own mother want to hurt her? She’d never understood what it was she’d done or failed to do that had set her parents against her.

      Hayden bristled. “I’m leaving now. I should have left at eighteen, but now’s better than later. I’ll send someone to collect my things tomorrow.” She spun on her heel and marched right back out the front door. She didn’t look back even once as the door closed behind her.

      She was never more thankful she was still in her cowboy boots, because the long walk down the cobblestone drive would have killed her in heels. Fishing her cell out of her purse, she dialed Sophie. Her friend answered on the second ring.

      “I was wondering when you’d call.” Sophie’s voice was a little soft, as though she was tired.

      “Did I wake you up?” Hayden asked.

      “Nope. I was thinking of going to sleep early tonight. Emery and Fenn are coming back soon for dinner and I’m supposed to rest after we eat.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t call right away after the attack.”

      Her friend chuckled. “Don’t worry about it. You were busy saving Fenn, or so I heard.”

      Hayden laughed. “Sort of. Yeah. Did you meet him?”

      “Yes!” Sophie giggled. “He’s gorgeous, just like his brother. But they’re so different. Aren’t twins interesting?”

      “Definitely,” she agreed. “Can I ask you a favor?”

      “Of course.” Her friend didn’t hesitate.

      “So I left my parents’ place. Is there any way I can stay with you? Do you think Emery would mind?”

      Sophie paused. “I know he wouldn’t mind normally, but he’s very worried about everything. He’s protective of me, and everyone else right now. He might be worried about you being here and how it might put you in danger. Let me ask him. I’ll get back to you.”

      “Thanks.” She hung up and continued to trudge down the road. She passed through the gates and started the long walk down the path leading back to the road.

      God, if Sophie didn’t call soon…

      A car’s engine purred as it zipped down the road behind her, coming up fast. She stepped into the grass, dragging her suitcase off the road. A Porsche Spyder skidded to a stop next to her.

      “I got a call saying you might need a ride,” a familiar voice said.

      She stopped and turned to face the driver of the Spyder.

      “Royce Devereaux. You always show up when you aren’t needed.” She couldn’t resist teasing him.

      “Babe, I’m always needed by someone, and I always come.” He winked.

      He was such a devil but she liked him—when he wasn’t pissing her off. His devil-may-care grin faded as he studied her injured arm and then frowned. “It’s nice to see you survived your vacation.”

      She realized he must have talked to Wes or Emery and heard she’d gotten shot. With a casual shrug she nodded.

      “Excluding bullets and car wrecks it was actually quite nice.”

      “Hmm.” He pursed his lips as he put his car in park and got out to help her put her luggage in the trunk. A true gentleman. It was a trait she admired about him. Even if he was a dominant at the Gilded Cuff Club, he still respected and treated a woman like she was a princess. Her brother was like that, as was Emery. Fenn, too. The thought made her heart squeeze. He was a truly good man, the type who risked his life to save another man’s ranch.

      “Get in.” He opened the passenger door for her.

      “Thanks. How’d you know I needed a ride?”

      “Sophie called me. She said to take you to Wes’s tonight. It’s supposed to be safer there.” Royce eyed her curiously. “Did you get into trouble?” He was half-teasing, but she sensed the concern that underlined his question.

      “Sort of, I guess. More like trouble by association. I got a little close to Fenn, and he was the target of two ‘incidents’.” She slid into her seat and buckled herself in.

      As Royce walked around the car to his door, Hayden swallowed down a lump of disappointment. She wanted to see Fenn again, hadn’t even gotten a chance to say good-bye. Wes had said Fenn needed time with his family and that they should leave early. Besides, Fenn and Emery had made plans to visit the house where they’d been held captive, a place that would probably bring back horrible memories. If only he’d let her go with him, let her hold his hand, or provide him any comfort she could. But he hadn’t.

      Maybe he doesn’t care for me as much as I do him…

      God, she’d let it go too far. Falling in love should have been a fun experiment, since she’d never cared about a man, never trusted a man like she did Fenn. But it wasn’t. It was terrifying. She cared so much about him and he didn’t seem to have any interest in her except in the bedroom. It was like high school all over again. Pretty but unpopular, except for with the guys who wanted to date her because of who her father was. And she always ended up alone. In falling for Fenn, she’d made a grave mistake.

      “Why so glum, sugar plum?” Royce asked in a heavily southern accent. She bit her lip to keep from smiling. It was something he’d done when she’d been younger. He’d play act the gentleman to her Southern belle whenever he and Wes had been charged with babysitting her while her parents had gone out to parties. Those two teenage boys had sat through more than their fair share of tea parties with a five-year-old who’d been obsessed with the movie Gone With the Wind, but they’d taken it like champions. Resurrecting that old accent was still Royce’s favorite way to get her to smile.

      When he reached to cup her chin and turn her face his way, she swatted his hand. “I’m not five years old anymore.”

      “You still pout like you are.” He tapped her nose and then put the car into drive, heading for Wes’s house.

      “So you and the infamous Fenn got close, really close I hear. What’s he like?”

      She fidgeted, hating to talk about Fenn, not when the wound of his apparent indifference was still fresh.

      “He’s…” How did one describe a dream come to life? A walking phantom of lost innocence.

      “Well?”

      “Think Emery but in jeans and boots, and a little more quiet.”

      Royce laughed hard. “That’s it? You get naked with a man and that’s all you can say about it? No wonder the doms at the club don’t know what to do with you.” He continued to chuckle for a moment before he grew serious. “Does he still not remember his life before he was taken?” There was a seriousness in his eyes, like heavy shadows stealing across the yard as daylight faded on the last evening of summer. Like the loss of a golden age that couldn’t be reclaimed, only mourned. He, like Wes, had lost so much in losing Fenn as a child. Royce was rarely serious, and seeing his grave expression now tightened her heart.

      “I think he remembers more now. It seemed like when he saw Emery today for the first time a lot of it came back.” She was hesitant to say if Fenn remembered Royce, and she knew that’s what he wanted to know.

      “Huh, twins, right?” He laughed again but the sound was more subdued.

      Hayden felt compelled to distract him from his dark thoughts. “How’s work? Students still giving you hell?” She nudged his elbow.

      “Not too long ago you were one of those students giving me hell.”

      “True,” she agreed. She’d taken Royce’s undergraduate level course Introduction to Paleontology, just to mess with him, but she’d ended up really enjoying the class.

      “Kenzie, my teacher’s assistant, is a real piece of work. I can’t figure her out. She’s always arguing with me on assignment grades. She’s a taskmaster and would fail half the class if I let her.”

      “Good for her. I like the sound of this girl.” She smirked.

      Royce rolled his eyes. “You would,” he replied sarcastically.

      They drove in silence to Wes’s house, but Hayden felt more relaxed. Royce was like a brother to her—all-American good looks and that sexy professor attitude rolled right off her, even though she knew a lot of other women were suckers for him.

      When they got to Wes’s house, she thanked Royce and retrieved her bag from the trunk before he could.

      “Back so soon?” Wes came out the front door. “Dare I even ask?”

      Hayden shrugged. “Mother and I got into a disagreement before I even got out of the main entryway. I told her I’m done. I’m moving out, Wes. I have to send someone to get my stuff from the cottage tomorrow. And she’s going to make Dad stop payments on my trust, which I wouldn’t normally care about, but with Dad preventing me from getting a job on the island or in New York, it puts me in dire straits.”

      Wes’s eyes widened and he hissed out one word. “What?” It was clear he hadn’t expected that outcome when he’d dropped her off.

      “Yes, I’m a free woman now, but apparently broke and homeless. Hooray!” she cheered sarcastically, fist pumping the air.

      Wes was completely serious. “You’ll stay with me as long as you need to.” He took control of her suitcase and waved to Royce, who then sped off.

      Her shoulders slumped, and a wave of fatigue and depression swept through her with the force of a tidal wave. She just wanted to curl into a ball and sleep for the next decade.

      “Do you need anything?” Her brother’s voice was soft and full of concern, as though he sensed her devastation.

      Her own mother had disowned her in less than ten minutes, and her mother hadn’t even noticed she’d been shot. That she was hurt and had almost died three times had never even come up. Her mother should have been in awe of what she’d done. She’d found Fenn, then survived an angry bull, a car crash, and a hand-to-hand fight with an assassin. She should have received a damn medal for enduring all of that.

      Wes lifted her chin and she finally met his gaze. “Maybe this is the chance you need to be your own person. To go out and start that business you wanted to. I’ll bankroll whatever you need. This is your shot, Hayden. Make the most of it.” He kissed her forehead and led her through his house to her favorite room—one on the ground floor with a terrace that opened up to his front gardens.

      The room was decorated in a decadent shades of reds and mahogany, colors that were rich and sinful. The white down comforter on the king-sized bed looked soft and inviting.

      “You going to be okay?” Wes asked as he maneuvered her suitcase into a corner by the tall, dark wood highboy.

      “Yes. Really, I am,” she promised. Just after I have a good cry, she silently added. One would think someone got used to their parents being disappointed in them and having unrealistic expectations. But to be attacked solely because she’d stood up for herself—well, that was an unpleasant surprise that still left her reeling. She just needed to go into a dark quiet place and lick her wounds before she would be ready to face the world again.

      “Good night.” Wes closed the door and she was alone. Again.
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      Fenn tugged at the tie wrapped around his neck. The damn thing was strangling him. He glowered at his reflection. All dressed up in a suit and jacket, he looked like Emery. Exactly like Emery. It wasn’t a bad thing, but it was odd. He growled softly as he messed up the tie yet again. He’d started to rip it off when his mother appeared in the doorway, a little nervous smile hovering about her lips.

      “Need some help?” she offered.

      “Yes. I can’t figure this da—rn thing out.” He edited himself, but she winked at him and gently pushed his hands down, away from his neck.

      He took in the sight of her as she nimbly and proficiently made a flawless knot out of the mess he’d created. Her golden blond hair was swept back in a chignon, and she looked older, wise, and more melancholy. There was a dimness to her eyes that overpowered the sparkle and glow he’d remembered. The shimmer still there was so faint that he feared it might be more his memory than reality.

      The quiet of the house around them was thick and soft, almost cloying, and it made him ache inside with longing. The depth of what he’d lost, what she’d lost, finally struck home. Twenty-five years. The majority of his life was gone like that. He was trapped in the stillness of this moment, in this place, like he was waiting for a storm to break, hoping it would be over soon.

      “There, all done.” His mother patted his chest just beneath the perfect knot and turned him by his shoulders toward the mirror.

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      For a moment he wanted to tell her everything in his heart, a thousand words he’d waited years to say but hadn’t remembered until now. His throat closed and he shut his eyes briefly, regaining his fractured control over his emotions.

      “How did you do that?” He touched the tie, then placed his hands over hers where they rested on his shoulders. She leaned against his shoulder, eyes deep and sorrowful before they turned falsely bright.

      She wiggled her fingertips. “A mother’s magic. Years of practice, too. Your father still can’t tie his own tie.”

      “Of course I can,” Elliot announced from the doorway. “I just use it as an excuse to get you close and have your hands on me, dear.” He gave his wife a secret smile, the kind old lovers shared that conveyed years of emotions and memories only they could understand.

      Would he ever feel that way with someone? Fenn wanted that closeness, but he also feared it. If he dared to care about anything it could be taken away from him. A man couldn’t afford to take risks like that. It was too dangerous.

      “Mandy, mind if I have a word with Fenn?” Elliot asked.

      His mother sighed, kissed Fenn’s cheek. “I’m so happy you’ve come home. There’s so much…” She swallowed, wiped fresh tears from her eyes. “I love you, Fenn. I always loved you, even when our hope was gone and we thought…”

      He knew what she was trying to say, but she didn’t need to. Words weren’t needed. A mother’s love…and a father’s love never needed to be spoken, only felt. And he felt their love, like a burning inferno inside his chest, a love so strong it had survived even the belief he was gone forever. He wrapped his arms around his mother and held her as she broke down again, shaking silently, only gasping for breath every few seconds. It would take time to heal this great wound—so much time—but they had it now, had all the time they needed.

      I am home.

      When he let go of his mother she laughed, her eyes watery as she sniffed. “I need to fix my makeup before dinner. I’ll see you soon, sweetheart.” She kissed him then left the room.

      When she was gone, Elliot just stared at him. Outside a low rumble of distant thunder was followed by a symphony of leaves whispering against each other in the swelling breeze. A storm was coming.

      “Emery said you boys aren’t out of the woods yet, that the danger is still out there.”

      Fenn nodded. “I was being hunted in Colorado. Almost got killed. They almost killed Hayden Thorne twice. It’s serious.”

      “I know,” Elliot said.

      Just beyond the open window the wind changed and everything went eerily still as the darkening skies swirled and shifted.

      “When you find out who is responsible, I want to be there. I want to end the life of the man who took you away from me. Whatever monster he is, he deserves to suffer, but I’m afraid I don’t have the patience for that.”

      The pained rage in his father’s gruff voice might have frightened Fenn as a child. As a man he could only nod in agreement.

      “Sir—Dad,” he corrected when his father scowled. “Who would do this to us? Did you have any enemies?”

      Elliot seemed to withdraw into himself, as though calling upon the years of his life and examining each one.

      “I have managed to live a blessed life. Even when I was building my empire with your uncle, we avoided making any real enemies.”

      Another dead end, Fenn thought; another path that held no answers.

      Elliot patted Fenn once on the back. “Let’s go down to dinner. We shouldn’t keep your mother waiting.”

      Fenn followed his father down the stairs and into a walnut, wood-paneled dining room. Crystal chandeliers gleamed above them, the electric lights in their sockets warming the room. Emery sat across from Sophie, who was looking better, yet Emery kept a watchful eye on her. She probably should have stayed in bed, but Fenn wondered if maybe she was just stubborn and wanted to be here. Sophie waved at him and winked before wincing and putting a hand to her injured side. It was an odd feeling, but he recognized her on a conscious level as important, perhaps because she belonged to his twin. Would Emery feel like that toward a woman Fenn cared about? Hayden’s face flashed across his mind.

      A maid appeared and leaned down to whisper something in his mother’s ear. Miranda brightened.

      “Brant is here!” she told everyone before turning back to the maid. “Show him in and set a place for him.”

      “Brant?” Fenn asked his brother. He had vague memories of his cousin, their elder by ten years.

      “He doesn’t know we found you,” Emery whispered. “He’s probably going to be shocked. He took it pretty hard when we were kidnapped. Mom said he refused to talk to anyone for almost two weeks. I remember when I escaped and came home—he just looked at me blank-faced, as though shocked that I was even alive. Everyone, including him, had assumed the worst.”

      Fenn digested this information and ran a finger under the collar of his shirt, desperate to loosen the tie even the slightest bit. How the hell was a man supposed to breathe when he wore a tie?

      A trim man in his early forties entered the dining room. He looked a little like Elliot, but younger, without his uncle’s gray in his own light brown hair. The man’s gaze swept the room and froze when it landed on Fenn and Emery.

      “Brant,” their mother began excitedly, “it’s perfect that you’ve come over. You will never believe what’s happened.” She waved toward Fenn. “See? It’s my other baby boy. He’s come home. Can you believe it?”

      “Fenn?” Brant’s voice was low and hoarse. The man still didn’t move toward them.

      For a long moment, Fenn held his breath, memorizing the other man’s features and absorbing Brant’s reactions—or rather, the lack of them.

      “My God, it’s good to see you. Where have you been all this time?” Brant finally seemed to regain control of himself as he walked over to Fenn and shook his hand. Unlike his initial encounters with his parents and Emery, Fenn felt no blossom of warmth, no sense of connection. Yet he and Brant were blood.

      “I was…” He sought his brother’s gaze and Emery gave a slight nod. “I was living in Colorado. Had a head injury during the kidnapping and was taken there by one of the men who held me prisoner.”

      “Do you remember much about that time? Like the men who held you? Are they still alive?” Brant asked as he released Fenn’s hand.

      “A little. Vague memories, really. I do know that the men who kidnapped us are dead.” Yet as he spoke, something dark stirred at the back of his mind, a sense of something important he’d overlooked. But there was no logical reason for it. Fenn tried to dismiss the sensation.

      “We should eat before dinner gets cold.” His mother insisted as she sat down. Brant took a seat close to their father, who sat at the head of the table.

      As dinner began there was much talk: half business, half about Fenn’s return. He rarely spoke unless directly addressed. He wasn’t used to this type of social event. His meals were usually whatever he could grab while out working or the occasional meal on the couch in Jim’s house. This large room, expansive table, and the array of plates and utensils was a little overwhelming.

      “Emery, I’d like to talk to you about the Lockwood Industries board again,” Brant said.

      Emery took a sip of his wine and focused on their cousin. “What about it?”

      “Well, they are worried about you. They’ve asked me if you could grant temporary power over to the board if something were to happen to you. From what your father has told me, there have been threats on your life. That’s a potential death knell for the company. If word got out about this situation, the stock price would plummet and we’d be easy prey for takeover attempts. We could lose our company.” Fenn noticed Brant had left his meal practically untouched.

      “And the board wants me to do what, exactly?” Emery settled back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest. Fenn felt a strange compulsion to mimic him and stopped himself right before he did. Being around his twin was having an odd effect on him.

      “Nothing too drastic. Merely an execution of a document they’ve prepared. It sets out a temporary restructuring of the company’s leadership if you were incapacitated or died. I told them it was likely never to happen and that the document was unnecessary, but they’ve put their foot down on this,” Brant apologized.

      “Do they have a plan in mind for who would take over as president? I’d rather not let the control leave our family, and I know Dad could take over, but he’s done with boardrooms and business meetings.”

      “I’d volunteer if that would make you more reassured,” their cousin suggested.

      Emery was silent for a long moment. “I suppose that isn’t an unreasonable request and I’d be comfortable with you being in charge under such circumstances. I’ll work with the board tomorrow and sign whatever they need if it will put them at ease.”

      Brant exhaled in relief and immediately seemed more cheerful.

      “Now that Fenn is home, are we celebrating?” he asked.

      Miranda and Elliot exchanged looks but didn’t offer any answers.

      Brant had a ready suggestion, though. “You should do something, Emery. Have a party or organize a press conference. We could control the spin on the news and it might give our company a huge boost. I’d be happy to talk to our public relations department about it and see what they think.”

      “It’s not a bad idea. A press conference would be good. We should wait a few days, though,” Sophie said.

      Fenn noticed the way his brother’s gaze darted to Sophie’s. A secret shared look passed between them.

      Picking up his wine glass, Emery looked at their mother. “Very well. Mother, would you like to organize a party? We’ll take care of the press conference.”

      “Good, good.” Brant dug into his previously untouched meal with vigor.

      Fenn listened to the rest of the discussion that followed with little interest. It was mostly about people, places, and things he wasn’t familiar with. His mind wandered, particularly to Hayden. He hated to admit it, but he felt lost without her. In the last few days she’d worked her way under his skin and he couldn’t get rid of her. Didn’t want to. But he had to keep her safe and being with her wasn’t safe.

      Emery leaned to him and whispered. “Hans will drive you to Wes’s place. I know you miss her.”

      A jolt of surprise went through him. Was he that easy to read?

      “It’s all over your face,” his brother responded with a low chuckle. “After dinner, you can go to her. Stay the night if you want.” He pressed a slim black phone into Fenn’s hand. “This is yours now. Keep it with you at all times. My number, Sophie’s, Wes’s, Royce’s, Hans’, Cody’s and our parents’ numbers are all in the contacts list.”

      Fenn studied the phone. He’d never owned one, but plenty of the women he’d slept with had them and he’d played around with them. Technology was something he’d always loved, and now, having met his family again, he understood. Somethings ran in his blood.

      “Royce?” A flicker of memory—a boy with dark hair and laughing eyes—flashed across his mind.

      “You remember him? He was one of our best friends, like Wes.”

      “I do,” Fenn smiled. He did remember Royce. A damn menace, his father had called him—lovingly of course—when Royce had once convinced the four of them to wreak havoc on a garden party. The guests hadn’t liked finding tadpoles in the jugs of ice water.

      “Thanks for the phone.” He slid it into his pocket. He’d never bothered with one before, but if it was important to Emery that he have one, he’d happily take it.

      “You know,” Emery continued in a low voice, “it was the same way with Sophie. I couldn’t let her out of my sight. She’s still that way. Her injuries were the only thing that kept me from going to Colorado once I knew you were there.” Shame darkened his twin’s features, but Fenn wasn’t mad. He understood Emery’s reason for staying behind.

      “You don’t have to explain. I completely agree with your choice.”

      The relief in Emery’s eyes was evident, and the tension left his shoulders.

      “Why don’t you excuse yourself and go meet Hans? I’ll tell our parents where you’ve gone.”

      “It won’t upset them?” The last thing he wanted was to upset his parents. After so many years without them he was afraid to lose them now that he’d just gotten them back. But he needed to see Hayden. She was the one thing familiar to him in all of this chaos.

      “No. They’ll understand. Trust me.”

      Fenn waited a minute, then pushed his chair back. When everyone turned to look at him, he flushed. “I just need to use the restroom.”

      His mother smiled. “Down the hall, to the left through the door behind you,” she said.

      “Thanks,” he mumbled and ducked out of the dining room.

      Hans leaned against the wall just a few feet past the doorway, car keys in his hand.

      “Ready to roll?” he asked softly.

      Fenn just stared at him. “How did you—”

      The bodyguard held up his cell phone. “Text from Emery. Let’s go.”

      Following Hans, he climbed into the passenger side of the SUV. The bodyguard chuckled and shook his head.

      “What?” Fenn asked. There wasn’t anything funny that he could see.

      “You. Riding shotgun. I don’t think your brother would ever ride shotgun. He prefers the backseat.”

      Fenn shrugged. “Let me guess. People have chauffeured him all his life. Of course he’d sit in the back.” The idea of Emery doing anything else was laughable.

      “You’re right,” Hans said and steered the car away from the house.

      The farther away they drove, the more torn he was on the inside. That house had both crushed him and sheltered him, a poignant reminder of all he’d lost and yet offering him proof of what he’d reclaimed. But he needed to see Hayden, needed to touch her, to ground himself in reality by being with her. She was the only thing that made sense right now. He just wished being with her wasn’t such a huge risk to her life…or to his heart.
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      The whisper of rain on the terrace stones outside Hayden’s room stirred her awake. She rolled onto her back. It was only nine in the evening, but to her still battered body it felt like midnight, so she had turned in early. Two long, white curtains billowed inward as a cool breeze delicately nudged them. She’d purposely left the terrace doors open to listen to the storm she knew would come. A dark shape moved just outside the curtains’ edge, wreathed in shadows. Her heart jolted into her throat and she froze. It only now occurred to her just how dangerous it was to have left the doors open. Had the assassin found her? Maybe this time she wouldn’t be allowed to live. Her body seized with panic at the chilling thought.

      What should she do? Scream for help? Run?

      “Hayden?” A familiar voice, gruff and rich, sent shivers of longing and desire through her.

      “Fenn?” She slid off her bed and padded over to the open doorway. The wind kissed the white curtains, and they bulged inward, leaving a gap she could peer through.

      Fenn stood there, soaking wet in a fancy suit. His hair was dark with rain and plastered to his forehead like strands of burnished gold.

      “What are you doing here?” She grabbed him by his tie and dragged him closer, bringing him in out of the rain. He chuckled as he stumbled after her into the shelter of the room. She quickly shut the terrace doors and slid the lock into place, ignoring the puddle of water forming around his expensive Italian shoes. No doubt he’d borrowed them from Emery.

      “I had to see you,” he murmured, his lashes lowering. The way he confessed this, she felt as though he’d let her inside his heart by admitting his need to see her. Everything that had chilled inside her from the rain instantly warmed, as if she were feeling the heat of the first true sunny day in spring.

      She bit her lip, fingers still coiled around his tie as she held him prisoner. He could have easily pulled away or taken control. Instead, he cupped her face and simply gazed down at her. The look in his eyes undid her. It was as if she was broken apart, atom by atom, and then reborn. Droplets of rain clung to the tips of his hair and the fringes of his lashes and she lost herself in a study of his masculine beauty. Even though he appeared tamed by the suit he wore, she could still feel his pulsing raw energy as it swept over her. One could saddle a mustang and bridle it, but that didn’t remove the innate wildness in the horse. Fenn was much the same.

      Hayden slid her hand up and down his tie, watching the way his eyes dilated as he followed her hand’s movement. His lips parted and his hands moved from her face to her hips. He played with the hem of her thigh-length pink and black nightshirt. It was one of her favorites, comfortable yet sexy in the way it rode high on her legs.

      “I’m staying here tonight,” he informed her.

      If any other man had ordered her about and told her he was staying the night, she would have kicked him out. But this was Fenn and she loved to push his buttons; make him open up to her; but most importantly, dominate her in just the right ways.

