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An inheritance brought her home to Daly. Her cowboys will keep her there.

Over a decade ago, Briar Rhodes’ mother dragged her kicking and screaming from Daly. Briar didn’t understand her mother’s sudden hatred of the idyllic town where Briar had lived her entire life. With no other choice but to go, she’d found herself adrift in a city so foreign to her it could never be home.

Now years later, Briar is shocked to inherit a ranch from the father she never knew. However, it’s the foreman, Jax and his team, Ram, Cannon and Hawk who entrance her. Stunned by the almost immediate attraction, she finds sensual pleasure and sexual satisfaction at their hands—all their hands…and mouths…and bodies. 

Suddenly, she understands why she was taken away—to protect her from this ménage lifestyle. But she doesn’t want protection; she only wants more. For Briar and her cowboys, the Daly way is the only way.
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Dedication

For my wonderful readers


Prologue

“There’s a mistake—”

“It took some searching to find you, Ms. Rhodes, but there’s no mistake. Your father left you the Last Chance ranch in Daly, Wyoming. His will names you as the sole heir. It’s uncontested.”

Briar Rhodes stared at the handsome, dark-haired lawyer sitting on the couch across from her in her shabby apartment. His sharply pressed charcoal suit and pristine white shirt seemed out of place on the seventies floral-print upholstery. In fact, when placed against the faded, beige-striped wallpaper and green shag carpet, he looked like a rich man who’d stumbled from the suburbs into the projects of downtown—not that she lived in a ghetto, but the area wasn’t particularly affluent, either. Her place was clean, and that was all it had going for it. While she paid off her student loans—for a job she hadn’t been able to land—and her mother’s outstanding medical bills, it was the best she could do.

Still, the location hardly mattered as her stomach did a sickly tumble. This lawyer knew her father. Her father, a man she knew yet hadn’t realized had sired her. Bile burned along her tight throat while heat prickled across her back. Swallowing, she tightened her arms around her middle and tried to control her agitated breathing.

She shook her head, denying the guy’s words. “Mr. Danell, I don’t have a father.”

Pressing a cold palm to her eyes, she took a deep breath and pushed it out hard. Of course, she had a father; she wasn’t a biological freak. Still, this man must now think she was an idiot—if he hadn’t thought so already.

“I…I mean that I didn’t know about him. My mother always told me…” Briar took another deep breath and sank her teeth into her bottom lip. Her mother was dead, and apparently, so was her father, someone who’d supposedly been an anonymous one-night stand. Not so much. If this claim turned out to be true, he’d been Peter Daly, one of Daly Wyoming’s blue bloods, and she’d known him for sixteen years.

Shaking her head, she met the lawyer’s kind, blue eyes. “My mother worked at his brother’s ranch, The Flying D. There’s no way—”

“I know this is a lot to absorb. Why don’t I leave you the papers I brought? You can look them over then I’ll come back and we can discuss how to proceed. I assume you’ll want to sell the place…”

His statement seemed more of a question, and Briar nodded. What would she do with a ranch? She wasn’t equipped to handle this. She was a bartender. She’d probably fall off a horse if she tried to seat one after all this time. Besides, selling the ranch would solve the money issues that kept her in this apartment. It wasn’t as if she had a sentimental connection to the Last Chance. Her father hadn’t ever bothered to introduce himself as such.

“I’ll contact you tomorrow then.” Mr. Danell rose, and she noticed how his muscles rippled beneath his well-cut suit. This was a man who did more than sit behind a desk, but he was just a man, like the plethora of horny males she waited on at the bar where she worked. He might not be copping feels, but his eyes had drunk their fill of her, albeit discreetly.

She followed him to the door where he turned. “It wasn’t an anonymous one-night stand, Ms. Rhodes. Your father was very aware of your existence. I’ll be in touch.”

He tipped his head then left Briar staring after him, feeling as if her world had suddenly tipped sideways.

She owned a ranch. In Wyoming. In Daly.


Chapter One

“Welcome to Daly,” Briar murmured as she passed the sign marking the town’s edge, a few snowflakes swirling lazily before her windshield. Her mom had always said it would be a cold day in hell before either she or Briar returned to this place, and Briar guessed maybe this was it. A massive snowstorm was predicted to hit by tonight, and she’d sped a bit to arrive before the blizzard started.

Even after twelve years away, she recalled how impassible roads around here could be when snow really started.

As she approached Daly’s main drag, she slowed her battered, red pickup to roll along the familiar thoroughfare and take in the changes that had occurred since she’d been dragged away as a sobbing teenager. That horrible, shocking day had been seared into Briar’s memories as one of the worst days of her life. She’d been ripped away from everything she knew as her mom, Deloris, had gone nuts. Over a decade later, temporary insanity was still the only explanation Briar could comprehend.

Deep in thought, she pulled into O’Keefe’s Gas and Repair to fill up before heading out to the Last Chance. The O’Keefes had expanded their business. Not only had the service station been remodeled to accommodate more repair work, but they’d turned their old Victorian house across the street into a bed and breakfast. She wondered if that meant there was tourist traffic to Daly. It’d once been little more than a reclusive cow town, but things changed. She’d learned as a sixteen year old girl that nothing stayed the same.

A bell dinged on the side of the garage as she pulled up to the only pump.

“Can I help you?” a man asked as she rolled down her window.

“Patrick?” she posed with a grin as she looked over the dark-haired man who’d strolled up to the car. Of course, his shirt said Patrick, but she was shocked to see him. He’d been Verity Thompson’s boyfriend way back when, and Verity had been Briar’s best friend and cohort in whatever harebrained adventure they could think up.

Verity…

Briar’s smile faded. Verity had unexpectedly run away a couple months before Deloris had moved Briar to Chicago. Now, seeing Patrick reminded her of the Daly-sized hole that had been in her soul since that time in her life. Her sixteenth year really had sucked.

“Briar!” he exclaimed. Yanking open the truck door, he dragged her out and into a hug. “We heard you were coming; we just didn’t know when. Welcome home! Oh my lord, Verity is going to be glad to see you. She’s talked of little else since Robert told us you were coming. I was hard-pressed to keep her here after Jax tracked you down. She wanted to rush on over to Chicago and bring you back here herself.”

Briar stared at him, trying to process everything tumbling from his mouth as he bear hugged her. Jax…he was her father’s lawyer, and Robert…had been her friend. Now, she knew he’d really been her cousin all along, and that thrilled her. She had family she loved, alive and well.

Suddenly, everything inside her paused, and she forgot about Jax and Robert as the last of Patrick’s words sank in. Her chest ached with anxious excitement.

“Verity?” she murmured, almost afraid to verify what he’d said. “Verity is here?”

If possible, his grin widened as he set her an arm’s length from him. “She is. She’s the vet over at the Flying D—Robert owns it now. More importantly, she’s my wife.”

“That’s wonderful. I’m so happy for you!” And in truth, she was happy—thrilled— for herself, too. Verity. Dear God, with her inheritance she’d regained so much. She couldn’t help but return Patrick’s smile as pure happiness bloomed inside her. She could barely breathe for the impact of the past minutes. She was back in Daly, and her long-lost friends were here. She’d been so alone in Chicago, but it had never occurred to her to come back here. Not even when Mr. Danell had sat on her couch and told her the Last Chance was hers.

For the first time since accepting her birthright, she questioned her determination to evaluate the property then sell it. Nothing said she had to sell, right? What if she stayed?

And what do you know about ranching, Briar? her inner voice countered.

Patrick glanced at his wristwatch then tilted his head back and forth as if thinking. “It’s ten now. Verity won’t be done out there until around six today. I expect she’ll be pounding on your door about six-fifteen, unless she manages to get away sooner.” He glanced at the sky. “Or unless this storm actually happens. In that case, she’ll have to wait longer.”

Briar grinned. “What’s another few days after twelve years, I guess. I’ll give you my number so she can call me. We’ll all have to get together and catch up while I’m here.”

Patrick agreed, and she scratched down her phone number for him to give to Verity. They chatted about somewhat inconsequential things while he filled her vehicle’s gas tank then processed her payment. She learned his brother Jamie was married too and owned the bed and breakfast. All the other O’Keefe brothers had moved away and hadn’t yet found anyone serious.

Just the little bit of “hometown” news had regret echoing inside her. She’d missed so much time with the people she loved. Again, she wondered if she should keep the ranch and try to make a go of it. Maybe, she could stay and rejoin this family she’d lost twelve years ago.

Strands of possibility tickling her mind, she hugged Patrick goodbye and reiterated that she wanted to get together soon. As she climbed in her truck, her thoughts turned fully to the ranch. Its condition would make her decision. However, no matter what shape it was in, she knew the land was worth a lot. That would be her jumping off point, and she’d go from there.

As she headed for her turnoff to the ranch and whatever was in store for her, she found Daly the same yet different. She supposed any changes were demographic as well as structural. After all, both Patrick and Jamie were now married. Once upon a time, there were no women to be had around here, which had been good for a teenage girl, but not so great for the men. She’d never suffered from a self-image problem until she’d moved to Chicago where there were women aplenty. Here, young cowboys had been free with their whistles and compliments—and sometimes the older guys, too, but no one had stepped out of line. In Daly, frontier justice had been alive and well when it came to treating women and girls with respect. If any guy had tried anything, he would have had the crap beat out of them before the hour passed.

She hoped that hadn’t altered. She rather liked that she didn’t need to worry about being safe in Daly. As she inched down the street, she noticed more changes. The diner that had once been the Daly Grub was now Leena’s. Dr. Thompson, Verity’s dad, was still the vet. The post office looked the same. The bar now had outdoor seating. The doctor’s office could use a new coat of paint—just as it had for as long as she remembered. The farm and feed shop was still there and had expanded—so had the hardware store. And there was an electronics and cell phone shop, now! Well, there were lots of boys in Daly, and boys did like their toys. Thankfully, it looked as if she’d get service for her phone here, too.

A few of the connected storefronts were empty. Still, it was obvious Daly was growing and thriving.

Soon, she left behind the town and its overwhelming nostalgia and turned down the road that led toward the Flying D and Last Chance ranches. A half hour later, anticipation sent butterflies into a flurry in her belly as she drove beneath an iron archway and onto private land. Her land. Here it was! The Last Chance. Her ranch!

Slowly, she navigated the pitted drive leading to the ranch house. Bare-branched, centuries-old trees canopied the path for a good fifteen minutes before thinning to finally reveal a sprawling spread that was one of the largest in all the region, weighing in at over fifty-thousand acres. Everything for as far as she could see in any direction was hers.

She stopped the truck and stared around her, momentarily overwhelmed by the realization that she owned all this. She’d had nothing all her life and now… She could barely comprehend it.

Her hand pressed over her mouth as she took in the gray and brown landscape, knowing that in spring it would teem with life. But this was February and steely clouds rolled in the distance. The land wouldn’t be in its full glory again for months. By then, she’d be on her way to her new life.

Unless you stay…

More than ever, she was gripped with the desire to reach out and hold this place with both hands and not let go. This was her heritage, and Daly was her home, her real home. Not Chicago. Daly.

Excitement bubbled inside her, but she reminded herself not to jump into her future without fully considering everything. She had to be careful and weigh all the pros and cons, variables and scenarios, before she decided not to sell.

As if to tempt her, late morning sunlight burst through a break in the clouds to illuminate the main house in the distance. It glinted off the shiny window panes and brightened the otherwise winter-dulled surroundings giving everything a fairytale sheen.

Still, even with the light, Briar knew much was amiss at the ranch. Once upon a time, ranch life would have been in full swing by mid-morning, with cowboys headed in various directions to complete items on never-ending lists of chores they’d begun before sunup. Horses would have been grazing in a nearby corral. Huge, round bales would have been stacked near the barn and at least a few expectant heifers would have been seen in the distance.

Not so today. The main house, surrounding buildings and land were as still as a ghost town. Briar half expected to see a tumbleweed roll past as she contemplated the sad sight. The corrals and yard were overgrown. The house, while in good repair, seemed sad and lonely, as if a gray haze lingered over it now that the sun had disappeared again.

If she stayed, she’d need to hire staff, but surely, she had livestock somewhere. As she looked around, there wasn’t a single sign of animals. No cattle, no horses, not even a barn cat.

Her father had been gone for almost a year, but Mr. Danell had said her cousin Robert, who owned the Flying D, had been taking care of her spread. Since Robert had run with her and Verity when they were younger, she knew him well—at least, as he’d been back then. Because of that, she trusted he’d seen to the best interests here.

She supposed it made sense that the ranch was deserted. The place couldn’t just go on in full-operation mode while they searched for her, and that meant, she had a huge parcel of land that needed to be revitalized. The Last Chance needed an infusion of life.

Putting the truck back in gear, she headed down the drive once more while mentally starting a list of things that would need to be done. As she pulled up to the house, she stared at the huge place. Three or four families could live here. Actually, back in her part of Chicago, eight.

She parked at the foot of the wide steps that led to an even wider wraparound porch bordered with thick, antebellum-style columns. They reached to the gabled roof above the second story balcony that mirrored the porch. Dark, evenly spaced windows of the brick home overlooked the grounds. Peter Daly had lived a solitary existence here, the king of the Last Chance ranch. He must have been lonely in what was obviously a family home.

It was the life he’d chosen. He knew about you, her inner voice reasoned, but she couldn’t push aside her sympathy for the man.

Grabbing her purse, she withdrew the key to the front entrance and headed for the massive double doors. The lock turned smoothly, and in a moment, she faced an entryway larger than her apartment.

“Holy crap,” she whispered, already overwhelmed. Nerves bunched in her belly as she stepped forward, feeling very much like an intruder entering a home uninvited. Could she ever feel comfortable in this foreign space?

“My apartment will never look the same,” she murmured as she walked farther into the entry. The gallery ran the length of the house with a wide, gently curving staircase in the center. A cozy sitting area had been placed near the steps, and as she walked toward it and stopped nearby, she saw why. The center of the house was open all the way to the roof where a stained glass dome caught light and cast a rainbow to the floors below.

“Quite a view, huh? A low-power current runs through the lead to keep snow from accumulating on the dome—or so I’m told.”

Briar jumped and spun toward the voice. Her brows drew together at the lawyer standing there, dressed in jeans, a zipped Carhartt jacket and boots. He looked like…a cowboy…not the starched attorney she’d met.

“Mr. Danell? What…?”

“I was riding past, and I saw your truck here. The place is something, isn’t it? Not what you’d expect out here in cow-country.”

“No,” she answered, glancing upward once more. It definitely wasn’t what she’d expected, nor was the mouth-watering man standing in the doorway. He’d looked good in a suit, but in jeans that molded lovingly to his frame, he was gorgeous. “What do you mean, you were just riding past? You can’t see the house from the road.”

He tipped his head toward the north. “I work at your cousin’s place, the Flying D. My team and I keep an eye on things over here. The other three rode out to see to your herd, what there is of it, while I came to see to you. It needs to be moved closer to the house, what with the weather on its way.”

“I have cows?”

He nodded. “Three hundred head. Pretty slim for a place this size, but your father sold off a great deal of the stock the past few years.”

“Because he was sick?”

He shook his head. “Gambling debts,” he clarified. “Don’t worry, the estate paid off any outstanding debts and taxes while I was looking for you, but it’s gonna take some doing to get you up on your feet before the next tax bill’s due. It’s winter, and calving season is coming so you’ll need to put in for feed and medical supplies.”

Briar stared at him blankly. Though she’d grown up in Daly—on the Flying D ranch for that matter—she barely comprehended what he was saying. She’d done her share of chores at the ranch, but the administrative end had been out of her realm. This man however seemed to know all about it.

“I thought you were a lawyer, Mr. Danell.”

He smiled, displaying two mostly even rows on white teeth. One incisor was slightly turned. Her fingers curled as she had the out-of-line urge to touch it. With her finger, with her tongue… She shivered as arousal curled down her spine to gather in her womb.

His eyes crinkled at the sides as he regarded her in amusement. “I am a lawyer, but around here there’s not enough work to support me. First and foremost, I’m a cowboy, which is why I don’t migrate into Gillette for work.” He winked. “You can call me Jax. Only my grandma and telemarketers call me Jaxon. And my daddy is Mr. Danell.”

“Okay…Jax,” she replied, trying out his name for size and liking it. “I have to admit, I’m a…little bit out of my element here.”

“The place is ostentatious, isn’t it? This was the original Daly family home. Your daddy got the house. Your uncle—and now, your cousin Robert—got most of the land.”

“It’s hard to believe fifty-thousand acres isn’t most of the land,” she commented dryly.

“Isn’t it? I guess you don’t get a town named after you by being poor. The original Daly family owned everything. Speaking of the Daly name… Do you want to change your last name to your father’s? I can help you with the paperwork.”

“I hadn’t thought about it.”

“Well, if you decide to, let me know.” He blew out a breath. “I’d best be on my way or my team will be back here, thinking I’m being ungentlemanly. Too soon for that.” He tipped his hat and stepped onto the porch before she could react. He trotted down the steps then climbed onto the four-by-four recreational vehicle he’d left in the drive.

Briar crossed her arms over her middle as she watched him, a little shocked by his implication. Did he intend to be “ungentlemanly” at some future date? And did that mean he was interested in her? Maybe things hadn’t changed much in Daly after all.

Jax gave her a wicked grin as he revved the machine. He saluted her jauntily then gunned the four-by-four and headed west. She leaned against the doorframe and watched until he disappeared from sight.

Ungentlemanly repeated in her thoughts. She wished he would be. A tryst with a smoking-hot cowboy would definitely be worth her while. Smiling at the thought of getting him naked, she shut the door and returned her attention to the house.

Six bedrooms, a library, family room, living room, kitchen, dining room, breakfast nook, gym, usable unfinished attic, and a five-stall garage later, her head was spinning. There was even a small apartment over the garage which she assumed was for a live-in servant or maybe the ranch’s foreman. That reminded her she hadn’t asked Jax if the ranch had any staff. She guessed not, though she’d spied outbuildings for crew housing from the second story windows.

Briar sank to the edge of the couch in the entryway where she’d both started and ended her tour of the monstrosity she’d inherited. Visions of making this into a home monopolized her thoughts. She had a crappy life back in Chicago, her time spent working in a dive bar and living in a shabby one-room apartment. The Last Chance could be her new reality. Maybe it was her last chance.

Still, what did she know about ranching? Not a lot, but she could learn. There were plenty of cowboys in Daly who could teach her, and maybe a few who would want to hire on.

Shaking her head at the monumental task ahead of her, yet anxious to get to it, Briar headed for her truck and the things she’d brought with her. Unsure how long this would take, she’d packed all her meager belongings and brought them with her from Chicago. Why pay over-priced rent if she didn’t need to? Figuring bar jobs were a dime a dozen, she’d quit that too rather than limit her time away to a week.

Maybe she’d known all along that she’d stay here. Whether here or somewhere else in Daly, she’d known she was coming home.

Grabbing one of the bags of groceries she’d picked up in Gillette, she looked around and belonging settled on her shoulders. This was where she was supposed to be.

* * * *

Jax kept a sharp eye out for his crew and any stray cattle as he sped out to the pasture where most of the stock had been grazing. He and the guys had been methodically driving the herd closer to the house all week, and today, they’d finally make it to the closest pasture. If the storm expected this afternoon was anything like anticipated, that was a good thing. He and the guys wouldn’t need to go as far to feed and care for the stock, several of which were heifers pregnant with their first calves. Though they weren’t yet due, storms tended to bring on births, and he didn’t want any problems.

It was bad enough his crew was living in one of the cabins on the outer edge of his boss’ land. Robert had stationed them there for the duration of the time they’d be taking care of the Last Chance. It was a wonderful opportunity for Jax who was looking to become a foreman. He hoped whoever bought the Last Chance would recognize the work he’d done and hire him. The Flying D, where he was currently employed, had a much-loved foreman who was still going strong.

But as to the housing situation, it was a half hour ride to get to the Last Chance’s main house and barns. In a storm, the crew would need to leave extra early and take a hell of a lot longer to get back to the cabin. Nice as the place was for a crew shack, it just wasn’t conveniently located. As a cowboy, he’d learned long ago that inconveniences and being uncomfortable just were. It was a fact of the ranching life. You got cold. You sweltered. You got wet and dirty. And this week, he’d get less sleep, too.

In part, little sleep would be due to the extra travel time, but mostly, it would be because of the woman taking up residence in the main house. Since the day Jax had met Briar, he’d ached to have her. As far as she remembered, they’d just met when he’d tracked her down to tell her about her inheritance, but in truth, he’d met her long ago. She’d been dating his friend, Adam, back then—a friend who hadn’t been interested in embarking on a ménage relationship.

Then Jax had tracked her down in Chicago. One look at her lush body in ripped jeans that had hugged her figure to perfection, a close-fitting turtleneck that had ended just above her waistband and showed glimpses of skin, and bared feet with red-painted toenails, and he’d been lost. He’d had a hell of a time keeping his cock from tenting his pants that day. He’d been hard for her more often than not since then—including this morning when he’d come upon her at the house. Thank goodness for the Carhartt jacket that came to the top of his thighs or the gig would have been up, along with his chances of getting the job he wanted.

“Your girl here?” Ram asked as Jax rode up to his three crewmembers and the two dogs that traveled with them. Ram Gibbs, a former rodeo bronc rider, was his second in command and his closest friend here on the range.

“Is she as hot as you remembered?” Cannon asked when Jax nodded. Cannon Moffett and his partner, Hawk Quidell, were finishing out a year working for the Flying D. They’d taken time off from their master degree programs at a university in the east to come out and experience ranch life. Come next month though, they’d head back home to resume their studies—something about tourism and hospitality or something. Jax hadn’t even known such courses were taught as master’s degrees.

While he was a proponent of education, he’d regret losing the pair. They’d taken to ranching like the proverbial ducks to water. They’d soon be replaced by a new pair, since his boss liked to give city folk the Wyoming experience, but Jax would miss them.

“Hotter. There’s nothing like a lady ruling over her ranch house. Too bad she plans to sell. I’d love to see her stick around.” Still, there was always the chance she’d get bored and take off like his mother had. Maybe, it was for the best for Briar to sell and leave. City girls never adjusted well out here, but Jax and his men could have fun with her until she went back to Chicago.