      “Oh? Is that so?” She grinned cheekily.

      His fingers drifted from the shirt to the edge of her panties, tracing the lace trim on her boyshorts.

      “Don’t forget, honey. I’m the dom here. What I say goes.”

      “Right.” She drew out the word dramatically, but winked at him. “Why didn’t you use the front door?”

      His hands molded her ass, clenching it as he tugged her against him. Then he leaned forward, his lips brushing her ear.

      “I didn’t use the front door because there’s no way your brother would let me into his house, because he can guess what I want to do to you.” He licked the shell of her ear. “What I’m going to do to you.” He nipped the lobe and desire shot straight to her clit, making it pulse to life.

      “And what is that?” she demanded breathlessly.

      Fenn kissed down from her ear to her collarbone before he spoke another word.

      “Everything.”

      Her womb clenched, and she bit back an instant whimper of need. “Everything?”

      “Yeah.” He urged her toward the bed but she stilled him with her hands on his chest. He shivered.

      “You’re freezing. Why don’t you take a hot shower?”

      “Only if you join me.” He shrugged out of his soaked suit coat.

      With trembling fingers, she loosened his tie and removed it before she started on his shirt buttons. They both laughed as he caught his hands inside his sleeves.

      “A little eager?” she teased.

      “For you? Always.”

      Hayden bit her lip, trying to fight the swell of emotions inside her at his words. Yet her emotion was tinged with the bittersweet knowledge that this wouldn’t last. All she was to him was a place of comfort, someone safe he trusted. As soon as he settled into this new life he’d need her less and less. And after her fight with her mother, she knew she faced a decision that had been a long time coming. She wouldn’t be able to stay on Long Island forever, not if she wanted a job and a life of her own. It was time to leave. She’d make sure Fenn was safe, and then she’d go her own way.

      “What’s the matter?” he murmured against her lips, eyes serious as he let his shirt drop to the floor.

      “It’s nothing,” she lied.

      He waited for a long moment before he spoke. “You have to learn to trust someone someday.”

      “It’s not about trust. I trust you,” she reassured him. “Aside from my brother, you are probably the only person I do trust.” For her to even admit that was huge—not that he knew that, and she’d never tell him. The last thing she wanted was to pressure him or make him feel responsible for her. She was the one who had gotten on the plane and flown to Colorado. Everything that had happened was her fault, not his.

      “I hope someday you’ll tell me whatever it is that makes you sad.”

      Someday. That was the problem. There wouldn’t be a someday for them. There was only right now. Desperation tinged her every touch as she tried to burn him into her memory so deep she would never feel alone.

      “Fenn, make love to me, please,” she begged, needing him to touch her, to ease the ache in her body and her heart.

      In silent answer, he grasped her hand and headed for the expansive bathroom. He knew where to go since she’d left the light on earlier that evening with the door cracked. The bathroom had a massive clawfoot tub that could hold two people and a walk-in shower with a marble bench. Fenn’s gaze swept over the bathroom before turning back to her. He gave her a slow, leisurely smile as he reached into the shower and turned the water on.

      “Come here, honey.” He pointed to a spot in front of him. There was a soft bathroom rug by his feet. She did as he ordered and stopped before him.

      “Remember, my rules, my commands.” He lifted her pajama shirt off and tossed it aside. She stood before him in nothing but her pink lace-edged panties. So many times she’d stripped naked for a dom at the Gilded Cuff, but she hadn’t felt nervous or self-conscious because she hadn’t cared what they thought. Being with Fenn made everything feel new and exciting. A little tremor went through her.

      “Are you cold?” he asked gently.

      When she shook her head, he smiled. “Get on your knees then, and use the carpet to cushion you.” He waited to see if she would obey.

      As much as she enjoyed challenging him, there was a unique thrill in obeying him, too. She did as he ordered and knelt on the soft bath rug in front of him.

      “Good girl,” he praised and stroked her hair back from her face. If anyone else had praised her like that she would have rolled her eyes and walked away. But Fenn’s words had a different effect on her. She loved to please him, especially when it came to sex, and she knew this was about sex. It was all over his face—and hunger and need poured off the rigid muscles of his bare upper body. She was patient, but only just, as she waited for him to tell her what he wanted her to do.

      “You know what I want.” His tone was low and gruff and it scraped deliciously over her skin.

      “Yes sir,” she replied instinctively and reached for the front of his trousers.

      “Sir?” He chuckled. “I like that. Keep calling me that, honey.” He cupped her cheeks, stroking her with his thumbs as she undid his fly and zipped it down. He wore black briefs beneath his pants and she let his pants drop to his ankles as she tugged his briefs down. Fenn’s erect cock jutted out. She curled her fingers around him and squeezed, making him hiss out a breath.

      “Damn. I love your hands on me, honey,” he growled. “But what I really want is your mouth.”

      She didn’t need any extra urging. The idea of sucking him off made her entire body flush and her womb clench. Oh yeah, she’d been wanting to do this for days. She placed one hand on his ass, digging her fingers into his muscles to hold him while she gripped his shaft with her other hand and gave the crown of his cock a soft, teasing, exploratory lick.

      “Fuck,” he groaned. “Don’t tease or I’ll brand your ass.” He leaned back against the shower door but arched his hips out.

      She stifled a giggle and flicked her tongue out over the tip of his shaft, then took just the mushroom tip of him inside, sucking on the most sensitive part of him, letting her tongue flatten against the underside of his shaft, adding pressure and sensation as she sucked on the tip. He threw back his head and cursed.

      “When you’re done, that ass is mine.”

      Before he could issue any more sensual threats, Hayden parted her lips and took him fully into her mouth. She hollowed out her cheeks and sucked, using the barest hint of her teeth to graze his sensitive flesh.

      “That’s it, keep doing that,” he urged as he pressed his palms flat on the clear shower door behind them, his eyes wild as he stared intensely at her mouth while she sucked. There was something erotic about the way he showed his barely controlled restraint. He didn’t just grab her face and fuck her mouth. No, he rocked his hips, letting her control how much of him she took inside so she wouldn’t gag. She used her tongue to continue to stroke the underside of his length as she sucked him in and out, and in a matter of minutes his hands curled into fists.

      “I’m gonna come. Can’t hold out much…longer,” he gasped.

      Hayden fisted her hand at the base of him, squeezing again, and his hips gave a violent jerk as his salty maleness exploded on her tongue. She didn’t let go of him until she licked him clean. She swiped her tongue over her lips and smiled at him.

      Round one goes to me. She smiled. His hooded gaze resembled that of a sated lion.

      “Honey.” He laughed soft and low, the sound sinful and dangerous. “You’re in deep shit. I can’t wait to get inside you and fuck you so hard you won’t walk right for a week.”

      “Sounds tempting.” She winked at him, loving how they could talk like this. No restrictions, no gags, no rules. He dominated her in all the ways that mattered in the bedroom. How wrong she’d been to search for someone at the club. All she needed was what this man right here provided.

      As she got to her feet, he leaned toward her, then reached around her and smacked her ass hard. The sting turned into a sizzling burn.

      “Strip those off and get in the shower. Now,” he pulled at the bottom of her panties.

      With an impish grin, she tugged them down tossed them away.

      “Good. Now get inside.” He gestured to the shower behind him. She slid past him, their naked skin brushing in all the right places.

      “Get wet for me,” he growled, watching her as she retreated deeper into the large stall.

      Hayden licked her lips, unable to refuse the bait. “I already am.”

      Fenn cursed, his gaze dropping from her face to below her waist. She was wet, in more ways than one.

      “Face the wall and press flat against it.” He stepped into the shower with her and pulled the glass door shut with a soft little click.

      Excitement skittered through her and she tried to remain cool and sexy, but it was hard when she was so turned on. Being around him made her soft, made her let her guard down and be herself in a way she hadn’t felt free enough to do in years. He made her feel sensual, playful, teasing. The persona of the bratty, mouthy, aggressive sub had been a clever defense, but she’d never been truly happy playing that part.

      This man…this quiet, intense, lost soul, touched her deep inside, tamed the raging hurt she’d suffered for years from her cruel parents, and filled the emptiness that had always left her hollow. He was the key to her gilded cage, but she doubted he knew it and she was too frightened to ask him to set her free. What if he refused?

      Fenn pressed himself against her, his hands and the hot water searing her skin. He feathered his lips along her neck, nipping when he reached the curve where it met her shoulder. She hissed in pleasure and arched her back, pressing her bottom against his groin. His cock slid between the cleft of her ass cheeks and he rocked his body against hers, keeping her pinned flush along the shower wall.

      “Tell me how you want it,” he murmured in her ear. Her entire body quaked at the low rumbling sound of his voice so close.

      She’d always loved it hard and fast, but right now in this moment she craved tender love-making.

      “Slow.” The word trembled on her tongue.

      “Anything for you, honey.”

      Emotions choked her. Anything. There was so much she wanted from him and from life. These last few days with him had opened her eyes. Before him, she’d been lost in shadows and trapped in a world of black and white. With Fenn, the world exploded in brilliant colors. Everything was better because she’d met him.

      He suddenly turned her around to face him and eased her back against the shower wall. He kissed her startled lips, his hands lightly coasting over her breasts, her hips, her stomach. She lifted one leg to wrap around his hip, opening herself to him. Fenn took the invitation and positioned himself to enter her.

      He broke the kiss but rested his forehead against hers as he thrust into her slowly. Inch by delicious inch, their bodies merged. The hazel of his eyes was liquid honey tinged with amber under the muted bathroom lights. She couldn’t look away from him and the world shrank to just the two of them and the way they connected.

      Set me free, she begged him silently. He rolled his hips into her in a seductive rhythm that made her want to sigh and wriggle with pleasure. Like taking slow, small bites of a rich chocolate torte, pleasure came in little sweet tastes to her body as he teased her with shallow thrusts. Fenn captured her lips again, coaxing her with each flick of his tongue inside her mouth that mirrored what he did to her body. She hadn’t known it could be like this—that infinite tenderness and gentleness could set fire to her just as easily as rough lovemaking. When he slid a hand between their bodies to play with her clit she gasped as the pleasure sparked, then ignited into an orgasm. It rolled through her with long deep quivers that seemed unending.

      She closed her eyes, the sensation of flying making her dizzy. It reminded her of when she’d glimpsed a starling set free from its cage, how the bird had fluttered its wings in surprise, then taken to the air, testing the limits of its body and its courage. As the orgasm finally faded into aftershocks, she went completely limp. Fenn held her up, continuing to thrust into her a few more times before he ground against her, and she felt the warm burst of his seed inside her. Their bodies curled around each other and she nuzzled his neck, exhausted and sated. Her tissues felt swollen and well-loved.

      “Thank you,” he whispered against her mouth. A ruddiness to his cheeks made it seem like he was blushing.

      “For what?” she asked.

      “Finding me.”

      “Finding you?”

      He nodded. “I was lost, but you found me, Hayden. You brought me home.”

      “Does that mean you’re staying here?” She was too afraid to hope he would.

      “I don’t know yet. Everything is so new and so confusing.” His voice was low and gruff, as though admitting such emotions made him feel vulnerable and he didn’t want to be. She understood that, but he needed to stop shutting everyone out.

      She curled her arms around his neck. “Talk to me. It might help.”

      There was a flash of fear in his eyes, but he quickly covered it up.

      “First let me get you into bed. I woke you up and you need to rest.” He scrubbed his body and hers as he spoke.

      “But you will talk to me.” She made it a statement, not a request.

      “Yes.”

      When they were both clean, he shut the water off and she grabbed two large body towels. He curled his around his lean hips and ruffled her towel over her face playfully.

      “Hey!” She swatted at him, but he curled his arms around her waist and kissed away any further protests. He made everything so easy, so fun. No one else she’d been with had been like this. Sure, she’d dated some nice guys, some handsome guys, some rich guys, but she’d never expected to feel so at home, yet excited, like the way she did with Fenn.

      “Get into bed and I’ll join you,” he urged.

      Hayden smiled impishly and headed for the bed, dropping her towel as she went. Casting a seductive look over her shoulder at him, she waggled her hips. He swallowed hard, his towel tenting instantly around his erection. He reached to the side and just a second before he flicked the lights off, she saw the burning cores of his eyes, like two fires smoldering with lust. Her channel slickened at the thought of what he’d do to her once he reached her. And he would do something to her; she knew it in the way his muscles tensed and his breathing roughened.

      “One of these days, I’m going to get even with you,” he chuckled as he pulled back the blankets and climbed into bed with her. “You make me lose my damn mind.”

      She laughed. “That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

      In answer, he tugged her flat on her back beneath him and caged her body with his. The insistent press of his arousal was clear proof of how good a thing it was.

      “I thought you said we should rest.” She laughed as he nuzzled her breasts.

      The light rasp of his stubble scraped deliciously over her sensitive skin. She gasped as he drew one nipple into his mouth and bit the sensitive peak. The hint of pain awakened nerve endings inside her and a wet heat pooled between her thighs. His tongue curled around the bud, laving it, stroking it, before he bit down again with just the right amount of pressure to make her body jolt. Tingles of pleasure and pain shot straight to her clit and her vaginal walls clenched and throbbed, ready to clamp down on his cock even though he wasn’t inside her.

      She was exhausted and hadn’t thought her body was capable of another orgasm, but when he aligned his hips with hers and impaled her without warning, she exploded in another mind-blowing wave of pleasure. He knew just when to possess her, when she was wet enough and hungry enough that her body needed that sharp invasion to set her on fire.

      Her hips shot up and she moaned, thrashing her head back and forth on the pillow, frantic to get closer to him, to satisfy the throbbing desire inside her. It wasn’t just physical; with Fenn it was always more—a heady sense of domination and surrender, of two animals mating wildly in a rush of heavy breaths, silken sighs, and throaty growls. He was all man, all raw power and sex, and yet he made her feel worshipped and adored, even as he possessed her fully and completely, giving her no room to escape.

      The orgasm melted her body from the inside out, and she gave in to Fenn’s sensual demands as he took his time, playing with her, exploring her body and her responses. Teasing nips, playful light kisses on sensitive spots that made her tremble or shiver. Like a symphony conductor he created a masterpiece from her sounds of pleasure. Changing his thrusting rhythm from quick to slow, then back again, he tortured her, drawing out sensual delights by ruling over her body and controlling her ability to climax. She couldn’t deny that turned her on all the more.

      “Please…I need to come,” she begged.

      “You like that, don’t you, honey. Me fucking you after you’ve come, letting me play with you.” He grinned down at her, the expression rakish and piratical. Her womb spasmed and she nodded desperately, trying to move her hips against his.

      She did like it. God, she loved it because he did it gently, seductively, reveling in her limp, sated body. Any other man might not know how to do it just like this…to make her feel safe and yet fucked to within an inch of her life. The mere thought of that had her body rising to that blissful edge of need all over again.

      Hayden’s lips parted and he swooped in, taking advantage, pressing a kiss to her mouth. His breathing turned ragged as he sped up his hips. She held him to her, hands curled around his shoulders as he came apart in her arms. They clung to each other and she cradled his head to her chest and stroked his hair.

      “Am I too heavy?” he asked, trying to lift off her. She dug her heels into the backs of his thighs, locking him to her.

      “Stay. It feels good.”

      He settled back down on her, but after a few minutes he rolled, holding her on top of him as he pulled the blankets back up. Their bodies were still joined and the shared feeling of being connected made her feel warm and fuzzy. She tucked her head beneath his chin and sighed in true contentment.

      I wish it could always be like this. A lingering pain in her chest came from knowing it would someday end. But not today. He’s still mine for now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      “You want to talk?”

      Fenn tightened his hold on Hayden, loving the way she let him drape her over his body like his own personal blanket. His hands rested on her back, his fingertips tracing the faint line of her spine.

      “Please, talk to me,” she urged.

      Her chin rested on his chest and she gazed at him, her eyes imploring him to open up. He didn’t want to, but he had to get it out.

      “You’re sure you want to hear this? I don’t know if I can sugarcoat any of it.”

      “I can handle it.”

      He drew in a deep breath. “I remember nearly everything that happened now. How Emery and I were held for three months. That man Antonio was a bastard. The other two men he hired were there for the money. They didn’t know we were supposed to be killed rather than ransomed. Antonio was abusive and he liked to play cruel games.”

      He closed his eyes, but doing was so was a mistake. The memories rushed to meet him, playing back like an old horror movie.

      Large stony hands gripped him by the throat, lifting him into the air. He clawed at the fingers crushing his windpipe, but no sound came out, not even a choked breath.

      “You think you can hurt me? You little shit!”

      Crack! The blow to his temple knocked his brain around inside his head and he nearly threw up. He focused on the walls, the cracked, peeling wallpaper around him, the way the moonlight glinted off the faint gilt on the old fleur-de-lis pattern. It was the only thing that kept him from blacking out completely.

      Antonio dropped him and he fell three feet to the ground. He rolled onto his stomach, retching violently for several moments, coughing and whimpering.

      “Hey! Lay off him! He’s just a kid, damn it!” One of the other two men lunged forward, placing his body between Antonio and Fenn.

      “He is trouble,” Antonio’s tone was cold enough to frost the air around them. “But soon we won’t have to worry about him. Our plan is coming to a close. Pick him up, Lewis, and take him back to his brother. Lock them up. I have to go into town for a few things.”

      Lewis stood his ground, remaining protectively in front of Fenn. “Fine. Does this mean we’ll be getting the money and sending them home soon?”

      Fenn lay still, trying to catch his breath, his palms flat on the scuffed wooden floor beneath him. Too afraid to hope, too afraid to believe that he and Emery might be going home. In the distance, an old clock chimed, the only thing in the house that worked because Antonio had fixed it. Fenn hated that sound. It was like the one at home, and it reminded him that he and his brother might never go home. Each time the bell tolled it was an ever present reminder that they were trapped here…losing more and more of their lives, and their innocence, to evil.

      Antonio didn’t answer immediately. “Yes. We’ll be getting paid soon.” The door slammed as he stalked out of the room.

      When Lewis knelt beside him Fenn flinched, curling his body into a ball, waiting for more pain. There was always so much pain.

      A gentle hand touched his hair. “Hey kid, it’s okay. Come on. He’s gone.” The hand touching him stayed on his head, the caress not as threatening as he’d expected. Fenn took a chance and opened his eyes. The man stared at him, guilt and worry carving premature age lines on his face.

      “I’ll help you up.” He gripped Fenn under his arms and hoisted him to his feet. “You okay to walk?”

      Fenn touched his head where Antonio had hit him and winced. “Yeah, my head hurts,” he whispered, afraid to admit more than that. The pain in his head made him nauseous. “I don’t feel so good.” He clutched a hand to his stomach, bending over as he dry-heaved.

      “Fuck,” Lewis cursed. “He hit you hard enough to give you a concussion.” Lewis bent and scooped him up, then carried him through the mansion’s bottom floor. He paused when he reached the small closet in the middle of the house.

      “Tell you what, why don’t I let you and your brother out for a little while.” Lewis set him down gently. He fished a set of old brass keys out of his pocket and unlocked the old closet door.

      “Emery?” Fenn whispered, worried by the silence in the dark closet. “Emery?”

      His twin fell limply onto the floor, unconscious no doubt from the pain he’d experienced through Fenn. It happened every time Antonio hurt him.

      He knelt by his brother and shook him. Emery blinked and came to, clutching his head and moaning.

      “What the hell?” Lewis muttered, his confused stare darting back and forth between the two boys. “Is he…hurting because you are?”

      Fenn nodded, still focused on his brother.

      “That’s messed up,” Lewis muttered. “It’s like that bastard is beating up two kids, not just one. I’m so sick of this shit. I should never have gotten involved with this.” He paced away from them.

      “What the fuck, Lewis? Shove them back in the closet.” The third kidnapper, a man named Abrams, strode into view.

      “Abrams, come on. They need fresh air. Antonio was smacking them around.”

      “I don’t care, we got our orders. Antonio just called.” He held up a handgun. “We have to take care of them and dispose of the bodies, then burn this place to the ground.”

      Fenn shuddered and held Hayden tighter.

      “They were going to kill us. After three months of torture, we were going to be killed.” His voice broke. “You can’t imagine what that’s like. Living only because someone thought you needed to be kept alive a few months to fake a botched kidnapping. The whole time you hold out hope that they’ll let you go home. But they don’t.”

      Hayden buried her face against his throat and her tears coated his skin. She was crying for him. That made this telling so much worse.

      “God, Fenn,” she whispered, her breath ragged with emotion. “I’m so sorry that you had to go through that. You were an innocent child.”

      He swallowed hard and nodded. “I know that, but it doesn’t change the past. Emery and I were abused over and over. And I don’t even know why someone wanted us dead.” Despair choked him and he couldn’t speak. Emery had had twenty-five years to deal with what had happened to them, but Fenn hadn’t. Everything was new to him, as though he’d suffered it all yesterday. In some ways, that was true. The memories were agonizingly fresh.

      “What happened, Fenn? The last night you and Emery were together?” Hayden’s hesitant tone filled him with regret. He didn’t want her to feel like she couldn’t talk about this with him.

      “Abrams struggled with Lewis. Lewis didn’t want to kill us.” He dared not shut his eyes.

      I will not let these memories drown me.

      “Abrams was choking me. Emery ran for the door like I’d told him to. I remember seeing him vanish into the darkness outside.” Free. His brother had gotten away. It was the only solace he’d had in the darkest moment of his life.

      “I was blacking out, and I remember the gunshot. Lewis put a bullet in Abrams and I fell down the stairs when he dropped me. I cracked the back of my head open a little.” He took one of her hands and guided it to a scar hidden beneath his hair. Her fingertips explored the faint raised line with heartbreaking tenderness. No one had ever touched the scar and Hayden’s simple caress opened him up, exposing years of raw pain he’d buried. He trusted her more than he’d ever trusted anyone. It was hard not to love someone who held your heart in their hands and didn’t break it.

      I’m falling in love with her. How had he not seen it before? Then again, he’d been half in love with her the moment she’d streaked past in her red little dress and saved him from the wrath of the angry bull. A man had to love a woman who saved his ass. But it was so much more than that—the depth of what he felt, what thoughts whispered in his heart as he held her close, just breathing in her scent and feeling her skin pressed to his. It was infinitely more than attraction. It was necessity. As someone who’d grown up on a ranch, you learned what was necessary for you to survive and you did anything to keep it. He could only pray she wouldn’t want to leave him because he didn’t want to let her go.

      “What happened after you blacked out?” she prompted.

      “Lewis packed me up and carried me away. We just…stuck together. He was probably too afraid to take me home, and I didn’t remember enough to fight and try to escape.” Admitting this filled him with a deep sense of betrayal, but on both sides. He should have gone home like Emery but he hadn’t, because by then he’d felt like he’d be turning his back on Lewis, this man who’d saved his life and cared for him as best he could.

      Hayden lifted her head and rested her chin on his chest. “Don’t regret anything. What happened, happened. You can’t change what was, only what you do going forward.”

      Her eyes were so beautiful, and he surrendered to the emotions on her face. She was a one-of-a-kind woman and right now she was with him. He trailed a fingertip over her lips and gave her a soft smile. Tears dripped down her cheeks and onto his chest.

      “No more tears, honey. Promise me no more tears.” It was killing him, raking his soul out of his chest, to see her cry for him. The thought of her in any pain, physical or emotional, because of him was sheer torture.

      She swiped a careless hand across her face and gave him a watery smile.

      “Just don’t hurt me,” she whispered.

      Her gaze stilled his quickly beating heart. What did she mean? Don’t make her sad? Don’t make her fall in love and then leave her? He didn’t want to leave her but he might not have a choice. He could stay tonight. Hans would come back for him in the morning and he’d return home.

      Home. A place of happy memories and bright dreams, but it wasn’t really his home any longer, hadn’t been for years. Yet he felt tethered there, like a kite in a windstorm, clinging to the mansion by a thin string.

      “Trust me. I won’t ever hurt you,” he swore. “But I can’t promise that you won’t get hurt because someone is trying to kill me and my brother. Things aren’t safe for you, not if you’re around me.” He wanted to tell her to leave the island, to go somewhere far away, but he was too damned selfish, wanting to keep her close to him.

      “Everything is going to be okay. You’re home.” Hayden buried her face into his chest, and he couldn’t deny the sense of inner peace it gave him. Her body fit so perfectly to his and he could have stayed there the rest of the night, content to hold her and dream of what might be. But dreams were dangerous. When he’d been locked away with Emery in that closet for three months, he had dared to dream, and his hopes had been trampled to death. He’d survived by losing everything he’d loved, but the idea of losing Hayden terrified him.

      She’s not even really mine. He could be a passing fancy, a mere itch she wanted to scratch and she could easily toss him aside by the end of this. The thought turned him cold inside. She wasn’t that kind of woman; at least he didn’t think she was. A few days and she had turned his world upside down. He still didn’t know much about her, but he wanted to. He could only hope she felt the same. She’d asked him not to hurt her, but did that mean she loved him?

      He wished he understood women more. He would have asked Callie, but he suspected that might be a bad idea since the little sprite thought she was in love with him. No, he’d just have to wait it out and see if he could figure out how Hayden really felt about him.

      How could a man make a woman fall in love with him when she was so different? Her life was nothing like his; they had nothing in common except nearly getting killed together and mind-blowing sex. What could he possibly hope to give her that she couldn’t already get herself or from another man, one who understood her world better than he did? That thought of her leaving him for someone else made his stomach churn. He couldn’t offer her anything but himself, and he feared that might not be enough to keep her. If it wasn’t, he wasn’t sure he could handle his own heart breaking.
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        * * *

      

      Greyson stalked along the perimeter of the grounds of the Lockwood estate until he spotted the bodyguard, Hans Brummer, heading toward the black SUV. Slinking along with the grace and silence of a jungle cat, he reached the back of the SUV just as Hans opened the driver’s side door. Greyson slid under the body of the car and quickly attached the hooks of his body harness to the vehicle’s undercarriage. He held his breath as the car started and drove out of the circular driveway. When he didn’t hit any rocks, he knew he was in the clear. The drive wasn’t long, only ten minutes if he had to guess.

      Good. Wherever he’s going is close enough for me to do what I need to do.

      The bodyguard parked the car and didn’t get out right away. Greyson unhooked himself and dropped onto the ground. He tucked the harness hooks into cloth strips on his vest to silence any sound they might make if left loose.

      The car door opened and a pair of black boots appeared as Brummer got out. He moved slowly around to the back of the SUV, then paused as though waiting. Greyson rolled out from under the car and sprang silently up onto the balls of his feet, aiming the tranquilizer gun he carried and firing. The red-tipped dart sank into Brummer’s neck and he stumbled and cursed, then went down hard onto the grass beside the road.

      Greyson wouldn’t kill a man like Brummer unless he had to. He was hired help, not a target. A good assassin minimized collateral damage when possible. His instructions tonight were simple. Get Fenn and bring him to a specific location. Then, when the time was right, retrieve Emery as well. The client had made it clear that everything had to be done carefully and in a particular order. Normally Greyson would have needed more details, but he admitted he didn’t care. His client had told him these two men had killed his father. That was all that mattered.

      He moved swiftly across the expansive lawn toward the large mansion. It wasn’t a place he recognized, but his employer had said Fenn would likely go where the woman had gone and his employer had said the woman would probably go to her brother’s home. A soft glow came through the windows of the doors to a terrace on the first floor. As Greyson drew closer he could see into the room, where a man and a woman were lying together in bed. The man rolled over, waking suddenly, and Greyson’s heart rate picked up.

      It was Fenn. This was too bloody easy. He watched as Fenn climbed out of bed and quickly dressed. Greyson relied on the house’s marble wall, a slim two feet past the terrace doors, to conceal himself as he watched Fenn approach the desk in the room and lean over it, apparently ready to write a note. With lightning quick movements, Greyson slid forward into position before the door and picked the lock.

      The plan was officially in motion.
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        * * *

      

      Fenn woke with a jerk, his blood pounding in his ears. The echoing sound of Antonio’s laugh was a nightmarish whisper fading in the pre-dawn light. He glanced down to see Hayden deep asleep beside him. He exhaled, relieved he hadn’t awakened her. Last night had been hell: sharing those details, exposing the worst part of his life, and praying she wouldn’t run away screaming. He had issues. Tons of issues. Before the last couple of days, he’d forgotten all of this. Was it possible to feel more broken than before? Because he did. He felt shattered.

      He slid out of bed and retrieved his clothes, dressing in the dark as he checked the cell phone Emery had given him. There was one text message from his brother, sent the previous night:

      Meet Hans outside when you’re ready. Press conference at ten a.m.

      Shit. He really didn’t want to do this. A thousand cameras facing him and making him feel like a bug under a magnifying glass.

      He texted Emery that he was awake and was going to call Hans. It was six a.m. now, plenty of time before he had to appear at this press conference. The mere thought gave him a massive headache, though.

      Emery better do all the talking.

      He finished dressing and then turned back to Hayden. A glimpse of pale skin peeped out from beneath the sheets and he sighed. Damn, he really liked her. She was sexy, fun, smart, addictive in bed, and brave. So damn brave that it made the ache in his chest grow. He glanced around the room and caught sight of a rosewood desk near the dresser. He strode to it and dug around in the drawers until he found a notepad and pen. He was bent over the desk and had started to scribble a note when a breeze feathered the nape of his neck. It was his only warning.

      Cold steel pressed into the back of his neck. He tensed but dared not move.

      “Make a sound and I’ll kill you, then her.” The threat was made in a low whisper.

      Fenn drew in a shallow breath, waiting to see what the man wanted.

      “Tell your girlfriend you’re breaking it off. Make it bloody believable and she doesn’t get hurt.” The silencer muzzle dug into him.

      “Okay,” Fenn replied.

      He wrote out a note to Hayden and was careful to think. He had to warn her, but the weight of the killer’s gaze on his back assured him he couldn’t get away with anything obvious.

      “That’s enough.” The man gripped him by the shoulder from behind then pulled him away from the desk and toward the terrace doors.

      They both climbed over the circular terrace railing that blocked off the French windows from the lawn and started walking across the lawn, the muzzle of the gun digging into Fenn’s flesh along the way. He let his gaze dart across the grounds, hoping to glimpse a security guard or any quick escape route. He would want to circle back to the house and get to Hayden to protect her. It didn’t look like Wes had any security on his grounds, and Fenn inwardly cursed. He could have used the distraction of guards to get the upper hand.

      “Keep walking to the road.”

      The road? That’s where Hans had dropped him off. Hope flared inside him, but minutes later it died when he saw Hans’s black SUV, one door ominously open and Hans himself lying face down on the ground nearby.

      “No!” Fenn’s shout was strangled when the man suddenly gripped him by the throat.

      “He’s alive. For now.”

      “For now?” Fenn gritted out.

      “As long as you keep doing as I say.” The increased pressure against the back of Fenn’s neck made him stumble forward again.

      “I’m doing whatever you say. Just don’t kill him.” The words were acid in his mouth, but he knew if he had to he’d get on his knees and beg to save the bodyguard. In just a day the older man had become a friend, someone he trusted completely. There was no way he would let Hans get hurt…or worse.

      “Face the car now. Hands behind your back.”

      Fenn did as he was told, seething yet frightened for Hans at the same time. The dueling emotions made his stomach churn. A man was not designed to want to kill and cry at the same time. Damn this whole fucking situation!

      Something thin and hard slipped around his wrists and tightened with a clicking noise: zip ties. The bastard had zip-tied his hands. Simple but effective. He jerked his hands, experimenting with a little bit of his strength.

      Fenn ground his teeth, barely restraining himself. “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “Somewhere private. The man who hired me wants a few words with you.”

      “Who’s your employer?” Fenn held his breath, wanting to see if the man would answer.

      “You’ll see soon enough.” The hit man leaned around him, careful not to get too close as he opened the back door and gestured with his gun for Fenn to climb in.

      He had to lean forward cautiously and put his foot on the sideboard of the car. A whisper of movement behind him prickled his skin, then a sharp jab in his neck forced a cry from his lips.

      “What the—” Black spots danced across his eyes and everything started to spin like a tilt-a-whirl. The man shoved him from behind and Fenn fell on his stomach across the back seat. The car vibrated with the slamming of the car door. Seconds later, he blacked out.
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      Emery jerked awake. A low growl rumbled from the end of his bed. In the milky pre-dawn light he saw the shape of his twin brother’s husky, Coda, watching the door—head raised, ears cocked forward. The deep dangerous rumble wasn’t directed at him.

      “What’s the matter?” Sophie stirred beside him and curled her body around his.

      “I don’t know,” he answered truthfully. He studied Coda’s body, the tense way her withers quivered as her fur bristled.

      “Emery,” Sophie whispered, a little more alert now as he struggled to sit up.

      Emery pressed her back down in the bed, worried about her injuries. “Sleep. I’m sure she’s jumpy being in a new environment without Fenn.” Hans had volunteered to take the dog to Wes’s, but Emery knew his brother needed private time with Hayden.

      “I’ll go check things out.” Emery got out of bed and checked his phone. He’d left a message for Fenn to be back early so they could prepare for the ten a.m. press conference. It was only six now. Four hours. God, he was nervous.

      After twenty-five years of silence, he was going to tell the world what had happened. He dressed quietly and stroked Coda’s head, scratching her behind the ears. The dog’s eyes were still on the door, but she was no longer growling.

      Emery left Sophie alone with Coda and walked down the hall to his study. He had just seated himself behind his desk when his cell rang.

      Brant’s number showed up on the screen.

      “Brant? What is it?” he asked as he turned on his computer.

      “Good, you’re up. Is it true that you’ve scheduled the press conference today at ten?”

      “News always travels fast with you, doesn’t it?” Emery sighed. Brant always knew everything seconds after Emery made a decision. His cousin’s uncanny ability was irritating at times.

      “Yes. I decided to up the timetable.”

      His cousin cursed. “You have to talk to me before you do things like this. You still haven’t signed the document the board prepared. I e-mailed them to you last night. They need to be in the board’s hands before your press conference or we’ll be in deep shit if the story hurts Lockwood Industries.”

      Emery clenched his fists, swallowing down the retort on the tip of his tongue.

      “I read them last night and signed them. Check your e-mail before you lash out at me, Brant.” He rubbed his thumb and forefinger over his eyes.

      There was silence, then the click of fingers on a keyboard. “Ahh, there they are,” his cousin grumbled. “See you at ten.” Brant hung up.

      Emery sat back and glowered at the darkened cell phone screen before he pocketed it. Brant usually had one thing on his mind: the company. Ironically, when Brant’s father died he didn’t leave his controlling interest in the company to Brant. Instead he’d sold it to Elliot, which meant Brant had had to buy his way back into the company on his own dime. He was very protective of that dime, too. He was always wanting to make sure the company was protected, and the company’s interests were paramount. Emery let him play a large role in the company’s leadership, since Brant enjoyed the limelight and Emery certainly didn’t. The power-sharing had worked for Emery before this but now that Fenn was here, depending on his brother’s interests, Brant might have to give up a little more of that power than he would like. Something about that bothered Emery, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on what.

      As Emery stood from his chair his phone buzzed—just one quick, short vibration. Everything in him went still and his blood began to pound in his ears. That was the silent alarm for the back door leading to the kitchen. Only he, Cody, Hans, and Sophie knew how to turn the alarm off. None of them would have accidentally tripped it which meant…

      We’ve been breached.

      He lunged for his desk drawer and pulled out his Beretta, feeling relieved he’d started keeping it loaded and close at hand.

      I have to get to Sophie. He bolted for the door, gun raised. He was in deep shit. Hans had gone to retrieve Fenn, Cody was out of commission with pain pills the doctor had prescribed him after he’d been kidnapped and brutally tortured by Antonio, and Sophie was injured, badly injured.

      He eased the study door open then whipped outside into the empty hallway, gun raised.  Hans’s lessons—“Clear your corners, make a cross,”—were designed to save his life. He headed for his bedroom and Sophie. The moment his hand settled on the knob to his room, he felt the barest breeze and the stabbing pain of something in his neck.

      Coda howled from the other side of the door, the sound sharp and maddening like an ice pick digging into his skull. He collapsed forward, crashing into the closed door, arms bracing his fall only seconds before he would have struck his head. Everything in him was weak. Strength bled out of him in invisible streams that seemed to pool at his feet, which had turned to lead.

      “Sophie,” he moaned as he slid to his knees, still pressed against the closed bedroom door, unable to get inside and protect her.

      Rough hands jerked him away from the closed door, and he blinked blearily through a growing gloom at a masked man. His trembling hand raised the Berretta. The last bit of power in his fingers faltered as he tried to squeeze the trigger. The man leaned down and ripped the gun from his hand, flicked the safety into place, and then tucked the piece in his waistband behind his back.

      Unconsciousness bled in at the corners of Emery’s mind and old fears resurfaced as he was swallowed whole by darkness.

      Not again…please…no…
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        * * *

      

      Sophie struggled to get out of bed because Coda was howling like a wolf. The dog scratched at the door and kept glancing at Sophie. A chill worked its way up her spine as she got out of bed. Every part of her body hurt and the wounds where she’d been shot and stabbed were still fresh and dangerous. But if Emery was in trouble, she had to do something. Her phone buzzed on the bedside table. She flipped it over to see the screen. A text from Emery:

      Had to go. Fenn needs time to think and is going back to CO. I’m going with him. If Hayden worries, tell her to stay with you. He needs to think things through right now and I want to be with him.

      Sophie stared at the text. Emery had just left? He hadn’t come to say good-bye? She didn’t want to admit how the idea stung her pride and her feelings, but then again, maybe he didn’t have time and didn’t want to wake her. After the trauma she’d been through, he’d done nothing but baby her, which while nice was starting to drive her crazy. So maybe some time alone to recover would be okay. He’d be busy with his brother and she could get well faster without him fussing over her.

      When the dog continued to growl, Sophie walked to the door and opened it, wondering why the dog was still distressed. The husky sprinted down the hallway, then froze and whined softly, turning in circles about ten feet away as though puzzled, her nose pressed deep into the carpet before she started digging at it. She huffed softly then snorted and lifted her furry face to glance down the hall. But it was empty.

      “Emery?” Had he already left? Or was he still in the house?

      Lethargy forced a yawn from her and when the dog trotted back to the room and nuzzled her hand, Sophie sighed.

      I must have gone back to sleep and missed him leaving. Still…she forced herself to walk down to his study. When she eased the door open, the room was empty. She dialed Hans’s number as she returned to her bedroom. He didn’t pick up. She was midway through re-dialing when Hans texted her.

      I’m en route to Emery’s jet. We’re taking Fenn to Colorado. I will have Emery call you when he can.

      Sophie exhaled in relief. Maybe she was just being paranoid. After everything that had happened, it wasn’t that far of a stretch to become worried.

      “Coda? Why didn’t Fenn take you with him?” It seemed odd that Fenn hadn’t take his dog. Maybe it meant he was coming back soon, that he didn’t plan to think things through for too long. Sophie hoped that was it, but it still felt off, like the way the trees and grass grew still just before a tornado would rise up on the Kansas plains. It was an eerie feeling she was all too familiar with. She patted the bed as she sat down and the husky leapt onto the foot of the bed and plopped down, resting her head on her paws, her ears still flat back as though on edge. She kept her lupine focus on the hallway.

      Come home soon, Emery, she begged silently, wishing he could hear her. Something didn’t feel right and she wanted to see him and know he was really okay.
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        * * *

      

      Fenn came to, his head splitting down the middle as he groaned, but the sound was oddly muffled. Something thick was stuffed into his mouth, choking him. He forced his eyes open and realized he was tied to a chair, a gag shoved in his mouth—one too big to spit out. Beside him, Emery and Hans were both bound and gagged to two more chairs. Hans was awake and watching him, eyes dark and furious. Emery was still out, his chin nearly touching his chest as he sagged in his bonds. Fenn glanced about, taking in the decrepit structure around them. It wasn’t the old house they’d been kept in before, but another old crumbling mansion.

      No one would find them…

      The childhood fear surged up and lashed at his heart like a viper, sinking its fangs deep and spreading its poison.

      Hans’s muffled sounds jerked him out of a black spiral of panic, and he searched the bodyguard’s face. The man’s features relaxed and he stared steadily at Fenn, as though to keep him calm and engaged. No wonder Emery blindly trusted this man. He was damned smart. Fenn drew in breaths through his nose and focused on calming down. It wasn’t an easy thing to do. The minutes ticked by as Fenn worked at the plastic ties binding his wrists behind him. The plastic seemed to cut through his skin.

      “You’ll only hurt yourself.” A smooth British accent came from behind him. He and Hans both jerked at the man’s voice.

      A man in black came into view after approaching from behind. The striking features of his face made Fenn’s blood pound harder in his ears. Even though Fenn hadn’t seen the man in twenty-five years and knew from Emery that he was dead, this man could have been Antonio. The eyes, although a different shade than Antonio’s, were the same shape and full of sharp observation and predatory gleam.

      Fenn narrowed his eyes, his throat vibrating with a muffled growl. Was this the man who had hurt Hayden, had burned his home, and had run them off a damn mountain trying to kill them?

      The man’s phone buzzed and he answered. “Andrews here.” He studied his three captives. “Two and the bodyguard.” He seemed to answer a question for whoever had called him. “Very good. I’ll keep them here for you.” He hung up and then walked over to Emery, striking out before Fenn could move to protect his brother. Emery took the blow, jolting awake, hissing through the gag in his mouth. Emery’s body spasmed as he seemed to realize he was bound and gagged.

      “Calm down,” Andrews snapped. “You and your brother have put me through enough already. I wanted to take you immediately, after what you did to Antonio, but my employer needs this done a certain way.”

      Antonio. This man had to have some connection to him, but he’d said his name was Andrews. Antonio had been an American Italian, but this guy sounded British. Young, too. Late twenties if Fenn had to guess, and British. So what was the connection?

      Emery coughed and managed to spit out his gag so it landed on his lap. “Who the hell are you?” he demanded.

      Both Fenn and Hans started working on their own gags, careful not to attract the attention of their captor.

      “Who am I?” Andrews shook his head ruefully as he retrieved a roll of duct tape from a small table against the wall. “The wrong man to upset. Antonio was my father. You killed him—you and your brother.” He grabbed the gag and wrestled with Emery as he forced it back into Emery’s mouth and then used duct tape to seal it shut. Antonio had a son? Fenn tried to absorb that knowledge. The man who’d abused him had been a father? The idea seemed unfathomable. Fathers should protect children, not hurt them, even if the children weren’t their own.

      The sense of rage pouring off his twin transformed into an almost tangible force, rolling through Emery and into Fenn. Emery’s eyes were wide and wild. He thrashed, jerking his chair around, scraping the legs against the wooden floor. His brother made a hoarse, choked, howling noise, and Fenn knew what was going through his brother’s mind.

      Sophie. How had Emery been taken captive? Had his fiancée been hurt? Or had the man done what he’d done with Fenn and left Sophie alive? Please god, let Sophie be okay. He and Emery couldn’t lose anyone else they loved.

      Andrews laughed hollowly at Emery’s desperate struggles.

      Calm down. Fenn tried to reach that unusual path between him and his twin. Please.

      Sophie. The name was a silent burst of emotions. Fear, longing, anxiety, protectiveness.

      Fenn knew what that was like only too well. Hayden also had too many close calls.

      Andrews was not exactly the talkative type. He stared at Fenn and his brother for several long seconds before he walked over to a small wooden table. The scratched rosewood table had three cellphones on it. Their batteries had been removed and lay in a small heap on the table’s surface. Andrews picked one up and toyed with it.

      “I know my father was a cold man, but he was my father. I know you killed him in cold blood.”

      Emery made a throaty growl and Fenn knew what he was thinking. Cold blood. No, Antonio had been killed during the heat of a fight, during a struggle to save Sophie. What could Andrews possibly know about that?

      On the other side of Emery, Hans made a tiny move, barely more than a shifting of his body as though he was merely uncomfortable, but it drew Fenn’s attention. When their gazes locked, Hans’s eyes flicked to one phone on the table. A pinprick of red light gleamed at the base of the phone, unnoticeable unless a person was at just the right angle to view it. What in the hell was that? Fenn could see Andrews had removed all of the batteries, so none of the phones should have any power.

      An image shot through his mind lightning fast, of a black widow spider scuttling along the ground, that deadly flash of red upon her back.

      Then it hit him, a half-remembered conversation at dinner the night before. The Black Widow GPS. The newest brainchild at Lockwood Industries was a GPS device so tiny that it was barely visible to the naked eye. It didn’t require any power connection through another device, but was self-powered by a tiny internal cell. It had a five-mile range, the largest for a GPS of its size. In other words…while that little red light blinked, they could be tracked. They might yet stand a chance, but who would know to look for them? He’d had only one chance to warn Hayden and he wasn’t sure his attempt to write in code had worked.

      Andrews set the cell phone back down on the table and seconds later stiffened, his eyes narrowing as he stared at something behind Fenn and the others.

      “Well, it looks like someone just had to get involved.” He frowned deeply at Fenn.

      Someone was here to help? They would be walking into a trap.

      “It’s a bloody shame, but I can’t leave any loose ends.”

      The man wasn’t sarcastic, rather quiet and thoughtful, as though he didn’t wish to harm whoever had come to their aid.

      Fenn’s stomach roiled and he lashed out at the bindings, making his chair creak and groan, but the zip ties didn’t budge. If anything they cut deeper into his flesh.

      “One move and I put your rescuer down like a dog. Behave and she stays breathing for a little while longer.”

      She? Oh, God…Who was it? Hayden? Sophie? His mother…There were too many women in his life now that he couldn’t afford to lose. Which one was it?

      Fenn hated this. Every cell of his body was filled with rage and fear. He was completely powerless to protect whoever was just outside.

      Andrews strode past him and into the room just behind them. For a moment everything was quiet, then a heartbeat later someone screamed and Andrews grunted. An awful silence followed. Only Fenn’s frantic breaths cut through the roaring quiet.
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      The empty bed had chilled her as Hayden woke just a little after dawn. Fenn had left her. Again. An ache deep within her chest made it a little hard to breathe. All she wanted was to be with him, really with him, and he kept leaving her. Still, it was probably a wise decision because her brother knew they were more than just close.

      Pale pink rays of weak sunlight filtered through the white curtains around the terrace. Hayden didn’t want to move. She was too depressed. Then a flash of white caught her attention on the desk. A single sheet of paper rested in open view.

      A note? The pathetic flair of hope inside her made her feel like a fool. Fenn didn’t strike her as a note kind of guy. Yet there it was: a piece of white paper on the desk.

      Hayden pulled the sheet around her body in a toga fashion and then tiptoed over to the desk. She picked up the paper, and with each word she read her heart shattered.

      Hayden,

      I hate to cut and run like this, but we both know this isn’t going to last. I’m going back to Colorado to think things over. Don’t come after me. I need time alone. Ask your brother. He knows how I feel.

      Trust me.

      Fenn

      For a moment, Hayden couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. No…he couldn’t…Traitorous tears singed her eyes as she closed them tight. Her fingers curled automatically into a fist around the note, crumpling it in her hand.

      Fenn Lockwood was gone. Again. And this time he’d cut her heart out and taken it with him. She’d been passed over by men before. She was too aggressive, too mouthy, too everything they didn’t want. Yet with Fenn, she’d thought he’d loved everything about her, even her sass. But he hadn’t; he’d played around with her and left. She’d been used. Her heart seemed to bleed from the inside out and her chest clenched so tight she couldn’t breathe.

      God, I’ve been a fool. She’d thought falling in love would be fun, simple, easy, and that when eventually she would have to part ways with him, it would be easy—not at all like her soul had been ripped from her body. But that’s exactly how she felt. These last few days had tilted her world on its axis and spun her in an entirely new direction and angle. She couldn’t go back to her life of before, not after having a taste of true happiness, true joy and true pleasure. Hayden wanted to walk alongside Fenn and build a life with him, and see the fruit of her labors on a ranch like the Broken Spur. She didn’t want to spend another minute living a life she couldn’t stand. Yet she was trapped. He didn’t want her coming after him.

      Hayden collapsed into the brocade-upholstered chair by the desk and smoothed out the crumpled note. She read the words again, despising how they scraped against the raw wounds in her chest, but she couldn’t look away. Tears clouded her vision and fat drops rolled down her cheeks. She despised crying but she couldn’t stop, not in that moment. Her walls were breaking down, turning to ash, and she was vulnerable to every heartbreak that might come her way.

      A rap on her door barely intruded in her consciousness.

      “Hayden?” Wes eased open the door, his face immediately darkening as she slowly turned to look his way. He still wore a dark, custom-made Italian suit, without a tie and the top two buttons undone. Only he could make that look comfortable, Hayden sniffed. She missed Fenn and his blue jeans and soft cotton button-up shirts, and the way it felt to rub her bare skin against him. Damn him! Damn him for leaving her!

      “He left me, Wes.” Her voice was a whisper as she held out the note. The need to be comforted, cared for, loved, was so strong in her that she pulled the bed sheet tighter around her as though it could shield her from the world, but she knew it could not.

      Her brother approached and slid the paper out from underneath her hand. She bit her lip, watching his face as he read the note.

      She’d expected outright anger or any sense of his protective streak, but it didn’t come. Only a quiet contemplative expression created tiny furrows in his brow.

      “Why did he underline the words ‘trust me’?” Wes asked as he pointed to them.

      “For emphasis?” Hayden’s tone was bitter and her eyes burned.