Driving close on his own four-by-four, Ram gave Jax a shove. “Maybe you can convince her otherwise. I’m sure you have some charms at your disposal.”

“Nice,” Jax laughed. “I couldn’t do that. She’d think I was seducing her for a job. I want to run this place, but I don’t want anyone, especially her, thinking I’m sleeping my way into it.”

“That would be a role-reversal of sorts, wouldn’t it? Do you think she has a casting couch?” Cannon quipped. “She could cast me.”

Jax shoved the younger man so hard he tumbled off his vehicle in a round of hysterics. “Sometimes you’re a teenage boy,” Jax growled. “I’m not taking advantage of her. Neither are you.”

“You worry too much about what other people think,” Ram said. “No one’s going to see Briar and think ‘Jax is just trying to get a job’. They’re gonna think, ‘What a lucky sap’. Trust me on this.”

“Maybe Hawk and I should take a shot,” Cannon interrupted before Jax could respond. “Multiples are the Daly way. If she’s from here, she’ll be expecting that.” Undaunted by Jax’s glare, he climbed back on his four-wheeler and grinned, proving he’d purposely goaded the man.

“No,” Jax replied flatly. “Besides, you have Hawk.” He gave the man a wave. Hawk had already taken up a station on the other side of the herd and now watched the rest of the team with tilted head. No doubt, he wondered why Cannon had ended up on his ass—or maybe not. Cannon tended to be impertinent and crass, a combo that regularly got him in trouble.

“We like girls,” Cannon argued. “It’s one of the things that most confuses my parents. They don’t get why I sleep with Hawk when I like women, too. They want to know why I can’t find a nice Boston girl, settle down and have three or four kids. I hear about it every time I go home, especially if Hawk isn’t with me. A girl like Briar would make them happy, especially if everything you’ve said is true.”

Jax doubted Cannon’s parents would be any more thrilled with a ménage relationship than they were with a gay one, but he didn’t say so.

“It is true. Briar is stunning. But I don’t want to hear this crap from you. Not now.” Probably not ever. “Go over there and help out Hawk. Ram and I will take the sides. I left the gate open on my way in so we can drive them right into the next pasture without problems.”

When he glanced over at Ram for acknowledgement of the order, he found the man looking at him speculatively. A glint in Ram’s eye said the cowboy was planning something. Cannon was outwardly rowdy, but Ram was the real troublemaker. He got his job done, and he respected Jax, but Ram was a rule breaker and liked to push Jax’s limits.

“Not now,” Jax warned.

“Whatever you say, boss,” Ram replied. He tilted his head enough to hide his eyes behind the brim of his hat. That was a sure sign he wasn’t dropping his plans, whatever they were.

In some past life, Jax supposed he’d been awful. It was the only reason he knew for the crap he endured from these guys every day. He was being tried and punished.

He huffed out a breath as he took off for his station. Robert, the Flying D’s owner, had known exactly what he was doing when he’d saddled Jax with these three. Nothing tested mettle like a rebellious crew.

Still, he was fond of each and every pain in the ass, from Cannon to Ram.

* * * *

Ram watched Jax go, Jax’s dog, Brawlins, trotting along behind his vehicle. He tried to corral his thoughts and get to the task his interim foreman had given. They had too much work ahead for Ram to indulge in scheming, no matter how tempting. People got hurt when others weren’t paying attention. That wouldn’t be because of him.

He’d worked with Jax for three years now, and he knew that tight-ass lawyer better than anyone. Jax needed an intimate, permanent relationship more than anyone Ram knew. He needed to belong, and Ram intended to see it happen. God knew, he’d never seen Jax drawn as strongly to anyone. The man was damn-near obsessed.

Though Ram had yet to meet Briar, he’d seen pictures of the red-haired vixen. It was no wonder Jax wanted her. Though Ram wasn’t the settling down sort, his whole being had reacted to her, too. Likely, his response in person would be just as strong.

His musing was cut short as Jax released two sharp whistles. As one, the group of them started herding the cattle toward the gate to the next pasture. Ram wove his four-wheeler in an s-shaped motion, pushing back smart-ass beasts who wanted to break rank and go their own way. Once one went, he knew several others would follow and give the crew a whole lot of extra work. He wanted compliant cows today. He had other things to do.

Working with him, his border collie, Shanny, barked at a couple of the troublemakers, helping to keep them in line. The cattle responded well to the herding dog and veered back to the main group.

“Good dog,” Ram called, and the dog responded with a happy yip.

This drive was actually fairly easy. Normally, a crew this size would drive a much larger herd, but since the number of head had been greatly diminished by Briar’s dad and Jax wanted all the stock in home pasture before the blizzard hit, they all worked together. They had a ways to go today.

By the time they closed the gate, shutting the cattle into the enclosure where they’d weather the storm, it was mid-afternoon and the snow had started to fly in earnest. Over the past hour, it had thickened from flurries to a fall so thick at times that he’d been unable to see as far as the other side of the herd.

Ignoring the outraged moos of the tired cattle, Ram sped toward the barn with his head down against the stinging flakes. He needed to change out his all-terrain vehicle for a pickup truck. On days like today, his aching body reminded him why he’d left the rodeo circuit, and he wondered why he’d thought ranching was a good alternative. His entire frame throbbed from the cold and the pace they’d set.

Shanny yapped at him as she followed him into the big barn. Jax and Brawlins followed. After the men stowed the four-wheelers, Jax met him by the truck and let the two dogs inside while Ram leaned in and started the ignition to warm the cab.

“You okay?” Jax asked after Ram had tossed his hat on the dash then shut the animals inside. Ram shoved a hand through his hair to loosen the matted strands. He didn’t want to discuss the pain. Talking would make it worse. He grabbed a bag of fortified feed from a pallet near the wall then tossed it into the truck bed.

“I’m fine. Looking forward to a fire and whiskey tonight.” That was as much of a complaint as would ever pass his lips. He could do as much as the other three, and he wasn’t a whiner. “Did Cannon and Hawk head over to the bales?”

Jax nodded slowly, his eyes narrowed. He threw a couple sacks into the back before he spoke.

“You’re hurting. Maybe you—”

“I said I’m fine,” Ram growled.

“You shouldn’t—”

Before Jax could finish, Ram grabbed him and shoved him against the truck. Jax’s hat fell to the ground beside them and Ram flattened his body to his friend’s, imitating the intimacy they sometimes shared when the lonely days on the range got to be too much. They both loved women, but needed the closeness of another human. Ram had always played with both men and women, but it had all been new to Jax when they’d first gotten together a couple years ago.

“Does anything feel broken?” Ram grated, grinding his hips to Jax. He ignored the man’s annoyed expression and the possibility his friend was about to kick his ass. To Jax, work time was for work, and sex should never cross into that arena. Still, Ram’s cock swelled as he felt the hard male frame against him. Jaxon’s body was like rock, solid and sculpted from years of ranch work.

“No,” Jax replied. “Not broken, but—”

Ram shoved a hand between them and grabbed Jax’s rigid cock through the layers of clothes covering him. Roughly, he jerked his hand up the length the way Jax liked, knowing it would distract the man from Ram’s physical problems.

“This isn’t broken either,” Ram rasped. “Is it for me or that sweet, little redhead in the house? Doesn’t matter to me. I know you’re going to fuck us both if you get the chance.”

“Ram—”

“And I don’t mind. As long as you don’t trade me for her.”

“No, it’s… Hell, Ram!” Jax grabbed the back of Ram’s head and yanked the man’s mouth to his. In an instant, Jax took over, claiming Ram’s lips and sweeping his tongue inside. The cold that had gripped Ram’s bones retreated as heat shot through him and the taste of coffee and Jax infiltrated his senses.

He pressed closer to Jax, seeking the sensation of the powerful man—his equal and his mate. If only the two of them could acknowledge the fact. Ram kissed him back desperately, sure Briar would eventually edge him out and willing to take what he could get now.

Jax slid his tongue against Ram’s while he angled their heads for a deeper kiss. Ram lifted his hands to cup Jax’s face. A faint brush of stubble tickled his palms. A female had come into their lives, but for now, he had a man—his man—until what would be came to be.

Ram surrendered to the moment, leaving the future for later. His aches and pains seeped away as Jax overwhelmed his senses. Ram thought of nothing but “more”. He reached for the zipper of Jax’s coat, wanting to be closer—

“Oh!”

Startled, Ram jerked away from Jax and turned at the sound of a surprised gasp behind them. He struggled to bring himself completely under control as he faced the new owner of the Last Chance and hoped his erection wasn’t evident against his jeans. As he lifted his gaze, he sucked in a breath at the sight of the woman standing there. Jax had vastly understated Briar’s beauty. Her red hair fell wildly around her shoulders while dark lashes outlined eyes the color of spring leaves. She hadn’t put on a jacket, leaving her lush curves open to his perusal as he followed the line of her figure from pert breasts to softly rounded hips and long, jean-clad legs. Her nipples had peaked against the cold and pressed against the front of her gray T-shirt.

He swallowed as a second powerful shot of fiery heat poured through him. Jax had chosen well. Briar was perfection in a sleek, curvy package.

And if she accepted Jax, Jax would share her with Ram. For the first time, a picture of them as a unit entered his thoughts, but he pushed it away just as quickly. Whatever happened would be temporary on his part. Jax had always spoken of finding the one woman who eventually would be his and only his, even if there was sharing before the marriage. That didn’t leave room for a third, and Ram had always accepted that.

“Hello,” Ram croaked, far from the smooth greeting he’d planned to use when he finally met Briar. He glanced over at Jax, seeing half of what Briar must see. Jax’s face was flushed and his lips were swollen from the intensity of their kiss. His dark hair was tousled from Ram’s fingers clutching at the strands. Ram wanted nothing more than to kiss him again. He gave Jax a dark smile, telling him exactly that.

Jax groaned quietly, deep in his throat.

From the corner of his eye, Ram saw Briar shift from one Ked-clad foot to the other then take a step backward.

“I, uh…I didn’t mean to interrupt,” she said. “I just wanted to know if the four of you wanted coffee or hot chocolate and if you ate lunch. Um…” She backed closer to the door. “I can go and leave you to…” She bit her lip and waved a hand as if unsure how to express what she’d seen or what she intended to leave them to resume.

“No,” Jax and Ram exclaimed together.

Ram caught her wrist before she made it to the door then curled his hand down to snag her fingers. “Don’t go. You didn’t interrupt. We just—”

His words stalled as she turned to him, and he got his first close-up view of her face. She was stunning, with near-flawless, pale skin. Three tiny freckles marked her nose. Wide, clear green eyes stared at him, filled with a mix of surprise and interest. The tip of her tongue shot across pale pink lips made to be kissed.

Immediately, he understood his friend’s obsession as the image of her mouth on him—around him—skittered through his thoughts. His cock responded to her, and he knew she might very well become the object of his dreams, as well. There was no way he wouldn’t fantasize about her on her knees and sucking his cock tonight. Another slice of need cut through him and apparently shown in his eyes because she made a small aroused sound.

She wanted him. No, he acknowledged as her equally hot gaze skittered to Jax, she wanted them both. Maybe he wouldn’t be alone in his cot tonight. Perhaps he and Jax would be at the main house servicing its mistress. He liked that idea.

Briar’s hand shifted against his and he realized he still held her fingers. Her question still hung in the air, unanswered. He smiled. “Coffee would be great. It’s cold as hell out here…Briar. Thank you. I’m Ram, by the way, and I’m very pleased to meet you. Welcome back to Daly.”

“Thank you.” She glanced at Jax then back at him, looking confused by what she’d seen and what was passing between the three of them now. She bit the side of her lip, appraising them, but she didn’t ask any questions. “I’ll go heat water then. It is cold out here.”

“Briar,” Jax said. He stepped to Ram’s side and shrugged off his coat. Not awaiting her permission, he slung the garment around her shoulders. Clearly, he and Ram couldn’t let her run off without confirming she had a chance with them—and that the two of them had a chance with her. Getting her warm would give them a few more minutes. They had to move quickly. Daly wasn’t the place to take one’s time with courtship. If a claim wasn’t made, there were plenty of other cowboys willing to step in.

Thankfully, Jax was on the same page as Ram. Conferring about this wasn’t necessary. The two of them had worked together so closely over the past years, they almost read each other’s thoughts.

At the bemused expression on Briar’s face, Ram glance over at Jax. Immediately, he understood, having secretly experienced the same attraction on more than one occasion. With his jacket around Briar, Jax was left in an olive-colored thermal shirt with a second cream-colored thermal beneath it. The sleeves were pushed up, exposing his powerful forearms while the garments molded Jax’s muscular torso as if they were a loving, second skin, the fabric delineating his firm pecs.

“You were…sixteen when your mom moved you from Daly, right?” Jax asked, cutting to the chase.

“Yes,” she replied, her brow furrowed.

“Do you…were you aware of how things are here?”

“Rustic and a little backwoods?” she said. Understanding filled her intelligent gaze, and one side of her mouth tilted upward, even as the color in her cheeks deepened. Obviously, she meant to give Jax a difficult time though he was being so careful.

“Polygamous,” he countered baldly. Ram liked that about Jax. He struck deep to the point and didn’t bother with pussy-footing around a subject.

Her eyes widened slightly, before she schooled her expression—a talent she’d no doubt learned in the big city. As a bartender, she probably had to hide her thoughts a lot. Right now, she didn’t appear shocked. In fact, she looked a bit intrigued. Ram hoped she was interested enough to consider trying on a ménage for size while she was at the Last Chance.

“I heard rumors,” she hedged. “My friend, Verity, dated two guys back then.”

Ram tilted his head. “Patrick and Sim, right? She’s married to them now. Well, in a Daly-type of marriage.” He put his hand on Jax’s warm shoulder, enjoying the new experience of freely touching the man. “A lot of men in town like men. And a lot of those same men like women.”

“Okay…” she replied, drawing out the word. She didn’t pull her hand free or run—that was a good sign.

Briar wasn’t dumb. From what Jax had discovered about her—and shared with the crew—she’d graduated in the top of her high school class then gotten a double, if somewhat useless, degree in photography and anthropology. Getting by in the big city while tending bar in a rowdy joint, she’d earned street smarts. Ram suspected she understood exactly where he and Jax were coming from.

As he watched, cogs clicked into place in her mind and she looked from one man to the other, knowledge darkening her eyes. Her hand flattened over her breasts as her breathing accelerated. “Are you…? I…I just got here.”

Ram steadily studied her, letting her know he wanted her and timing didn’t matter. He was confident Jax conveyed the same. They wanted each other, and they wanted her. “In Daly, we’re driven more by opportunity, lightning strong need and the willingness of the woman we desire.”

Briar pursed her lips, amusement dancing across her features. “So it’s just because I’m available, then? You boys should probably get out more.”

“Hardly.” Ram shook his head, stepping closer, but as he reached for her, she shoved Jax’s coat into Ram’s arms.

“I, uh…I think I’ll start that coffee now. I’ll see you inside later.” And with that, Briar pivoted away and dashed across the snowy gravel to the house.


Chapter Two

Briar’s insides tumbled as wildly as the acrobats she’d once seen at a Barnum and Bailey circus. Her heart raced as she recalled the intent gazes of the two men in the barn. The touch of Ram’s hand… And when she’d interrupted them—

Oh…

She sighed in wonder, her belly clenching as arousal gripped her. Deep down, she understood her fascination and lack of shock. She’d indeed grown up with this sort of thing around her. When she’d gone away, nothing had seemed right. Dating just one man hadn’t seemed…enough. She wanted more. She wanted to feel two bodies pressing to her, many hands touching her skin as they brought her the intense pleasure of sense-stealing orgasm. In Chicago, she’d thought of the desire as some strange predilection in which she shouldn’t indulge. No one would understand it. No man would be able to fulfill her urge for ménage sex.

Even she hadn’t understood. The second she’d stepped into the barn, clear, unabashed knowledge had emerged as fully as if a veil had lifted and revealed all. She’d been raised around this lifestyle. She’d always known she’d be in a ménage; it was what her mother had been so afraid of.

Watching the men kiss had taken her breath away. Both were so muscular and solid. Manly. Seeing such masculine guys together like that… Hell, it had been freaking hot! It had also stunned her, because she hadn’t guessed Jax was gay. Well, he wasn’t, was he? He was bi-sexual. And so was his friend Ram. Dark, serious, intense Ram. Her pussy had gotten wet under their blatant regard. She’d been naked to those stares though fully clothed. It was as if they saw every intimate bit of her. Those hot eyes had stroked her, and her legs had wobbled.

From their intent gazes, she’d known to get out of there or else find herself pressed between the two cowboys, sharing kisses and much more. Despite the cold, she would have let them take her to the hard floor and have their way.

A tremble worked through her as she considered the possibility.

Dear lord! She’d just met them today—well, not Jax, but close enough. She didn’t know them, and somehow, that just tantalized her more. The very idea of being with more than one man at a time triggered fiery arousal within her, as she considered an act in which she’d never before indulged. Being with those two rugged cowboys would have been the culmination of many dreams of faceless men fucking her.

She’d fantasized about it enough times while alone in her bed in the dark, her hands wandering over herself. She needed to know what it really felt like to have more than one hot, male body pressed to her, more than one steely length filling her.

She bit her lip, sinking her teeth deep to draw her attention from her increasingly lurid thoughts. The guys’ interest intrigued her, but she’d just gotten back to Daly. No matter how much she wanted it, starting any sort of relationship, one-night or otherwise, would be foolhardy. The two in the barn had given her more fodder for daydreams, but that was all she dared let it be.

Why? the petulant girl inside her protested. Why? Because she was a grown-up who didn’t do things like this.

“You are a grown-up,” she muttered as she opened the canister of coffee. “You’re allowed to do grown-up things—very grown-up.” She sighed. “If they want you, why the hell not? You’re free. They’re free.”

Her mom could have a cow out there in the afterlife, and Briar wouldn’t know about it, she reasoned. She, Jax and Ram wouldn’t be hurting anyone.

Briar’s sigh was loud in the quiet kitchen just before she set the coffeemaker to brew. It was too quiet in here. Her own thoughts were echoing through her, giving her a headache. She needed to refocus before she became an overwrought mess.

Tension vibrated through her as she braced her hands on the kitchen counter. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe…

Glancing out the window over the sink, she saw Ram and Jax had driven the truck behind the house to a stockpile of bales she hadn’t seen from up front. A couple black and white collies bounded around while Jax stood next to the truck bed and directed another cowboy who operated a forklift carrying a circular bundle of hay. A fourth man jumped into the bed, and Ram took off.

Jax spoke briefly to the remaining guy who shortly later went to get a second bale. The snow flew so thick now that Briar could barely see them.

As the strong aroma of coffee wafted into the kitchen, she decided she had to help. That would distract her and also get the crew out of the blizzard more quickly. The remaining pair of men obviously had to wait for the other two to return. She owned a pickup that could carry a second bundle of hay, doubling the work that could be done. She’d emptied it of her things earlier, and it was just sitting in front of the house, unused and ready.

Grabbing her coat this time, she hurried out to her vehicle then drove over to the barn. She knew enough about ranching to remember that one cowboy used a pitchfork to shovel hay from the truck while the other drove. With that in mind, she ran inside and located the needed implement. The bitter wind bit at her skin when she dashed back outside. She could barely see as she squinted against the gusts of ice while she threw the pitchfork in the back.

Relief flooded her as she climbed into the cab. The truck wasn’t warm yet, but the shelter from the storm was welcome—and those cowboys were out in this. On purpose! She couldn’t imagine choosing this life—

But you’re about to. What do you think owning a ranch will entail, bonehead?

Ignoring her inner voice, she flipped the wipers on high so she could see. Carefully, she drove to the back of the house and waved to Jax as he looked up at the unfamiliar vehicle.

“You’ll get done faster if you use my truck, too,” she yelled to him after she’d rolled down her window. “I’ll move over, and you can drive.”

He nodded then said something to the other man who grinned and saluted her. Moments later, Jax lowered the tailgate then ran around to climb into the driver’s seat as she scooted over to make room for him.

“We appreciate this, ma’am,” he said, as he turned to look over his shoulder while he backed toward the other cowboy.

Briar laughed. “You’re not going to start ma’am-ing me now, are you?”

“You are the boss,” he replied.

“It makes me feel old.” Not to mention distanced. Was he calling her “ma’am” to dissuade her from making anything of the incident in the barn? Maybe it had been a farce started in the heat of the moment, but they all wanted to forget it now. Heat rushed into her cheeks. She was a fool. Why had she gotten all worked up? Wouldn’t they have a laugh if they knew?

“Old?” he echoed and shook his head, chuckling as he leapt from the vehicle and directed the bale onto the truck bed. It thunked down, shifting the truck’s balance and startling Briar. She grabbed the armrest instinctively. Then Jax was back, and she forced herself to relax. After his partner jumped into the back, Jax drove in the direction the first truck had gone while the other man leaned on the bale and wrapped his fingers into it for balance.

“You’re far from old,” Jax commented with an appraising look as he resumed their conversation as if there’d been no pause. “I was just being polite.”

She forced a grin. “I’d rather you all called me Briar.”

“Will do.”

“Besides,” she added, taking a chance and adding fuel to the earlier fire. She needed to know the lay of the land, even if the answer might embarrass her. “I’d think after the looks I got in the barn, you’d want to call me something other than ma’am.”

“I suppose you’d be right on that,” he agreed. “Thanks for helping with the feeding. This sure will make things easier.”

Briar wanted to growl at his lack of answer and implacable expression. Right. He didn’t want to talk about or remember earlier. She just needed to shut up about it. She looked away before he saw her disappointment. She’d never been good at hiding her thoughts when the subject was deeply personal.

“How many trips do you think we’ll need to make?” she asked, turning her head to business. They all had a job to do and she needed to learn it.

“Your herd eats sixty of bales a day.”

“What?” she asked in shock, calculating what had been in the field behind the house. “Do we have that much to last us the season?”