      Wes’s slightly raised brow told her he wasn’t interested in dealing with her attitude.

      “Obviously,” he said. “Why, though? Fenn is not the sort of man to emphasize something unless he really wants to make a point. Think back, Hayden. Has he ever said those words to you in another situation?”

      Memories, whispered words of conversations that had passed between her and Fenn, fluttered like the pages of a book as she desperately searched her thoughts. Her cheeks flushed with heat as realization dawned on her. He had asked her to trust him in bed, and when they were on the mountain about to die. Each time he had asked for her trust and she had known that he wouldn’t hurt her, wouldn’t abandon her. Those words had come to symbolize something important when he spoke them. That he was there with her, protecting her. When he said “trust me” she knew she wouldn’t be alone. So why had he used those words in a note that shattered her heart?

      “What is it?” Wes cupped her chin and angled her face upward so he could see her eyes.

      “I didn’t think he’d leave me whenever he said that. It was always a promise that he was going to stay and not hurt me.” It was hard to explain what she meant aloud.

      Wes read through the note again. “I know how he feels about you. It says that you should ask me.” He cocked one hip, leaning against the desk as he handed her the note back.

      “How does he feel?” Her heart thumped with nervous anticipation.

      “He cares. Deeply. I warned him that you needed a man who wouldn’t cage you, or clip your wings. He knew that even before I told him. I could sense he wouldn’t do that to you, but more importantly, that he wouldn’t leave you either. You belong to him; whether you both realize it or not, it’s the truth. He wouldn’t leave this note, unless…” Wes’s eyes narrowed and he suddenly jerked his cell phone out of his trouser pocket. He dialed a number and waited. Nothing.

      “Who are you calling?”

      Wes tried another number and another, his face growing paler with each passing second. “Get dressed now. We don’t have time.”

      Hayden jumped to her feet, her body spiking with adrenaline as she sensed something was very wrong. “What? Tell me, Wes.”

      “Emery isn’t answering his phone. Neither is Cody, Sophie, or Hans. Something isn’t right. We have to get moving.”

      The sheer panic that swept through her made her knees go weak, and she threw out a hand to catch the bedpost so she wouldn’t collapse.

      Her brother didn’t wait for her. “Meet me at the garage in five minutes. I’ll explain then.”

      Wes’s command jolted her into action and she scrambled into jeans and a sweater.

      Exactly three minutes later she was climbing into Wes’s Range Rover and they were shooting down the road at a frightening speed. Wes tossed her his cellphone.

      “The Black Widow GPS application is up and running. We can track Fenn’s phone. Tell me where he is, and I’ll get us there.”

      Hayden studied the phone’s screen. A street map showed a blinking green dot. She knew where that dot was: only two miles away at another old abandoned property, one she had often investigated as a child with her friends. There was only one reason he would be there and not Colorado.

      “He’s at the Defaux House,” she told Wes and then waited for him to explain. When he didn’t she pressed him. “Wes, what’s going on? Does this have to do with the hit man?” Her gut told her it was so but she didn’t want to believe it. It might mean she was already too late to save Fenn.

      Wes pressed the gas pedal harder, and his knuckles turned white. Trees outside the window blurred into an emerald curtain along the road.

      “He must have been taken. Somehow, the man got to him. No one is answering their phone. It’s happened. Despite all of our plans. Thank God, Emery lo-jacked Fenn’s new phone.”

      “Lo-jacked? Wouldn’t the assassin leave their phones somewhere else? Or maybe he took the batteries out. You can’t track phones if they don’t have their batteries in them, right?”

      Wes shook his head. “Not entirely true. Emery’s new Black Widow GPS has its own cell powering it. You can attach it to anything, and it will power itself. It’s the size of a microdot but it works beautifully. Besides, this man wouldn’t leave their phones somewhere. He’s probably going to make killing them look like an accident—at least that’s what I would do. He’s set it up to look like Fenn’s going back to Colorado. Why not have Emery and his bodyguard go as well? He could easily take the three of them out of the picture and arrange for some sort of accident to kill them and no one would be the wiser that they had been assassinated.”

      Hayden stared in horror at her brother. How did he even know to think in such a cold blooded manner?

      His gaze flicked to her face, and he cursed under his breath. “I’ve been training for a day like this, Hayden. Royce and I knew it was only a matter of time before whatever chased Emery into his reclusive lifestyle would resurface. Emery gave me all of the information needed to track his phone, as well as Hans’s and Fenn’s. We’ll start with Fenn because we know he’s been taken for sure.”

      With a sharp spin of the wheel, Wes turned off the main road and onto a gravel one. He quickly pulled onto the grass at the side and hid the SUV from view of the Defaux House by parking it behind a thick copse of trees.

      “What are you doing?” she whispered.

      “We’ll be harder to see from here. We need as much of an advantage as we can get and driving any closer will alert whoever is in the house that we’re here,” he explained hastily.

      She stared at her brother in shock. Who was this man? He sounded more like James Bond than her brother.

      “How do you know about all of this?” His assumptions were logical, but in the heat of the moment, she wasn’t able to think as clearly as he was able to. It was obvious he was used to thinking about these sorts of situations.

      Wes kept his focus on the road. “Emery wasn’t the only one who benefited from Hans. He taught me and Royce a few things. Where do you think I learned to shoot? After learning from him, I made sure you were trained too. That’s why you’re a decent shot.” A sad little smile teased the corners of his mouth.

      A thousand little pieces of her brother’s life began to fit into place. The guns, the tracking device, the solemn knowledge of how to protect, to defend. Her parents had never shown any interest in protecting either her or her brother, so Wes had apparently taken that burden upon himself. Had he lived in a state of fear these past years? She hated to think he’d carried that burden all alone.

      “I didn’t want to lose anyone else I loved. Especially you, Hayden.” Wes turned off the Range Rover and they both turned to look through the thick trees at the DeFaux house. It was a dilapidated structure, with wild ivy smothering the rotted wood, and saplings growing through the weakened brickwork. It looked more like an abandoned temple to a forest god than an abandoned house that was only seventy years old.

      “I’m so sorry, Wes.” She reached over and touched her brother’s hand. She didn’t want to think he’d sacrificed his youth and innocence just to protect her. She wasn’t worth that type of love. Her parents had convinced her of that years ago. By their standards, both she and Wes had been huge disappointments to their parents’ dreams. She ought to have been a dutiful wife to some rich man on the island, and Wes was supposed to have joined their father in his Wall Street endeavors, not chase pieces of art across the world, burying himself in ancient history.

      He shrugged. “It’s what brothers do.” He reached across her to open the glove compartment, where two handguns were tucked beneath the driver’s manual. He handed her one and took the other for himself.

      “Switch places with me. I need you to take the car back to Emery’s house and find out what’s happened. The cell service near this house is bad, you’ll have to get back out on the main road. Call the police, call the FBI, call Royce. Call anybody you think can help. Do you understand?” He opened his door but Hayden grabbed his arm.

      “No. You go to Emery’s. I’ll go after Fenn.”

      “No!” Wes growled and tried to pull free.

      She didn’t let go. “This hired hit man has had more than one chance to kill me, but he hasn’t. He won’t. I feel it in my gut, Wes. Let me go in. I’ll take the chance.”

      “Like hell. I’m not going to let my baby sister go into an assassin’s den.”

      Hayden leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Yes you will, because I know what I’m doing.”

      “I don’t care if you know what you’re doing. You’re my sister. I’m not leaving you here.” He gripped her arm, holding her prisoner in her seat.

      She touched his hand. “If Emery is still at his home, he needs to be protected. You can call the cops and the FBI, whoever you want, but someone has to go in there and save Fenn.”

      “Yeah, and it’s going to be me,” he growled.

      “No,” she snapped, her temper flaring. “He’ll kill you, Wes. But he might not kill me and I’d bet my life on it. Go save Emery and come back for me, okay? Please?” She pried his fingers off her arm and leapt out of the Rover before he could stop her.

      When her brother didn’t tackle her to the ground, she knew he’d left, just as he needed to. He would be more use in rallying the police and protecting Sophie. She, on the other hand, was going into a deadly situation and relying only on her gut instinct that this crazy killer would not actually kill her.

      God, what the hell am I thinking? But she had no time. She needed to get in there and slow down whatever he was planning. If Fate was on her side she might even be able to stop him.

      She held the gun she’d taken from Wes and in a crouching run headed for the old mansion. The side door off the main house hung half off its hinges, its robin’s egg blue paint peeling and faded. Hayden darted toward it, but when she reached the door she knelt, one hand resting on the cool dew-dampened grass. Her other hand gripped the gun. She waited, listening for every little sound. There was a faint voice, a man’s rumble as he spoke, and the soft shuffle of steps. Other than that, the only sounds were the distant chatter of birds waking up in their nests. Then the voice went silent, and the crickets closest to her stopped their rhythmic stirring.

      Fear lodged itself in her throat as every instinct inside her screamed out a warning. She tensed, legs tightly coiled, ready to bolt but it all happened too fast. A black-clothed figure launched out of the shadows of the house through the doorway and she fired, the shot missing him by inches. The bullet embedded itself into the wooden frame. The man tackled her and they fell to the ground.

      Hayden screamed as she tried to roll before they hit. But the jarring crunch of their bodies, his on top, knocked the breath out of her. Pain and suffocation choked her into silence save for a few gasping breaths. Her ears were ringing from the gunshot, and the back of her head throbbed.

      “You bloody fool,” the man whispered, and she knew his voice.
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      Hayden blinked, staring up at the man in black, surprised that she could see his face. Why wasn’t he wearing his black mask? He was attractive, perhaps only a handful of years older than she was. He kept her pinned down. His face was hard and his eyes cold, except for the faintest flicker of…regret. No, that couldn’t be right.

      “You shouldn’t have come,” he said with a little shake of his head. “My contract didn’t include you. I don’t want to do this, but you’ve left me no choice.”

      As she tried to digest his words, he acted fast, flipping her onto her belly. Her hands were yanked roughly behind her and the cutting feel of the zip ties bit into her flesh. Then he hauled her to her feet, guiding her inside the house with one hand on her shoulder and the other pressing the barrel of her gun between her shoulder blades.

      “Walk.” He jabbed her with the gun and she stumbled forward, through the doorway.

      Inside the crumbling structure, dust and dirt coated the floors and the left behind furniture. Beams of muted morning light suffused what appeared to have been a kitchen with light lavender hues. Three chairs had been placed in a row before her. Three men sat in them, bound and gagged, their backs to her, but she recognized them instantly: Hans, Emery, and Fenn.

      “Keep walking. Go around them to where they can see you,” the man instructed.

      There wasn’t an option to do otherwise, so she did as he said. Her throat was dry as she prayed Fenn and the others were okay. Navigating a wood floor covered in plaster chunks and other debris, she turned to face the bound men.

      Fenn’s frantic gaze rocked her to her core, but she gave him a small nod. The lines of tension around his eyes smoothed, and she could read the relief in his gaze. She drank in the sight of him, relieved that he seemed uninjured.

      “Sit down,” the man in black ordered, pressing down on her left shoulder hard enough that she fell, gasping out a pained cry. Her knees hurt from the collision with the floor, and she struggled to rest back against the wall and faced the assassin.

      “You did not bring a car. Should I assume your brother is on some doomed knight errant mission?” The man crouched down so he faced her. His eyes were so cold and distant.

      There was no way she was telling him Wes was going after Emery, not when Emery was sitting right here. At least Wes would be far away. Safe. He’d bring the police back and save them.

      “Tell me, love, what is he up to?” The way he said ‘love’ wasn’t an endearment, but a warning. “Talk or I start putting bullets in kneecaps.” He pressed the muzzle of his gun against her knee and cocked it.

      Hayden gazed at him in shock, her tongue thick with fear as she tried to decide what to say. Before, in Colorado, she’d scared him off. Would it work again?

      “Yes. He’s gone to the police. He’s probably already got the FBI on this, too. My brother doesn’t mess around.” That was true enough.

      The man’s hard gaze turned lethal and he stood up. For a second longer, his gaze stayed on hers before he walked over to a small table littered with cell phones and other small electronic devices. He lifted a slim back box with a tiny red switch and faced her and the others.

      “I’m afraid to tell you I do not mess around either.” He sighed, as though resigned to some course of action, and then flicked the switch. A split second later the house rumbled with an explosion.

      “What was that?” she demanded, her heart lodged in her throat.

      “Your brother’s car and unfortunately, your brother.” The man set the device down.

      His words didn’t sink in right away. It was only when she glanced at Hans, Emery, and Fenn that the horrifying truth set in. Their ashen faces, eyes wide and shimmering. They grasped more quickly what her mind refused to accept. Emery’s shoulders slumped and Hans made a muffled sound. Fenn was as still as stone.

      “I spent a few years in Ireland. Car bombs are useful, especially if the target is still in close range of my trigger.”

      “No…no you couldn’t—” Her voice broke, and she closed her eyes, fighting the explosion of anguish and pain that was threatening to strangle her.

      “He was careless. No guards on the grounds of his home. I was able to gain access to every car in his garage. They are all rigged to blow if within range of my trigger. I was not sure which car he would take, but it doesn’t matter if they are all set to blow. I would offer my condolences but none of you will live long enough to mourn him.”

      For a second Hayden couldn’t breathe, couldn’t digest any of this horror.

      Fury burned through her. “You’ll just shoot us and leave us out here?”

      The man shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “After the man who hired me has seen the twins, you’ll all be taken to the Lockwood airfield and loaded onto Mr. Lockwood’s private aircraft. After which, a hired pilot will take off and set the plane to crash and escape via a parachute. Quite a clever plan. If you behave, I’ll see to it you are unconscious before the plane leaves the ground. You won’t have to be awake for the crash.”

      “How kind of you,” Hayden snarled sarcastically. Pain like nothing she’d ever felt was moving through her like the sulfuric tide of ash after a volcano erupted. “I’m going to stop you,” she vowed.  She couldn’t let him do this: kill them all and walk away.

      The man studied her, those cold eyes slicing through her.

      “No. You won’t. These two men owe me a blood debt. They killed my father.”

      “Father?” Hayden’s focus flicked to Fenn. His mouth was working as though he was trying to dislodge the rag stuffed there. The rag fell into Fenn’s lap, but he didn’t speak, didn’t alert their captor that he could. From where the man stood, his body was angled away from Fenn.

      “Antonio. He was my father and they killed him.”

      This man was the original kidnapper’s son? And just as twisted, it seemed.

      “Like father, like son, then. He was one sick son of a bitch, torturing children.”

      The blow snapped her head back and she hit the wall, white spots clouding her vision temporarily. She blinked, in a daze.

      “Don’t speak such lies.” The man snarled and gripped her by the hair as he towered over her.

      “Andrews, don’t hurt her. She’s done nothing to you,” Fenn warned softly.

      Andrews? So the man in black finally had a name. Hayden stared up at him, noticing the slight scruff along his jaw and the way a muscle ticked as he frowned. The shooting pain in her scalp didn’t ease, and it only fueled her anger.

      “That’s what he did. He kidnapped and tortured those boys when they were only eight years old. He hurt them.”

      A shadow of doubt flashed across Andrews’s eyes. Maybe he hadn’t known…

      “Did you know that?” She pressed softly, but her voice was still cold. “He took Fenn into another room more than once and beat him. Tortured him. It amused him because he and Emery were twins and every pain that Fenn suffered Emery suffered, too. And your father enjoyed it.”

      “You lie. My father never had anything to do with these men until he was hired a few weeks ago, but they killed him.” Andrew’s nostrils flared.

      “Haven’t you heard of the Lockwood kidnapping?”

      The shadow of doubt was clearer now on his face as she spoke. She had found his weak spot. He had no idea what a monster his father really had been.

      “Look it up. You have a phone, right? Google it. There’s a ton of news articles on it. Your father was hired to kidnap them and kill them twenty-five years ago. They were innocent children.”

      Andrews released her hair and stood up, striding away from all of them, raking a hand through his hair. Then he jerked out his phone and started typing on the screen. Hopefully he was looking at articles about the kidnapping.

      Fenn gave a little shake of his head, which Hayden noticed out of the corner of her eye. Right. Don’t push him anymore. She’d planted the seed and needed Andrews to find the truth on his own. Still, it was buying them time. Time. Time that her brother would have used to…

      Oh God, Wes. Her brother was dead. She couldn’t afford to face that truth; it would crush her.

      But then the thunk of car doors being slammed jolted them all into awareness. Hope, blessed hope surged through her. Maybe Wes had—

      Two hulking men in crew cuts and black suits strode through the open doorway. Each man had a gun, and their blank dead eyes swept over the group of hostages and Andrews. They broke apart to allow a third man to pass between them.

      Andrews stepped back as the third man walked right up to Fenn and punched him in the face so hard his chair toppled backward and crashed to the floor. She jolted as fear stabbed her gut and she was terrified for Fenn. Hayden could only stare in shock. This was the man behind it all? How could she not have known?

      “Perfect timing, cousin. Perfect fucking timing,” Brant Lockwood hissed as he removed a white handkerchief and wiped Fenn’s blood off his knuckles.

      “I had everything ready to go and you had to show up. You were supposed to be dead. Both of you.”

      Fenn groaned and spit out blood where he lay on the ground, still bound to the chair.

      “You,” Hayden whispered. “You were behind this?”

      Brant turned, one eyebrow raised in surprise.

      “Ms. Thorne? What an unfortunate coincidence seeing you here. It’s a pity that I know you cannot be trusted to stay silent, especially since you’ve warmed Fenn’s bed.”

      “You monster!” Hayden tried to rise but Brant backhanded her. Somehow his blow hurt more than Andrews’s had, as though he desired to hurt her, not to simply warn her not to push his temper.

      “Lockwood, I need a word with you.” Andrews took a step between Hayden and Brant, blocking her from further abuse.

      “You’ll be compensated for the extra bodies you have to dispose of, if that’s your concern,” Brant assured him coolly.

      “It isn’t. I want to know when you hired my father to do the Lockwood job.”

      “When? Why do you want to know?” Brant’s eyes narrowed. His two bruisers beside him shifted restlessly on their feet.

      “Is it true that you hired him to kidnap the twins when they were children? You would have been a young man yourself then.”

      “I was eighteen, man enough to know what I needed to do. So what if it is true? Why does it matter? They still killed your father. You have every right to end their lives.”

      Andrews shook his head. “Not if my father tortured them and planned to kill them as children. There are lines even I do not cross.”

      “You have a problem, Andrews? Need I remind you what is at stake here?” Brant folded his bloody handkerchief and tucked it into the pocket of one of his men’s suits, then turned to them. “Put Fenn’s chair back up.”

      The two men moved to do as he asked. Hayden peered around Andrews’s legs, watching Fenn. His mouth was a little bloody, yet it didn’t compare to the bloodthirsty look in his eyes as he stared at Brant.

      “I will go no further than this. My father’s sins were his own, and I will not finish any grand plan of yours if it includes killing these two men.”

      Andrews reached behind his back, the movement apparently casual, almost as though he was going to rest his hand on his hip. Hayden’s gaze darted to his hand, and she saw the butt of a gun at Andrews’s back tucked into the waistband of his pants. Every instinct in her screamed to move, to hide, but she was frozen in terror and shock.

      Brant was quick, though, and didn’t miss Andrews’s subtle movement. He reacted a second faster, drawing a gun and firing at Andrews. A red mist exploded through Andrew’s back, covering Hayden with the spray.

      Blood. A man’s blood. The world spun around her and she blinked as black dots spotted her vision. She was going to be sick…

      Andrews crumpled to the floor, face down. Hayden scrambled back, colliding with the wall again. Brant stared at the body for a moment, seemingly unconcerned that he’d just killed a man in cold blood.

      “Well, that satisfies one loose end. Now to deal with the rest of you.”

      “Why did you do this to us?” Fenn asked. “Before you kill us, we have a right to know.” He shifted in his chair and licked his bloody lips, scowling at his cousin.

      Brant handed his gun over to one of the two men flanking him and then checked his wristwatch.

      “I suppose there’s time enough. No one is looking for you, after all.” He picked up the collection of cell phones from the table and handed them to one of his men, who dropped them into a plastic bag, then slid it into his coat pocket. Once this was done, Brant turned his focus back on the four hostages. He studied each of them in turn, a cruel little smile twisting his lips.

      “The bodyguard…A pity, Mr. Brummer, but you seem to have failed to do the one thing you were hired to do. And Ms. Thorne, an unfortunate casualty, but that will teach you to spread your legs for the wrong man. Too bad you won’t be alive to learn from your mistakes.”

      Hayden curled her lips back in a silent snarl, but the bastard only laughed.

      “As for you two…” Brant crossed his arms and faced his younger cousins. He smirked when Emery jerked against his bonds, but the duct tape silenced his growls.

      “You two were only eight when my father died. I was eighteen. My entire world was destroyed. And you were both living in your little castle, spoiled rotten, while I was all alone. My father didn’t even leave me his half of the company. Your father bought it from him right before my father died. I had nothing. I had to work hard for years to earn enough money to buy back what was rightfully mine. Do you have any idea what that was like? The humiliation, the expense?” He answered his own question seconds later. “No, of course you don’t.” A bitter laugh escaped him, and Hayden shivered.

      “So you had a shit life,” Fenn replied sarcastically. “Why ruin ours?”

      Brant tapped his chin thoughtfully, a devilish gleam in his eyes. “Why indeed? It was so easy. Have you kidnapped, then killed in an apparent ransom situation gone wrong. You wouldn’t be there to inherit the company or your father’s wealth. Then I would swoop in and comfort dear Uncle Elliot. It would only be natural that he would view me as a replacement for his lost sons. I would have him to replace the father I lost.” Brant paused in his grand narration to smile coldly. “And then, what a horrific thing, to find that Uncle Elliot and Aunt Miranda died in a car accident, or perhaps a plane crash. And I would have full control of everything, just as I deserved.”

      “You deserve nothing,” Hayden spat, then flinched as Brant spun on her, his hand outstretched in the direction of his men. The man holding Brant’s gun set it back in Brant’s hand. He swung his arm at her, leveling the barrel at her head.

      She flinched and shut her eyes, waiting for the inevitable shot and then nothing.

      “Shut up, you little bitch. I did what I had to do. But that damn Italian fucked everything up all those years ago. He had too much fun torturing the boys when he should have just killed them. It may have taken me twenty-five years, but I will finally get what I want.” He swung his body around and aimed the gun at Fenn.

      “Shoot him, and they’ll find a bullet during the autopsy,” Hayden warned, her voice betraying her with a little shake. “Hard to get away with murder if you make it look too obvious.” She prayed he’d believe her and not shoot any of them. As long as she could buy time, they might survive. Might…more like hoped. For that was all they had left now: hope. And hers was weakening every second.

      Brant chuckled and let his hand drop. “I suppose you are right. Well, we should get this started. I have to be ready to attend the press conference in a few hours and tell the world the awful news, that the Lockwood twins were briefly reunited and then perished in a plane crash. What a pity…” He gestured to the twins. “Cut them loose from their chairs and take them to the car, just them. If they make any move to fight, you have my permission to shoot them. Leave the bodyguard and the woman here.”

      The second Fenn and Emery were cut loose they both rubbed at their red and bleeding wrists. Emery ripped the duct tape off and tossed it to the floor. His thunderous expression was the only warning he gave before he lunged for his cousin. Brant stepped back and jabbed the edge of the gun muzzle against Hayden’s skull. She wanted to close her eyes, to block it all out, but she couldn’t.

      “One more step and I paint the walls with her brain.”

      With a low growl, Emery retreated. They followed one of the men outside. Brant changed positions with the second man, who kept a gun trained on Hayden and his eyes on Hans. Then Brant joined his cousins by the door. Hans was watching the remaining man with a clinical coldness that would have frightened her if she’d been the object of that stare.

      God, they weren’t going to survive this. None of them.

      “Fenn,” she called just before he would have disappeared into the morning sunlight. He glanced over his shoulder at her. His stare simmered with molten emotions. The same ones that coursed through her.

      “I love you.” She whispered the three words, hoping he would know how important it was that she tell him how she felt. If this was the end…if this was her only chance, she had to make sure he knew.

      He didn’t say anything, but the flash of pain in his eyes made her heart burn.

      “Get them outside, now,” Brant ordered.

      Fenn and Emery were shoved out of sight. Hayden looked between Hans and their guard, wondering what was going to happen. She could sense a change in the air, almost like an electric charge. The guard turned to stare at her, a slow evil grin twisting his lips.

      His mistake.
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      Fenn held his breath, absorbing Hayden’s words as he was hauled out of the house and marched around to the side yard. Two SUVs were parked side by side there. He was only half paying attention, a potentially fatal mistake he knew, but Hayden’s words kept replaying in his mind.

      She loves me. He wasn’t just an itch she wanted to scratch; the passion between them had strengthened into something greater, more powerful, like an iron brand molded in a forge, then cooled in water, becoming unbreakable, leaving a permanent mark on the skin, on the soul.

      Love. Hell, now that she’d told him, he would never let her go. Assuming they survived this—which at the moment was a very big “if”—he’d move to Long Island if that’s what she wanted. He’d even wear designer suits like Emery and attend board meetings. He’d do anything for her, if only they’d make it through this. And they were going to, by God. Fury roiled through him with the force of a violent storm and he was ready to unleash it all. He realized suddenly that he and his brother could coordinate an attack easily since they could connect their thoughts.

      The man ahead of them opened the driver’s side door and climbed in to start the engine.

      Shots exploded inside the house, and Fenn jerked away from Brant. Adrenaline spiked through Fenn and he felt the echoing rush through the bond with his twin.

      “Hayden!” He could see her, Hans, and the guard struggling through the broken windows.

      “Take them down!” Brant shouted at his remaining guard as he leapt behind the shelter of the SUV and opened fire on the house. “I want them dead before we leave here.”

      Emery launched himself at the man in the driver’s seat and forcibly dragged him out of the car before he could get to his gun.

      “Save Hans and Hayden, Fenn! I’ve got this bastard.” Emery huffed as he punched the man on the ground and kept him pinned down. The impact of fist upon flesh was a sickening sound, and Fenn was relieved it was his brother delivering the blows.

      The man twisted Emery’s injured arm and he howled. Agonizing pain echoed in Fenn’s own body and he instinctively clutched his own arm as he ran for the house.

      Hans had somehow tackled the other man and was laying into him. Fenn started toward Hayden, but she screamed and pointed at a flash of silver, a knife, a moment before it sank into Hans’s side.

      “Fuck!” Hans hissed. The guard beneath him jerked and they rolled until Hans was pinned down. “Get her out of here!”

      “Hayden, get outside now,” Fenn barked before he launched himself at the man on top of Hans. He couldn’t afford to look back and check on her, even though everything inside of him demanded he do so. He collided with the guard’s body, and they crashed into the wall next to Hans. Pain shattered him, starting at his shoulder and exploding outward from that point of contact. The other man was worse off. He was down, apparently out cold.

      “Leave him,” Hans growled as he struggled to stand. Blood leaked between his fingers as he hunched over.

      “Hans.” Fenn got to his feet on shaking legs.

      Gunshots ricocheted off the walls, but the sound came from outside…where Hayden was. Fenn ran to the door and his heart stilled.

      Emery was clutching his shoulder, fresh blood trailing down his sleeve. One of the two SUVs was gone. Emery leaned against the remaining vehicle.

      “Where’s Hayden?” Fenn demanded, his frantic heart racing because he knew the answer.

      His twin raised a bloody hand and pointed toward a distant cloud of dust on the road.

      “Brant shot me and then took her.”

      Hans appeared right behind him and smacked a set of keys into Fenn’s hand.

      “I sure hope you can drive,” Hans muttered as he jogged to the SUV.

      The three of them climbed in, and Fenn slammed the keys into the ignition. The SUV’s tires squealed and sputtered on the slick grass as he peeled out from the building. Fenn pressed the gas pedal all the way down until he felt carpet. Only then did he glance at his brother. Emery’s face was pale and his lips were parted as he breathed. Blood pooled at his waist, where his arm continued to bleed. His other hand held the gun and he lowered the front passenger window. Wind roared past.

      “Keep it as steady as you can!” he called out to Fenn over the deafening sound.

      “Got it!” he shouted back.

      The black blur ahead of them got bigger and clearer through the dust cloud on the road as they gained ground.

      They swept past a mountain of smoked wreckage on the side of the road: Wes’s Range Rover. Black smoke curled up into the sky like something out of a Viking funeral rite. Fenn could only wonder for a few seconds why the vehicle was on the side of the road, closer to the woods, than on the road itself.

      “Godspeed, Wes.” The pain in his chest doubled along with his fear for Hayden. Brant wouldn’t hesitate to kill her. He knew how much she mattered to Fenn.

      “How are you doing back there, Hans?” Fenn called out over his shoulder.

      “I’m bleeding like a stuck pig. How d’you think I’m doing?” The gruff snort made both Fenn and Emery laugh. Damn gallows humor.

      “In other words, he’s fine.” Emery leaned a little out of the window. “I’m going to blow out his tires. You ready, Fenn?”

      “Yeah.” Fenn gripped the steering wheel tightly as they pulled up behind Brant.

      Emery set his sights and fired.

      Two shots—

      An explosion of tires and dust—

      The car ahead served to the left and then back to the right as Brant apparently attempted to control the SUV, but then he overcorrected and the vehicle rolled left. Fenn sucked in a breath and the world seemed to grind to a halt as he watched the metal beast tumble over and over again, until it came to a stop on its side.

      Hayden was inside…He jolted back to himself but it was too late; he reacted too slowly.

      Shit, shit, shit! “We’re too close!” Fenn shouted, and he pumped the brakes, but it was no use. Their vehicle screeched into a skid and metal screamed as it smashed into the first SUV. His muscles tensed and he clenched his teeth just as they impacted. A cloud of white exploded in front of his eyes and then everything went dark.
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      White steam and black smoke wove haunting patterns in front of Fenn’s eyes as he came to. Their SUV was crunched against the other one like a smashed tin can. They were still upright, but they had T-boned the undercarriage of the first vehicle. Neither Hans nor Emery were conscious. For several long seconds he just stared at the metal carnage, uncomprehending. Then, as some of the smoke cleared, he saw a feminine hand stretch out past one of the tires, the elegant fingers slightly curved in toward the palm.

      Hayden…The name came slowly but when it registered, his entire body flooded with more adrenaline. His hands fumbled with the seat belt, blood sticking to the plastic and making it slippery. He gasped and groaned in frustration until the belt clicked open, then stumbled from the car, wincing as his re-injured ankle protested the movement. He reached out to brace himself against the first vehicle, but the contact singed his hand.

      Fenn rounded the tail of the car and halted when he saw Hayden. Her legs were pinned underneath the roof of the car. She must have been thrown out of a window before it rolled that last time to its side and landed on her. He gripped the roof, trying to lift it, but he couldn’t. Tears of frustration rolled down his face, mixing with sweat as he strained.

      “Here, let me help.” Emery’s hoarse voice cut in as he appeared at Fenn’s side. They stood side by side and braced their legs, growling as they fought to raise the vehicle up even a few inches.

      “Got it!” Emery gasped. “Grab her, quick!”

      Fenn let go of the roof of the SUV and grabbed Hayden’s arms, yanking her hard and fast, getting her clear of the vehicle. A split second after she was free, Emery cursed and the SUV slammed back to the ground, Emery with it, landing on his ass and sucking in heavy breaths.

      “Fuck,” he said. “Never thought I’d be able to say I lifted a damn car.” He started to laugh, but then stopped.

      Fenn was barely paying attention; everything inside him was focused on Hayden. She wasn’t conscious and that scared the shit out of him.

      “Come on, honey, please,” he begged. “Wake up.” He couldn’t think past the panic. If he lost her…if he lost her…The soul-sucking sense of despair so deep within him threatened to choke him. Emery’s hands shook him gently.

      “Breath, Fenn. For fuck’s sake, breathe,” Emery snapped, the harsh tone shaking Fenn out of his anxiety attack.

      “She’s not waking up,” Fenn said and met his twin’s concerned stare.

      “It might be because she hit her head. We don’t know. Just stay calm.”

      A low chuckle disrupted the wild flurry of thoughts in his head. Brant, in his bloody and torn business suit, aimed a gun at them. A feverish look made his eyes abnormally bright.

      “I guess I’ll stage a different sort of accident. Never let it be said I can’t improvise.”

      Fenn clutched Hayden in his arms, protecting her, but knowing they wouldn’t escape Brant, not this time.

      “Don’t do this, Brant. You want the company? Fine. I’ll give it over to you first thing tomorrow. I’ll gift you all my stock. Just let us go. ” Emery’s tone was smooth, soft, almost friendly.

      Brant snarled. “No! It’s too late for that. You’ll turn me over to the police in minutes. I’m not stupid. But that was always your mistake. You thought I couldn’t do your job. Well, I can, and much better than you. I always had the board on my side. They thought you were a horrible disappointment. I imagine they won’t be that sad to learn of your untimely demise.” He emphasized the words by jabbing his gun in the air toward Emery.

      Emery slowly stood up and stepped to the left, hands half raised in surrender as he blocked Hayden and Fenn from the immediate line of fire.

      “How noble. You want to save your brother and his woman. Doesn’t matter, though. I have enough bullets to finish you all off.” Brant laughed hysterically and cocked his gun.

      Fenn nearly jerked when something cold and metallic was pressed into his hand. His fingers curled around it, meeting Hayden’s slender fingers. A gun. She was awake and arming him with a weapon. What a woman! He wanted to look down and see if she was truly okay, but he dared not. He kept calm, had to. He’d get one chance to draw and take Brant out. He focused on Emery, on that invisible string that bound their hearts and minds together.

      The number three flashed across his mind and the direction to the right. He prayed his twin would sense what he meant to do.

      The sense of resolve and hope flashed back to him. His brother always trusted him. Even after all these years apart. Love blossomed in his chest and he knew he could do this, he could save them all.

      “I’m done, Emery; done with your games, the power plays. It’s over. You are over.” Brant started to pull the trigger, but Emery dodged to the right. Fenn jerked his hand up and fired.

      Three shots in rapid succession. Deafening sounds that made his ears almost bleed from the sound.

      Brant made a choked noise of surprise and crumpled to the ground, gasping for breath. Blood bubbled over his white shirt where the bullets had torn through his fancy suit. Emery walked over on shaking legs and kicked Brant’s gun out of reach. Fenn watched, unable to speak. He had killed a man, taken his own cousin’s life. The crimson blood, a blood he shared with this man, was seeping into the grass, dark and thick as molasses. He swallowed hard but couldn’t turn away. A hollowness filled him, suffocating him.

      “Brant,” Emery spoke, gentle and quiet as he knelt down. “I’m sorry.”

      The dying man sputtered out a laugh, blood staining his teeth.

      “You…you were never left alone…dad died…I had…no one.” A wretched cough tore up any further words he might have uttered.

      Emery gripped their cousin’s hand. “You left me alone the day I lost Fenn. You always had us both, but you threw us away. You tried to break us when we only ever wanted to love you.”

      “No—” Brant’s eyes widened as he tried to protest, but the sound ended on a gurgle. His body convulsed, and then he went still. His eyes staring sightlessly above him, clouding with death.

      Fenn stared at the body for a long moment, and the years of solitude his cousin had forced upon him because of greed threatened to crush him. All he and Emery had lost was because that man had missed his father and felt entitled to money? What a goddamned fool Brant had been.

      Emery brushed his fingers over the dead man’s eyes, closing them.

      It’s done. We’re free.

      The thought came to both Fenn and Emery at the same time, in that secret shared mental pathway.

      Fenn glanced down, letting go of the gun as he reached for Hayden’s hand. Her fingers laced through his, and she gave him a little squeeze. Her eyes were half-closed and her breaths were shallow. But she was alive.

      Sirens screamed in the distance, and he could only sit there and watch the scene unfold as he held on to the one person that was most precious to him besides his twin. In a daze, he watched Emery pull Hans from the SUV. The man was bleeding, but seemed conscious and alert. The bodyguard had nine lives, Fenn was sure of that. He glanced down at Hayden again.

      “Hold on, honey. Everything is going to be fine.” He brushed her beautiful hair back from her face.

      “My brother,” she whispered brokenly. “He’s dead.” Her fingers clenched tighter around his hand and tears rolled down her cheeks and soaked his trousers.

      Emery, who was helping Hans out of their car, suddenly stilled and then shouted.

      “You lucky son of a gun!” Emery laughed and moved, allowing Fenn to see a figure running toward them.

      No. It couldn’t be…

      “Wes?” he breathed the name.

      “I know.” Hayden sniffed and choked back a sob. “He’s gone.”

      “No…he’s not.” Fenn carefully laid her down on the ground and pointed. She turned her head in the direction of her brother, who was running toward them.

      “Hayden? Are you okay?” Wes didn’t wait for her to reply, he just wrapped his arms around her where she lay and hugged her carefully.

      “I’m okay,” she laughed, then winced and let her head drop back onto the ground. “I think a car landed on me. Doesn’t hurt much, though.” She wiggled her legs, then winced.

      Fenn knew she was trying to joke, but he wanted her to lie still until the EMTs could get a look at her.

      “We thought he’d killed you,” Emery explained as he walked up to them. “Andrews planted a car bomb in your Rover. We heard it go off.”

      Wes shook his head. Grime and ash marred his face and darkened his hair. He wiped his coat sleeve across his cheeks.

      “I didn’t go far from the house. I was just going to conceal the Rover and sneak back on foot. But I had to call Royce to have him get the police. I parked the car close and walked off a ways past the woods, where there’s this little hill overlooking the beach. I knew I’d actually get a better signal over there than on this road. I couldn’t drive the car through the underbrush, so I just walked. Royce and I were coordinating a police response, giving them directions and the next thing I knew, my car was blown to hell and the force of the blast threw me to the ground. I was out for a few minutes.”

      “That’s some serious luck,” Fenn said. He still couldn’t believe he was looking at his friend and that Wes was alive. They were all alive.

      “Wes, oh my God.” Hayden covered her mouth and wiped new tears from her eyes. Wes hugged her again.

      “Shh…it’s okay. We’re all fine. Aren’t we?” He looked directly at Fenn and he could sense that the question was meant for him, too. A surge of new warmth filled him. He was a boy again.

      The flames of the campfire danced and sparks shot up and out from the burning logs. A ramshackle tent offered shelter for him, Royce, Emery and Wes. Each of them clutched a flashlight and were aiming the beams upward, creating ghoulish looks on their faces. They whispered scary ghost stories. Bags of half-eaten trail mix lay next to their fresh cola bottles. A pirate’s hoard of treasures, they’d called it earlier. Their sleeping bags were lined two-by-two and the summer air was thick and muggy. Frogs called out from distant ponds, their throaty tunes a background noise of innocence and endless nights full of dreams.

      “We are young. We live forever.” They all chanted and knocked their bottles together. The chant burned into them, carved into their souls. In that moment, everything about life was completely perfect.

      “We are friends, always and forever.” The whisper was shared and carried upon the summer breeze to lands far and away, but it was a vow, one they would all keep. They would stand by each other, always and forever.

      Fenn’s throat burned as he met Wes’s gaze and nodded. A promise—no, the vow of their boyhood friendship—still stood fast and strong. Emery joined their group as the ambulance and three police cars pulled off the road to the wreck site.

      “I guess I’ll handle this.” Emery sighed and spun around to walk back to the policemen.

      A tall, dark-haired man emerged out of one of the police cars, and he clasped Emery’s hand fiercely before looking over at Fenn and the Thornes.

      “Royce,” Wes whispered to Fenn. He didn’t have to, though. Fenn would have known Royce anywhere.

      He sent the other man a smile and a nod. The responding grin on his friend’s face was an unexpected reward.

      Hayden hugged Fenn tightly, brushing her lips against his left ear.

      “I love you.”

      Those three little words stole his breath. He pulled back from her so he could see her face. Her eyes were so bright, blue and shining with a myriad of emotions. He rested his forehead against hers, their noses brushing as he told her what he’d wanted to say for days.

      “I love you too.” And then he kissed her.

      Soft at first, letting her feel his soul reach out through his kiss, hoping she would accept him, all of him. The broken, troubled son, reborn through fire and ash because she had braved the flames to find him and bring him home. Hayden returned his kiss, and he gave in to the rising passion. He curled his body around hers, protecting her. Her little sigh against his lips made him smile inside and turned him on. The desperate need to affirm that they were both alive was so strong that he couldn’t get enough of her. He was going to—

      “Ahem,” Wes coughed loudly. “Now is not the time nor the place for that.”

      They broke apart, sharing guilty looks like a pair of teens caught kissing in the back of the car.

      Hayden leaned forward to whisper in his ear. “When we’re done with this, you and I are going to this private island that belongs to a friend of Wes’s.”

      Fenn chuckled.

      “Private island? That”—he stroked her hips—“sounds very nice.” And very private. He needed to get her alone bad and it sounded perfect.

      “Good.” She winked at him. “I was worried I’d have to convince you.”

      He returned her gaze seriously. “I go where you go. You own me, body and soul.”

      When her eyes brimmed with tears he rushed to press a kiss to her lips, worried he’d upset her with such a declaration.

      “You own me, too,” she breathed. The admission was so quiet he wondered if he’d imagined it. Then she looked up at him through those beautiful lashes and his world unraveled and all that was left was her.

      “We belong together,” he answered. “Always.”

      Hayden nodded and kissed him again without another word.
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      Hayden walked on bare feet across a light grey wooden bridge. It led to a small thatched-roof beach cabin that stood on four posts above the pale blue Caribbean sea. Dawn was breaking over the horizon behind the cabin and the solar lamps on the bridge formed small golden pools of light. Taking in a deep breath, Hayden felt every bit of her body relax. She was safe here. After everything she and Fenn had survived, they were finally safe. Brant was dead, and the threat to the Lockwood twins was finally gone.

      Although…Greyson Andrews, Antonio’s son, had been missing when the police had collected the bodies. Hayden shivered a little. The man might still be out there. It was unsettling, and yet…she sensed that somehow he wasn’t a threat. The moment he’d learned the truth about his father, he had stepped between her and Brant and tried to kill Brant. He’d been shot—fatally, or so she’d believed. The police hadn’t found any clues as to where he’d gone and she supposed they never would. It was just another unsolved mystery. But it no longer concerned her. Only this place mattered, this beautiful oasis where she was free to be happy.

      The briny sea breeze teased her nose and the lapping of the water—so pure in color that she could see down to the white sandy bottom—created a lulling sound against the bridge posts. She reached the open cabin door and peered inside. There was a large-four poster bed, its headboard pressed back against one wall. Sheer white curtains billowed around the bed’s posts, revealing the bed’s occupant.

      Fenn’s beautiful, muscular, tanned body was completely nude and stretched out. His back was propped up on pillows. One arm was behind his head and a loose sheet was negligently tossed over his hips, barely concealing his exquisite male parts. He was too good to look at.

      She lingered in the doorway, nibbling her bottom lip as she recalled the last few days they’d been on the island. They’d made love for hours and swam in the shallows, playing like dolphins and laughing. So much laughing. She had never been so happy in her life.

      He made her happy, both in bed and out.

      “There you are.” He raised a stack of papers which had been resting on his stomach, cocked one eyebrow in challenge. “I found these in your bag.”

      She recognized the papers as her business proposal for the changes she wanted to make to the Broken Spur. Her pulse quickened, and she licked her lips nervously.

      “I meant to tell you. I was going to, I swear. I had a whole speech and a business pitch to go with my notes and estimates.”

      “Come here.” He pointed to the bed, and she couldn’t read his expression. She thought maybe she saw a flicker of amusement in his hazel eyes, but she wasn’t sure. Was he angry? She hadn’t told him yet of her idea to make the ranch a viable business operation because she was afraid of his reaction.

      “I believe the phrase is ‘present yourself for punishment.’” He gestured to his lap and reached for the leather belt he’d hung over the back of the headboard. Hayden eyed him and his lap. He was going to spank her, or possibly smack her lightly with the belt…brand her in that rough way only he could. And she knew by the dampness between her thighs that she was going to love it. Well, if he was going to do that, she’d make him earn it.

      “Gotta catch me.” She laughed and bolted back through the door and ran down the bridge. She made it twenty feet before his strong arms curled around her waist and hoisted her up. She squealed in mock terror as he carried her back to their little hut over the water. He didn’t seem to care that he was entirely naked. They were the only two people on the island. The main house was a quarter of a mile inland and they only went there to eat and shower. But that house was empty too, except for the housekeeper who came in the mornings to clean and replenish the fridge with food.

      Fenn dropped her face down on the bed, and when she struggled he slapped her ass hard. The bite of pain was heavenly, and she gasped into the white cotton sheets. White silk strips still hung from the bed’s posts and Fenn pinned her down with his legs on either side of her hips as he tied her wrists to each post.

      “We’re going to have a little chat,” he murmured in her ear as he caged her body with his, fully trapping her beneath him. Then he used his knees to wedge her legs apart from behind. He sat back on his heels and clenched the globes of her ass in his hands. When she moaned in encouragement, he reached for the tiny plastic bear-shaped container of honey from the little table by the bed.

      “How about we discuss sharing things that matter, honey.” He emphasized her pet name as he drizzled honey in a line down her spine. The liquid felt cool and she sighed at the sensation. Then he leaned over her, kissing his way down her back, licking at the trail of honey. It was something he’d enjoyed the last few days they’d been here: finding new ways to sensually tease and torture her with that honey. The man had a wicked imagination.

      “Fenn…” She wriggled in encouragement, wanting, needing him to possess her. This foreplay was going to drive her mad.

      He reached for the belt and smack! The light sting, just enough to give her that tiny, barest hint of pain, made her whimper with pleasure. She’d never be able to look at a belt the same way again, not when Fenn held it. He never really hurt her, just gave her that delightful sting when she was already aching, wet and desperate.

      “I’m not done playing,” he warned in that low seductive voice that undid any rebelliousness inside her. That voice had the power to melt her inside out and put only one thing on her mind—belonging to him, pleasing him, and in return, finding such exquisite pleasure and love that she’d never feel trapped or alone again.

      With gentle but firm hands, he rolled her over onto her back, which twisted her arms above her head, since her wrists were tied to the opposite posts. The position wasn’t uncomfortable, since he’d given her enough elasticity in her bonds for this particular maneuver. The man knew his ropings…She giggled. All those years of calf-roping really did come in handy.

      “Go ahead and laugh now,” he warned. “You won’t have the breath to in a few minutes.” He gripped her ass and jerked her down the bed a little, creating more tension in her bound wrists and less ability to move. Seemingly satisfied, he gripped her knees and forced them open. She fought him, only a little, just to bite her lip to keep from giggling at his hungry gaze and the calloused rough feel of his hands on her. It was impossible not to push him a little, make him get a tad rough with her; she loved it.

      He took the honey and drizzled a few drops over her nipples and she exhaled at the feel of the liquid. Fenn climbed up the length of her, settling his body between her thighs before he slowly, leisurely licked first one nipple, then the next, until each peak was tight and sensitive. Hayden tried to arch up, present her breasts for his mouth, but he only grinned in devilish satisfaction.

      Before she could demand he do more, he slid back down her body, taking the honey with him, then he did something she hadn’t expected. He drizzled the golden honey right on her clit and using one index finger coated the lips of her sex with it.

      “My two favorite kinds of honey.” His gruff murmur made her inner walls clench in greedy anticipation of his tongue.

      “Please…” she begged.

      He glanced up at her. “Please what?” That edge of disapproval, that dominant side of him, waited for her to address him properly.

      “Please, sir, please!” She rolled her hips, undulating, trying to convince him to do what she so desperately wanted.

      “Good girl.” His praised warmed her.

      He shifted back a few inches on the massive bed and then parted her folds. He kissed her inner thigh, his warm breath fanning her sensitive skin, and she panted. Then he bent his head, so slowly she wanted to curse at him for his teasing, and finally licked. Just the small bundle of nerves, a swirl, then a stroke, then he sucked her clit between his lips.

      “Ahh!” She gasped in excitement and near panic. Her body was too sensitive there, the pressure too much, the stimulation beyond what she could—He released her clit and then slid his tongue up and down her cleft, in darting, little playful licks before thrusting his tongue into her channel. She clenched around him, trying to ease the stark need, panting, moaning, begging in a rush of words she barely understood.

      With a low chuckle, he moved back up her body, caging her in as he kissed her full on the mouth. She tasted the honey and herself, all mixed with his own taste. The kiss was sinful, decadent, full of possession. He owned her in that moment, claiming everything she was, and she let him. When their mouths finally parted, he sat back on his heels and eyed her body, then flipped her back onto her stomach.

      “I sure hope you’re ready, honey, because I’m not waiting,” he warned with a wolfish growl seconds before he rammed deep into her swollen tissues.

      Hayden buried her face into the bed, moaning. This was pure, animal mating, fueled by raw lust and the need to connect on a primal level. He ground his hips against her ass, his hold on her hips close to bruising, and she loved it. Even though he dominated her body, they were equals. As her body raced toward her climax he pounded even harder, breathless as they both exploded at the same time. For an instant her vision blanked out as she struggled to accept the drugging overload of pleasure. Her legs shook violently as another orgasm raced to the tips of her toes and fingers, this one deeper, softer, but just as mind-blowing. She half-sobbed with the sheer relief of having come so hard, so brutally and so quickly.