“No. You’ll have to put in a feed order soon, but we do have bales throughout the ranch to make it easier to supply where the stock grazes. With a full-time staff, there’d be more bales put up and you wouldn’t need to order, but we’ve been pressed to get everything done with just the four of us.”

She nodded, the weight of the new responsibility starting to settle on her. This was what she had to worry about, not attraction to the two cowboys from the barn. Still, as his manly scent filled the cab, she found herself drawn into arousal once more. He smelled of hard work and soap, a heady combination none of the up-and-comers in Chicago could duplicate. She found it intoxicating, and it quickly sidetracked her determination to steer clear of thoughts of him and Ram. When she was alone in the dark, she’d let their faces fill her mind.

“Does the ranch have money in its account for the purchase?” she asked, trying to stay on track.

“Yes. Be right back.” He leapt from the truck again, though this time, he left it in drive. It made a slow path forward as he ran over to speak with Ram. As she looked around wildly, she saw the man in the back quickly shoveling hay to the ground. No one seemed to worry that the vehicle was unmanned, and she gradually calmed as she realized it was making a slow straight path. She could stop the progress before there was any danger.

Before she needed to reach for the wheel, Jax was back. Ram came with him and jumped into the cab first.

“Hi, sweetheart,” he said.

“Sweetheart?” she echoed.

Ram grinned while Jax shook his head. “She doesn’t like ma’am, either.”

“Neither does my grandma. You need to stop that with the ladies.”

“Most of them kind of like it. It’s called being polite around here,” Jax mumbled.

“It’s fine, Jax. I’m just not used to it. So what’s the plan now? Who’s driving your truck, Ram?”

“Hawk is. That’s him over there.” He pointed, and as she watched, the man finished shoveling then climbed over the side of the truck bed and into the unmanned cab. He drove toward the supply field.”

“Amazing,” she commented.

“It’s not too unusual,” Jax told her. “Smaller places with less staff do that all the time. Actually, with the four of us doing different jobs around here so we can get as much done as possible, we usually do the same.”

“Because there’s not enough staff?” she asked, recalling his earlier comments.

“Yeah,” Ram answered. “A place this size should have at least eight men to run everything—especially if you plan on more stock.”

“But she’s looking to sell, so she doesn’t need to worry about that,” Jax said.

Briar turned in her seat, her back to the door so she could see them both and judge their reactions. From the corner of her eye, she saw the man in the back approach the rear window. He slapped the top of the cab. Lifting a hand, to acknowledge the gesture, Jax turned the vehicle and headed toward the other supply field.

“Maybe not,” Briar said as they drove. She bit her lip, waiting for protests. Surely, they’d think a female owning the Last Chance—a female who knew next to zero about ranching—would be a bad idea.

Both heads jerked toward her.

“Maybe not what?” Ram asked.

“I’m considering not selling.”

Ram grinned while Jax turned to peer out the windshield again. She wanted to think he was focusing on his path for their safety, but he didn’t look pleased. Not at all. A rock settled in her stomach. So was she suitable for a momentary encounter, as he surely thought she’d be if she sold the ranch, but he didn’t like that she might be around permanently?

“You don’t say,” Ram commented. At least, he seemed happy. “Hmm… Good news, eh, Jax?” He elbowed the man, indicating some undercurrent of which she wasn’t aware. Jax didn’t appear to think this was good news at all.

“Were you hoping I’d sell?” she asked, a little hurt. She ignored the indignant female part of her and focused on business. “I might not know a ton about ranching, but I’m willing to learn. With a good staff, I’m sure I can manage.”

“Don’t mind grouchy over there,” Ram said. “He was just hoping to sign on as foreman for the new owner of the Last Chance. That’s all.”

“Then why would it matter if I own the place or not? I’d still need a foreman,” she replied. “It looks like he’s done a standup job around here already. Would you recommend him?”

“I’m right here,” Jax growled, glaring over at both of them.

“I sure would,” Ram answered, ignoring his friend. “I bet if you asked around—like to Cannon, Hawk and your cousin Robert—you’d hear the same things.”

“Does he have a problem working for a woman?”

Jax drew in a breath.

“No,” Ram laughed. “It’s not that—”

“Is it because of money? Can I afford a foreman?” she asked. “I guess that should be my first question.”

Maybe, that was Jax’s problem. Maybe, he knew she couldn’t afford staff and wanted someone who’d come in with fists full of cash. God knew her bartending had barely gotten her by back in Chicago. Coyote Ugly, it had not been. More like Coyote Broke.

“I don’t see that you have much of a choice, sweetheart,” Ram replied. “You need to have someone in charge. I bet Jax would work for room and board until things are back on their feet here.”

“I’m right here!” Jax exclaimed again, with more irritation.

“Then speak up, man,” Ram replied, jostling his shoulder into Jax. The pair got along—and bickered—in such a manner, Briar would have known they were lovers, as well as friends, even if she hadn’t seen them in the barn. It was impossible to ignore the static that seemed to arc between them.

“I’d talk if you’d give me a chance to get in a word,” Jax complained.

“Okay, then,” she cut in before Ram answered him. “Tell me your qualifications.”

Over the next hour, Jax relayed his school and work experience, including specific tasks he’d overseen at the Flying D and other leadership roles. He shared his knowledge of the Last Chance and his vision for its revitalization. Ram for his part told of his lesser, but still considerable, experience and expressed his desire to be second in command, perhaps overseeing the breeding and calving, which had been much of his focus since leaving the rodeo and joining the crew at her cousin’s ranch.

They shared the information between forays into the storm to deal with the bales. Once the first four bundles were broken open for the stock, they merely transported the rest and left them bound for the animals to gnaw at. The trucks and the forklift worked together, all taking loads and cutting back on trips to the pasture.

The whole time, her fingers itched for her camera. She’d have loved nothing more than to photograph this work. The images of the four rugged cowboys fighting the weather to care for the ranch’s livestock were striking. Though she had little faith in the quality of the photos she’d get, she pulled her phone from her pocket and snapped shot after shot to record the activity. The idea that she could document this lifestyle and utilize her otherwise dead degree was sweet to her palate.

Coming to Daly offered her so many opportunities she hadn’t imagined before returning here. There were so many things to photograph. The anthropologist inside her wanted to catalog every little facet of society here in Daly, from the rugged lifestyle of the cowboys to the normalcy and acceptance of ménage relationships.

She had plenty of time to think of the projects she could do and capture moments of work in the driving snow. It seemed like forever before the five of them stowed the equipment in the supply barn. The four men headed to the nearby stable where they’d left their horses after the ride from their cabin. Briar ran into the house to check the dinner she’d left in the slow cooker and make a new pot of coffee. Even if the heating tray was still on, the brew would now have the consistency of sludge. Quickly, she disposed of the old stuff and got a new batch going. Dinner smelled wonderful, and she turned the Crock-Pot down to warm.

She was just reaching for mugs when she heard the front door open and the stomping of boots on the porch. The sounds of them disrobing of outer gear followed. The two sets of dog paws bounded in, then faded as she guessed the collies settled on the rug in the living room.

“Hi,” Jax said, startling her. She hadn’t heard him walking through the house in his stocking feet. She crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the counter as she looked him up and down, from his damp, mussed hair to his wiggling toes. Her earlier arousal hadn’t completely subsided and now rekindled, warming her all over. Her breasts tingled, and she was sure if she moved her forearms away, her nipples would be rigid flags against the front of her shirt. Moisture pooled in her pussy as she remembered the encounter she’d interrupted earlier and the hot, promising looks that had followed.

The heat in Jax’s eyes told her he hadn’t forgotten and intended to continue what they’d been forced to waylay.

He rocked on his stocking feet. “Sorry to scare you. I figured you wouldn’t want our boots tromping through the place.” He nodded to the pot. “Thanks for the coffee.”

“You’re welcome. Cream? Sugar?” She glanced at the trio who now joined him. Good lord, they made a smoking-hot group, even with hat-hair and streaks of dirt on their faces and jeans.

“Black,” Jax, Ram and Hawk replied.

Cannon grinned. “Sweet, hot and creamy.”

“Cannon,” Jax groaned.

A warm flush rushed to Briar’s face. Jax’s and Ram’s intent gazes matched the looks Hawk and Cannon gave her now. Her breath caught in her chest, her pulse throbbing as she stared wide-eyed at the four.

Four…

Four. Men.

And her. Four men and her.

She’d heard of such a thing, but even in her fantasies, she hadn’t imagined it. It had seemed too distant from reality. What did it say about her that the idea tantalized her now?

Maybe she was just reading too much into things. These cowboys might be gigantic flirts who had no real interest in her. Maybe she’d been too long without sex and was imagining things. That was probably the case. What were the chances that all four of them would want her?

Cannon gave the other men a disgruntled scowl. Jax raised a commanding eyebrow at him, silently telling the man to toe the line.

“Black,” Cannon muttered, grudgingly, and Briar almost felt sorry for him. Apparently, Jax was in charge of the group on and off the range.

“I, um, made cookies this afternoon,” Briar stammered out, changing the subject and going to get the container from the pantry. “There are half baths in the front and back of the entry hall if you want to wash up.”

When she turned to come back to the table, thinking all the guys had left, she found Jax still in the room. She heard the other three moving off to the washrooms. He took the cookies and set them on the oval, pine table.

“What do you think about hiring us—me and Ram, I mean?” he asked. “Cannon and Hawk are heading back East in a month.”

And they were back to business. The swings in atmosphere were making her dizzy.

She tucked her thumbs in her front pockets, taking a solid stance as they discussed the jobs. “I think it would be a good deal for me. You’re both experienced, and you’ve done great taking care of this place the past year. When I talked to Verity and Robert this afternoon while I was unpacking, both of them mentioned how impressive you’ve been so Ram’s recommendation wasn’t a surprise. You’re familiar with the ranch’s workings and its accounts, and that’s something I need. But what about pay? You mentioned I don’t have a lot to offer staff.”

“True enough.” Jax nodded thoughtfully as she spoke, and he met her question with a half-smile. “It might not seem the smartest in the world, but I’d take room and board for now. So would Ram. We both have cash tucked away since we don’t have much need to spend while working for the Flying D. He’s got more laid up from his rodeo days, and I have a small income from attorney fees. The three of us could work as a team to get things moving, and who knows? Maybe you can find some guys like the Ivy-Leaguers out there who’d want to work the ranch just for experience.”

“Maybe…” It seemed too good to be true.

“What do you think?”

“I think it sounds as if I’m getting the better end of the deal.”

He raised an eyebrow and gave a half-shrug. “Perspective, I guess,” he offered. “I’d be getting what I want, regardless of monetary compensation. So…are we hired?”

“Is it going to piss off my cousin that I’m stealing two of his men?”

“He’ll get over it.” Jax laughed. “We haven’t been working his place for most of the year. He won’t miss us, and he knows a good opportunity when he sees one. He wouldn’t begrudge us this.”

“Okay then. Welcome to the Last Chance. Yay! You and Ram are my first employees!”

“Yay,” he echoed, his tone quiet.

He studied her, and his jaw jutted as he locked it as if fighting himself. Suddenly, a pulse started to throb just below the corner of his right eye. He shook his head, closing his eyes for a moment. Still shaking his head slightly, still seeming to argue with himself, he stepped closer and his hands landed on her hips.

His dark gaze stared into hers.

“To be clear,” he rasped. “I was hired before I did this.”

With that, his head tipped, and his lips covered hers. She sucked in a gasp as his mouth opened, and his breath filled her, making her lightheaded. She groaned into him. Her fingers clenched in the front of his thermal shirt as she steadied herself and went on tiptoe to take all he gave. The day’s confusion fled leaving behind crystal-clear clarity and the lust she’d felt since the first time he’d visited her apartment. She wanted him, and he definitely wanted her.

His hand slid from her hip to her lower back, and he pulled her closer to him. She melted into his hard body, feeling every firm, manly ridge. A tiny voice inside her whispered that maybe she should move away, stop this. It was too soon even if it was what she really wanted, but the miniscule protest was almost immediately lost in the cacophony of the reaction storming through her and taking over.

Her thoughts raced, but nothing made sense. Instead, everything hit her as impressions. His warm, hard body. The demanding grip of his hands. The possessive way he held her. The manly scent of his skin and the spicy fragrance that had tormented her all afternoon. The cinnamon from the gum he’d had earlier. The warmth of his skin though he’d just come in from the cold.

Corresponding heat coiled in her belly, and she wondered if her flesh might ignite from the fire burning through her veins and pulsing through her most sensitive spots. Her breasts ached to be free then captured by his hands. It was basic, feminine instinct far removed from intellect that pushed her deeper into the embrace of this alpha male. Her thoughts would revile her later; right now was reserved for visceral need.

It was almost too much to grasp. Her world dimmed and narrowed to the union of their lips and the feel of their bodies pressing together. If he’d taken her to the floor and fucked her into the tile right then, she wouldn’t stop him. Her entire being wanted this cowboy, right now, and the hell with everything else.

When their kiss suddenly broke, her choppy breathing seemed loud to her ears and she blinked wildly to bring the world back into focus. He kept her in his embrace while she struggled to regain equilibrium. Her heart crashed in her chest so loudly, she wondered if he heard it.

“Am I fired?” he asked softly.

“No,” she rasped. She’d never been so aroused, and in the back of her head, she knew this was only the forerunner of more to come. She’d decided earlier that the men had been teasing her, but Jax’s mouth on hers wasn’t a joke. “We…we should talk about this,” she managed.

“Later,” he replied. “Don’t overthink things, Briar. Things are simpler here. It’s about the land, sex and survival. The weak leave and the brave survive. Be brave.”

“I am.” With a half-crazy mother and no one else to rely on, it had been her only choice in life. She knew all about survival and doing what had to be done to get by. “Do you think I’m brave enough to deal with you…and Ram?”

There was no question the other man would be part of this.

“We’ll have to see,” Jax hedged, a devilish glint of intention in his eyes.

“Maybe you’re not brave enough to deal with me,” she offered.

With a growl, Jax claimed her lips again and jerked her closer to him as if to deny her taunt. Suddenly, her ass was on the edge of the table, and he stepped between her legs. His cock ground to the place where she’d desperately needed him since the day they’d met. She trembled as his fingertips skated along her lower back and into the waistband of her jeans. They just barely breached the top edge of her panties, teasing her with the promise of more but not until she begged.

She moaned at the sensation of flesh to flesh. His touch was like a brand across her skin, and a hundred years from now, no matter what happened, the name Jax would be imprinted on a piece of her soul.

“Hey, hey! What’s going on here?” a voice demanded in mock outrage behind her.

Jax buried a hand in her hair, keeping her where she was while his tongue explored her mouth with a languid thoroughness that curled her toes and marked his claim before their audience. He lifted her to her feet and shifted the two of them so he leaned on the table and she rested against him.

She gasped when a second body pressed to her back. A pair of hands curled into her hips while the new man kissed the side of her neck.

“It’s Ram, sweetheart,” Ram whispered into her ear, punctuating his name with a swivel of his hips into her ass. Sweet heaven…between him and Jax, she’d burst into flame.

Pulling her mouth from Jax, she turned her head toward Ram, and he immediately, claimed her lips. Jax shifted her to face Ram but pulled her back against his body. He held her protectively, and somehow, she knew she was safe with this pair. They’d never let anything happen to her. The three of them could have some fun and examine the logistics later.

Though he was similar in size and looks to Jax, Briar drank in the subtle differences in Ram. He held himself differently, as if he were keeping something back. Jax had plowed forward into intimacy, but been more reserved otherwise. Ram had been gregarious but moved carefully now that she was in his arms. She lifted her hands to his face as she kissed him. Silently, she reassured him that she wanted this. She was totally in the moment.

Ram groaned, drawing her closer. Jax gave no quarter, and Briar was tightly sandwiched between two men. Her whole life she’d snapped freely in the wind, alone, out of control and unable to find a safe harbor.

“Daly,” she murmured when Ram kissed a path along her throat. His firm lips skimmed up to her ear, sending a cascade of goose bumps down her arms.

“Welcome home,” Jax told her.

She laughed. “What a homecoming.”

“The rest of the welcome committee has something to offer,” Cannon muttered nearby. He and Hawk watched the trio from a couple feet away. Hawk had his arms crossed over his chest, his fingers biting into his biceps as the tension of need gripped him. His teeth sank into one side of his bottom lip. He wanted her, but wouldn’t move in without permission. Cannon appeared a little more disgruntled by his own desire. His hands were shoved into his front pockets as he scowled, but it was clear, he too was holding back.

The pair followed Jax’s commands and wouldn’t act without tacit approval. She glanced at Ram who nodded then looked at Jax.

“Four isn’t uncommon,” he said. Though he didn’t close himself off from her, she couldn’t read his expression. Did he want her to include the other two or was he only telling her that it was the sort of thing that happened here?

He gathered her close. His lips brushed across her ear.

“You’re ours, mine and Ram’s—”

“Already?”

“Already,” he confirmed, his words barely more than a whisper. “Until or unless you decide otherwise.”

“I want that.”

His hands tightened on her waist, and she felt his relief seep into her. “But we’ll share, for now, if you’re willing.”

“All four of you?” she murmured.

“If you’d like.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“It’s the Daly way, baby. It’s how we roll.”

She did want it, but she couldn’t help but wonder how it would affect her authority if she slept with her crew. She didn’t fool herself that it would only be kisses. All four of them would fuck her.

She glanced at the other three men who waited patiently while she and Jax whispered.

She looked back at him. “How can I be the boss if I’m sleeping with all of you?”

A slow, dark grin curled Jax’s lips. “You can be the boss all day long, baby, and we’ll listen to you, but when it’s night and it comes to this, I’m the boss.”

A tremble of awareness snaked down her torso and into her pussy. Had she thought him an alpha male cowboy? Revise that. He was more.

His head tipped forward as his intent gaze pierced her. “Okay?” he prompted.

Her tongue shot across her bottom lip and she swallowed. She was in way over her head and she hadn’t even done anything yet. Not really. On her word, everything could stop now. She’d never know what it would be like and she’d regret it for the rest of her life. Maybe she’d regret sleeping with them too. But she believed in experience rather than wondering.

“Okay,” she resolved.

“Good.” He tilted her chin toward him with two fingers and dropped a light kiss on her lips. “Now, go give Cannon and Hawk some attention before they start pouting.”

Briar grinned, looking at the younger men. They looked a tad sullen, but she couldn’t imagine them actually pouting. Stepping away from Jax, she trailed her fingers over Ram’s chest then sauntered over to the other pair.

Tilting her head, she regarded them with a raised brow. Unlike with Jax and Ram, she could play with these two. “You wanted something?”

Grasping her fingers, Hawk pulled her into him.

“Hell, yeah,” he answered. He kissed her hard before turning her over to Cannon. For all his smart-mouth comments, Cannon was tender in his kiss, taking his time and exploring her mouth. Hawk stayed close at Cannon’s side and soon she was passed back to him. While Hawk slid his tongue past her lips, hands stroked her body. Heat shafted through her. All of them were touching her—on her hips, down her back, over her thighs. When a hand cupped one of her breasts and another came around to cup her pussy, she realized Jax had moved in. As the man in charge, he’d be the first to touch her intimately. She knew without anyone saying so, he’d be the first to fuck her too.

“Let’s not do this in the kitchen,” he said.

“We should eat,” she protested weakly. “I made—”

“We’ll eat,” he promised, but she wasn’t so sure he meant the dinner she’d made. She had a dark suspicion that she was on the menu, and a shot of lightning-like energy ran to her core. Her pussy grew even wetter at the idea of their mouths on her. All over her.

As Jax guided her into the living room where someone had started a fire between coming in and washing up, she knew she’d made the right decision, no matter what might happen later.


Chapter Three

That resolve wavered a few moments later as they all watched her expectantly.

“Are you sure this is what you want?” Jax asked.

She recognized it for what it was. Her escape hatch. She could say “no” now and this would all end. The idea of that unsettled her stomach.

“Yes,” she answered. With that single word, it was as if a long-locked door opened inside her. This was what she wanted. This was what she’d been waiting for her entire adolescent and adult life.

“Then take off your clothes,” Jax commanded.

She stared at him wide-eyed. She did want to be naked with them, but they were all dressed and…

He raised his eyebrow, challenging her. He was the dominant force in the room, and now, he was testing her and her word that she wanted to have sex with them all. Part of her was thrilled by the way he’d taken over, the same part of her aroused by Doms in certain romance books. She’d been in charge of everything in her life since childhood. Letting someone else be responsible seemed right. As long as he didn’t try ordering her around anywhere else or hurting or humiliating her, she’d play.

Grasping the bottom of her T-shirt and the cami she wore beneath it, she removed the shirts. It felt a little strange to take off her clothes in front of the four men while they just stood there watching her and making no move to take off their own stuff, but she pushed past any unease. If she wanted this, she had to show them. If the wetness in her pussy was any indicator, she could get off just on the striptease.

How many people got a fantasy like this? It wasn’t as if she hadn’t been naked in front of a man before—she’d experimented some in college. Still more than one guy at once had been a fantasy she’d never indulged.

One of the men drew in a breath as she reached for the closure of her jeans. Drawing on the power of that sound, she shimmied the denim down her legs. Once she stepped free, she made no move to remove her undergarments.

Instead, she stepped closer to Jax. When he reached for her, she dodged his hands and dropped to her knees. His cock pressed against his fly, and she reached to release it. The zipper hissed in the quiet living room then she yanked down his briefs to expose him. His erection sprang free, long and thick. It curved up toward his belly and she imagined it would touch the deepest spots of her cunt. A burst of cream rolled into her pussy as she thought of being impaled on him, riding him while the others touched her.

Grasping his length, she bent her head forward and sucked him into her mouth. Her tongue traced the underside of his shaft as she took him to the back of her throat.

“Mmm,” she moaned, as his salty taste exploded into her senses. She drew in a deep breath through her nose, taking in the scent of Jax and soap. He seemed to grow harder as she braced her hands on his solid thighs and gave him the blowjob of her life. Her thoughts clouded and she felt as illicit as if she’d been dropped into an adult film with four men just waiting to fuck her—how much luckier could she get?