      Fenn’s hands still gripped her hips, his touch firm but gentle as he rubbed the spots he’d bruised with his roughness. It sent a whisper of a thrill through her, to have him, this sex god, make love to her like this, knowing he could be so gentle and tender when she needed him to be.

      Limp and sated, she let him withdraw from her body before he rolled over and untied her.

      “Do you know the best way to get you to stop running?” he asked, his breath still ragged, and his lips quirked in a smile.

      She didn’t answer, couldn’t even talk. She was too dazed and sated to move or speak.

      “Truss you up and fuck you until you can’t move.” He stretched out on the bed next to her and pulled her against him.

      “Is that so?” She finally found the breath to respond.

      “Yep. And it’s a fun thing to do. So much so that I can’t help but think I’d like to do it forever.” The ginger color of his eyes was soft and warm, but no less intense.

      “Forever?” Her heart beat against her ribs and she tried to calm down. She wanted forever with him, but it hadn’t seemed possible before.

      “Mmmm,” He kissed her lips lightly, playfully. “I want you to come to the ranch with me. Be my partner, in business, in bed, in life.” He kissed her between each of these phrases and she wriggled with delight.

      He shifted so he could slide a hand under their pillows, and pulled out a square black velvet box. “This is for you. Emery mentioned collars and cuffs…but I figure this would be better.” He handed her the box and she took it, hands shaking as she opened it.

      A ring was nestled in the center of the box. A lovely princess-cut diamond, elegant and simple. But circled around the diamond was a necklace with a fine silver chain. Hanging from the chain was a beautiful, ornately designed silver key.

      “Well?” he prompted.

      For the first time, besides when he’d been meeting his brother and his family, he seemed nervous. She removed the ring and gave it to him, then offered him her left hand. He slowly slid the ring onto her finger. It fit just right. Then she removed the necklace, unfastened the clasp and then handed that to him as well. She sat up and, lifting up her hair, offered her back to him. He draped the necklace around her throat and sealed the clasp. The silver key rested against her collarbone. A faint presence against her skin. It wasn’t a symbol for the key to her heart. No, it was a symbol that she was free from the gilded cage she’d lived in for far too long. He had set her free, but the key was a reminder that she owned her freedom. That was just one of the many reasons she loved him. He understood her.

      Hayden snuggled into his embrace, not saying anything.

      He laughed. “For a sassy-mouthed woman, you sure are quiet.” He brushed a finger over her lips.

      “Don’t worry,” she giggled. “You’ve shocked me, that’s all. I’ll recover in a few minutes and show you just how happy I am.”

      They lay there, listening to the sounds of the surf and the whisper of palm fronds in the wind from the shore.

      “Do you like my idea for the ranch?” she finally asked.

      “Honey.” He stared at her, complete honesty in his eyes. “It is brilliant. You are brilliant.”

      Relief swept through her. He believed in her, in that part of herself she’d wanted so desperately to believe in, too, but had been so afraid she’d fail. But she wouldn’t. This dream to rebuild the ranch, to make it a haven for high-powered executives who would come to relax, would make a fortune. It would take stress from Jim Taylor and give Callie the ability to live her own dreams.

      “I’ll talk to Jim first thing when we get back.” Fenn promised. “But first I want to make love to my future wife.”

      She laughed as he rolled her underneath him and nipped at her breasts.

      “I think we have a lot of discipline ahead of us. You’re wriggling like a fish.” He bit one of the erect peaks of her breasts and she arched into him with pleasure.

      “More!” she demanded, fisting her hands in his golden hair, tugging at him in encouragement.

      He gave her just that. More. And Everything beyond.
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      Wes Thorne stepped out of the Jeep Wrangler, his expensive Italian shoes immediately collecting dust from the Broken Spur Ranch. He shut the car door and took a minute to straighten his red silk tie and smooth the front of his jacket. Then he tugged the cuffs of his jacket sleeves down to precisely the right spot on his wrists. He liked things to be perfect, when he could manage it. And here he was, in one of the least perfect places, seeking the answer to something he needed. If anyone had told him he would have come to a dusty old ranch and found the answer to his restless nights he would have scoffed. But it was the truth. What he had to have, had to possess, was inside this house.

      He strode up the wooden steps and opened the screen door, frowning as it squeaked. Its hinges needed to be greased. He rapped his knuckles on the door and waited. The small matte cream envelope in his pocket seemed to weigh a thousand pounds. It was one of the reasons he was here, to deliver it to its intended recipient. Yet the prospect made him uncomfortable because he knew the invitation would break a young woman’s heart. He wanted to teach her to forget that other man, though, and he would. Even if he had to steal her away and hand her everything she desired. All she had to do was give in to him and do everything he asked of her.

      The door opened, and there she stood, in jeans and a t-shirt, her rusty brown cowboy boots scratched and worn. Her eyes were wide and her pale pink lips parted in surprise. The expression suited her. He couldn’t help but imagine what else he could do to her to earn that expression. Soon he hoped he would find out.

      “Mr. Thorne?” Callie Taylor asked, her voice soft and husky. “Did you forget something?”

      For a second, he didn’t understand her question, but then he realized she assumed he’d left something in his room from when he’d stayed here a month ago.

      “Actually no. I’ve come to deliver this to you.” He slid the envelope out and presented it to her.

      “For me? You came all this way? Why didn’t you just mail it?” She examined it and motioned for him to come inside. As he moved past her, he couldn’t resist brushing the length of his body against hers. Her cheeks pinked and he fought down a wave of lust, but it was so hard. She was so innocent, so perfect for his needs, that his desire for her clouded his thoughts and drugged his senses.

      “Wes.” A deep, gravelly voice greeted him from the kitchen doorway. Callie’s father, Jim, smiled warmly. “Glad to see you back here. Good news, I hope?”

      Wes returned Jim’s smile. He liked the gruff rancher and respected him, which made his designs on Callie all that more dangerous.

      “I believe it is good news.” He nodded at the envelope in Callie’s hands. “It’s from Fenn.”

      Her eyes brightened and the sight of her delight was a punch to his gut. He didn’t like seeing her excited about another man. Possessiveness had always been one of his flaws.

      “Excuse me.” She ran up the stairs and the distant sound of a doorway closing told him she was in her bedroom.

      “You couldn’t tell her, could you?” Jim eyed him almost reproachfully. “Fenn is getting married to your sister, isn’t he.” It was a statement, not a question.

      Wes fingered the silver signet ring on his finger as he stared at the staircase. “Yes. They want to invite you both to Long Island for the engagement party. They plan to move back here of course, but Fenn needs time with his family.”

      Jim ambled into the living room and eased down into his brown leather recliner.

      “Well, I’m happy for him. My baby girl won’t be, though. Loved that man from the moment she was big enough to run around after him.” He scraped a hand over his jaw. Above them a loud crash sounded. Wes reacted immediately and bolted for the stairs. When he reached Callie’s room, she flung open the door and ran right into him.

      “I’m sorry,” she gasped and shoved her way past him to dart back down the stairs. Wes let her run away, listening to the screen door slam. Then he turned back to her room. On the floor a broken vase of flowers lay shattered and a half-dozen scraps of expensive paper lay on the floor. The invitation had been torn to pieces, no doubt like her heart had been. He hadn’t liked doing it like this, but there hadn’t been an easier way.

      When he came back down the stairs, Jim had risen from the recliner and stared out across his small cattle-strewn empire with heavy eyes. He glanced at Wes and raised one brow in challenge.

      “You going to go after her?” he asked.

      Wes heard the double meaning in the man’s question. He did intend to go after Callie and had every intention of making her his.

      With a serious look at Callie’s father, he nodded. “Yes.”

      “I thought as much,” Jim’s head dropped slightly as he focused his gaze downward.

      “She’s my baby girl. You just remember that.” A warning. It couldn’t be clearer.

      “I will.” Wes walked past him, across the living room, and out onto the porch.

      A distant feminine figure on horseback galloped wildly across the fields, heading west. In the afternoon light, he could see how her blond hair shimmered, even at this distance. Wes ached to curl his fingers in the silken strands and tug her head back for his kiss.

      Soon. He promised himself. Soon. First he had to tame her enough to claim her. He almost laughed. The one woman he craved almost mindlessly was everything he was not. Wild as the western winds and completely free.

      Unbroken and unchained.

      Turn the page to read Callie and Wes’s story in The Gilded Chain!
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        Someday after we have mastered the air, the winds, the tides and gravity, we will harness for god the energies of love. And then for the second time in the history of the world, man will have discovered fire.

      

      

      
        
        —Teilhard de Chardin

      

      

      

      “You are cordially invited to the engagement party of Hayden Thorne and Fenn Lockwood—”

      With a pained gasp, Callie Taylor ripped the expensive cream card and blinked hard against the thick tears that started to drip down her cheeks. Fenn, the man she’d loved her entire life, was getting married to her friend Hayden. It was too much to process over the sudden and shattering pain inside her chest. With a little ragged gasp of breath, she glanced about her small bedroom, her last refuge on the wide open expanse of her father’s land. The only place she could really call her own on Broken Spur ranch.

      Her room was covered with painting canvases, sketchbooks, and palettes with half-dried paint smears. For years she’d painted her dreams, and those dreams had always included Fenn. But a month ago her entire world in the little Colorado town of Walnut Springs had been flung on its head when Fenn’s real identity was discovered. He was the long-lost twin to Emery Lockwood, heir to the vast technology-based fortune, who lived on Long Island. Once Fenn had learned who he really was, Callie had known she would lose him forever, but standing there holding his engagement announcement in her hand was the first time she’d had cold hard proof of that fact.

      The moment Wes Thorne, Fenn’s childhood friend and Hayden’s brother, had placed the engagement announcement card in her hands, her dream was dead. The man she was in love with was going to marry someone else. And not just anyone, but Hayden Thorne. When she’d first met Hayden, she’d instantly liked the other woman as a friend. A pang of envy rippled through her, casting a green tint to her heart.

      I’m happy for them…but…

      Disgust came after, weighing her chest down like invisible stones. She shouldn’t be jealous of Hayden, not when she cared so much about her friend. But the thought of watching her get married to Fenn? She couldn’t think. It was too awful…She let the torn pieces drop from her hands and float slowly to the floor of her bedroom. Little fingerprint smudges coated the pieces of the card where her paint-covered hands had rubbed on the expensive paper as she’d ripped it to shreds. Those vibrant colored pieces lay at her feet in a mocking collage that only made fresh tears burn in the corners of her eyes.

      Footsteps on the stairs drew her attention. Had her father come up to check on her or was it Wes? When Wes had shown up at the Broken Spur a few minutes ago with a letter from Fenn, Callie hadn’t been able to help herself. Having no idea of the damning information the letter contained, she’d gone straight to her room to read it. Too excited to have one scrap of affection from Fenn or any sign that he might be missing her while he spent time on Long Island with his family, she’d blown right past her father and Wes as if they’d ceased to exist.

      God, I’m such a fool. How could she have been so blind as to not see that while Fenn was learning who he really was, he was also falling in love with Hayden? God, they even looked good together, both of them beautiful and perfect: Fenn with height and muscled build and gold hair, Hayden with her bold red locks and stunning body. A wave of nausea rolled through her stomach. I’m just the sad little hanger-on sister to him. I never even had a chance. She’d opened her heart to him, given him everything that she was, and never held back. And what had that gotten her? A broken heart. And it was entirely her own fault.

      Whoever had come up the stairs now knocked on her bedroom door. Pull yourself together, she told herself and using the back of her hands, she wiped away any evidence of her tears.

      “Who is it?” she called out, desperate to hide the way she was crumbling to pieces.

      Her dad couldn’t see her like this. He’d only just gotten home from the hospital after his heart attack a month ago, and seeing her hurting wouldn’t do him any good. He was supposed to be resting, letting the new ranch hands and construction workers handle all the heavy lifting and major work. Not that Jim Taylor ever understood the idea of resting.

      “Callie, it’s me, Wes.” Wes Thorne’s voice was soft on the other side of the door, as though he was trying to be nice. He wasn’t nice. He was a wolf, a predator. She’d figured that out the moment she had first laid eyes on him when he and his sister, Hayden, had shown up at the ranch to tell Fenn who he really was and to take him home, away from her. Wes was the last person she wanted to see right now.

      “Go away,” she called out. When there was no sound of retreating footsteps, she crept over to her bedroom door and opened it just a crack. She came face to face with an expensive suit shirt and an immaculately tied silk tie. The man always looked like he’d walked out of a Vanity Fair magazine ad. Raising her gaze up his chest, she saw his throat, then his full lips, and finally his cobalt blue eyes.

      Wes, the harbinger of her own personal doom, stood there, worry knitting his brows as he gazed down at her.

      “Are you all right? I thought I heard…” He studied her, probably seeing her red eyes. The last thing she needed was his pity.

      “I’m sorry.” She shoved past him, escaping her bedroom and his assessing gaze as she ran down the stairs, tears almost blinding her vision. She had to get out of here, get away from him, from her father. She wanted to find a quiet dark place and curl up in a ball to lick her wounds, not handle twenty questions from men who didn’t have a clue what she was going through. Have to be alone. Have to.

      She hit the bottom of the stairs and passed through the living room just as her father appeared in the doorway of the kitchen.

      “Callie, honey, you okay, sweetheart? You look like you’ve been crying.” Jim started toward her, but she held up a hand.

      “I’m fine, Dad. I just need to go for a ride, okay? I’ll be back in a few hours.” And without another word to him, she rushed out onto the small porch of their ranch house.

      Even as the fresh Colorado mountain air hit her lungs, it wasn’t enough. She still couldn’t breathe…She needed space, distance, to clear her head. She hoped both Wes and her father would leave her alone. Wes would hopefully focus on what he always did. Business. If he stayed close to the new cabins being constructed she could avoid him.

      Something about him unnerved her. He was so damn quiet and intense. She didn’t like that intensity. It made her pulse beat faster and her palms sweaty. Not like Fenn. Fenn was safe, didn’t make her edgy or her breath quicken with a queasy anticipation. It was too confusing. Wes made her feel like a skittish barn cat.

      Shoving thoughts of him away, she sprinted to the barn where her quarter horse, Volt, was in his stall, happily munching on oats. This is what she needed. To get outside and ride away from everything that left her hurt and confused. Volt was fast and he’d help her escape. Ever since she’d been a child, riding had been her outlet, a way to get free of everything. It was her father’s fault really. When her mother had died, Callie had been only four, and her father had bought her a small pony to give her something to care for and to learn to ride. From then on, riding had been her go-to cure for a broken heart.

      Callie threw a bridle over Volt’s head and then put a blanket and saddle on him. Volt huffed and bumped his nose affectionately against her shoulder as she cinched the girth strap and then led him from his stall. She didn’t even wait to get out of the barn before she mounted up.

      Once she was astride the horse, she kicked his sides, clicking her tongue, and Volt jolted forward. She broke him into a canter to warm him up. He didn’t need much to get into the rhythm. Another swift kick and he was shooting across the back field, straight toward the mountains. The wind lashed her hair in stinging slaps across her face, but the pain felt good. It was a pain she’d rather focus on instead of the searing agony in her chest.

      Volt seemed to sense her need to flee, and he ran like wild lightning from a summer storm. Ahead of them, the wooded mountains were carved with trails of bright green grass. Callie urged Volt to gallop parallel to the grove of Aspen trees that bordered the farthest edge of her family’s property. The white trunks looked like slender ghosts weaving through the dappled sunlight. The brilliant gold leaves reminded her of the cadmium paint color she’d been mixing on her palette this morning. This morning. So much had changed since then.

      A few hours ago she had been experimenting with acrylic paints, dabbling really, since she had no clue how to use that particular medium. A half-painted canvas, one depicting the Aspen leaves falling, was supposed to be a gift for Fenn Lockwood, to remind him of the home he’d had at Broken Spur. And even though he now had a new life on Long Island, Broken Spur would always be a part of him. At least, that’s what she’d hoped as she lost herself in creating the painting. It had been twenty-five years since Fenn had come to Walnut Springs. Twenty-five years since Jim and Maggie had taken Fenn in as a surrogate son. An entire quarter of a century where Fenn had been unaware of the family looking for him thousands of miles away. Roots like that didn’t just disappear, did they? Even if she couldn’t be Fenn’s future, she was certainly a part of his past and she clung to that thought like a lifeline.

      Everything about Fenn had been perfect. Tall, muscled, blond-haired, and hazel-eyed, he’d been her dream in Wranglers and a fitted plaid shirt, like a god born to rule the wild lands from centuries ago before man trespassed here. A strong, quiet, intense man who cared for everyone around him with such a depth of emotion that it scared her sometimes. But she couldn’t stay away.

      She had followed him wherever he went, to every bull-riding competition he participated in, and he’d even been her date to her senior prom since she’d been eighteen and allowed to bring an older date. All of her friends had been so jealous, but that night, she’d hoped more than anything he’d kiss her. He hadn’t, except for a brotherly kiss on the cheek before sending her upstairs to bed. Never once had she dared to tell him how she loved him, but she’d shown him in every breath, every look, every action she could. And it hadn’t been enough to even turn his head. Would it have mattered if she’d told him how she felt? No. It wouldn’t. Because he looks at Hayden in a way he’s never looked at me. Some truths hurt. Bad. Bad enough that she suddenly had trouble breathing again past the burst of a sob.

      And now he was getting married. To Hayden.

      Tears dripped down her face. She wasn’t even sure if it was the wind or from her broken heart. Tugging on the reins, she slowed Volt down. He dropped back into a canter and then to a walk.

      “Easy boy,” she crooned and patted his muscular neck. “You always want to push too hard for too long.” It was something she sometimes felt inside herself. A wild need to push herself beyond her own limits until she broke free.

      Volt tossed his head, his black mane flaring in a ripple over his skin as though to protest her words but kept their leisurely pace as they moved along the line of Aspen trees, his hooves churning the blanket of vivid yellow leaves. They were a few months away from heavy snow, but there was no mistaking the distant aroma of winter. Something about that scent calmed her. Snow buried. Snow covered. It hid away things that needed to be erased or at least temporarily forgotten.

      Could she forget her broken heart if it lay beneath an early snowfall? Perhaps, but it didn’t erase the fact that she would have to go to the engagement party. See them smiling, together, posing for pictures, holding each other close. Things she’d never get to do with Fenn.

      The winding gold trail that Volt climbed soon led to a small hill where large gray rocks littered the slope. She tugged back on his reins, and he halted. Callie slid off his back and led him to a copse of trees. After looping his reins around a sturdy low branch of a nearby tree, she walked over to the outcropping of rocks and climbed up a particularly thick, waist-high rock half covered in pale wintergreen moss. She let one leg dangle down the front of the rock while she tucked her other leg up and rested her chin on her knee.

      Clouds swept across the skies, their shadows playing a game of chase upon the rolling hills and tree-strewn valleys below. Her father had shown her this spot after her mother had died. The two of them had been lost without her. Nature had become the mother she’d lost. Her father had taught her that a person could find peace here, under the brilliant skies and in the changing winds.

      A few stray tears escaped her eyes, but she didn’t wipe them away. There was no one here to witness her breaking apart in a thousand pieces, just the wind, skies, and mountains, and they’d hold her secret heartache for as long as she needed them to.

      She knew she was a fool to think that Fenn could ever return her feelings, but she hadn’t been able to stop herself from hoping. But now it was certain; there would be no Cinderella moment for her, no grand transformation. Just life on the ranch and perhaps a job in the town, if she didn’t need to work with her father.

      What I need to do is find a way to move on. Learn to live without him.

      A flood of memories engulfed her, the way Fenn used to hug her and ruffle a hand through her hair, the way he’d carried her up to bed when she’d been ten years old after she’d fallen asleep on the couch. How his natural scent would cling to his coats and she’d used to wear them when he wasn’t around, just to feel close to him.

      Such a fool…to love so much and lose so much.

      She couldn’t let this happen again. No more falling in love. No more exposing her soul in hopes someone would see her for who she was. There could be no half measures here—she couldn’t stand this kind of pain again.

      I’m done with men, done with love, done with all of that romantic nonsense. It’s not worth the pain. Callie was never going to let her heart dupe her into falling for a man ever again.

      Her composure back in place, Callie rubbed her palms on her jeans and then slid off the boulder. She walked back to Volt, who was waiting patiently for her. She unwound the reins from the branch.

      “Time to go back.” She didn’t want to, but she was a big girl and had to face this, even if it killed her piece by piece.
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        * * *

      

      Wes Thorne stood on the porch of one of the brand-new, nearly completed luxury cabins that was being constructed on the backside of the Broken Spur ranch lands facing the mountains. The wood of the porch railing was slightly rough but would be smoothed out with a sander soon. The oak was solid and firm and a rich color of brown that was pleasing to the eye. These cabins would be incredibly lucrative for Jim and Callie.

      The scheme had been his sister Hayden’s idea when she realized Jim was in danger of losing the ranch because they’d defaulted on their high mortgage payments. Hayden had suggested to Wes that they build cabins on the property and use them as a destination for high-stress workaholics who needed a vacation from 24/7 e-mail and super-powered cell service. It was brilliant of course, but he wasn’t surprised. Hayden was a better businesswoman than he was a businessman when it came down to it. He loved art more than business, but he thankfully had a great amount of success in his own business as an art expert.

      While his sister was preoccupied with her wedding plans, he’d agreed to come out and check the progress of the cabins. He’d known telling Callie about Fenn and Hayden’s engagement wasn’t going to end well. From the moment he’d met the wild, free-spirited Callie, he’d known she was in love with Fenn. Her heart was pinned on her sleeve for the world to see, and he’d hated having to be the person to deliver the news that would cut her sweet, innocent little heart to shreds.

      She’d taken it worse than he’d expected. He’d gone up to check on her, and when she’d answered her door her eyes were red and her cheeks were still stained with shiny tears. There was a wildness to her anguish that was breathtakingly gorgeous and something in him had rumbled, like a deep quake beneath the earth. Her pain had unsettled him, and few things ever unsettled him. So he’d decided to stay a few days to make sure she was going to be all right. Of course, if anyone asked, he was only staying to check on the cabins. That was his story and he was sticking to it. He shook his head. He couldn’t leave her when she…Wes stopped himself. She didn’t need him. Hell, he doubted she even liked him. She was always running off, hiding, avoiding eye contact as though she was nervous around him.

      None of that changed the fact that he wanted her. For the last several weeks he’d been caught up in fantasies of having her in his bed, wrists and legs bound, body completely bare and ready for him to explore every inch of her with his mouth and hands as he introduced her to his darker world of pleasure. The things he wanted to do…craved to do to her were driving him slowly mad.

      He’d never lusted after a woman like he did Callie and he couldn’t figure out why that was. She was young, innocent, not his usual type. So why then did his hands twitch with the urge to touch her whenever she was close, and the hint of her scent after she’d freshly showered and walked past his room seemed to carve itself into his bones? While he’d been away from her, he’d attempted to convince himself it was a silly obsession. When he bolted up in the middle of the night in his empty bed and he was hard and frustrated because she wasn’t there beside him he’d told himself it was nothing but an itch he needed to scratch to get out of his system. But now that he was here with her, so close that he could see all those unhidden emotions on her face, especially the pain he’d caused by coming here...leaving was impossible. And the itch…it wasn’t temporary.

      He was going to have her. It was only a matter of time. He’d vowed the moment he set eyes on her that she was going to be his. He needed to tame her, to bring her into his world. It would take a long, slow seduction, but Callie would be his. She had to be. Her innocence mixed with her natural sensuality was about to kill him. If he could just get her to forget about Fenn and show her all the wicked pleasures life could bring, then he’d have her, body and soul.

      As he stepped off the porch, dusting his hands over his jeans, he saw Callie leave the ranch house and walk toward the barn. Her steps were firm, her face held high, and she had a look of determination on her features. Whatever heartbreak she was suffering, she’d masked it and taken a firm hold of herself.

      That’s my girl. The thought slipped out before he could take it back. She wasn’t his. But she would be. Soon. With a low chuckle, he continued to linger near the cabins and waved to some contractors who had just arrived, but he kept a watchful eye on the barn. They would talk, soon, and he’d set in motion his plans to have her.
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        * * *

      

      Callie couldn’t help but watch Wes as he worked with the contractors. She fed the chickens in the coops, worked with a new foal that had been born a few weeks ago, and checked on the cattle feeding and water troughs over several hours and all of those tasks kept her in plain sight of Wes.

      He wasn’t in that suit he usually wore, the one that made him look expensive and mysterious. No, he was in jeans, a t-shirt, and boots and…Her mouth ran dry as she realized that rather than make him look more normal, more approachable, the casual attire gave him a dangerous edge that seemed to say, I’m not afraid of getting down and dirty and taking you with me, sweetheart. The thought made her blush. That was ridiculous. He was just another handsome man in jeans, one she was currently avoiding. That was the whole point of swearing off men, which she definitely had. No sexy, rugged, dangerous men for her. She’d locked her heart in a steel box and sealed it shut forever. There wasn’t going to be any man getting through to it so he could smash it. Not ever again.

      Despite her promise though, she couldn’t keep her eyes off Wes. It had to be harmless just to watch him, right? Lust and love were two totally different things after all…Weren’t they?

      She watched him crouch by the porch of one of the cabins, a pair of contractors with him, gesturing at something. Even from where she stood, she could see the flex of the muscles on his forearm and the glint of his expensive watch on his wrist. She licked her dry lips and glanced away, only to find herself turning back his way. The light breeze carried just enough of their conversation that she realized they were discussing the wood trimming against the stone base of the cabins. Of course, Wes seemed to know all about the subject. Was there a subject Wes Thorne wasn’t an expert on? His seemingly limitless knowledge was wildly intimidating under the best circumstances, but after he’d seen her meltdown yesterday, well, Callie wasn’t challenging him to Trivial Pursuit anytime soon.

      Callie hadn’t been able to afford college. And if she could have, there was no way she would have been able to leave her father, not when he was shorthanded and the ranch was in jeopardy. Now here she was at age twenty, stuck in the same town she’d lived her whole life.

      Half of her loved ranch life, but the other half of her wanted to get out into the world, test her limits, and live her life.

      Wes suddenly stood and shook hands with the two men he’d been speaking with and then walked away, out of her sight. It was just as well. She really needed to get back to work. With a little sigh, she turned around to go back into the barn and smacked right into a solid, warm male chest.

      “Oomph!” She made an unlady-like sound as their bodies collided and she stumbled back.

      Firm hands gripped her waist. “What were you doing? Hiding behind this truck?” His tone was full of dark amusement, as though he was fully aware she’d been spying on him.

      She sniffed, raised her chin, and tried to dislodge his hands from her waist. He allowed it, and she was fully aware of that fact more than anything else.

      “I was checking on the hay.” I was not watching you in those snug jeans.

      “Mmm.” He made a little throaty noise as though he were agreeing with her, but she heard the disbelief in the sound.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I still have chores to take care of in the barn.” She stalked around him and headed straight for the open doors of her sanctuary. He wouldn’t come after her. He had things to take care of too. This would be over soon. She’d go back to being alone, left in peace and free of strangely intense men. Thank heavens for that, she thought.

      Heading straight for Volt’s stall she decided to give him a quick brushing; that would make her look and feel busy. She slid the stall door open on its sliding rails and grabbed her brush bucket. Then she settled in for a good combing. Volt didn’t pay much attention to her as he buried his nose in his oat bucket, munching loudly.

      The sound of footsteps behind her had her spinning. Wes stood in the open stall doorway, watching her.

      “Are you all right?”

      She barely contained a bitter laugh. “All right? Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      From the corner of her eye, she saw him drift a step closer, and she heard the soft shuffle of his boots on the hay-strewn floor. Wes was too intense for the quiet life on a ranch.

      “Here, let me.” Suddenly he was right behind her, the heat of his body searing her skin through the thin layer of her jeans and shirt. His right hand settled over hers gently, grasping the brush and sliding it off her palm. Her hands settled on Volt’s coat as Wes kept her caged while he continued to brush the horse. She watched the way his hand moved the brush swiftly over the horse’s flanks. Did he know much about horses?

      Funny, she hadn’t thought to ask. When she’d last been around him, he’d seemed more a dark shadow, a presence just out of sight while she’d been focused on Fenn and the threat on his life. Now, though, she had to admit she was curious, even if he scared her a little. He patted the horse’s back and then turned to her, handing her the brush.

      “You seem to know what you’re doing,” she finally said, peering over her shoulder at his face.

      Observing his profile, she noticed the twist of his sensual lips in a bare hint of a smile.

      “I own six of them. I should hope I know what I’m doing.” His words lit a strange fire deep within her belly, and she knew she’d bump into him if she leaned back even an inch.

      Callie took the brush from him and set it in the grooming kit outside Volt’s stall. She dusted her hands off on her jeans as she waited for Wes to leave the stall.

      “You really have horses? Why didn’t you say anything before?” She could have made him muck out the stalls…the image of him, hay fork in his hands, shoveling manure made her bite back a little smile.

      He actually laughed. The rich sound of it did funny things to her stomach. It quivered and a slow wave of heat moved across her face.

      “You seem surprised,” he noted as he closed the stall door and then latched it.

      Callie retreated a few steps, the barn suddenly feeling much warmer than it had a minute ago.

      “Well, you never said anything before about horses. And you don’t look like you do a lot of riding.” She swept her gaze down his black t-shirt, which did nothing to disguise the lean cut muscles of the abs beneath it. You’re not checking him out, Callie. Stop it, she warned herself. She dragged her eyes upward and noticed his powerful forearms and she couldn’t forget that the feel of his hands on her skin always seemed to burn her in those brief times he’d touched her. Oh yes, Wes Thorne unsettled her, and she didn’t like it. If she kept getting swept away by how attractive his abs and arms were there was no way she was going to be able to keep her vow. She had to get out of there and fast. She grabbed the saddle and headed for the tack room, hoping he would take the hint and not follow her.

      That silent prayer went unheard because he filled the space of the tack room doorway, as though to stop her from escaping him again. She focused on putting her saddle away.

      “You and I haven’t talked much, and certainly not about horses. I’d be happy to talk now…about horses. I play polo. A man has to be very good on a horse.” He paused and that caught her attention. When her eyes met his, he continued. “I enjoy riding, and not just the horses.”

      For a second, she had no clue what he meant. Riding…Then it hit her and she flushed with mortification. He was implying that—oh!

      “Well, sorry to disappoint you, Mr. Thorne, but I’m not up to being ridden today, or ever. I’m not interested, period.”

      Rather than anger him enough to send him away, he sidled closer.

      “No, you’re not up to it, not yet.”

      Turning to face him, she shot him the fiercest look she could manage. “I don’t think you get it. I want to be left alone. No more men, no more romance, no more anything…” Suddenly her words came out a little choked, as though she couldn’t breathe. Here she was confessing her heartache to him, the last man on earth who’d understand what she was going through. His sister had told Callie all about Wes. The women he dated, how he never fell for anyone. He was nothing like Fenn. Wes wasn’t a man for loving, but for lusting, and she didn’t want to be around that either.

      Wes tilted his left wrist to study the face of his expensive watch checking the time.

      “That sounds a bit like a challenge to me. Do you want to challenge me?” It wasn’t a threat, no, but something about the way he said the world “challenge” made her insides squirm.

      “Challenge? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Wes’s lips twitched. “So you’ve decided you won’t fall in love? Is that it? No more men for you because one man broke your heart?”

      Rather than answer him, she just swallowed hard and drew in a much needed breath.

      “A friendly little wager wouldn’t put you at any risk then, would it? What if I said that in thirty days I could change your mind? Make you want a man again, not just any man, but me.”

      Callie focused on the doorway, debating if she could escape him, but it didn’t seem likely. What if she just let him play his little game? It wouldn’t hurt her; he couldn’t get to her.

      I’m safe. He won’t get to my heart. She was sure of that. Sure enough that she finally met his gaze and nodded.

      “You think you can seduce me in thirty days? Fine. You’re on. Good luck with that, Mr. Thorne.”

      “Thank you, but I’ve never needed luck.” When she started to dart around him, he stayed her with an outstretched arm. “Now, just a minute, we’ve terms to discuss. If I lose I’ll have one of my connections at art school on Long Island write you a recommendation for entry to their program.”

      “Art school?” How could he offer that? She wouldn’t ever be able to afford that.

      “Yes, they have a scholarship program you’d qualify for and my friend’s recommendation would seal your acceptance.”

      Callie let all of that sink in. If she resisted the temptation to sleep with him, he’d help her get into art school? The one thing she wanted more than anything? There had to be a catch.

      “And if you win?” She couldn’t quite say the words “if I lost.”

      “If I win you’ll get passion beyond your wildest dreams. I know how to please a woman, Callie. Every trick, every toy, every little fantasy you’ve ever had, they can all be yours. I can promise that while we’re together your life will never be the same. Anything you want, I can give it to you. Anything.” He was so confident, so bold, she almost believed him.

      But there was one thing he couldn’t give her and thankfully it was the one thing she never wanted to experience again. Love.

      “That doesn’t sound like a hard bet to win,” she replied. Why she felt the need to taunt him, she wasn’t sure.

      He chuckled, not at all upset. “If you think this will be so easy a challenge to win, you won’t refuse anything I suggest?”

      Suggest? Just what did he think he could suggest? “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve got to make a trip to Paris in the next week and I think it’s only fair to take you with me. I’ve seen your artwork. I know you’d enjoy taking in the museums and the sights. It’s the perfect place for an artist to visit.”

      Paris…What he offered her, the world she’d always dreamed of, as though it were an easy thing to give her…it was impossible. She could never afford that trip.

      A shameful heat filled her cheeks and she ducked her head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t afford to—”

      With a low growl he forced her chin up so she had to look him in the eyes again. “I may not be a man with honorable intentions toward you, but if nothing else, I’m still a gentleman. The trip and anything on it will be at my expense. All you need do is join me.”

      “A free trip to Paris?” She couldn’t help but look this handsome gift horse in the mouth. He answered with a nod.

      Paris. How could she refuse? He’d chosen the one place in the entire world she couldn’t say no to.

      “All I have to do is go with you?” Her heart was beating so fast that she had to force herself to calm down.

      “Yes, come with me. Give me my thirty days to court you as you deserve.” He sounded so solemn, so serious about a silly wager, but the heat simmering in his eyes was full of promise and it scared her a little.

      He won’t get in, she promised. He won’t. I’m safe.

      “Okay. I’ll go with you.” The words came out and she felt as though she were living in a strange sort of dream. She was going to Paris with Wes Thorne. Was this all really happening?

      “Good. I can stay with you, help you with Volt if you like.” He didn’t move away from her when she tried to get past him again.

      Callie needed to get away from him. Just because she’d agreed to go to Paris with him didn’t mean she wanted him to follow her around all day. She wanted to be left alone, left in peace. Not being intimidated by a man who was the personification of sin when she’d just sworn yesterday to avoid men like him. This bet was likely just a way for him to amuse himself. He had to be playing with her. Nothing more. There was no way a man like him would have any interest in her, and she didn’t want him to. Wes would want a tall, polished model, a thin society beauty, not a short, curvy girl in jeans with calloused hands. It just didn’t make any sense for him to be interested in her. He had to be really bored out here if he was paying attention to her. I must be the only female for miles if he’s paying attention to me. It was a depressing thought.

      “I’m sorry. I’m not in the best mood. You should probably just go.” Please go away, she prayed. If she had to ask again, she feared her plan to avoid men like him wouldn’t last. She’d be a sucker all over again and throw her heart into something only to get hurt. No more Ms. Nice Guy. I have to protect myself, don’t I?

      The intense wolfish gleam in his eyes softened and he inched toward her. Before she could move, he trapped her against one of the posts bearing an old saddle she’d been oiling earlier that day. The thick scent of the hay, the tang of the oil, and the exhale of Wes’s breath consumed her, shrinking her universe into this one infinite yet enclosed span of time. He rested one hand on the saddle by her waist, so close, but not quite touching her hip. His other hand curled under her chin and gently lifted it up so she had to tilt her head back to look him in the eye. His gentle but firm touch made that newly built brick wall around her heart quake.

      No, I can’t let him get inside my head. She had to control her emotions and her response to him.

      “Shed your tears for him, Callie. You are allowed that much,” he whispered. His warm breath fanned across her lips as his face inched closer to hers.

      “Allowed?” She bristled and flattened her hands on his chest, pushing hard. He didn’t budge.

      “Yes.” He smiled, almost coldly. “You’re allowed to cry when your heart is broken, but just know that when you’re ready the entire world awaits you.”

      Wes cupped her cheek, closed the distance between them, and pressed his lips to hers. It was no chaste kiss. His tongue slid inside, stroking hers, and she jolted against him. He assaulted her senses, his hands suddenly everywhere, sliding slowly over her back, tracing her hips, caressing the sensitive skin at the nape of her neck. Her blood thundered in her ears, like the resounding beats of a mustang’s hooves upon the fields on the other side of the mountains.

      His teeth sank into her bottom lip, the little sting making her gasp in shock and a traitorous zing of awareness and pleasure rippled through her. He coaxed, teased, and played with her mouth and seemed to be memorizing her body with the way his palms shaped her curves and slopes. She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. She had to stop this. She needed to …When she started to tremble he suddenly stepped back and rested his forehead against hers, their shared breaths an equal measure of soft pants.

      “You aren’t ready. Not yet.” He brushed a lock of her hair back from her face and tucked it behind one of her ears. The gesture was intimate and tender. She trembled.

      “Ready for what?” she demanded, but her tone was breathless.

      “For me. But you will be. I have thirty days to prove it to you. Unfortunately I have to return to Weston for a few days but I’ll come back and pick you up.” He withdrew from her personal space, gazing for one minute longer at her before he strode out of the tack room and away from her.

      Callie lifted her fingertips to her lips, her hand shaking. What had she done? Wes had kissed her. Kissed her. Her first kiss. It was not the way she had planned it, and it was not from the man she wanted, the man she loved. Her heart shuddered in her chest. It felt as if she had betrayed Fenn, but she hadn’t. A person couldn’t betray someone they had never been in a relationship with. That was the biting reality she had to accept. She may have loved Fenn, but he didn’t love her back, not romantically. She would only ever be a little sister to him. And that had shattered her heart into a thousand pieces. What would being around Wes do to her if she couldn’t stay cold and unmoved by his passion?

      What am I going to do?

      The phantom press of his lips still lingered against her own, as though he’d branded her with that single sensual kiss. She hated herself for the way her body had melted into his, and the crawling need just beneath her skin that craved his touch, his caress. But she didn’t want it, didn’t want him. And she shouldn’t.

      Wes Thorne was dangerous. Frighteningly intense and too much of everything. There was still that unspoken word humming in the air around her. He’d never said it, but she’d felt it in his kiss.

      Soon. It was only after she’d started back to the house that she realized if she went to Paris with Wes, she might miss Fenn and Hayden’s engagement party. Had he done that on purpose? Given her a distraction to keep her from facing something that would grind her heart to dust? Maybe Wes wasn’t so heartless after all…or he was cunning beyond her wildest dreams.
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      The Gulfstream G150 slid into the air, climbing high into the late afternoon sky. The clouds above the Colorado mountains were thick and painted in a range of tangerine and pomegranate reds. Wes leaned back into the soft white leather seat of his family’s private jet and watched the wings of the plane slice through the heavens.

      He could still taste Callie, addictive, sweet, so breathless and innocent. Until he’d sat down in the plane, his entire body had been rigid with pent-up passion. He shouldn’t have kissed her, not so soon, not when he’d have to leave for a few days before seeing her again.

      Fuck, he wanted her. It actually hurt not to have her near him. Had that ever happened to him before? Not that he was aware of. He dropped his head back against the headrest and tried to collect his thoughts. He only had to last a month without getting what he wanted right away.

      Thirty days.

      Thirty days was enough time to seduce her and make her forget Fenn. Her father had assured him she had an up-to-date passport. She would need a new wardrobe and so many other things. He would fill her days with adventure, passion, and art. He would offer her the world, and in return, he’d take her to bed and finally conquer this strange obsession with her.

      He touched his lips yet again, having done it several times on the drive back to the airport. Kissing her had made him feel again. For too long he had not felt much of anything. He had gone to great lengths just to regain even the smallest bit of pleasure in his life. Callie had changed everything.

      One month ago he had flown out to Colorado to rescue his long-lost childhood friend Fenn Lockwood, only to find Fenn in bed with his sister. The initial meeting between them after twenty-five years of thinking Fenn was dead hadn’t gone well. He and Fenn had gotten into a fistfight over Hayden. They had been fighting in the dirt outside an old trailer, and Jim Taylor had driven up and fired a shotgun over their heads. And then Wes looked up and saw her.

      Honey blonde hair tugged playfully by a mountain breeze to form a golden halo around a face so lovely he’d forgotten to breathe. She was not like any of the models on the runways in Milan or Paris. She was a head shorter than him, with killer curves and a classically beautiful face. A slightly upturned nose, gold lashes, hazel green eyes, and pale pink lips. Lips he’d finally tasted, and his imagination hadn’t been able to compare to reality. Yes, he had taken one look at Callie Taylor and knew that he would have to have her, possess her in every way because she had made him feel. His blood still hummed in his veins and his heart beat wildly at the thought of the chase, the seduction, and finally the months he planned to spend learning the secret ways of her body and soul so that she would be fully his.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket and he pulled it out, wondering who’d be calling. Corrine Vanderholt.

      That was a problem he needed to deal with before he initiated Callie into his world. As one of the premier members of the exclusive BDSM club, the Gilded Cuff, one of the perks was the luxury of having almost any female submissive at his beck and call. Nearly all of the club members were outwardly polite society girls he chatted and danced with at fund-raisers and galas under the unsuspecting eyes of the crowds. But at the Gilded Cuff, these women stripped down to bare skin and knelt at his feet, begging to be dominated. He had always been happy to comply. Corrine, however, was not like the others. The rest knew that any relationship in the club ended outside the doors, and that was the way everyone liked it. For Corrine, the club was a stepping stone to marriage, and Wes knew she had set her sights on him. She was a fool to think she could control him. He was the dominant.

      With a little smile, he answered his phone. “Thorne here.” Not acknowledging he’d seen her name on the screen.

      “Wes, sweetheart, it’s me,” Corrine murmured huskily.

      He almost rolled his eyes. “I have many sweethearts, which one in particular are you?”

      He bit back a laugh at her angry little hiss through the other end of the phone.

      “It’s Corrine.” Her tone was curt.

      “Oh, Corrine, of course. What is it?” He settled back in his chair and kicked his feet up on the leather seat opposite him.

      “I thought you might want to top me at the club tonight.” She was forcing that huskiness in her voice now, and he tried not to smile.

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible. I’m leaving for Paris in a few days and have to make travel arrangements.” The last thing he wanted to do was top Corrine. That meant being her dom and conducting a sexual scene with her. The only woman he wanted was Callie.

      “When you get back then,” she insisted.

      “No. I’m not going to be topping anyone at the club for awhile.”

      “What?” Her voice was hard and cold. He’d ruined her plans.

      “There are plenty of doms who will be happy to scene with you. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to go.” He didn’t wait for a response, but simply hung up. Pocketing the phone, he resumed his study of the clouds.

      Everything in his life would be changing soon. It was one thing to conduct a simple scene with a submissive at a club, but training one and doing it at his home was an entirely different matter. Callie had innate submissive qualities in her, but she was not weak, nor easily tamed. It would be a complicated process of seducing her and introducing her to his world without frightening her. He wanted everything to be perfect, for himself, but also for her.

      She deserved a sweet, slow seduction. He had already moved too fast, taken a risk with that kiss in the tack room. She wasn’t ready for him or his lifestyle. If he came at her too hard and fast, she’d bolt, just like an unbroken filly. Not that he wished to break her. No, never that, but Callie needed taming, and he planned to soothe her with little touches, tiny caresses, soft whispers, all the things a masterful lover knows how to employ. And he was the best. Out of all of the dominants at the club, he was the one who understood the art of BDSM the best. He could read a female submissive and know immediately what she needed and give it to her. It was the single most rewarding and arousing thing about being a dom, knowing he had the power to give a woman what she needed and satisfy her every desire and fantasy. It would be a lie to say he didn’t get off on the idea. He loved wielding such a power, knowing he could bring such pleasure to a woman.

      Callie was young and innocent, and as much as his body wanted to rush headlong into bed with her, the rest of him sensed slow was the best pace. She’d had her heart broken and that would take time to heal. He would coax the woman out of her chrysalis and glimpse the transformation at its own natural pace.

      When his phone buzzed again, he answered in a low growl of displeasure.

      “What is it, Corrine?”

      A masculine chuckle made him blink and stare at the phone screen.

      “Yeah, I’m definitely not Corrine,” Royce Devereaux said.

      “Royce, what is it?” Wes snapped.

      Royce was one of his close friends from childhood, a dominant at the Gilded Cuff as well and a paleontology professor at a local university in Weston, Long Island.

      “Guess you haven’t heard the news?”

      Wes sat up in his seat. “What is it? Has something happened to the twins? My sister?” His blood started to pound in his ears as old fears resurfaced.

      “No—God no. Everyone is fine. Christ, Wes, you’ve only been gone a few days. What do you think could have happened in seventy-two hours?” Royce asked with a low chuckle.

      Wes exhaled in obvious relief. After everything they’d been through recently, he needed rest, relaxation. No more assassins, explosions, or villains.

      “As long as no one is dead or dying, I don’t really care,” Wes said. “I’m on vacation from all drama and life-threatening incidences.”

      His friend laughed. “Getting boring on me, are you?”

      “You know I’m never that boring,” he reminded Royce. They’d spent too many nights at the Gilded Cuff together for Royce to ever say otherwise.

      “I just thought you’d be interested to know that the Mortons were robbed last night.”

      Wes didn’t see the significance of this. “And this is of interest to me because?”

      Royce sighed dramatically. “It wasn’t a typical robbery. Only one thing was taken. A painting.”

      He straightened in his seat. “A painting? Which one?”

      He was intimately familiar with the Mortons’ private art collection. He had a hand in procuring most of the pieces in their collection. The Mortons were old money, like his own family, but unlike his parents, the Mortons valued art and it had been a pleasure to work with them.

      “I think I heard it was a Goya,” Royce said.

      The Goya? Wes growled softly. The most expensive piece, valued at $450,000 dollars. He’d done the bidding for the Mortons at Sotheby’s. And now it was gone. Something tightened in his chest, a sliver of pain, swiftly followed by fury.

      “How was it taken? The Mortons have an advanced security system and their private collection was fairly unknown to the general public. It’s not easy to walk away with something like a painting.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Royce paused. “It looks like a professional job. The FBI is checking into it. I told them to come see you if they had any questions about the painting.”

      Wes scrubbed a hand over his jaw, scowling. The last thing he needed was the FBI crawling all over him, not when he wanted to focus completely on Callie. Feds were always a mood killer.

      “What time are you due back on the island?” Royce asked.

      Wes checked his watch. “About five hours, why?”

      “We could go to the club. There’s a sweet little sub I would love to tag team—”

      “No thanks.” Wes chuckled. “I’ve got to take care of a few things, and besides, I may not be coming to the club for awhile.”

      “Oh?”

      Wes couldn’t miss the interest in his friend’s tone.

      “Yes.” He didn’t elaborate. Callie was his little secret. He didn’t want to share her with anyone else, especially not a charmer like Royce. There couldn’t be any risk that she would find another man more attractive than him.

      Royce’s tone turned serious. “Does this have something to do with Callie Taylor?”

      How did he know about Callie? Wes didn’t answer. He knew responding would reveal more. It was best to play the game as if he had no information.

      “I was checking on Jim and his daughter for Fenn. He worries about them, since he and Hayden won’t be moving back to Colorado for a month or two, at least not until after the engagement party.”

      “Checking, huh? Is that what the kids call it these days?” His friend sniggered. “I bet you checked on that sweet little cowgirl all night.”

      “I spent all my time working on the cabins for Hayden. There was no night, Royce. Make a comment like that again and you’ll regret it,” he promised darkly.

      “Admit it. You want that girl. I heard Hayden talking about her. She’s young and sweet. Everything your usual bed partners aren’t. Are you having a midlife crisis or something?”

      Fuck. His friend just didn’t know when to shut the hell up.

      “I’m thirty-three. A man does not have a midlife crisis until he is actually in the middle of his life,” he shot back.

      “Uh-huh,” Royce answered, almost placating him. “Does your sister know you have a black room?”

      “My sister does not know and will never know about that particular part of my house. The more important question is, how did you get inside it?” He and Royce had shared women at the club, even at Royce’s house, but the black room at Wes’s home…that was his secret, his private place no one was supposed to know about. A room containing his most treasured paintings and other things too valuable to share with the rest of the world. It also had a bed and a dresser with some rather fun sex toys, but he’d never met a woman yet who he’d trusted enough to show the room to. It was called the black room because it wasn’t on the floor plans of the mansion and unless someone knew where it was, it could never be found. Royce had seen him leaving it once, but hadn’t questioned him about it. Apparently the bastard had been biding his time until he could get in to check it out.

      There was a faint clinking noise as though something metallic hit wood on the other end of the phone line.

      “I knew you were out of town so Hans is showing me how to pick locks. Can you believe I didn’t know how to listen for tumblers? We’re using your place as practice, by the way.”

      Wes muttered a few choice curse words under his breath.

      “You and Emery Lockwood’s bodyguard are at my place picking my locks?” He knew it shouldn’t have surprised him.