“Shit, Briar…” Jax gasped as she bobbed, sucking and licking. His fingers buried in her hair as he attempted to guide her, but she was having none of that though it pulled the strands a bit. She didn’t care. It only built on the mastery he’d displayed when he’d ordered her to take off her clothes. As if he owned her. Though she wasn’t one for BDSM games, she liked the idea of belonging to him, even if just for this moment. In her head, she was his and he was sharing her with his friends in a naughty swinging scene.

And she guessed that actually he was.

She glanced up at him as she took him to the back of her throat.

“She’s quite the bad girl, isn’t she?” Ram commented to her side. From the corner of her eye, she saw he’d ditched his shirt and was opening his pants. Letting Jax fall from her lips, she scooted to the side and helped Ram unzip his jeans. He groaned as she enveloped his cock with her lips. He tasted sweeter, and she swiped away the droplet of pre-cum that had formed on his tip. Totally, into the idea of pleasuring all of the men, she sucked up and down Ram’s shaft until Hawk entered her line of vision.

He was darker than Jax and Ram, his tanned skin telling of his Native American heritage. Leaving Ram, she moved to Hawk and took in his leaner frame. While Jax and Ram were tall and powerfully muscled, Hawk had a wiry body—though she didn’t doubt there was strength running through his frame. He wasn’t weak or small by any stretch of imagination. Still, he was the smallest of the four men.

She ran her hands over his compact shape, tracing the ridges of his abdominal muscles before dipping her head to taste his cock. To her surprise, Cannon knelt beside her, his nude body warm against her own. His arm went around her while his other circled Hawk’s waist. He kissed the other man’s hip, while Briar leaned in to take Hawk between her lips. As she withdrew, Cannon nudged her mouth aside. He took Hawk deep, before relinquishing his man to her again. Back and forth, they went, first Briar then Cannon, each driving Hawk to the edge until he shook.

Soon, Jax and Ram pulled her back to them while Cannon fully engaged in bringing his man to release. Watching them, she knew that was the case—they were a couple. The pair was ready to play with her, but they were truly invested in one another. That was fine with her. As she turned into Jax and Ram’s arms, Ram shoved her underwear down her legs and tossed them into the fire.

“No panties in the house,” he said.

“We want to be able to touch you all the time,” Jax added as he sat on the floor and leaned against the couch. He guided her to lay between his thighs with her calves draped over his. Parting his legs, he spread her. Ram dove onto her pussy. His large hands parted her labia as he lapped at her inner folds. She whimpered as he quickly found her clit and pulled it between his lips, sucking hard. His teeth scraped over the sensitive nub.

Too late, she realized what Jax had planned. He held her hands to her sides, while Ram’s arms kept her legs from closing. She was prisoner to Ram’s ministrations, helpless to do anything but jerk against them as they brought her to orgasm.

Cream gushed into her pussy as the situation brought on an unexpected burst of arousal that rushed through her. Her skin seemed to burn as blood flooded her pelvis and thighs, heightening each sensation.

“Oh God,” she cried as Ram pushed a finger deep inside her cunt while he continued his insidious draws on her clit. Her body spasmed as it pushed closer to release.

“I’ve wanted to do this since that first day in your apartment,” Jax whispered in her ear. “To see you spread out like this while we make you come.”

Cannon and Hawk moved closer to her, Cannon grinning as he drew the back of his hand over his lips. He’d made Hawk come and now they were going to make her orgasm too. The younger men knelt to her right and left and each leaned over her, cupping a breast. As if they’d planned it, they both circled their tongues around her crinkled areola and slowly worked their way to the center.

“Yes!” she hissed as they sucked her taut nipples into their hot mouths.

“Oh, yeah, she likes that,” Ram muttered against her cunt as he lapped. “She tastes incredible. Here…taste…” Moving upright, he kissed Jax, sharing her essence.

Briar bit her lip, watching the two men.

So hot, she thought. More than anything, she wanted to see them fuck. Maybe not now, but someday. Someday? She couldn’t believe she was contemplating beyond the moment. She could barely even believe this was happening to her this second, let alone worry about later.

A hand snaked down to her cunt while the men kissed. At least two digits pushed up into her, finger-fucking her while she was held pressed within the circle of the four bodies. She couldn’t squirm or move away—she couldn’t move at all. She could only feel and experience.

Closing her eyes, she pressed her face into Jax’s neck and let the sensations overwhelm her.

“That’s right, baby,” he said. “Take it. Give yourself over to us.”

A thumb scraped over her clit and she screamed, tumbling over the edge of reason. Her awareness spun dizzily as she plummeted into mindless release, spasming in their arms. She was barely aware of Jax turning and drawing her over him, this time to face him.

His hands moved over her body, bringing her back. He cupped her face then held her gaze as her vision cleared. Distantly, she heard latex and was glad someone had thought of protection. She hadn’t.

Then Jax’s cock was nudging her opening. She pushed her hands against his shoulders then lifted her hips to improve her angle. Slowly, she lowered down his shaft. Her mouth dropped open as the wide girth stretched her, pushing open her tender walls as he claimed her passage. Behind her, Ram held her hips and pushed her down Jax’s cock.

Hands seemed to be on her everywhere as she started to ride him. Her pelvis rocked while Ram continued holding her. Jax cupped her breasts, molding them and pushing his palms toward her nipples where he pulled and twisted the tips then started again. Cannon and Hawk remained on either side of her, their fingers dragging along any portion of bare skin they could touch.

There was…so…much. The sensation nearly overwhelmed her as she moved on the rugged lawyer-cowboy beneath her. His cock pushed so deep she was sure she’d still feel him tomorrow. He groaned as she rolled her hips and his hands tightened on her breasts.

Behind her, Ram shifted and his hands left her hips. His fingers splayed on her back as he pushed her toward Jax until she lay chest to chest with him. Jax gripped her ass, parting her while he pumped upward into her pussy, filling her and filling her and filling her until she was near mindless from the drives and the constant knocks against her clit.

Suddenly, cool gel dribbled onto her ass and she jerked as slick fingers pressed to her anus, spreading the lube and pushing for entry.

“I…I…can’t…” she panted. “I never…”

“Relax,” Jax murmured then kissed her. “Just let him touch you for now. We won’t force you or hurt you.”

Biting her lip, she nodded as Jax stopped moving and held her still as Ram worked a finger into her rear. A low moan rolled from her throat at the forbidden sensation of that long finger pushing in and out of her ass, opening her and preparing her for something she wasn’t sure she could take. Ram rubbed Jax’s cock through the thin wall separating her two passages. Tingles radiated through her ass, and she wanted more than Ram’s fingers. She needed all of him, if only to try this out one time.

“Just do it,” she moaned against the side of Jax’s face. “I want to feel both of you!”

A hand made circles on her lower back.

“Okay, relax,” Jax told her, but she still craned her neck to look over her shoulder. Cannon handed Ram an open packet of lube which Ram then squirted onto his condom-covered cock. He fisted his erection, spreading the gel. Cannon, apparently the supply man, gave him another pack which Ram squeezed onto her ass. She shivered at the coolness, but the area heated as Ram rubbed the lubricant into her hole. When she was moaning from the finger-fucking, he pressed the head of his cock to her opening.

Jax, who’d been slowly moving in and out of her, went still once more. His fingers drove into her hair and he brought her lips to his, absorbing her cry as Ram pushed into her bit by bit. She whimpered at the overwhelming feeling of two shafts pushed deep inside her.

Tears streamed down her cheeks.

“Baby…” Jax murmured, concern coloring the endearment.

“I’m okay,” she sobbed, unable to express the emotions and the reactions exploding through her. “I’m okay. Please…please just move…”

Her nails dug into the carpet on either side of Jax’s shoulders as he held her hips stationary as he and Ram moved in and out of her.

Nothing had ever felt like this. Nothing. Her head tossed back as she straightened her arms and gasped at the new angle. When her vision cleared, she met Cannon’s gaze. Reaching for him seemed the right extension to what was happening. As he knelt beside her head, she sucked his cock. Three men. She was fucking three men right now. If only she could figure out how to do all four. She didn’t want Hawk left out—but he solved the problem for her.

Coming to stand beside Cannon, Hawk guided his lover’s lips to his cock. Happy that everyone would be satisfied, Briar let go of thinking and just felt. The pistoning in her ass and cunt lost rhythm as the men drew closer to release, but it was Cannon who suddenly cried out.

Briar swallowed as quickly as she could to capture Cannon’s cum as he spurted into her mouth. Perhaps set off by his man, Hawk grunted a moment later and she saw him clasp Cannon’s head, holding him in place with Hawk’s cock deep in his mouth as Hawk shook. Cannon’s throat worked convulsively, and Briar could only guess he was swallowing Hawk’s release.

The sight triggered tremors through her and her pussy clenched around Jax, but Jax and Ram kept on, driving her orgasm higher until she was screaming her pleasure. Her vision grayed as the continuous waves washed over her, one started just as another died.

“Oh fuck yeah!” Ram yelled as her body clasped him. “So damn tight. Yes, squeeze me.”

“Yeah, baby, I’m gonna… Oh…fuck!” Jax exclaimed.

“Yes!” Briar wailed, barely able to breathe as she shook between them. She gasped as she collapsed on Jax’s sweat-covered chest.

So this was what the woman of Daly had whispered about. As Briar drifted on a wave of muzzy pleasure barely aware of Ram, Cannon or Hawk moving around her, she knew she’d made the right choice to finally come home and stay here.

* * * *

“So…you just happened to have condoms and lube with you?” Briar asked awhile later. While she’d been in la-la land, the four men had each pulled on their pants. Hawk and Cannon had gone to dish up the stew she’d made and brought it into the living room. Right now, she was wrapped in an afghan and curled up between Jax and Ram. The group ate by firelight and enjoyed the warm afterglow still vibrating through them.

“Just because we weren’t sleeping with a woman, doesn’t mean we don’t sleep with each other. Always prepared,” Cannon quipped while Hawk glance at him askance.

“Such a Boy Scout,” Ram said, rolling his eyes.

“Whatever. Just be glad I believe in keeping a supply handy or you’d have been s-o-l,” Cannon retorted.

“Well…I’m glad,” Briar cut in. She looked down at her stew, stirring it as an unexpected flood of embarrassment fell over her. Good lord, she’d just slept with four men, but she felt a little smug and happy about it. Was that okay? In fact, she was wondering how soon it could happen again. “So, uh, how many more do you have?”

Hawk laughed and gave Cannon a shove.

“Hey, watch it!” Cannon protested before Hawk got out a word. “I don’t want to spill stew all over Briar’s couch.”

“Your bowl is almost empty, so nice try at a distraction.” Hawk looked over at Briar. “Boy Scout here found a whole bunch of supplies under the counter in the front bathroom—enough for a regular orgy. I’m afraid to ask what sort of parties used to go on here.”

Cannon glared at him. “You’re sleeping alone tonight, jerk.”

This time, Hawk rolled his eyes. “Whatever. I’m sure I’ll find someone to keep me busy.”

“Over my dead body,” his lover snapped. “You know the rule. I’m there or you don’t play.”

Hawk shrugged. “You can come watch.”

Briar fought back a smile as Hawk taunted Cannon. Hawk knew exactly how to tease a reaction from his partner, but she doubted the antics were serious. She had no doubt that the two of them would go to bed together tonight, no matter what was said.

“Since you’re not coming to my bed and I’m sure Ram doesn’t want you in his, I’m not sure where you think you’re gonna go,” Jax offered drily. He sighed. “Speaking of bed, we should probably get moving. Morning will be here before we’re ready.”

The other three men groaned, and Cannon got up and gathered all the bowls. Briar straightened and swung her feet to the ground. “Where do you have to go?”

Ram jerked his head toward the north windows. “Robert outfitted a line shack for us near the edge of his place. We stay there and ride our horses to Last Chance every day. The horses stay in your barn most days while we use the 4x4s for wrangling and ranch work. It’s a twenty minute ride in good weather to and from shack. In the dark and with this snow, it’ll probably take a little longer tonight which is why we need to get going.”

She shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense. I have the room and quarters for ranch hands, too—”

“We couldn’t just stay here,” Ram interrupted.

“But I’m here now. I’m asking. Besides…you and Jax work for me now. Hawk and Cannon might as well stay here too, though they officially still work for Robert. I’ll make up rooms for you to use tonight then tomorrow you can take one of the trucks over and get your stuff. God knows I have enough room here.”

Jax contemplated her for a moment before speaking. “We don’t want to…crowd you.”

She grinned, understanding that he didn’t want her to feel like she had to sleep with them all the time. “There are at least six bedrooms,” she told him, “plus the ranch hands’ house across the yard and what I guess is the foreman’s apartment over the garage. Each of us can have our space and privacy, if that’s your concern.”

“I’m all for staying,” Cannon chimed in. “I was definitely not looking forward to freezing my ass off on the ride to the Flying D.”

Jax narrowed his eyes at the younger man, obviously reminding him who was in charge around here. Briar shook her head. When it came to the house, she was in charge, but she’d let the men battle out their issues without reminding them of her place.

She reached for her shirt and looked around for her panties, before remembering they’d been destroyed. Quickly, she shimmied on her jeans then dropped the afghan and pulled on her shirt. “You discuss it; I’ll make up a few bedrooms.” She looked at Hawk. “One for you and Cannon?”

He nodded. “I’ll come along and help you.”

She’d seen sheets folded neatly in the upstairs linen closet when she’d been looking around so she headed there.

“I hear you’re leaving here next month,” she commented when she and Hawk were halfway up the stairs.

“Supposed to,” Hawk replied.

“Supposed to?” she echoed.

“Yeah.” He shrugged. “Cannon and I are having a debate over the matter now.”

“Something you can talk about?”

“He likes it here. I do too, don’t get me wrong, but I know we need to finish our education. We come from different backgrounds, so we have different outlooks, I guess. His family is wealthy, and he doesn’t know what it’s like to scrape. I do. There’s also his parents. They’re…judgmental. About our relationship, mostly. Also about me being poor and of Native American descent. I can handle it though, as long as I have a goal.”

Briar nodded, understanding what it was like to be the poor kid and judged by other people. “Have you thought of transferring to a university out here? Jax went to law school here so there must be something.”

“That’s part of what we’re talking about. I’m willing to stay out here if we’re finishing our degrees. I’m the first one in my family who’ll graduate college—I’m not letting them down.”

“Whatever you decide, you have a place to stay on the Last Chance,” she told him as they reached the closet. Opening it, she reached for a set of sheets and pillowcases then handed them to him. “I can’t hire more people right now, but I have the space. So, I’m thinking,” she said, changing the subject, “you two can have the room at the end of the hallway over there. It’s got a nice view of the back fields.” Unsure whether or not Jax and Ram would sleep together, Briar would make up two rooms while Hawk did his and Cannon’s.

“Anywhere will be fine, ma’am—”

“Don’t start ma’am-ing me. Especially, not after…” she trailed off. “Um, I’m going to make up the other rooms.”

Hawk caught her arm as she turned to go. “Briar, you’re not regretting it, are you?”

“No, I’m…well…actually, I don’t know what to think. I keep swinging between complete happiness and a little bit of embarrassment, but regret? Not at all.”

His fingers slid into the hair at the base of her skull. “Good,” he said as he brushed his lips over hers. “There’s so much more we can do together, and I hope we get to try it all.”

Briar bit her lip, smiling at the same time. Her heart suddenly felt as if it were stretched in four different directions, but it wasn’t unpleasant. For the first time, she realized that the heart had a huge capacity for affection, something other Daly women must have experienced for generations.

She might not have a permanent relationship with all four of the guys—or any of them, if she was truthful with herself—but each of them would forever have a part of her. Whatever happened, happened, she decided. She’d roll with and enjoy it.

* * * *

Enjoying the sight of Briar’s curvy ass, Jax leaned in the doorway of one of the bedrooms and watched her tucking a sheet under the corner of the mattress.

“You know,” he said, “given permission, Ram and I would stay with you.”

“Really?” she asked, but he could tell from her tone that she was entertaining the idea.

“Really. I’d like to sleep with my arms around you. Downstairs wasn’t enough.”

“For me either,” she replied. “I feel like I should be scandalized by the idea of sleeping with four men, but mostly, I just want more.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that, Briar. In other places, people might not understand, but around here, no one’s going to say a thing.”

“I know.” She turned and sat on the edge of the bed. “It all seems so unreal—the house, you four, even being back here.”

He crossed his arms to keep from reaching for her and taking her down to the mattress. She’d grown so beautiful in the past twelve years. “It’ll seem real tomorrow after we go over the books. Promise.”

“That’s not reassuring, Jax.”

“I like when you say my name.”

She sighed. “You’re changing the subject.”

Jax lifted a shoulder in a half-shrug. “There’s no need to worry about things tonight. Between us, we can figure out how to keep the ranch running and hopefully make it profitable, too. More to the moment, I came up here to let you know we will be staying the night. As long as you’re sure you want us here. Seems stupid to head out otherwise.”

“Yes, I want you,” she answered. Her tongue shot across her bottom lip before she bit it then looked up at him. She wanted more than for them to stay.

Jax pushed away from the doorframe and straightened, dropping his arms to his sides. “I’ve wanted to hear you say that for a long time. Do you know that I used to think you were the prettiest girl in Daly?”

Her brows drew together and her head tilted as she stared at him, as if trying to see the boy he once was. “We knew each other back then? I’m sorry, I—”

He shook his head. “Not well enough that you should remember me,” he interrupted. “Adam pretty much kept you away from all the other guys, even his friends. Let’s just say, I admired you from afar and leave it at that.” She didn’t need to know he’d been a little obsessive in a love-sick boy kind of way. There’d been nothing dangerous or illegal; he’d just made it a point to be nearby on the ranch whenever she’d been out and about.

‘What ever happened to him?”

“Moved to Alaska and got married. Basically does the tourism and fishing shtick now.”

“But you stayed here,” she commented, refocusing on the moment.

“Ranching is my shtick. I wouldn’t give up this life if someone gave me a million bucks to go live in the city.”

“I know what you mean. My mom loved the city, but I hated it there. I’m just back to Daly, and I can’t believe how relieved I feel…like I’ve been released from a bad dream, or something.” She tilted her head again, peering at him. “You used to have longer hair, kind of moppy, didn’t you? And you wore glasses with black rims. I thought you were kinda cute, if not shy. You liked me?”

“Yeah. And yeah, that was me. Glasses were pretty annoying out on the range so I had that eye surgery a few years ago. They’re pretty annoying for other things too—you know, you don’t need to make up rooms for me and Ram.”

“No?”

Shaking his head he moved closer. She scooted backward on the bed as he leaned over her, bracing his arms on either side of her shoulders. “No. Like I said, I very much want to be in your bed tonight, if that’s acceptable to you, ma’am.”

“Completely acceptable. Will you be calling me ma’am all night or do you actually want to have sex with me too?”

His body lowered, covering her completely. Capturing her head between his hands, he kissed her hard and delved between her lips with the sweep of his tongue. Briar groaned, arching into him as her thighs parted and bracketed his hips. Her apex rubbed against his cock, and even through the denim, her fiery heat made him hard. His fingers buried in her hair, holding her as he explored her mouth.

A cough drew their attention to the door where Ram now stood, watching. Rather than looking aroused by the possibilities before them, he looked concerned. Jax brushed Briar’s lips with his once more.

“Be right back, baby,” he murmured then got up and went to his friend and partner.

Ram took a step into the hallway when Jax got within reaching distance.

“What is it?” Jax asked, following him.

“Nothing. It’s stupid. I didn’t mean to stop you.”

“Ram…” Worry gnawed at him. He’d thought Ram was down with claiming Briar, but now he was balking? He’d never seen the man like this. Ram was always confident and jovial.

“You’ve wanted her for so long.”

“That’s not news. You’ve known that. We had a plan.”

Ram planted his hands on his hips and slid his foot along the carpet, refusing to meet Jax’s eyes. “Plans change.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” He pulled Ram closer to the stairwell to make sure he was out of Briar’s earshot. “Are you changing your mind? You don’t want her?”

Ram blew out an annoyed growl. “Of course, I want her. As far as I can tell, she’s the answer to our dreams.” He huffed. “Especially yours.”

Jax’s brows drew together. Was Ram…jealous? It didn’t make sense. He was as much a part of the relationship as Jax was. “Once in a while, we won’t all be together,” he said. “It’s the way things occasionally work out. Just me with her. Sometimes just you—”

His friend shook his head.

“What is wrong?” Jax demanded.

“He thinks I’m going to replace him.”

Jax looked over Ram’s shoulder at Briar as Ram groaned, speaking the truth of her words. “Why would you say that?” Jax asked her. He looked to Ram. “Why would you think that?”

“You’re getting what you’ve always wanted,” Ram simply said.

Jax stared at him speechless.

“Why don’t you leave Ram and I together?” Briar suggested. She came up beside the man and enclosed one of his beat-up hands in two of hers. “We need to talk. Get the others settled then come up in a bit.”

Without waiting for Jax to reply, she led Ram toward her bedroom, stopping along the way to switch off the light in the room they wouldn’t be using. Stunned by her calm, collected manner, Jax watched them go and wondered anew what life would be like here at Last Chance.

* * * *

“You shouldn’t worry,” Briar said as she closed her bedroom door behind them.

“Worry about what?” Ram hedged. He didn’t want to show his vulnerability. Belligerently, he crossed his arms and leaned on the door.

She crossed her arms, mimicking him. He gave her points for allowing him no quarter.

“Being replaced,” she replied baldly. “It’s obvious to me that Jax cares for you. Also…you’re familiar with the phrase ‘all or nothing’? I’m planning to be a little greedy that way. I want you both for as long as it works out. Maybe it’ll be a week, maybe a year…” She shrugged. “Maybe even longer. Who knows? What I do know is that I want both of you. And I think Jax wants both of us. The other guys aren’t here permanently, no matter what direction they choose to go. So there’s only one person in question. If anyone should feel as if their place were in jeopardy, it should be me.”

She shrugged, but before she walked away, he saw it bothered her. He was screwing up the best opportunity to happen to him and Jax in a long time.

“Briar…”

“You don’t have to worry that it’ll impact your job,” she said as she moved to the dresser and started pulling toiletries out of a box. “No matter what happens, I’ll still need you and Jax on the ranch.”

God, he was such a flippin’ idiot!

“I don’t give a crap about the job.”

“Oh,” she said, her voice small. Somehow, she’d lost the confidence of a few minutes ago—probably because he’d driven it from her by failing to tell her how he really felt.

Moving behind her, he caught her hands and stopped her busy work.

“Listen,” he ordered. “Like you said, it’s too soon to know how we feel and where this is going, but don’t you doubt I want you. I want you so badly, I’ve been hard for you since I first saw you in the barn. Hell, I got hard the first time Jax showed me a picture of you. And I want him, too. So, physically? Yeah, we can definitely make a go of things.”

“Did you know, anthropologically speaking, that many non-western unions start physically and the emotional connection grows later?”

“I should have known we were in trouble when Jax told me one of your majors was in anthropology. You’re going to play us left and right, aren’t you?”

“Play you?” she laughed. “Never. Study you? Maybe.” A glint sparked in her eyes when she met his gaze in the mirror over the dresser and one side of her mouth lifted. “I’d really like to get a better feel of cowboys and the town of Daly. It would be an interesting cultural study.”

“Hmm. Well. Maybe we should get on the bed and you can start getting a feel of this cowboy.” Suddenly, Ram wanted nothing more than to be in bed with her and to start developing more of that connection she’d mentioned.


Chapter Four

Slipping from Ram’s embrace, Briar moved a few paces away to take off her clothes. The drapes were open, giving her a clear view of the swirling flakes outside the window. She couldn’t imagine the men riding through this back to the cabin on the Flying D. The tire tracks from earlier were invisible, and judging by the accumulation against the bushes, it looked as if a foot of snow had come down. How much more would fall before morning?

Letting the thick precipitation outside be her backdrop, she turned and faced Ram. When she thought about being between him and Jax all night, she didn’t care how much it accumulated before morning. She’d be nice and warm.

Without further considering anything beyond this moment, Briar pulled off her T-shirt and jeans. Ram discarded his own clothes and reached for her as she stepped free of the denim. She shivered in pleasure as he drew her close, and she felt every inch of his powerful body against her. Cupping her face, he kissed her. While Jax’s kisses were determined and direct, Ram’s were gentler. He explored her thoroughly, making her feel cherished with each movement of his lips on hers. His fingers spread, and he slid them around to splay the back of her head. Tenderly, he angled her for his best advantage.

Enraptured, Briar curled her fingers on his chest. His skin was so smooth and hard as it stretched over firm muscle. With men like Ram and Jax by her side, she knew nothing could harm her—nothing would dare. Once again, she was struck with an overwhelming sense of safety. She was safe here with them. This was where she needed to be.

His arm slid behind her back and he dipped her down onto the bed. Her legs moved naturally around him as he kept kissing her.

“Damn, you’re delicious,” he muttered as his mouth moved along her jaw then down her neck. She arched into him as he kissed and nipped the curve of her breast.

“Yes,” she gasped as his hot mouth enveloped the first needy peak. He drew greedily, each pull yanking at the nerves in her pussy. His tongue lashed over the rigid tip, followed by his teeth scraping across it until Briar shook. Her hips canted into him as mindless pleasure wrapped around her.

“I can’t get enough of these,” he rasped, moving to the other nipple. Briar jolted at the first touch. Her blood raced through her to pulse behind her clit.

“Oh, yes!” She buried her fingers in is thick, dark hair and held him to her. At the moment, she was sure he’d make her come just from his mouth alone. That talented, ever-flicking tongue was driving her mad. “Ram, please,” she begged. She needed him inside her more than she needed to breathe.

To her disappointment, he rolled to her side. The back of his curled fingers trailed along her body, from her sternum to the divot of her navel. Lightly, he traced the indentation before moving lower.

“No condoms in here,” he told her. His fingertip ran along the crease of her pussy. He had to feel how wet she was for him, how ready.

Her teeth gritted with her need. Damn condoms anyway!

“Relax, baby,” he murmured against her neck. “Just let me make you happy.”

His finger slipped between her folds to find her clit. Slowly, he rotated over the nub while she shuddered in his arms. “I…God, Ram…”

Blood rushed past her ears deafening her to anything but the heavy, rapid thud of her heart. Her orgasm fluttered wildly across her belly as her cream flooded her pussy, making his fingers slick.

She barely noticed the door opening and closing before Jax stood beside the bed, pulling off his clothes.

“Go away unless you brought protection,” Ram muttered.

“Of course, I did,” Jax answered. Picking up his jeans and digging in the pocket. He tossed a handful of packets on the bed before climbing in next to them. Stretching beside Briar, he stroked his hands over her belly and up to her breast. Cupping one mound in his warm, callused hand, he molded the flesh and latched onto the peak with his mouth.

Briar cried out, arching at the dual sensations of the two men loving her. When there’d been four guys, she’d been concerned about everyone’s pleasure. Now, she lost herself in the two cowboys’ attention.

“You’re so hot,” Ram muttered in her ear as he stroked her pussy. A long finger sank into her needy passage. Her walls clamped around him as her body responded to the welcomed invasion.

“It’s just as good as I always dreamed,” Jax said in her other ear. It was as good as she’d dreamed too, even if she hadn’t known who the participants would be. Two real, very hot bodies pressed beside her and touching her everywhere made it so much better.

She groaned when she felt two hands on her cunt. Jax’s fingers joined Ram’s as he pushed a finger inside her. Her hips canted into them as she took the two long digits, each scraping and massaging her walls in different directions.

“You like?” Jax asked.

“Yes! More,” she begged. Feathering shivers shook her body. Her breasts were heavy and aching, her nipple taut and needy for more of the fleeting attention they’d received. As if sensing her desire, Jax moved lower and recaptured one tight peak. Ram’s mouth closed over the other. Reaching out his free hand, Jax caught her wrists and held them together above her head. She bucked, but the men’s bodies pinned her to the mattress, holding her there, helpless but to take the pleasure they gave her. Being trapped and at their mercy only amplified the arousal pushing through her. She trusted them. They wouldn’t hurt her or force her to do anything she didn’t want, but at the moment, she couldn’t imagine anything they’d do that she’d refuse.

Leaving her breast, Jax rose to kiss her.

“Suck my cock again?” he asked against her lips.

“Yes,” she replied, feeling tendrils of connection building between the three of them.

He moved to sit against the headboard. “Like this,” he said, moving her onto her hands and knees, her ass in the air. “I want to watch Ram fuck you.”

“Mmm,” she answered, not caring about his reason, as long as she did get fucked. Ram’s cock had felt enormous in her ass, and she wanted that big girth stretching her cunt. Parting her legs in invitation, she bent over Jax. Her hand wrapped around his shaft as she drew the wide glans between her lips. Closing her eyes, she lapped at the smooth head and gathered the seeping droplets of salty pre-cum that gathered there. Her fingers worked along his length as she sucked. Slowly, she took more of him while she moaned at Ram’s touch behind her.

He stroked her over-aroused slit, spreading her cream over her folds. Occasionally, and not nearly often enough, his fingers dipped inside her and scraped over her g-spot. Then he was gone, circling her clit and driving her mad with need. She needed more—more finger-fucking. More tormenting of her clit. More of his cock, whenever he deigned to give it to her.

She whimpered in frustration around Jax’s cock, determined to give him enough attention while Ram teased her. When Ram’s hands left her, she almost growled. Relief filled her when she heard the ripping of foil.

About fucking time, she thought.

Pressing her tongue to the underside of Jax’s cock, she pulled gently on his balls.

“Yeah, baby. Like that,” he groaned. His fingers curled in her hair as he took over fucking her mouth. At the same time, the head of Ram’s cock pressed to her opening. Her pelvis jerked almost dislodging him in her anxiousness, but he grabbed her hips, holding her as he inched forward, bit by bit.

A deep, throaty moan escaped her as he filled her. Her fingers fisted in the pillows next to Jax as a feeling both demanding and replete gripped her. Nothing could feel better and she wanted more!

Jax pulled free of her and climbed off the bed. Satisfied to focus on Ram’s ramming, Briar rested her head on her arms and watched Jax move. After grabbing a condom from the mattress, he sheathed himself then squirted on lube. His intent gaze on Ram hinted at his intent, and Briar couldn’t help but grin as Jax knelt on the bed beside Ram and kissed him. Ram didn’t break rhythm as he drove into her. His balls slapped her clit and she moaned as her release drew closer.

Through slitted lids, she saw Jax move behind Ram. Suddenly, Ram froze, his hands tightening on her hips before he bent forward over her back.

“Fuck him hard,” she murmured. “I want to feel both of you.”

Ram groaned as Jax pushed into him—or so she guessed that was what was happening. Ram shook, his hands clenching on her. His sharp exhale blew across her back, and she smiled, shifting her pussy along his cock as he was impaled.

“Fuck,” he gasped.

“Yes, please,” she replied.

Suddenly, he drove hard into her. It was her turn to gasp as Jax’s powerful drives fucked them both via domino effect. Soon, they set up a rhythm that had them all crying out. Ram reached around and found her clit, rubbing it as the drives grew faster. Her thighs shook as her release took hold. Colors spun before her eyes as she screamed into the mattress.

“Oh…hell…” Ram exclaimed as his pistoning grew disjointed. Heat flooded her as he came, and he landed heavily on both hands to either side of her, caging her body as Jax continued pounding into him. Each drive forced Ram’s cock harder into her, triggering a second round of tremors that burned along her extremities as if the two men were branding her theirs.

When Jax called out his end, the trio collapsed to the mattress. Still connected, they panted and as her heart started to return to a normal beat, Briar was sure coming here, staying here, and being with these men…here…was exactly the right decision.

* * * *

Briar dropped her head to the desk several days later, barely comforted by the large hand rubbing her back as the reality of her financial situation sank in. Over the past week, she’d worked hard to get used to the Last Chance’s schedule, a routine that included cooking for the guys twice a day, baking while they were out on the land, and indulging in lots and lots of sex. Every evening, she’d found herself in the center of four horny men, occasionally bent in positions she’d never have imagined. Then after Hawk and Cannon went off to bed together, Jax and Ram would take over, though they’d both already done their share of fucking her in the group.

Each night, they retired with her to the master bedroom where she discovered a slightly darker side of sex. Anyone who said good girls didn’t indulge in bdsm-like activities had never met these two. Last night, they’d blindfolded her and taken turns holding her down while the other man feasted on her pussy, teased her with light caresses, tormented her nipples and brought her to multiple orgasms—all without doing what she’d wanted most. Driving their hard, thick cocks deep into her cunt.

Her cries of passion had been so effusive that the other two men had eventually wandered down the hall to see what was going on. Jax and Ram had invited them in, and soon, four sets of hands were doing what two sets had already been doing so well.

Her body ached pleasantly from the drawn-out pleasures last night, just as it had for the past week. Briar was sure she’d fallen down a rabbit hole that led directly to an erotic heaven. She never wanted to leave.

But today reality had reared its ugly, hateful head. One thing they hadn’t done while she’d been acclimating herself and indulging in hedonistic pursuits was to come into the office and dig into the books. She should have insisted, but either Jax was gone, getting the ranch onto a new schedule beyond basic upkeep, or the guys were fighting the snowstorms that had rolled in one after the other since she’d gotten here. There had never been a good time. Then last night, Jax had gravely announced that he’d be staying behind in the morning while the others rode out to repair fences damaged by the high winds and clear the service roads of snow. He and Briar would begin to go over the books.

So here they were.

For hours now, Jax had walked her through the ranch’s financial records and the day-to-day processes. At one time, her father must have been feeling industrious—or he’d paid someone to do it—and there was a manual of sorts overviewing the essential activities that had to take place each month to keep the Last Chance running. A stack of Jax’s handwritten records from day-to-day operations were piled in a silver basket on the corner of the desk while the financial records were open on the computer monitor before her.

“So basically, once I pay taxes, I have no money,” she muttered. “He left me a ranch with no means to support staff or stock.”

Jax sighed. “Close. Your dad liquidated most of his investments to pay for his medical treatment and his…activities. There’s still enough to keep the cattle in feed until spring. The land is valuable. We can make an appointment with the bank in Gillette that your cousin uses and see if you can’t take out a mortgage on part of the land. That could be a temporary fix, but until you expand operations, you won’t get back in the black.”

“The old spend-to-earn method.” She sighed. She hated that concept and didn’t trust it. At least, she had enough to keep the government from taking the land because she couldn’t pay them. Thank goodness for small mercies, anyway.

“How’d you learn all this?” she asked with a sweeping gesture to the office. He’d managed to keep everything somewhat under control though he’d been acting as foreman to her ranch and was kept out of the office most of the day. She couldn’t imagine the hours he’d put in keeping everything together. Now, at least, she could help by taking over the office duties—once she understood them.

“My father is a foreman out in Montana. I really didn’t want to work for him, so I set out on my own as soon as I graduated from high school when I was seventeen. That’s when I came here, to Daly. I put myself through law school working for your uncle, but once I got my degree, I discovered that wasn’t what I wanted to do. I love the land and working with animals. I missed the activity. My dad set a good example, and I knew this was what I really wanted to do. Daly gives me a good opportunity to do what I love and also not waste my degree.” He rolled his eyes at himself. “I guess the shorter answer would be that I grew up in ranching. Also, my stepmom worked in the office over there. I helped her sometimes so I learned this part of things.”

“So tell me what I can do to help here. I’ve done occasional bookkeeping and ordering at the bar where I worked, but to tell the truth, none of this makes sense. It’s so different from the books I’m used to.”

“It’ll all come to you. I need to get out to help the guys, but you should familiarize yourself with our inventory.” He opened the computer program for the spreadsheet. “You’ll need to check the maintenance schedules and order the feed we need, too.” Pulling over the notebook he’d dropped on the desk when they’d first come into the office, he flipped it open. “I wrote down a few notes about both of those things. All that should keep you busy until the team gets in tonight. And of course, if you have time and get bored, you can start updating the cattle records. That’s that stack of papers.” He pointed to a pile filling a nearby wire basket. “I wrote down some stuff about that, too.”

“Great. That’ll be a good start, I guess.” She blew out a breath, taking it all in. “Do you think I can get into town today?” she asked. “I have to do a few things there too since I’m staying.” She needed to get in touch with the post office there and stop into the local bank branch to set up a personal account. She should have done it sooner, but she’d been…busy.

“Sure.” They both glanced out the office window. More snow was predicted later, but the last storm had cleared in the wee hours of morning, leaving them with a bright, sunny day. “I told Cannon to be sure the drive is plowed to the road by lunch. You should be fine if you wait ‘til this afternoon. The county should have the main roads cleared by then, too.”

Just then, she saw a tractor driving in the distance with a large wagon labeled Roto-Mix on the back.

“What are they doing?” she asked, her fingers again itching for her camera as she watched the cowboys working.

“Feeding the cattle. They have to be fed twice a day. That day you were with us, because of the snow coming down so fast and heavily, we just gave them hay. Normally, we need to fill the long troughs next to the fence with a feed mix of minerals, corn solubles, hay and silage—which is chopped up plants. The feed wagon there mixes it. The guys are clearing the snow out of the troughs this morning then they’ll drive along and fill them using that chute on the side.”

“Complicated…”

“Healthy stock,” he countered. “I better get out there and help them before I get distracted in here.” The look he gave her spoke clearly of him wanting to stay inside and play today. Lord knew, she wanted him to do that. But when it came to ranch life, there were no options. Work first; play later; no sick days. She remembered that from when she was younger.

Jax stood, and she followed. The pair of them walked silently to the front door where he’d left his boots and outerwear after taking care of the horses this morning. As always, he and Ram had been up and out the door long before the first bit of light had broken the horizon.

She’d pretty much thought someone was trying to kill her by waking her at that early hour. Of course, tending bar in Chicago, she’d been a night owl—many times, an all night owl.

Both men had kissed her, running their hands over her body, and told her to go back to sleep. Still, she’d been up and sipping coffee when the men had tromped back in the house a short time later, just as they usually did. She’d made them sit and eat the breakfast she’d made, rather than grabbing something and heading out the door. Though she was the ranch owner, she’d found herself falling into farmwife mode, and that meant cooking for the staff and making sure they we’re well-fed.

“I’m glad you’re here, Briar,” Jax told her now, cupping her cheek.

“Me too.” Deciding to stay here was looking like the right thing to do. It felt right anyway. On paper…well, not so much, but they’d confront that as they went. She’d come up with some revenue ideas. God knew she’d spent plenty of time doing that growing up with her mom.

Leaning into him, she accepted the soft brush of his lips then opened as he drew her closer, deepening the kiss. Tingles erupted throughout her body, reminding her how much she wanted to be intimate with him again.

“I can’t wait ‘til tonight,” he told her.

“Neither can I. Stay safe out there,” she said.

“Always, baby, always.”

But she knew accidents happened, and she couldn’t help but worry just a little as she went back to the office where she had a good view of the four men riding around on tractors and four-wheelers, as well as dealing with the huge feed wagon that had large grinding/mixing blades running the inside the length.

Reminding herself that they’d all been doing these jobs for a while, she sat at the desk and reviewed the inventory. Occasionally, she made notes about things to ask Jax about later or she referred to the manual her dad had put together. After a couple hours, she felt as if she were starting to understand what she was looking at, but she was mentally exhausted, too. There was so much to learn and take in.

By the time she left the desk, the men had gone on to other tasks, and she could no longer see them from the window. She knew they had a ton to do. Jax had talked about machinery upkeep and repairs for today. A lot of her equipment was old, but it had been kept in good shape so she wouldn’t need to replace it. Jax was making sure that stayed true.

The men had taken lunch and thermoses of coffee with them after breakfast so she knew they wouldn’t be back until sundown—plenty of time for her to run into town. Verity had texted earlier and asked if they could meet for lunch, an invitation Briar had quickly accepted. So far she hadn’t been able to see her old friend, though they’d spoken a few times, and she was looking forward to spending some time with the one person she’d ever called “best friend”.

After checking dinner, which she’d again put in the slow cooker, she ran to get ready. True to Jax’s word, she discovered minutes later that the drive had been plowed. Someone had also cleared snow off her truck. Jax had left a note on the seat listing things to pick up at the farm and feed store. Laughing, she started the truck. No one had a free minute on the ranch, even someone heading into town to socialize.

* * * *

“I can’t even tell you how glad I was when Robert called and told me not to come in today,” Verity gushed when she and Briar were seated in a booth at Leena’s diner. The place was homey with gingham curtains and a fifties soda-fountain feel. A couple old-timers lounged on stools at the counter, and Briar wasn’t so sure they weren’t the same guys who’d been there when she’d come here as a teenager when the restaurant had been called Daly Grub. Overall, she liked all the warm, old-world changes.

“I’m glad too—though I have to admit, I had half a mind to drive over to the Flying D today just to see you. I know the place is busy, but maybe, we could have gotten a minute.” Briar leaned her chin on her hand and grinned at Verity. “You look fantastic. Daly agrees with you.”

Her friend laughed. “So do Patrick and Sim. I’m sure you know how it is around here. I mean, I knew when we were younger, but I didn’t realize how widespread the lifestyle is.”

“You mean the ménage stuff?” Briar asked. Heat rushed to her cheeks. “I’ve, um, kinda experienced it.”

Verity waggled her eyebrows. “Good, huh?”

“Good,” Briar agreed. “But…I just got here,” she whispered, almost stunned that she and Verity were already discussing this.

“And? That’s how it is, hon. Don’t sweat it. Enjoy it.” She sipped the coffee the proprietor of Leena’s, Leena herself, had poured when they’d first arrived. “So I know you’ve been in Chicago. Tell me everything. What have you been doing the past twelve years?”

“That’s an awful lot,” Briar laughed then grew serious. “And not much at all, too. How about you?”

“Went to school to become a vet. Came back here and was immediately tackled by my two guys. Thought I’d have to leave for a job, but one materialized. Happily ever after, with a little bit more joy on the way.” She pressed a hand to her belly then leaned forward. “But don’t tell. No one knows yet. My two men are pretty overprotective. They’d want me to stop working right away, and that’s not happening. Yet.”

“You’re being careful, right?”

“Always. But you know how men are…”

Actually, Briar really didn’t. Not yet. “I have four to deal with,” she confessed, feeling a bit like the town freak.

Verity shrugged. “I had four at first, too. I still have fun with the other two when they’re in town on leave. It’s physical intimacy versus emotional commitment. I belong to Patrick and Sim, and I’d never dream of being with the other two without my main men approving and being there, too. I’ve noticed there are usually two of the group who stake their claim on a woman. Have you seen that yet?”

It didn’t take even a moment’s thought before the “yes” entered her thoughts. Jax and Ram had clearly made it known that she was theirs—at least for now, she reminded herself—and the other two were temporary.

She nodded, answering her friend’s question.

“Jax, right?” Verity said.

“And Ram. How did you know?”

“I saw the look on his face when he told me you were coming back. Besides, I remember him looking at you back then. He had a thing for you, but he was way too shy to do anything about it.”

“He’s not shy now.” No, he was more of a take-charge guy who knew exactly what he wanted.

“People change,” Verity laughed. “Who’d have thought I’d end up back here. I was Jonesing to get out of Dodge and look where I’m at—and happy about it too.”

“I guess you’re right.” Her hands wrapped around her coffee cup as she thought. A grin pulled at her lips. “So…would you say there’s something in the air here that makes people crazy in lust right away?”

“Oh yeah. Hits within a mile of our borders.” Verity smiled. “Women never know what hit them. Gosh, I know I’ve said it, but I just can’t tell you how glad I am you’re back. When Jax told me you were coming, something just clicked inside me…like the final piece of my past was finally back where it belonged.”

“I felt just that way when I drove into town. You know, the first person I saw when I got here was Patrick. Crazy, right?”

“He told me. I don’t think you’d left the lot before he was on the phone gloating to me.” Verity rolled her eyes. “We’d love it if you and your guys could come to dinner one night.”