      Royce was wild and unpredictable at best, and this was by far one of his tamer pranks. What amused him, despite his anger at his black room being infiltrated, was that Royce was with Hans Brummer. The bodyguard was in his early fifties, and one of the most dangerous men Wes knew. Hans had spent the last twenty-five years protecting Emery Lockwood after he and his twin, Fenn, were kidnapped at age eight. Now that the men trying to kill the twins were dead, Hans must have been bored enough to freelance his talents and was apparently training Royce in all manner of illegal activities.

      “You never know when picking a lock will come in handy,” Royce replied once the clicking noise returned.

      “Why would a professor of paleontology need to know how to pick locks?” Wes asked as he slipped his Breitling watch off his wrist and then reset the time from mountain to eastern. He still had a few hours left in the flight, but he liked to get his watch set.

      Royce snorted. “Well, let’s see. Emery and Fenn were kidnapped. Emery was almost blown to bits, Cody the hacker wonder boy was tortured by an assassin, Hans was shot in the chest, you were nearly incinerated in a car bomb. I’m just getting in some survival 101 with my old buddy Hans here.”

      There was a deep laugh in the background, and Wes knew it was Hans.

      “How did you bypass my security system?”

      “Child’s play. We just rewired it.”

      Wes sighed. That meant he’d have to have someone come out and fix it. “Don’t you have some term papers to grade?”

      “That’s what my teacher’s assistant is for,” Royce announced proudly, and Wes could only shake his head. “Kenzie’s going to be busy over the next month reading everything and preparing the final exams I sent her.”

      “I thought you butted heads with your TA.”

      “Yeah, well, Kenzie is too smart for her own good. She’s lucky she’s my TA or I’d take her to the Cuff and strap her to a spanking bench and give it to her good.” Royce’s tone was suddenly husky, and Wes knew what the other man was thinking about.

      “So why don’t you?” Wes taunted his friend.

      “Oh no, there’s no way I’m getting involved with a student. I like my job.”

      “But she’s over eighteen, right? She’s a graduate student. It’s legal.”

      Royce growled softly. “Legal maybe, but it doesn’t look good if I go against school policy. I don’t want to be that professor. My students already know about my club habits, and the bouncers at the club have to check IDs carefully to make sure no one slips inside who isn’t a genuine member. I feel like a damn animal in a zoo sometimes.”

      His friend paused, then added, “Maybe I need a black room too.”

      “Get out of there right now, Royce,” he warned. That space was his, only his, and even his best friend was not allowed in there.

      “Fine. Spoil our fun,” Royce returned. “Call me tomorrow morning. We need to visit the Mortons.”

      “Right, thanks.” He definitely had to see the Mortons and assure himself the other pieces in their collection were still safe. He would mourn the loss of the Goya.

      He slid his cell phone back into his pocket and closed his eyes, picturing himself in the black room. His refuge, his comfort. Maybe soon he’d be able to show Callie, to let her inside his sanctuary.

      Thirty days.

      He had to make it. It was crucial that she had her time to accept Fenn’s engagement and move on. And once she had, he would move in and claim her.
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      At precisely ten the following morning, Wes climbed into Royce’s Porsche Spyder, and a few short minutes later they were pulling into the front driveway of the Morton mansion. Wes wore his favorite suit, a light gray Burberry classic-cut light wool suit, while Royce had gone more casual in jeans and a black sweater beneath a leather coat.

      “Is the FBI still in town?” Wes asked his friend.

      “Probably, but I haven’t heard. I’m sure the Mortons will know.”

      They drove through the black gates tipped with gold spires and stopped in a circular drive before a massive Mediterranean-style stucco mansion. It was a grand palisade that always impressed Wes each time he visited. The real attraction was the Roman statuary that filled the gardens and the limestone gazebo where rich amethyst-colored blooms of wisteria draped over the stone every spring, filling the air with its thick scent. It was a beautiful sight during the late spring and early summer.

      Wes reached the door first and pressed a finger on the small white doorbell incased in a gold frame. A few seconds later, a man appeared, dressed all in black. The butler, Mr. Clancy, nodded in greeting.

      “Mr. Thorne, Mr. Devereaux, this way please.” He led them to one of the sitting rooms off the main hall.

      The Mortons, Jill and her husband Daniel, were seated on a sateen loveseat speaking quietly, their faces strained. They were in their sixties, but both still trim and almost ageless in looks. They were a favorite family among the island’s elite, and they deserved the attention. The Mortons, while rich, were not ostentatious, and as patrons of the arts, they put much of their wealth back into the artistic community. More than once, Wes had flown with them to New York to see an opera or ballet. They also offered up the pieces of their private collection to the Met for temporary exhibits. Wes admired them, and he admired few people in this world. He only wished his parents had taken lessons from the Mortons, rather than lose themselves in their obsessions with social power and elitism.

      “Wes, my dear boy,” Jill stood and greeted him, taking his hands in hers, shaking them gently. Her light blue eyes, though somewhat dimmed with worry, still managed a small twinkle. Dear boy. He was a grown man, but she’d known him since he was a child. The endearment would have angered him coming from anyone else, but from her it made him smile.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Morton. Royce called me with the news about the Goya.”

      Daniel stepped forward and shook his and Royce’s hands.

      “We’ve had a devil of a time coping with it,” Daniel admitted, his faint British accent coming through. He’d moved to America as a young man and had made his fortune here, married Jill, and became a U.S. citizen, but the Brit was just underneath his skin.

      “One minute the Goya was there; the next it was gone. We were hosting a party and in the span of two hours, it was removed right under our noses.”

      Wes thought this over carefully. “Do you have a guest list I can see?”

      “Yes,” Jill said. “The FBI took a copy and is interviewing all of the guests, but you know how these parties can be…”

      Wes knew only too well how easily things could go wrong at parties on the North Shore of Long Island. Twenty-five years ago, eight-year-old twins had been kidnapped out of their own kitchen in the midst of a summer party their parents were hosting. The kidnappers had seemed to have no trouble vanishing into the night without being seen or discovered. Not much had changed in the way of security.

      “How did you know it was gone? Royce said there was a forgery left in its place?”

      “Oh.” Jill blushed. “It was the frame. That was the only way I could have known. The wood had a hairline fracture, from when Daniel dropped it a few weeks ago. You could feel it, but not see the crack.”

      Jill retrieved a wood frame from the coffee table by the loveseat.

      “The FBI returned this to us after they swept it for prints. It was clean. But it’s not our frame.” Daniel ran an index finger over the edge of one of the corners. “There was a crack, just here. I only noticed it was wrong because the painting was slightly crooked and I touched it to readjust it. It was then I saw the lack of the break.”

      He ran a hand through his gray-streaked hair and sighed.

      Royce examined the frame and passed it to Wes. The frame was eight-by-ten in size, incredibly small by most art standards. Rather like the Mona Lisa. Many famous paintings were tiny in comparison to the general public’s expectations, but this particular Goya was even smaller.

      The Goya was a small painting of a woman overlooking a cliff from a terrace. It was not in the form of his dark period, which was his most famous style, but more along the lines of the years he painted portraits of high-society members. The image of the woman was strangely personal, as though Goya had seemed to know the woman intimately, the way the wind teased her hair and her skirts fluttered about her legs, showing her fine figure. Wes knew the woman in the painting had a story to tell, and when it came up for auction, he contacted the Mortons immediately. They’d wanted to buy it and he’d helped arrange it.

      He continued to study the frame.

      “What do you think, Wes?” Jill took the frame back from him and set it down on the table.

      Wes pursed his lips, thinking. He wasn’t an agent, or a police officer, and had no real skills in investigation, but he knew art. And more important, he knew the seedier side of the art world.

      “Whoever took this will have to hire someone to fence it, and then it will be put up on the black market, unless they already have a buyer arranged. I will put my feelers out, but I also want a copy of your guest list and copies of the video footage of the collection gallery.”

      Daniel nodded. “Of course, we can get that for you. We’re waiting on the FBI to finish with the tapes and then we’ll send them to you.”

      “Good.” Wes thanked the couple and then he and Royce headed for the door.

      Wes stared at the car. He’d been too lost in thought earlier when Royce had picked him up to notice the state of the Spyder. It was dirty and covered in splashes of mud.

      “What the hell have you been up to while I was gone?”

      Royce threw back his head and laughed. “You have no idea, and I’m definitely not telling.”

      “Right.” Wes chuckled and got into the passenger seat. His phone buzzed and when he pulled it out he saw there was a text from Lilly Hargrave, a woman who owned an expensive clothing and lingerie shop in town.

      “Back to your place?” Royce raked a hand through his hair before he buckled his seat belt.

      “Actually, take me into town. Lilly has something for me.” Wes buckled himself in and couldn’t resist the smile. The day had started out grim, but things were looking up.

      “Lilly? What do you want with her? I thought you and she were over ages ago?” Royce, the paleontologist, said, digging up Wes’s fossilized romantic history trying to find answers.

      “We are done,” he assured his friend. “But Lilly is still a friend. She’s ordered something for me from Paris, and I want to pick it up immediately.”

      “Well, aren’t you Mr. Mysterious today.” Royce spun the wheel and the Spyder shot out of the Morton’s gravel drive and onto the road toward town.

      Wes ignored his friend’s subtle taunt. “What do you make of this painting situation?”

      “Me?” Royce was quiet for a moment. “Depending on the level of access of the guests, we might be looking at one of our own on the North Shore as a potential thief. Of course, a stranger may have gotten into the house during the party, but I’ll hold off on guessing until I see the footage and the guest list. What about you?”

      Wes drummed his fingers on the windowsill of the passenger side. He didn’t want to think about one of their own being responsible, but the sad truth was it could be very possible.

      “I think we may have a fox in our hen house, Royce.” It was time for hunting.
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        * * *

      

      Callie stared at the Gulfstream G150 on the tarmac, her knuckles white on the little duffel bag containing her clothes.

      Jim let out a low whistle.

      “That boy sure knows how to travel in style. Good thing too, because you deserve the best, sweetheart.” Her father hugged her with one arm and kissed her cheek.

      “Thanks, Dad,” she whispered. It was weird to think she was leaving Colorado for the first time in her life and she’d have to say good-bye to her father, at least for a month.

      “You’ll be fine,” Jim said softly. “He’ll take good care of you. If he doesn’t, I’ll put some buckshot into that boy’s behind.”

      She hugged her father back, torn between fighting off tears and laughing.

      Jim grinned at her and then waved to the distant figure who appeared at the top of the plane’s steps.

      Wes Thorne, in a black suit, looking every inch as intimidating as ever, waved back at Jim. Callie glanced away, her entire body heating up with embarrassment. She knew her face had to be beet red. The last time she’d seen him, he’d been ruthlessly kissing her in the tack room of the barn. It was not an experience she could ever forget. In fact, it was branded in her mind, like a flaming beacon, both alluring and frightening. She hadn’t been able to make it one day without thinking about that kiss and how it had changed her. It had changed her; she couldn’t argue that. She hadn’t been able to get him out of her mind. The way his lips felt against hers, the heat of his body, and the secret longing to know more of what could be between them. And at the same time, she hated herself for that curiosity and desire.

      “Come on, Callie.” Her father’s rumbling baritone made her jolt as she realized he was already disappearing into the plane, no doubt to get a good look at what was inside.

      Wes strode down the steps, meeting her at the bottom. She nearly stumbled back because he towered over her, making her feel instantly vulnerable.

      “Hello, Callie.” Her name was exotic and beautiful when he said it, and he made it sound like saying her name tasted good on his tongue. When she thought of his name it escaped her lips in a breathless sigh so easily.

      With a little shake she forced herself to regain control. “Mr. Thorne, nice to see you again. You really didn’t need to fly me to New York like this. I could have flown commercial just fine.”

      Wes’s cobalt eyes narrowed. “Callie, everything I do has a distinct purpose.” His tone was almost cold, and she swore she could feel its icy burn. For some reason that infuriated her.

      “Everything you do has a distinct purpose? Is that what you call kissing me in the barn? What purpose did that serve? Was it all part of your plan to seduce me?” She dropped her bag at her feet and jabbed him in the chest with one finger. Rather than retreat from her, he leaned in even more.

      “It did indeed have a purpose, and when you’re ready, I shall tell you,” he explained in a silky tone that seemed more dangerous than sensual.

      “You can’t use me, Mr. Thorne. I’m not that kind of girl,” she warned him, not really sure how she’d been able to prevent him from doing anything to her. If he dared to touch her again, she might lose her senses.

      “Someday you will beg me to use you, Callie, and when that day comes, I will concede to your wishes and satisfy us both.” He brushed the back of his knuckles over her cheek and she shivered, not backing down. He wouldn’t dare do anything like kiss her again, not while her father was close by.

      “That will never happen,” she reminded him.

      A flash of something dark and wild shadowed his eyes for the briefest instant before he masked his reaction with cool indifference.

      “We’ll see. I do have thirty days to change your mind, after all.”

      She bit her bottom lip and bent to grab her bag.

      “Don’t be silly,” Wes murmured and beat her to it. He wrapped his long elegant fingers around the straps of her duffel and hoisted it up. Then he turned his back on her and marched up the plane stairs, where he handed the bag to one of the attendants. Wes turned and held out a hand to her as she ascended the steps.

      She reacted without thinking and placed her hand in his. As his fingers closed around hers, she couldn’t help but wonder if she’d accepted a devil’s bargain. The gleam of approval in his eyes warmed her to the tips of her toes.

      “Pick any seat you like.”

      She had to squeeze past him to get into the cabin. He always did that, got into her space and made her aware of his physical dominance and strength, and how small and delicate she felt in comparison to him.

      Her father was at the back of the plane stroking one of the leather seats and shaking his head with a smile.

      “This is quite a plane, Wes,” Jim announced with obvious approval.

      “Thank you, Mr. Taylor. I agree. Make yourself comfortable, Callie. We have drinks and food at your request. Just ask, Lindsay, the attendant.” He nodded at the middle-aged blonde-haired woman who was seeing to their luggage.

      “Do you mind if I have a word with you, Wes?” Jim moved to stand in the doorway of the plane and with a subtle jerk of his head indicated Wes to come outside with him. Wes glanced at Callie before following her father down the steps and out of view.

      Uh-oh, I hope Dad doesn’t threaten to shoot him. Callie smirked. Maybe putting some buckshot in Wes’s ass was what the man needed.
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        * * *

      

      Wes followed Jim down the steps of the small ladder leading to the tarmac. When they both were standing away from the open plane door Jim shoved his hands into his pockets and studied Wes.

      “My baby girl is hurting,” Jim noted.

      “Yes,” Wes agreed. The image of her standing in her bedroom, her face contorted with pain, her body trembling as she unraveled before him…It was a punch to his gut. The anger at thinking of her loving Fenn, a man who didn’t want her, had vanished in an instant and the need to hold her, comfort her, had overridden his other thoughts. She brought out the strangest urges in him, and it was damn uncomfortable, but if he had to put up with feeling unbalanced just to have Callie in his arms, in his bed, he’d take it.

      “I like you, Wes.” Jim’s compliment sounded more like a warning. He took a step closer to Wes.

      “The feeling is mutual,” he replied, uncertain how to respond. The old rancher had won him over, which was not an easy thing to do.

      “Good. Now, since we like each other so much, it would be a good idea not to do anything to jeopardize our budding friendship, right?” The rancher’s eyes were twinkling with mischief.

      The question sounded rhetorical and Wes didn’t answer.

      “I know you want her, boy. And I’ll say this. She’s a grown woman, free to live her life, and I want to her to do that.” Jim rolled back on his heels, in a casual manner, hands still tucked into his pockets.

      “That’s why I’m taking her to Paris. It’s the best place for her to live, to try a life of adventure and discover who she really is.” He hadn’t meant to let that last part slip out, but it did. Maybe Jim wouldn’t think him a romantic, because he certainly wasn’t, but he knew this was what Callie needed more than anything else.

      Jim’s eyes narrowed but only slightly. “Paris is the city of love.”

      “And art. Callie is talented. Gifted. I want her to see what she could become if she applies herself and gets the best instruction.” He had the strange need to justify why he wanted to take Callie to France. It wasn’t all about seduction. He wasn’t a villain intent on ravishing an innocent maiden. Well, he did want to ravish her, but he wanted her to see where her talent could lead if she was willing to explore her passion for it.

      “Fine. Sounds like a trip she’d enjoy. My baby girl’s never left the state of Colorado before now and she needs to see the world.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small leather box and handed it to Wes.

      “What’s this?” Wes asked. He opened the box to find a small seashell bracelet and a folded piece of paper.

      “I meant to give it to Callie on her twenty-first birthday but now’s a better time than any. I knew she’d be upset about Fenn. This bracelet was her mother’s. I made it for her from shells we picked up on Venice Beach, where we went for our honeymoon. It was the only trip we could afford when we got married. It’s Callie’s. Give it to her when you feel the time is right.”

      “Thank you.” Wes tucked the leather box into his pocket.

      Jim suddenly smiled. “Oh, just one more thing.” He leaned in, a menacing feral gleam in his eyes. “It doesn’t matter where you are, if my baby gets hurt and it’s your fault, a Winchester rifle works just as well in France as it does in Colorado and I have an up-to-date passport.”

      Wes grinned, returning the warning in his own expression. “Understood.”

      Jim nodded and waved a hand at the plane. “Now, go on, you don’t want to miss your flight out of New York. And remember, take care of my baby girl.”

      “She’ll want for nothing,” he promised. It was a promise he intended to keep.

      Wes tugged at his necktie, a bittersweet smile on his lips as he nodded and turned back to the plane and climbed the steps.
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        * * *

      

      Callie briefly considered sitting down against one of the window seats and using her purse and backpack to put distance between her and Wes, then decided not to. She was a big girl and could handle him. Besides, there wasn’t much he could do to seduce a woman on a plane.

      There was a large TV at the front of the cabin next to the space that led to the cockpit and the stewardess area. Callie set her purse and backpack next to the row of leather chairs and sat down. The leather gave against her weight, and she had to stifle the satisfied sigh at the feeling of sitting in such a luscious seat. She studied the TV for a minute before she saw a small shiny wooden cabinet beneath it that looked more like a part of the wall. Callie leaned forward and pressed against one corner of the door and the pressure latch clicked and the door opened. Inside, a wall of movies was revealed, along with a Blu-ray player and a couple of remotes.

      Movies. She loved movies. Her father had called her a movie buff when teasing her, but it was true. There was something magical about the way a story was presented on the screen. She supposed film appealed to her because she was so visual, and it was like moving paintings, or dancing art, to her way of thinking.

      Tilting her head to the right to better read the titles on the spines of the cases, she paused when she came to one. Laura. A 1940s film noir classic about a street-smart detective who falls for a beautiful woman whose murder he is investigating. It was one of her favorites. She started to pull the case out, then stopped and slid it back into place. This wasn’t her plane and she should ask Wes before using the player.

      Surely Wes wouldn’t mind, and watching one of her favorite movies would help her relax.  Besides, what was the point of riding in a plane decked out with the best of everything if you weren’t going to use it? Then again, Wes struck her as a workaholic, and maybe that intensity didn’t allow for sacking out and watching a movie on your private plane.

      Callie felt a pang of envy remembering why exactly Wes had this private plane. He was an art specialist and traveled to Europe frequently to consult with museums, auction houses, and private collectors on pieces. That wouldn’t be work to her. To have a job like that would be a dream come true. A dream she’d certainly never get to live. At twenty, she knew she could still start college, but she hadn’t saved up and wouldn’t know where to begin the process of getting enrolled in a decent art school. The idea of figuring it all out and knowing she’d leave her father and the ranch behind was scary. She admitted that, and she hated herself just a little for feeling so scared of something she wanted. Even if she won this bet between her and Wes, and she was able to go to art school on a scholarship, what if she wasn’t good enough to stay?

      The wave of depression that hit her made her sink back into the leather chair, her shoulders sagging. What was she going to do? She couldn’t stay on the ranch forever, not when she knew Fenn and Hayden would be returning there to live permanently. She’d overheard her father and Fenn talking about it one night on the phone. The luxury cabins were Hayden and Fenn’s plan to save the ranch and create a business to run while living out there. And when they came home, the ranch was going to feel awfully crowded with her as a third wheel. She wasn’t stupid. There was no reason to torture herself or pour salt on her heart’s wounds.

      “Your father said he has to get back to the ranch but to call him when we reach New York.”

      She tensed and looked up to find him leaning in the doorway of the cabin, watching her. His red hair had grown a little in the month since she’d seen him. It was longer, almost touching the tips of his ears. She had the sudden urge to slide her fingers into his hair and see if it was as soft as it looked. Instead, she walked over to the small window on the opposite side of the plane and saw her father standing on the tarmac. He must have seen her because he suddenly lifted a hand and waved. She waved back, a lump forming in her throat as she tried not to bolt for the door and run back down to him. It was the first time she was really leaving her home and him and it was scary as hell.

      “He’ll be fine. I told him he better take it easy while you’re gone otherwise he’ll ruin your trip by making you worry.” Wes’s hand settled on her shoulder in a gentle touch.

      Scrubbing at her burning eyes, she moved back from the window and he allowed her to brush past him to return to her seat. She flinched when she realized she’d left the cabinet door open with all the movies displayed.

      “You’re welcome to watch a movie.” Wes’s voice was gentle, amused, the almost sweet tone surprising to her. He slid out of his suit coat as he talked, then removed his cufflinks and rolled up his sleeves. Aside from the ranch it was the most relaxed she’d ever seen him.

      “Oh no, I couldn’t—”

      “Nonsense.” He turned to his left, knelt in front of her as he faced the TV cabinet, and picked out a movie. Laura. He popped it into the disc player.

      She stared at him. How in the hell had he known that movie was the one she wanted to watch? He hit play and powered on the flat-screen TV. He stood and walked into the attendant area, where he retrieved a briefcase and then, without so much as an invitation, sat down directly beside her, not looking at her. He buckled in and then dug around his briefcase for some papers before he set the case on the floor and leaned back again, his lap covered in documents. He set his pair of cufflinks down on the armrest and she reached for them, worried they’d fall to the floor. Their flat surfaces were etched with a letter T and a thorny branch entwined around the base of the letter. Elegant and edgy. Like him.

      Did he have to do that? Sit right next to her when there were other seats? She blinked owlishly at him, almost disbelieving that he’d do that. It was to ruffle her, she was sure.

      “You don’t have to sit there,” she almost whispered.

      A devilish look came over him as he glanced at her, then leaned toward her conspiratorially. She leaned close automatically, wanting to hear whatever he planned to say.

      “I have to sit here, darling. You’re cornered, just the way I like. That nervous edge makes your breath a little quick and I like knowing you’re thinking about how close I am to you.”

      When he leaned back into his seat, she knew her jaw was scraping the floor as she gaped at him. Then irritation flared under her skin. He was toying with her! With a frustrated little growl, she turned away from him and focused back on the TV screen.

      The sound of the movie momentarily distracted her and when she looked in his direction again, he seemed to be deep in his work. She could feel his body heat radiating off him. She half watched the film, and half watched him, fascinated and irritated. He was doing this on purpose, to rile her. The question was why? She couldn’t even guess. Even that kiss in the barn hadn’t been because he was attracted to her. Was this part of his attempt to win the bet? That was the only explanation and she still didn’t understand why he was so determined to sleep with her.

      Men like him didn’t go for the little small-town girls like her. She would have bet everything that he liked girls who were stunning, sophisticated, women who wore tight dresses and strappy heels and knew how to politely laugh at anything he said. She wasn’t that girl. She liked running wild, feeling the rain on her bare skin, cuddling down in her PJs on the couch and watching old movies. Her eyes darted to the screen, where the detective was exploring the dead woman’s home and had stopped before a painting of the lovely woman.

      Thoughts of Wes and his ulterior motives momentarily vanished as she lost herself in the story. A man falling in love with a dead woman simply by seeing an oil painting…She sighed. The best part of the movie was when the detective discovered that the woman wasn’t dead, but that a friend of hers had been killed when the murderer mistook her for the heroine of the story. It was a love story disguised as a harsh film noir.

      As the detective on the screen started interviewing suspects, Callie lifted the armrest to her right and used the two empty chairs next to the window to stretch her legs out and then she rested her head in one hand. The weight of a gaze settled on her, and she tried not to look to her left. He was staring at her. Finally she couldn’t stand it anymore and glanced his way. He was in the most relaxed pose she’d ever seen him in. His legs were stretched out, his papers put away, and he was leaning his left elbow on the armrest. He rested his chin in his hand as he continued to gaze at her. Much like she knew a lion watched a grazing gazelle. Content for now to observe. It was only a matter of time before he struck. Her heart fluttered wildly and her blood began to pound in her ears. She was in serious trouble.

      

      If you want to know what happens next between Wes and Callie, get The Gilded Chain HERE!
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