“Maybe…” Briar bit her lip. “I’m not sure what my schedule will be—don’t get me wrong. I want to,” she quickly added, not wanting Verity to think she was brushing her off. “It’s just…I think I’m going to look into getting a job. When I drove in today, I saw the Bowen Bar is hiring. That’s right up my alley. And if I don’t get a job there, then it’ll be somewhere—even if I need to go to Gillette. I don’t have a choice. With the financial mess my father left, I need to look into something to get us by until the ranch starts pulling in an income again.”

Verity’s brows drew together. “Things are that bad? Have you talked to Robert? I’m sure he’d help you out until you get things straight.”

Briar shook her head. “He’s already done so much. He’s had four of his men—on his dime—taking care of my place all this time. I can’t ask him for more.”

“He’s your family and he was being neighborly. I’m sure if you asked him, he’d say the same thing. He’s also one of your friends, remember. We promised to always take care of each other.”

“We were ten. Look, I’ve got this.”

Verity blew out an irritated breath. “I won’t tell him, but God help you when he finds out. He takes his protector/descendent of the town founder thing really seriously. I swear it’s why he hired me.”

“Bull. He lets you take care of his animals. He’s a smart man. He’d never let you touch them if he didn’t think you’re intelligent and capable. It’s been twelve years, but I bet that hasn’t changed a bit about him.”

Verity nodded, and as Briar directed the conversation to her friend’s work on the Flying D, she blew out a silent, relieved breath that they’d changed the subject. She didn’t doubt the guys would fight her about the job—especially if she worked in the local Daly bar frequented by hordes of horny, single cowboys on the make.

* * * *

John Bowen looked Briar up and down before he glanced at the credentials she’d penned on the piece of paper he’d ripped out of a notebook for her. The bar apparently didn’t do applications, so the scrap with ragged bits hanging off one side had to fill the gap.

They both leaned casually against the bar where he’d been doing inventory when she’d come in. She liked the look of the place, all dark wood with the feeling of an old-time saloon. Part of her wondered if this bar hadn’t been here since “back in the day”. She seemed to remember a Bowen bar from when she was younger.

“You have a lot of experience,” he said, taking a pen from behind his ear and making a note on the page. His curly brown hair stuck out at an odd angle after he dislodged the writing utensil. He straightened his wire-rimmed glasses before pinning her under his sharp perusal. “Do you think you can handle a bunch of rowdy cowboys who’d like nothing more than to take you home?”

“Pretty sure. Desperate guys in the city aren’t that much different from here.”

“True enough. What sort of hours are you looking for?”

“Whatever you can give me.”

“Hmm,” he replied, making another note. Her insides flipped nervously, wondering if he’d send her packing rather than offering her a job.

“I can demonstrate making any drink you’d like,” she offered. “I’m pretty well-versed in the latest things, as well as the old standards.”

“Hmph,” he laughed. “Not much call for that. As long as you can draw a beer and work with Johnny, Jack, Jim and Morgan, you’re just fine.”

“I can do that.” She’d learned those basics her first day on the job as a barkeep. If that would be her biggest challenge, she’d be good to go…if he hired her.

“Don’t you own a ranch?” he asked suddenly.

And so the small-town reality closed in.

“Yes,” she answered.

“Your daddy left you screwed over, didn’t he?” He held up a hand. “Don’t answer that. I already know he did. I was hoping not, but when you own a place like this, you’re privy to information most people think is secret. Like… I bet they told you all his money went to medical bills. Don’t answer that,” he said again. “‘Cause partly, it’s true, but you know, your father wasn’t much of a card player, if you know what I mean. He lost a lot.” He pointed. “Right over at that table there. Hey, Brian,” he called over his shoulder. “Peter Daly’s little girl is here applyin’ for the bartending job.”

A burly, blond-haired man pushed through the wood-slatted swinging doors leading into the back room. “You don’t say,” he said as he wiped his hands on a towel then dropped it onto the counter behind the bar. “Are you serious about that, little lady?”

Briar fought the instant urge to narrow her eyes at the man. Little lady and ma’am would be the bane of her existence around here. “Yes, sir, I am,” she replied with a slight smile.

“Very good,” he complimented her. “I could tell you kind of wanted to smack me there, but most of the customers wouldn’t have noticed.” He stuck out a hand. “Brian Bowen, John’s partner in crime here at the bar. If you’ve been over to Leena’s, you’ve met our girl, Leena.”

Right. A ménage. Another reminder that her arrangement with the cowboys on the Last Chance was the status quo here. “I was over there earlier. Nice place. I like the way she’d decorated it. The Daly Grub used to be sort of…grubby.”

“Yeah, my dad wasn’t great at keeping the greasy spoon from being greasy.”

His dad? “Uh…oh, sorry—”

Brian interrupted her apology with the wave of a hand. “Heh. It’s true. Don’t worry about it. So when can you start? I assume John wouldn’t have called me out here if he wasn’t planning to hire you.”

He and Briar looked at John for confirmation, Briar trying hard not do a little dance of glee at the prospect that she’d gotten a job that easily.

“Yeah,” John confirmed. “I think she’ll fit in, and it’ll be good for us not to be doing double duty every night. Plus, having a girl behind the bar is sure to draw a crowd.”

“I can start tonight,” she said, wondering if she shouldn’t feel a tiny bit objectified by his girl behind the bar comment, but she wanted the job so she ignored it. “Is there a uniform?”

“Hon, we don’t even have applications. Just wear something the customers will like, but nothing too sexy. The guys mostly control themselves, but they’re still guys at heart. We don’t want a brawl in here. You’ll be mostly behind the bar; Devon, our waiter, gets the tables. Not that I think anything will happen, but it’s probably safest that way. We don’t want to invite trouble,” John told her. He glanced again at the paper under his hand. “Although, I’d say with this defense training, you’d deal with the cowboys just fine if there was ever an incident.”

“Be here at three,” Brian said. “We close doors at eleven, and that’s when you’ll go home, too. Most of the cleanup is done during the last half hour, or by Dev or by us in the morning.”

“Eleven?” she asked in surprise. That sounded almost too good to be true. She’d been expecting to get home at three or four in the morning.

“Yeah, ranch owners appreciate our hours,” Brian answered. “Last call is at ten-thirty so we can get the cowboys out the door at a reasonable hour. When you have a staff, you’ll understand how important that is. Hung-over cowboys are grouchy and next to useless.”

“I can guess.” Her guys were always out the door before the sun. Staying out until the middle of the night wouldn’t work with their schedules.

She glanced at her watch. One-thirty already… She’d have to hurry to be back here by three. “If you don’t have any more questions or anything, I better run. I don’t want to be late on my first day.”

“Go,” Brian laughed.

Briar hustled out the door, wondering what she’d tell her men. She had no doubt there would be arguments about the bar job—maybe any job for that matter. Jax had mentioned he and Ram had the money to help her get by, but as far as she was concerned, taking care of finances was her responsibility. She didn’t want any of her cowboys, Cannon and Hawk included, feeling as if they were a burden on the Last Chance and offering to leave. The ranch needed workers, and the workers needed to be taken care of. As owner, that was her job to ensure, no matter what she had to do or, even, do without. If she spent as little of the ranch’s money as possible while they got things back in the black, then maybe the Last Chance could get out of this mess.

As luck had it, none of the men were near the house when she got home. Quickly, she ran upstairs to get clothing and sturdy shoes for that night. She stuffed them in a duffle then sprinted downstairs to leave the four men a note next to the Crock-Pot to tell them she’d be out with a friend all evening and she’d be home late. Guilt plagued her, but she knew lying to them was for the best, or they’d find a way to stop her before she even had a feel for the job. At least, she’d get through her first night without drama with her lovers.


Chapter Five

Jax scowled at the note in his hands. This was the third one in three nights, and he knew it was as much a lie as the previous two had been.

The first note had said she’d be out with a friend, but when she’d come home smelling of alcohol and smoke, he’d been suspicious. Perhaps she and an old friend actually had gone bar hopping in the city. He guessed that could be true. Still, she’d looked exhausted and, after a shower, had fallen into bed, barely noticing Jax and Ram climbing in with her.

Last night had been a repeat of that.

And tonight, she was gone again.

The past mornings, he and Briar had worked together in the office, but she’d been evasive about her whereabouts at night. She’d stuck to her story about going out with friends. Not wanting to push her, Jax hadn’t pressed. What footing did he have for demanding answers after just ten days? But, oh, he wanted to. He wanted to push hard, make her tell the truth then turn her over his knee and spank her hard—and then, maybe fuck her hard. It was base instincts at their worst, and he knew he couldn’t fold to them. Still, knowing that didn’t erase the instinctive need to make her tell him the truth and stop messing up things between her and the group.

His cock protested her repeat absence, but mostly, he worried that she’d been dissatisfied with the arrangement at the ranch but didn’t know how to tell them. She was exhausting herself with someone else rather than revealing the truth to the men here.

That pissed him off, and a burst of jealous anger made him growl as he thought of her in another man’s arms. No. Wasn’t happening. Not after the way she’d given herself to them. The way she cuddled into him at night spoke of her need for intimacy. Did she want to be with him, Ram, Cannon and Hawk or were they just warm bodies? Obviously, she wasn’t getting the closeness she desired from someone else.

Still, despite the fleeting touches and occasional teasing in the office, there was a hint of mostly hidden guilt in her eyes. Briar was exceptionally good at hiding her thoughts, but he sensed she wasn’t any happier with her deception than the men were. So why didn’t she just come out and say it—she didn’t want a relationship with them and they should stop hoping.

Though they both tried to act as if there was nothing wrong, things had gotten tense to say the least. Jax was relieved to leave every day after their sessions in the office, and he knew that shouldn’t be the case. He should want to spend every waking moment with her. And yet, he was disheartened enough that when he and the team had ridden out to the cabin to collect their things, he’d wanted to stay there away from the emotional upheaval.

He shook his head. Probably, he was making too much out of this. He should just take the hint and move on. To that end, tonight, he and the men would stay in the bunkhouse, just like the employees they were.

Crumpling her note in his fist, he whipped it against the counter’s backsplash, not caring that it bounced into the sink.

“Off again?” Ram asked, sounding no happier than Jax felt.

“Yeah,” he replied, the word clipped by his annoyance. “What the fuck, man? I don’t get this. I thought she really liked us.”

“Doesn’t make sense to me either.”

“I guess we rushed her and she decided she doesn’t really want to be with us.”

Ram made a disbelieving sound. “I don’t think so.”

“We’re not exactly what she’s used to. We’re dirty and sweaty most of the time. Bumped up and bruised. Our skin’s all callused and we’re gone from sunup to sundown most days—sometimes longer. Not exactly ideal.”

“And yet, she wasn’t with any of those city slicker guys, was she? And she had no problem falling in with us, right from the start. I mean—”

Suddenly, as if something he’d said flipped a switch, Ram’s eyebrows drew together and his eyes went blank as if he were looking inside himself. Jax recognized it as Ram’s thinking face. He watched, waiting for the light to return to his friend’s eyes. In a moment, it was back and Ram cocked his head.

“What?” Jax prompted.

“We need more cattle, more revenue and more men to work the ranch, right? Briar has a lot of space and a huge house and buildings in excellent shape. I wonder if she’d consider…something like a city slicker getaway. Someplace where men and women can come to learn about life on a ranch—like Hawk and Cannon did but only short term and they’d pay to be here. People are always looking for adventure vacations. Why can’t we give them that?”

“It’s not ours to offer,” Jax replied, though he liked the idea. “It would take a ton of work to put together… I’m not sure Briar even wants to be here anymore. The novelty seemed to wear off awfully quick. And if that’s the case she’s not going to want to hear any ideas to make a go of this place; she’ll be wanting to sell this place and get out of here as fast as possible.”

“Maybe we should get her to talk tonight. Press her for some answers. If she doesn’t plan to stay, we should know.” Ram sighed and looked around. “Maybe Robert will hire us back. This was good while it lasted.”

It had felt good to be in charge of the Last Chance. Knowing he was ultimately responsible for ranch operations here, Jax had worked together with Ram the past couple days to plan the best ways to utilize the land and handle the stock. They’d watched the expectant mothers carefully, knowing every viable head of cattle would be vital to the ranch’s future. They’d set up schedules for chores, maintenance and tracking. Everything to keep the Last Chance running with limited manpower and resources.

Jax shook his head. “No, I’ve tried to talk to her for a couple days now. I think maybe we should just go to the bunkhouse tonight and give her space. We’ll all talk to her in the morning, at breakfast.”

It would be a long day and an even longer night, but Jax had already risked himself by moving so quickly with the new owner of the Last Chance. It was time to regroup and hope for the best before he, or any of his men, got really hurt by Briar’s change of heart.

* * * *

The cowboys in Daly were great tippers; in fact, Briar was pretty sure she was bringing in more than she’d ever gotten tending bar in the city. All she had to do was be nice, chat and pour drinks and the men showed their appreciation. The several hundred in her pockets each night was almost embarrassing. She didn’t want to take advantage of the cowboys, and she’d made it clear she wasn’t available, but they showered her with cash and a couple marriage proposals a night.

Still, she had to stay on her toes to keep free of occasional gropes. The result was absolute exhaustion by the time she rolled in every night. That surprised her since she was accustomed to longer hours at her old job…but she hadn’t been getting up at six a.m. and essentially doing another job during the day back there.

Today, she felt more adjusted to it all. She wasn’t as tired, and she was pretty sure with tonight’s tips she’d manage to put over a thousand in the bank tomorrow. And with things going so well and everyone who’d come to the bar behaving so well, she was ready to tell the guys exactly what she’d been up to. She knew they were suspicious and it had been unsettling to lie about her whereabouts, but she’d been certain they’d have had a fit. They still might.

This morning, Jax had tried to pressure her for an answer.

“What have you been doing at night?” he’d asked as he’d put his written reports in order for her to enter in the cattle records online.

She’d shrugged, not looking at him. “Hanging out with friends. There’s a lot to catch up on.” Overall, it was true yet a lie by omission. He hadn’t responded and when she’d looked over at him, suspicion had filled his eyes—suspicion and guilt.

“Jax,” she’d said, deciding to come clean, but he’d backed away, his expression closing down.

“I need to get out to the field and check on the guys.” He hadn’t even said goodbye when he’d left, but the slam of the front door had spoken fairly loudly.

He didn’t like that his woman was going to parts unknown and socializing with God knew who. It didn’t matter that their relationship was new. He and his team staked a claim. Given the opportunity, she suspected they’d be rather territorial—especially Jax and Ram.

Tonight, she’d tell them and roll with it.

Prepared for the worst, she pulled up to the house shortly before midnight. Perplexed, she stared at her new home. The front porch light was on, but otherwise the place was completely dark. That was off. Normally, lights shown through the front windows because someone had waited up for her. Of course, she could understand why they might not have. Going to sleep at midnight only to crawl from bed before the sun had to be exhausting with the strenuous days they had.

Turning off the truck, she sat in quiet for a few moments. The night was absolutely quiet, without even the sound of a cow lowing at the moon. Being on the ranch was so peaceful at times like this. Who was she kidding? It was peaceful most all the time. She never had a problem finding space to collect her thoughts and enjoy the world.

Unfortunately, the secret she’d been keeping made her feel a bit troubled. She wanted some noise so she couldn’t hear her thoughts and the worries she had about revealing her job. Not that she was doing anything wrong; she just didn’t relish the coming confrontation.

Leaving her truck, she headed into the house. It was also silent save for the electrical buzz present in all homes. She kicked off her shoes in the foyer then headed upstairs to take a shower then crawl between Ram and Jax. Being embraced between their bodies each night was quickly becoming one of the best parts of her day.

A sick horrified knot plummeted to the pit of her stomach, however, when she entered her bedroom. Though she hadn’t turned on the lights, she couldn’t hear their reassuring breathing, the telltale sign of their presence. Trepidation filling her, she flipped on the light switch and found her bed neatly made, just as she’d left it.

“Where…no…” she whispered, turning around. Every bedroom door was open, even Hawk and Cannon’s. Still, she walked along the floor and looked in each room, feeling more ill with each step. Empty, empty, empty… There wasn’t even a sign the men had been there.

They’d left her. She was all alone in this big old house—she might even be alone on the ranch. God knew where they’d gone. Maybe they’d decided staying at the cabin was better. They could get plenty of guy on guy action without the inconvenience of a female intruder.

No…they’d never treated her as if she were an interloper. Pressing her hand over her eyes, she realized what this was about. The scent of smoke and the lingering smell of the beer that had occasionally spilled over her fingers reminded her of the tension that had been in the house the past half a week. This was about her job, even if they didn’t know what it was they were pissed about. Maybe it was about her being too tired for sex when she came home at night.

No…they weren’t that shallow. It was about the secrets. She should have told them, and now, she’d missed her opportunity.

No…things couldn’t be as screwed up as that. Tomorrow morning, they’d come for breakfast and she’d explain everything to them. If they wanted her, if they were committed to her, then they’d listen and not freak out over her having a job to help the ranch get by.

Yes…everything would be okay in the morning.

* * * *

But it wasn’t.

After lunch, Briar sat in silence at the kitchen table, contemplating the house’s stillness. No one had come to breakfast. No one had come in for lunch—of course, they never did. The midday meal was always eaten on the run while they worked.

Jax hadn’t arrived in the morning to go over the ranch’s books and answer any of the questions she’d had from the previous day. She was getting a good grasp of everything so she didn’t need him to hold her hand through the work or anything, but apparently, her on-the-job training was over.

Fine.

She stared out the window beside the table, watching for the cowboys—not that she expected to actually see them. Her line of sight was obscured by the freezing drizzle had battered the house all day, melting the snow, but coating everything it touched. Streaks of ice ran down the windows and the screens. Overall, the weather did little to alleviate her malaise and instead gave her reason to worry over the men battling the elements outside.

Disquieted, she helped herself to a second of the heavily iced cinnamon rolls she’d made this morning. Pulling off pieces, she mindlessly ate it while she finished her coffee. The sugar did little to sweeten her mood, and she knew she’d have to do something to get her attitude out of the dumps before she went into the bar.

She glanced at her watch. And…it would be time to leave soon, which was okay. She was going stir-crazy in the house—mostly because she needed human interaction and enough chaos to keep her from thinking too much.

Briar sighed. Leave it to her to screw up the best thing to happen in her life. She should have just told them what was going on. Hopefully, it wasn’t too late.

Suddenly, the cinnamon roll tasted like sand. She threw it away and tossed the rest of her coffee in the sink, rinsed the cup then set it in the rack next to the empty slow cooker. She hadn’t bothered with dinner for tonight. At the moment, she highly doubted there would be anyone here to eat it.

“I’ve gotta get out of here,” she muttered to herself before heading for the stairs. She was at the foot when the front door creaked open, and the four men filed in. She stared at them taking in each drawn face. Jax stood in the front, the other three behind him. He glanced at the clock near the doorway and she couldn’t help but wonder if he’d timed this purposely so they’d intercept her usual departure.

“Hi,” she said tentatively, coming around the staircase so there wasn’t a physical obstruction between them. God knew there was a thick emotional chasm separating her from the group.

Jax gave her a nod. “Were you about to leave?”

She nodded.

Four scowls met her answer.

“I guess we shouldn’t stop you then,” Jax said darkly, almost daring her to go. Apparently, being the leader, he was the spokesman for the four.

“I guess we should talk first,” she snapped in response, crossing her arms over her chest and staring angrily at them. How dare they disappear then come back here all attitude-laden?

Jax tilted his head, acknowledging her words, and a stream of water rolled off his hat. He pulled it off and hung it on a hook by the door. He placed his all-weather coat and Carhartt jacket beneath it. The others followed suit.

“Okay,” he said, turning back to her. “You start. Everything was rolling along then apparently you got bored with ranch life. So where have you been going every day?”

For a lawyer, he was apparently fantastic at jumping to conclusions with little evidence. “I wasn’t bored. I got a job.”

“Why?”

“Because we don’t have enough money to cover operating expenses beyond taxes, equipment fuel and animal upkeep.”

“What kind of job?” he asked. “There’s no reason Ram and I can’t help with the other expenses.”

Just as she’d expected he’d say, and just what she couldn’t accept.

She shook her head. He’d also exceeded his allowance for back and forth questions, apparently deciding that he would be the only one pressing for answers. “Where’ve you been all day?”

“Working. What kind of job?” Jax demanded again.

“Bartending. It’s what I know, and I’m pretty sure there aren’t any more random photography or anthropology jobs in Wyoming than there were in Chicago.”

“Why?”

“No, it’s my turn. Why did you leave?”

“Yes, Jax,” Cannon grumbled. “Why did I have to sleep in that lumpy-ass bed last night?” He glared at his foreman then turned the same look on her. “You’ve gotta do something about the mattress in the bunkhouse.”

Well, that answered where they’d been. She stared at Jax, waiting for his reply, but he didn’t say a word. Emotions tumbled through his eyes though he kept the rest of his face impassive. Stubborn, prideful man. He didn’t want to say he’d been unsure of her and the others had taken his lead. One glance at Ram showed he shared his partner’s feelings. Hawk and Cannon were just disgruntled overall, and she suspected that was mostly from being displaced to the bunkhouse.

Inhaling deeply, she took pity on Jax. If they were going to make this relationship work, they’d each have to bend—sometimes even when it should be the other person, but wasn’t that how lasting bonds formed? Each person had to be willing to give quarter from time to time or else they’d be emotionless, resentful bricks of ice playing at sex. Without intimacy and trust, the rest didn’t matter.

“You realize the only reason I took a job is to stay here, right?” she said. “I want to be in Daly, I want to be at the Last Chance and I want to be with you. I didn’t want you to fight me working—”

“But there’s no need,” Jax interrupted. “We—”

“No,” she stopped him. “You’re already working for no pay. If you’re paying utilities and food, that blows the whole room and board theory right to hell. Let me do this.”

“Sweetheart,” Ram tried, stepping around Jax. “We just want…”

“The little woman at home?” she asked. She kept the words light, not wanting anyone to think she was angry. “I can do this. I’m a good bartender and I can handle myself. I can contribute to the ranch this way.”

“Briar, baby,” Jax whispered, softening. He stepped up next to Ram and she found herself in the center of a three-way embrace. His lips pressed to the top of her head. “You do contribute. You’re doing all the office work, feeding us… You own the damn ranch, and that means we have a place to work.”

“It’s not enough—”

“It’s plenty,” Ram said. He turned her face to his and kissed her. “I missed you last night.”

“I was here. Where were you?” she countered, still just a touch miffed.

“Wishing I was in you,” Ram growled.

She glanced at the clock then took his hand and led him toward the stairs. “I have time before I need to leave and since I’m the boss, I say you have time, too.”

“What about us?” Cannon said, bounding after them.

“Of course, you two need to come.”

They were halfway up the steps when she realized Jax hadn’t joined them. He still stood in the foyer.

“I’ll be right there,” she told the three men with her. Turning, she headed back downstairs.

“Jax…” she said quietly.

He looked up and she saw the indecision in his eyes. Was he that unsure of her?

“What is it?” she asked.

Jax shook his head. “I let my stupid hang-ups from the past make this into something bigger than it is. And since the team listens to me, I dragged them right along with me.”

“I wasn’t exactly forthcoming about where I was.”

“No…” His eyes narrowed on her, regaining their fire. “Don’t do that again.”

“I won’t. I was miserable for the couple days I was keeping the secret, stupid as it was, but I just knew you four would protest—that wasn’t as bad as I’d built up in my head.” She shrugged it off then took his hand. “So are you going to tell me your hang-up?”

He shook his head, the action more self-depreciation than denial. “I told you my stepmom taught me about the ranch office stuff, right? She’s basically been my mom since I was eight. My real mother…she got bored with country life. She hated it. More and more she’d take off to the city and my dad and her would have awful fights when she came home reeking of booze and smoke. Then one day, she just never came back. Hooked up with some guy and forgot about me and my father.”

Tears burned in her eyes though she fought to hold them back. He didn’t need a crying woman on his hands. “I’m so sorry.” She bit her lip, shaking her head and thinking of the little boy who’d been deserted by the woman he’d most loved in the world.

Cupping his face, she brought him down to kiss her. “I’m so, so sorry,” she repeated against his lips. “I’m not her. I promise I’m not like her. I want to stay here forever. That’s why I’m trying so hard to keep my piece of Daly. When I commit to something—or someone—I see it through, even if it has a bitter ending. I don’t just give up. And for the record, I’m committed to you. And Ram. And to a lesser degree, Cannon and Hawk. I’m not gonna up and disappear.”

“Briar,” he growled, yanking her tight to him and kissing her hard. His lips pushed hers apart, and his tongue delved inside, reclaiming her and perhaps reassuring himself that she really was his.

She inhaled deeply, absorbing his scent. He’d been working hard today and she liked the way he smelled, so dominant and rugged. His rough hands slid down her arms, bared below her T-shirt, and a shiver snaked down her spine. Lifting her arms around his neck, she pressed closer. The light stubble on his cheeks softly abraded her jaw as he kissed her throat. He pulled aside the obstruction of her collar as he reached it then nipped along her shoulder.

“We could just take it off,” she whispered, pulling at the hem. She needed more of his touch on her bare skin, and the clothing only frustrated her. Immediately, his hands moved to join hers. In a moment, the garment was on the foyer floor. Sun filtered through the stained glass dome over their heads, dappling their bodies with the dancing colors caught on the streams of light.

She moaned as he kissed a trail down the slope of her breast. His hot, moist breath taunted her nipple through her bra and she arched into him, silently begging him to latch onto the needy tip and draw hard. He cupped the mound, lifting it as he squeezed gently before enveloping the hardened nub with his lips.

“Jax,” she whispered as she buried her fingers in his soft hair. “How could I ever get bored with this? All you have to do is look at me and I get melty inside. I just want you guys. Nothing else…no one else.”

As he drew harder, sensation tugged at her womb, spiraling the tension tighter until she shook against him. Her panties were damp and as her cream flooded her pussy, she knew the crotch of her jeans just might be soon, too.

He lifted her against him and she wrapped her legs around his waist, rubbing her apex against his cock. The solid girth pulled a groan from her.

“We should really go upstairs before they come back down,” he whispered against her ear as he rolled his hips into her.

“That wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

“Except. I have plans for your sweet body and this foyer won’t accommodate them—that’s a different plan, for a different day.”

Holding her tightly, he climbed the stairs, each step up, bumping their groins together. At the landing, he set her on her feet and took her hand. Lifting it to his lips, he kissed it then guided her down the hallway to the master bedroom.

The other men were naked. Hawk lounged against the pillows, with Cannon between his thighs and resting against his chest. Cannon’s hand slowly jacked up and down his partner’s cock. Ram stood at the end of the bed, two scarves in his hands. Briar looked from the silk cloths to Ram’s determined face then up to Jax.

“Take off your bra then go stand at the foot of the bed,” Jax said. “Put your hands on the foot rail.”

Oh my… she thought, realizing, they meant to tie her there. The position would cause her to have to bend slightly and stick her ass out. Biting her lip, excitement flooding her, she followed the instruction. Her fingers curled around the thick, polished metal as her blood raced past her ears and she felt her body flush.

Ram quickly tied her hands to the rail just inches apart then moved behind her. Reaching around her waist he found the button of her jeans and flicked it open. Rather than push down the pants, however, he slid his hands down her smooth belly and beneath her panties.

“You’re so wet,” he murmured as his fingers parted her, shoving between her slick folds.

“I want you,” she replied.

“Do you? We thought maybe you could watch. Oh, you liked that. I can feel your sweet pussy clenching my fingers. Do you want to see Hawk fuck Cannon?”

She sucked in a breath, surprised by just how much she really did want to see that.

“Yes,” she breathed.

“And Jax…you want to see him fuck me?”

Did she? She really wanted Jax and Ram to fuck her. But she couldn’t deny them their desires, and she really did want to see Jax taking Ram and the look on Ram’s face when it happened.

“Yes,” she answered, nodding her head. “Please.”

“While we were waiting, I found something of yours.” He held out his palm where she could see it, and she realized “found” was used loosely. He and Jax knew where her toys were and had even used them on her during the past couple weeks. Right now, Ram held a small bullet that fit right against her clit. He pushed it into place within her folds then clicked on the controller and selected a setting. Briar’s eyes rolled back at the strong pulsing that beset her clit, sending shockwaves into her core. With her hands tied and the men on the bed, she’d be helpless to do anything but take the overwhelming vibrations.

Ram pushed the controller into her pants’ pocket and patted her ass.

“Enjoy, baby,” he told her.

“No,” she whispered, sure she wouldn’t be able to take it as the sweet stirrings of pleasure that would lead to a powerful orgasm swept through her. Ignoring her protest, he circled to the side of the bed and Cannon and Hawk climbed off the other side. Jax, now naked, moved behind Ram and flattened his hand on the man’s back then forcefully shoved him forward. Ram landed on his forearms, grinning. Cannon landed the same way, a moment later.

A shiver coursed through Briar as she realized they were in almost the same position as she was, bent over with their asses pushed outward. Only they had two hot men moving behind them; Briar had the relentless buzzing against her clit. Her thighs shook as fire seemed to course through her, burning her nerve endings as her body prepared for release.

Through a sensual haze, she watched the men before her. Cannon and Ram were each groaning, the guttural sounds adding to her arousal, as their partners kissed, licked and nipped the men before them. She watched Jax lube his fingers then press them to Ram’s ass. Immediately, her gaze flew to Ram’s face. Seeing the agonized pleasure on his features, she almost felt it herself. The muscles in her ass flexed, and her pussy clamped in the egg vibrating relentlessly inside her.

Her cry split the air as a burst of lightning shot through her, and her knees started to buckle. Ram and Cannon’s yells echoed her as their men drove inside. The bed shook…their bodies shook as Jax and Hawk fucked Cannon and Ram hard enough that she felt each jolt.

Her fingers tightened on the rail as she let herself sink into the sensations…the sounds. Cannon and Ram’s grunts and cries edged on desperate as their lovers pounded inside them. Jax had splayed his hand on Ram’s back, holding him down, while Hawk’s fingers were knotted in Cannon’s hair, keeping him upright and at Hawk’s command.

Cannon groaned, his body shaking as his release took him. A scarlet flush stained his chest and up his neck as cum sprayed across her bedspread. She didn’t care. More than anything she wanted to suck his cock into her mouth and take all of it.

Ram reached up and closed a hand around one of her hands as he drew closer. Jax never slowed. From the corner of her eye, she saw Hawk pulling from Cannon. As Hawk discarded his protection, Cannon crawled over to her. Grabbing her face on either side, he kissed her hard, pushing his tongue into her mouth. His hand snaked down her body to one of her nipples. She cried into his mouth as he circled, slowly, so slowly. His callused fingertips rolled the rigid nub before suddenly he pinched it.

Briar screamed into his mouth as her body seemed to explode into wave after wave of blinding sensation. Cream flooded her pussy. Her legs buckled, but before she fell, a powerful arm curled below her waist, holding her in place. The man’s free hand, shoved down her jeans and panties, but the egg stayed lodged against her folds. He adjusted her position to align with his cock. A hand slid down to hold the vibe in place, while his thick cock pressed into her.

Her walls immediately clenched around him, her stimulation and arousal too great. She screamed into Cannon’s mouth as Hawk—it could only be Hawk—powered through her tender tissues, forcing them open for his invasion, taking no excuse for him to be gentle or slow. She didn’t want it. She wanted him to fuck her as hard as he’d fucked Cannon.

Hawk seemed to know it. His hips slammed into hers, his cock driving deep then retreating only to push forward just as hard, just as deep once more. Cannon worked her breasts. His nimble fingers stroked and pulled and pinched. Constant, ever-tightening reaction yanked at her core. They took no mercy as they used her body, willing captive to them and anything they wanted.

As she wailed into Cannon’s mouth as another climax hit, Ram’s fingers tightened around her, signaling his own release only to be echoed by his feral grunts as he came on her bed. Peripherally, she saw Jax pull free then he left her sight. Afterward the noise of foil ripping sounded beside her and she knew what he was doing. Hawk pulling free confirmed it a few moments later, but not before he growled and drove forward one last time, holding as his release poured from him.

Jax was there immediately, plowing through her convulsing passage. She didn’t know how much more she could take. The vibe kept her constantly on edge and each man took great care to be sure it stayed firmly in place. The hard cocks sawing over her g-spot sent gray swirls swimming across her vision. She sagged weakly in their grips as the mind-evaporating orgasms rolled over and over.

Ram reached over and took over the torture of one of her breasts. Her legs didn’t bother supporting her any longer. Her arms were jelly and her head rested on Cannon’s shoulder.

“Oh God,” she muttered over and over. “Please…oh…God…please…”

“That’s right, baby,” Jax growled. “That’s right, milk my cock. Take it from me. Take it.”

“Oh!” Briar screamed, rearing up. Shaking. Her entire body was mass of electrical impulses and a pleasure/pain so exquisite she felt herself drifting away.

And then there was nothing.


Chapter Six

“This isn’t as good as Briar’s,” Ram complained as he stirred a bowl of chili at Leena’s diner later that night. Since Briar was gone for the evening and she hadn’t thought they’d be there for dinner, there hadn’t been a meal in the Crock-Pot—something he blame completely on Jax.

“She’s never made chili,” Jax said as he crumbled crackers into his own bowl.

“I can guess,” Ram grumbled. Of all the men, he’d probably been the most disgruntled when Briar had left for work—late—earlier today. He’d tried to hide it as she’d kissed them all sweetly before skipping out of the house. For one, the woman had no right to have so much energy after they’d fucked her into oblivion. For another, he wanted her home with them.

When she’d said he wanted a traditional woman, she’d struck far too close to home. Their sexual relationship might be far from conventional, but for everything else, he wanted what his daddy and ma had had. His father had supported the family and his mother had taken care of them all. Damn it, Ram saw no reason he and Jax couldn’t do the same for Briar. Whether she owned the ranch or not, they’d make sure it ran well and was a lucrative venture. Their woman would have no reason to worry. Ever.

She was everything he’d ever wanted—warm, loving, soft and hot. She baked cookies and she kissed him as if no one else had even mattered in the world. Even when she turned to the next man in their group and kissed that one, Ram never doubted the four of them were the center of her universe. In her arms, his aches and pains diminished and he felt like a hero, not a broken down rodeo cowboy turned cowpoke.

Sipping his tea and contemplating Briar’s embrace later that night, he ignored the conversation around him as well as the bell over the door, ringing to announce another customer. Morosely, he pushed a fry through ketchup while he thought. He needed to tell Briar his ideas soon. The more he contemplated the city slicker ranch getaway plan, the more he thought it could work.

The scrape of a chair caught his attention. “I’m surprised you’re here,” the newcomer said as he straddled the seat. The four looked to him as he grinned darkly. Robert, Briar’s cousin and their former boss, knew something they didn’t.

“Why’s that?” Jax asked casually. He leaned back and draped his arm on the edge of the table in front of him.

Cannon and Hawk leaned against the window next to the booth, as they too turned to look at Robert. A sick feeling churned in Ram’s belly. His old boss wasn’t one to relish bad news, but something about his demeanor said this was big and it would piss off every man at the table.

That being the case, it was probably about Briar.

“I was just about to head over to Bowen’s,” Robert started.

“Fuck,” Ram muttered under his breath at the same time Jax growl, “You’ve got to be kidding.”

Ram knew exactly where this was going. He hadn’t considered Bowen’s. He hadn’t even known they’d been hiring and had assumed Briar had a job in the city.

“I heard from my staff that they have a new bartender over there,” Robert went on as if he hadn’t set off four grumbling men. “I was about to head over there. Wanna join?”

“Um, hell yeah,” Cannon said.

Ram nodded. “If the guys are talking about her then they must think she’s available. I know no one’s gonna step out of line for fear of getting the crap beat out of them by the rapid wheels of Daly justice, but I don’t want anyone thinking my woman is available.”

“Concur,” Jax growled. “A bar in Daly. What the fuck is she thinking?”

“Let’s find out,” Robert said, standing then sliding his chair back to the table from which he’d taken it. Cannon and Hawk, growing boys that they were wolfed down the remainder of their fries before sliding out after Jax and Ram.

“We’re gonna need strength for this confrontation, I think,” Hawk justified as he stepped past Ram. “Let’s go make a mark.”

Jax threw money on the table for their food then, determined, the five men marched out the front door and headed next door.

* * * *

Briar cringed as her four guys slipped in the door with another man she didn’t at first recognize, but after a moment, she realized it was the older version of her childhood friend, Robert—the friend who was now her cousin and didn’t look any happier than her cowboys. The expressions on their faces showed they were pissed—very pissed. Peachy. She’d been hoping it would be a few more days before they showed up here, by then maybe the novelty of a new woman in Daly would wear off. It only seemed to be getting busier. John had told her that after just one week, business had doubled.

Ignoring the five newcomers and knowing she’d face at least four of them later, she turned to one of the patrons at the bar and left the bar’s waiter, Devon, to get the order from the sulkers who’d taken a table in the corner.

“What can I get you, Gus?” she asked.

“How about your number?”

“How about no? I told you. I’m taken. Check the menu and let me know your choice from there.” She looked to the one beside him. “Another beer, Pete?”

He nodded, and she got him one from tap as Devon returned to the counter.

He smiled. “Jax would like a…” he looked at his pad. “A…What the fuck are you thinking? And Cannon would like an…Are you insane? Ram and Hawk both ordered a…we’ll kick the ass of anyone who touches you. And your cousin said he’s just having a you damned well will take my help. Not sure I understand that.” Devon smirked while Briar rolled her eyes.

“He wants to help me with my ranch. So…beers for all of them, then.” Shaking her head, she got them each a draught and put them on Dev’s tray. “I trust you can tell this apart.”

“Hey. I’m a professional, newbie. Good luck with the smoldering stares. Don’t get burned.”

“I think I’m pretty burned already.” Heat rolled through her as she remembered the tie-up games they’d played today. She hoped she’d get lucky and there’d be more soon. As long as they weren’t pissed enough to move back to the bunkhouse, or worse, quit and go back to the Flying D. After the breakthrough they’d had earlier, though, she trusted them more than that. There might be yelling and glaring but then there’d be wonderful sex and lots of cuddling. Crossing the ravine was worth the nirvana beyond it.

Dev patted the back of her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. They’ll get over it. Though…I still don’t get why the owner of the Last Chance is working at a bar.”

“Long story.” The way gossip flew in a small town, Briar knew she needed to be careful what she said near others. She’d gotten to know Dev over the past few days and deep in her gut, she trusted him. Still, she needed to be discreet.

Jerking her head to indicate for Dev to follow her, Briar turned her back on the bar and went to the cooler against the back wall. She glanced up at the mirror. From here, she could still survey everything through the reflection.

She looked over at Dev who’d followed her then focused on pulling out the sliced limes she’d cut up earlier. “My dad left the ranch almost broke,” she revealed. “He sold off most of my livestock and fired the crew. With the little left, I need to feed the cattle, pay the nightmarish taxes and general bills. Beyond that, I need to live and take care of my staff. I’d rather try to make ends meet without getting a loan—or taking money from my cousin.”

“Have you ever…considered selling part of the land? Maybe a small parcel?”

“Why would anyone want a tiny plot in the heart of ranch country?”

Dev grinned. “I know someone. Maybe, I can explain tomorrow—just not here. Mind if I come over in the morning?”

Briar nodded. She was intrigued, and it couldn’t hurt to hear the man’s proposal. It could help. Still, even if she sold a part of the Last Chance, she’d remain at Bowen’s for a bit. She couldn’t leave them in a lurch; she was more reliable than that. Besides…she liked the work. She was good at it.

Turning back to the bar, she stowed the fruit in her work area and looked to the new cowboy who’d sidled up to the bar. Grabbing up a bottle, she spun it and poured a whiskey neat for him while he eyed Devon. Hugh Redder didn’t strike her as gay, but he sure had his eye on her co-worker. He came in every night, ordered the same drink and watched the waiter work the room.

“Gus,” she called after setting the drink before Hugh, “did you decide or are you giving up that stool?”

* * * *

Jax watched Briar working the bar and was simultaneously irritable and impressed. She was a perpetual ball of friendly and competent motion. She moved with fluid grace, skillfully pouring drinks, conversing with the customers and staying clear of their reach. He knew she’d worked a bar in Chicago, but he’d never imagined such a smooth almost-choreographed rhythm.

That didn’t alleviate the edge of tension slicing through his gut. Tradition around Daly or not, one drink too many, one overly rowdy and determined cowboy and disaster could overtake the Bowen’s bar. Briar could be trapped beneath a pile of rutting bodies. He tried to tell himself that he was being over-dramatic, but he knew alcohol and lust didn’t mix. There probably wasn’t a man in this bar who didn’t want what Jax and his team had claimed for their own.

And he didn’t like her easy camaraderie with that Devon guy at all. The two of them seemed thick as thieves and just a little too close for Jax’s comfort. What the fuck was that guy up to anyway? Jax trusted Briar not to step out on him and the other guys since they’d made a commitment to one another, but he didn’t trust that Devon fellow one bit. Jax could clearly see the man wanted something.

Cannon jabbed him with an elbow. “She’s fine. You’re gonna start something if you keep glaring at everyone. There are four of us and at least forty of them.”

“I don’t like this,” Jax muttered.

“None of us does,” Ram growled. “I want to know what the hell she thinks she’s doing here. Why does she think she needs to tend bar and sell herself like this?”

Robert let out a low growl, only a protective and outraged family member could manage. However, the way Jax was feeling was damned close.

The five of them eyed the tight jeans and tiny shirt that bared a thin strip of her belly and the upper curves of her breasts. Occasionally, when she twisted or bent, she treated the bar to glimpses of her red, lacy push-up bra. While she wasn’t openly flirting with anyone, her dress was deliberately sexual. She didn’t dress this way for her men so why did she think it was okay here at Bowen’s? Dress like that purposely invited attention—perhaps unwanted.

“I’m burning that shirt—you all should know that,” Hawk muttered.

“I’ll help you take it off her and start the fire,” Ram offered darkly. His fingers tapped on the table as he stared at Briar. Never once since they’d gotten here had he taken his eyes off her. Not to look at them as he spoke, not to pick up his beer and not even to look at Devon when the man had come to get their orders.

“What’s up with her and that waiter?” Cannon muttered. Jax noted he’d barely stopped watching the guy since he’d come over to take their order. Apparently jealous, Hawk had hissed at him to stop staring earlier.

“They’re just friends,” Hawk growled now. “Fuck. There’s Briar’s bra again.”

“How soon until eleven?” Cannon asked.

Jax glanced at his watch. “Half hour. I think John just announced last call. He and Brian are rousting the non-paying crowd right now.”

As if summoned, Brian headed over to them. “Okay, guys, time to go unless you want something else.”

“Her,” Jax replied.

“No deal, man. Not on the menu. Behave yourself and go.”

Jax straightened and came to his feet to stand eye to eye with the bar’s owner. “Damn straight she’s not available.”

“Oh…” Brian glanced at the others at the table then back at him. “You’re from the Last Chance. You’re…you’re her team.”

“We’re her men,” Ram injected, rising to stand beside Jax. He jerked his head toward Robert. “And her cousin.”

“I see. Okay, then.” Brian turned and whistled loudly to get everyone’s attention. “Hey, y’all!” he called. “You’ve all been coming in here to check out the bartender and she keeps telling you she’s taken. These four here say she’s taken too, so spread the word.”

“Man…” someone groaned amid grumbles from a few others.

“Briar, hon. You’re done for the night. I think these fellas wanna go home. Everyone else, last orders come to me.”

Behind the bar, Briar blew out an irritated breath and tossed down her towel. Hand planted on her hips, she glared at the men waiting for her.

“Thanks. Now you pissed her off,” Jax muttered.

“Happy to oblige,” Brian quipped before taking off to replace Briar behind the bar. As she marched toward Jax and his companions, the bar’s patrons parted and gave her wide berth, none of them seeming to want her wrath or that of her men.

“Robert,” she said as she reached the table. “It’s good to see you!”

He pulled her into a hug. “What are you doing here, Bri? You know I would have helped you.”

“You’ve already helped so much. I don’t need you to support me.”

He sighed, as if rather put upon. “What about a low interest loan?”

She raised her eyebrows, her lips pinched. Slowly, she shook her head. “I don’t mind the job.”

“We do,” the five men at the table snapped.

Robert caught her chin with his forefinger and thumb, making her look at him. Jax crossed his arms watching—at any other time, he would have swatted away the man’s hands, but right now, he knew Robert had something to say that Briar had to hear.

“Tomorrow, my lawyer will be over with papers.”

Jax’s head snapped to his former boss. Jax was Robert’s lawyer.

“He’ll discuss the Last Chance’s needs with me and we’ll draw up the paperwork. You will sign it, because you’re not going to get a better deal than this one. Once you’ve completed the contract, I’ll transfer the agreed amount to your ranch’s bank account.” He held up a hand when Briar started to protest. “No. End of discussion. Jax, first thing in the morning. I know you have responsibilities there, but this takes priority.” He pointed at Briar. “No arguments. I’m the patriarch of this family. You’ll listen.”

He gave Briar a nod then addressed everyone at the table in general. Without another word, he stalked out of the bar. Briar let out a disgusted sound but didn’t stop Jax as he wrapped his arms around her from behind and pulled her in to his chest.

“I don’t want his money,” she griped.

“Done deal, baby.” At least, she wasn’t protesting Brian’s proclamation that she was taken and that Jax, Ram, Cannon and Hawk were her men. “Think about the ranch and what’s best for it.”

She swung out an arm, indicating the bar. “What do you think I’ve been doing?” she asked angrily.

Ram traced a finger along the bit of lace showing at the edge of her shirt. “Showing off what’s ours.”

She slapped away his hand. “Please. A bit of lace doesn’t equal cheating.”

Twisting away from Jax, she stalked toward the door, her resemblance to her cousin unmistakable in her bearing.

“We’ll meet you at home,” he said to the men. He raised an eyebrow and smirked. “Perhaps in the barn.”

“Yee-haw,” Ram growled.

Leaving his partner to explain, Jax hurried after Briar before his ride home took off.

* * * *

“We care about you, Briar,” Jax said when they we were almost to the ranch.

Briar didn’t want to hear that. She was still angry about the way the evening had gone down, and not so sure she’d have a job to go to tomorrow—through no fault of her own.

“I know you do,” she replied sharply.

“Then why are you so mad?”

“Why?” she demanded. “You five just walked in and hijacked my life tonight. I had a plan. I had the problem handled. That’s what I do. I take care of things.”

“Because you’ve always had to,” he acknowledged. “But you don’t have to anymore. Don’t you get that? It’s not you against the world from now on. You have me and Ram. Cannon and Hawk. Robert. Verity. Her guys. You never have to be alone.”

“I don’t know how to do that.” She blinked hard to get the tears from her eyes. She didn’t want to cry. She wouldn’t.

“We’ll help you.”

Briar wasn’t so sure anyone could help her with this, but she nodded. They talked about inconsequential things the rest of the way home. When she pulled up to the house, she saw Jax’s truck was parked in front of the house. He’d brought it over from the Flying D after she’d hired him, and he and the others generally used it to get back and forth from town.

“That Ram. Such a speeder,” Jax commented, following her stare. “I didn’t see him pass us.”

He didn’t sound even slightly surprised so Briar shrugged. There was more than one way to get here from Daly’s main drag. If Jax didn’t think it was weird, she wouldn’t.

She turned off the pickup and climbed out. Jax met her at the foot of the steps leading to the porch.

“You know hide and seek?” he asked.

“Of course—”

“Run, Briar.”

“What?”

His eyes were darkly sensual as he gazed down at her under the pale moonlight. He lifted an eyebrow, the side of his mouth lifting. “Run.”

Oh… A flutter set up in her middle as she realized the game was afoot. She was the prey about to be tracked by four very horny, slightly irritable hunters. A shiver, having nothing to do with the cold, slid through her as the possibilities filled her mind. What would they do to her when they caught her?

Jax closed his eyes. “One…”

He was really serious about this.

“Two…”

She looked around. Where was she supposed to run to? It was too cold out here to go far or to stay outside for long. A sliver of light shown from beneath the door of the equipment barn, beckoning to her like the proverbial cheese to the rat. It was a trap. She was sure of it. But as Jax counted three, she took off, sprinting toward the enclosure.

Bright light momentarily blinded her as she yanked open the door and ran inside the heated structure. If they’d intended her to hide here, they’d chosen well since they kept this barn heated.

The thick red-plaid blanket spread in the center of the barn erased any lingering questions about their plans. They planned to have their way with her here—once they caught her, which meant she needed to hide. Or maybe she should take off her clothes and wait on the blanket.

The thrill of chase made her decision. She’d hide.

But where…

The spacious barn had originally been constructed as a secondary holding area for heifers that needed closer attention. Though she’d been told there was no evidence of it ever being used, at least recently. There were several stalls toward the back near the rear doors. She headed for those. She’d hide behind equipment back there.

The first stall didn’t offer any concealment, but the second was packed with bags of the minerals added to the cattle’s feed. Squeezing inside, she ducked into a small space between rows.

Crouching, she waited. Her pussy throbbed at the ideas of what they’d do to her. They could have sex in the house, so they must have something else in mind.

“Briar!” Jax thundered as the entry door creaked open. He’d fallen completely into his role of angry pursuer, and from the sounds of his tone, tonight would be a little rough. She grinned at the idea and sank farther back in the crevice.

“Come out, come out, little mouse,” Ram called.

Her heart hammered. He sounded too near. Had he come in with Jax? Or…had he been in here the whole time, watching her? She closed her eyes and bit her lip, realizing they probably knew exactly where she was. Ram, Hawk and Cannon had watched her scurry over here.

Heavy footsteps approached and she tried to control her breathing. She’d play the game and make it fun for all them.

The stall’s door squeaked as it swung open. “Look what we have here,” Hawk said. Opening her eyes and rolling her gaze upward, she saw him towering over her.

“No,” she yelled as he reached for her. She tried to move back, but she was out of space. He grabbed her, hefting her over his shoulder. “No! Let me down,” she demanded, squirming in his grip.

“Silence,” Jax commanded. “You’ll take your punishment. You’ve been a very bad girl.”

Yeah, she had. She’d confess to whatever they wanted. “I didn’t do anything,” she argued, staying in her role.

“Put her on the blanket,” he growled in response.

The second Hawk set her down, she rolled to scramble away. Cannon tackled her, and his muscular body held her face down to the soft quilt. She tried to buck him off, a strange desperation falling over her. The more she fought, the more aroused it made her.

“Let me go,” she demanded.

“Turn her over,” Jax ordered.

Three sets of hands were on her, flipping her over and holding her down as she kept struggling. Ram pulled her arms above her head and tied her wrists with thick rope. The end was anchored to a post several feet away. Even if she managed to move from their grasp, the rope would keep her from going too far.

“That blouse is a spankable offense,” Jax proclaimed, standing over her as Ram got up and walked toward the cage holding all their tools.

“Please…I didn’t mean to—”

“And those jeans have tripled your punishment.”

“Punishment,” she echoed.

His arms crossed over his chest. “For your transgressions, I’m giving you to my three ranch hands to do with you what they will.”

That hardly sounded bad. She struggled to keep from grinning. “No…please…” she begged, yanking at her bindings. Being bound and at their mercy was doing strange things to her insides. Her pussy was still puffy from the vigorous sex earlier, but as they surrounded her, she felt cream seeping into her delicate folds. She was in for another hard pounding.

Ram came back with a large pair of shears. Silently, he knelt by her feet.

“No!” she cried, more fervently this time, pulling her legs away from him. Cannon and Hawk grabbed her ankles and pulled her straight once more. She shook when she felt the edge of the cold metal against her skin as Ram slid one edge of the large scissors under her pant leg.

“Don’t,” she whispered, arousal stealing her voice. She could barely breathe as he snipped all the way to her waistband. One side of her jeans fell open. Immediately, he went to the other leg and cut that one in the same away. He yanked away the fabric, leaving her panties.

He caught her eyes as he straddled her hips. Lightly, he drew the tip of the scissors along her outstretched arms then over her shoulder and down between her breasts to run over her belly to her hem. Rather than unbutton her low-cut shirt, he opened the shears and cut from the bottom of the edge to the collar. Holding the ragged edge of the cloth, he sliced across her breasts to reach her sleeve. When the fabric was split, he repeated his action. Sitting back, he pulled away the destroyed shirt.

She shivered in only her scraps of lingerie, the garment’s lace and sheer red nylon.

“Cold?” Jax asked, still standing over her. “You’ll be warm soon. Cannon?”

Ram moved away and Cannon dove over her. Hands pushed up her arms. He circled her forearms just below the bindings. “I’m going to make you scream,” he told her.

“Promise?” she asked. She parted her legs and canted her hips into him.

“I told you she’s a randy one,” Jax said.

Randy didn’t begin to describe the heat boiling through her.

“Scissors,” Cannon said, holding out his hand. Ram slapped them into the younger man’s hands as if he were a soap opera surgeon.

“Don’t you dare!” she exclaimed as he positioned them in the center of her bra where a thin strip of fabric held the cups together.

“This bra has seen too much action tonight,” he muttered. “Every guy at the bar wanted to see it and rip it off you.” Before she protested further, he sliced the fragile nylon and the cups sprang apart, freeing her breasts. He dragged the flat of the metal down her stomach. “Stay still,” he whispered.

Her breath caught as he carefully cut her panties from waistband to the back of her pussy, exposing her sex, but leaving her underwear on.

“Just what we’re after,” he said, cupping her sex while he leaned over her on one arm. “Miss Rhodes, you’re so wet. Is this exciting you?”

“No,” she lied, playing along for as long as her mind and body let her. She struggled against the rope, aroused by him touching her while she was restrained. His fingers pushed into her pussy. He pumped deep into her passage, curling against her g-spot and sending sizzling shocks of reaction into her womb and out to her limbs.

“Yes,” he growled. “This is what happens to naughty girls.”

Caught up, she stared up at him, stunned by how serious he seemed.

“Kiss me,” she begged.

He shook his head. “Bad girls don’t get kissed. They get fucked.”

Reaching between them, he jerked his belt then opened his pants. When she thought he’d pull them off, he only pushed them down enough to free his cock and sheath it with a condom.

He wasn’t even taking off his clothes. This was sex. Just hot, torrid sex. This game made her even wetter—he was rutting on her as part of the play.

She groaned as his thick erection surged into her. He didn’t give her walls time to adjust before he started pistoning, fucking her hard as he pushed toward his own release and left her to her own devices.

They really were a little angry, she realized as she lifted her hips to meet each drive. They were playing a game, but deep down they still weren’t happy about her job, and they really disliked her provocative work clothes. This punishment role-playing was more than sexy antics. It was a bit of a catharsis.

Understanding, she sank into it, fully satisfied by everything going around her. Cannon’s pubis repeatedly struck her clit, driving her closer and closer to orgasm and proving the scene wasn’t one sided. He’d said he’d make her scream. As her cries echoed in the cavernous barn, she knew he’d spoken the truth.

Tension twisted in her belly, tightening, preparing. It still took her by surprise when the spasm exploded through her, and her release flowed onto Cannon. She screamed as her body bowed helplessly beneath him as he pumped through it. She was still shaking when he grunted and plowed forward one last time.

Her breathing shuddered rapidly from her as she stared up at him, stunned by the violence of her reaction to this. “Cannon,” she whispered, but he was already moving. He winked at her as he moved away.

Ram took his place, equally as intense as his predecessor had been. Like Cannon, he’d only pushed his pants down enough to expose his cock. “He went easy on you,” he said as he rolled on a condom. “Turn over and get on your elbows and knees. Get your ass in the air,” he ordered.

He waited as she struggled to turn. When had all these men gotten so demanding and dominating. With a secret smile, she admitted she liked it. She liked their power over her like this.

She could only imagine what she must look like with the torn panties spread around her pussy and framing her swollen, wet lips. She was only getting wetter as Ram ordered her around. Cannon had played with her, but Ram owned her. He spread her labia, exposing her rigid clit. “What a pretty little nub,” he said. “I have something for it that I picked up in Gillette last week.”

She struggled to look over her shoulder. “What—”

Her question ended on a shriek as he clipped something on her. A sharp bite of pain then exquisite pleasure swamped her senses, and she knew she was done playing. All she cared about was the sensation, the touching, all of them getting off.

She moaned, moving her hips and was startled to hear a ringing sound. A bell dangled from the clip, telling everyone when she moved—and she could barely stand not to move. She needed to be fucked.

Grasping her thighs, Ram rocked her further, testing the toy he’d placed on her. “I can’t wait to hear this when I’m fucking you,” he said. “Everyone will hear you shaking and getting off.”

In response, her muscles contracted, making the bell tinkle. She buried her face on her forearms, imaging what it would be like to wear this in public. Maybe she would one day…

Ram parted her labia once more with his thumbs and stole her thoughts. She moaned as he pushed into her swollen passage. His balls slapped the clip as he drove forward and she gasped at the electric sensation. Instinctively, she tried to squirm away. It was too much! She wouldn’t be able to take it!

His powerful grip held the top of her thighs beneath her undulating belly, keeping her in place as he pushed into her and hit the clamp repeatedly.

“No,” Briar cried, but everyone knew she didn’t mean it, and no one moved to stop what was going on. She didn’t fight as she canted her hips into him and wailed like a cat in heat. When Ram grunted then pulled free a fee moments later, she fell onto the blanket with a muted tinkle of the bell, her legs sprawled. Her panting echoed in her ears as she tried to regain herself, but the thudding of her heartbeat obscured her hearing and hampered her determination. She was on such a sexual high, she knew it would take a while to recover.

“Next,” she said weakly.

“I think maybe our bad girl needs a break,” Jax told the other men.

“No…” she protested. “Everyone. Give me everyone.”

Opening her eyes she looked up at Jax through the hair that had fallen in her face. Ram had moved to kneel in front of him and had opened Jax’s pants. While she watched, he licked his way up the shaft then sucked the tip between his lips. Jax’s lips dropped open slightly as he drew in shallow breaths. His hand rested on Ram’s head, guiding him to take more.

While Briar watched, her pussy clenched, wanting to join in and be part of that intimacy. Hawk distracted her. He turned her again and laid between her legs.

“Nice and slow,” he said, as he pushed into her throbbing pussy. Every part of her was so sensitized that she felt every ridge of his thick length. Each ropey vein tormented her walls, and she cried out, pressing her feet into the ground and pushing up to have all of him.

“Hard and fast,” she urged. “Please, that’s what I need. Please.”

His brows drew together as he struggled to control himself and was torn by her demand.

“Please,” she begged. “This one time.”

“Oh, honey,” Hawk said, grinning. “You know it’s never just one time.”

“Give it to me.”

Going to his knees, he pulled her hips up to him and did as she asked. She lifted her head, moaning as his cock plunged deep. Looking down her body, she watched her undulating belly muscles and the slick column of his cock working in and out of her passage. The silver clamp on her clit caught the light with each movement, but the bell was apparently too damp to make much of a sound.

“Harder,” she begged. Each drive made her want more, and all she could think of was coming and relieving the clawing tension in her middle…exploding…losing it under one of these men again.

Soon she wanted to be on the pill so they could all fuck her without condoms and fill her with their cum. She wanted to feel them deep inside her and know they were unsheathed as they claimed that deep recess with their burning releases.

She screamed, twisting beneath Hawk as the thought triggered a response so dark her vision blurred from her reaction. Her cunt squeezed tight around Hawk and she felt his struggling to keep momentum as she quaked. His cry joined hers as his fingers clenched tighter on her thighs. She’d probably have bruises, but she didn’t care. Every mark achieved in sex was a badge of the torrid, overwhelming experience.

“Just Jax,” she murmured, rolling her head sideways after Hawk had left her. Ram might have taken care of him already, she decided, but saw rather than Ram was still licking his man as if he were as giant sucker. Ram grinned over at her then pulled a condom out of Jax’s pocket.

To her surprise, Jax sprawled beside her. Together with the other men, he lifted her so she straddled him then he scooted closer to the post connected to the rope.

“Ram,” he directed, and the other man untied her, but before she reached for Jax, Cannon pulled her arms behind her back and bound them at her ass.

“No touching,” Jax said. “Now, if you’re gonna be a cowgirl, you’ve gotta ride. You’re gonna ride my cock like your galloping across the fields on a big stallion.”

While he spoke, Ram helped her lift up. He moved Jax’s cock to her opening then she slowly slid down the shaft with a groan. Ram moved behind her and she felt his hands on her hips, steadying her but not helping. That was all her as she used the muscles in her thighs to propel her up and down the thick erection. She rocked and ground as he impaled her, loving that she was in charge of his pleasure. The position struck spots the others hadn’t, and she sank into the sensations as her limbs burned, readying for another strong release. Her muscles were reaching their limit, but she pushed forward, unwilling to let in any weakness. There was too much exquisite bliss to be had.

“Briar,” Jax said, breaking through her thoughts and the gauzy veil of hedonistic delight taking her to another plane.

“Yes,” she murmured.

“I love you.”

Ram’s chest pressed to her back. His lips brushed her ear. “And I love you.”

“Oh!” Her body shook as their words captured her and tumbled her closer to release. Her walls clamped on Jax, squeezing her as she rolled her hips. “Yes… I…”

Her eyes rolled back as she screamed to the rafters complete in these men. Her nerves seemed to pulse erratically as she fell to Jax’s chest. Ram slid down to lay beside them. She kissed the hollow of Jax’s neck then pressed a long hard kiss right above his heart.

“Oh my God,” she groaned. “I’ve never been so completely fucked without getting kissed or touched. The things you guys do!”

Jax kissed her, finally forgoing the abstention. “All night long, baby. We’re gonna fuck you all night long and until the light splits the sky in the morning.”

Briar smiled and closed her eyes. She’d never survive. “Take me.”

Carefully, she rolled off them and wedged herself between the men who owned her soul. Turning, she pressed her lips over Ram’s heart before she sagged between them. “In the morning, when I’m not utterly sexually befuddled, I’ll tell you I love you so you believe it’s not just the lust talking,” she murmured. “I’ll expect the proper response.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jax said then laughed when she opened one eye and glared at him.

* * * *

Devon arrived mid-morning, dressed in jeans and a windbreaker, his hair carefully gelled back in his usual style. Today, in bright sunlight rather than the dim lighting of the bar, he looked almost pretty, in a Calvin Klein model sort of way. Briar invited him into the living room.

“Coffee?” she asked, walking carefully. She was a tad sore from last night, but deliciously so. Triumph and smug satiation had filled her since she’d woken this morning. True to their word, the four cowboys had fucked her all night. No one had gotten a bit of sleep, and there’d been extra coffee this morning at breakfast.

She didn’t figure any of them really cared. All the men had sported silly grins as they’d kissed her goodbye before work. Ram and Jax had taken extra time alone with her in the foyer to re-express their love.

Devon nodded, accepting her offer of refreshment, and as Briar headed into the kitchen, she couldn’t help but feel there was something different about the man today. He seemed on edge, expectant. This land thing must be a big deal to him.

When she returned, Devon had removed his coat and stood at the windows. He stared outside as her cowboys prepared to feed the stock, the collies running in circles around them. Nervously, he ran his hand through his hair, mussing the carefully controlled locks.

“Here we go,” Briar said, placing a tray with the two cups, cream and sugar on the coffee table. She chuckled. “There’s no need to be nervous. It’s just me.”

“Actually, there is,” Devon turned and Briar’s mouth dropped open. Dressed in a clingy T-shirt and with hair wild around the face rather than slicked back, Devon was clearly not what she’d been led to believe.

“I…do Brian and John know you’re a woman?” Briar asked, at a loss for other words, such as “why” and “oh my God, you’re a girl”. Stunned, she sank onto the couch. Devon moved to sit beside her.

“No,” her friend answered. “And I don’t want them to know. I’ve gone to a lot of trouble to conceal who I am. It’s hard, especially living in town. I’m hoping to find a place to build a house then raise and train a few horses.”

“That’s the land you want.”

Devon nodded. “No one will accidentally find me out here. I have money so I can pay you outright.”

Briar raised an eyebrow as her shock wore off. “Which begs the question…why are you hiding out in Daly if you’re affluent enough to have that sort of cash?”

“Long, convoluted story that starts with my father basically selling me to his client as part of a high-level business deal. I know,” she said at Briar’s wide eyes. “You’d think that sort of thing doesn’t happen, but at the right price, I guess it does. I should be flattered to know I’m worth ten million, right?”

“Uh, no.”

“White slavery, alive and well,” Devon muttered, dryly. “The guy didn’t even want me for himself. He made it clear he intended to pimp me out to the highest bidders for the debutante whore. That was his mistake—he was so full of himself and the power he thinks he has that he told me his plans before the exchange. Advised me to say goodbye to my old virginal life. I did. I ran.”

“Jesus, Dev,” Briar breathed. She shook her head. “You can come here. You don’t have to buy the parcel from me—”

“I want to,” the other woman argued. “I need a place to call mine and home again. I don’t really know how to handle it though. I’m sure they’re looking for my name to come up in legal documents somewhere.”

“The Daly court system is hardly high-tech,” Jax laughed from the doorway behind them. He leaned on the doorjamb, unashamedly listening to the conversation.

“Jax,” Briar admonished. She placed a hand on Devon’s thigh to reassure her. The woman looked ready to jump up and run. Briar didn’t blame her. She probably didn’t trust anyone after what her father had done.

Jax shrugged. “I, um, saw Devon get here and thought I’d come in to…” He waved a hand, shrugging again.

Briar narrowed her eyes at him. He hadn’t trusted her. “We’ll talk about that later. For now, come here. Dev needs our help.”

“Sounds like it. If it wouldn’t land me in jail, I’d hunt down those snakes.”

“Jax works for me—”

“He’s your man. I know,” Dev interrupted.

Briar nodded. “Yes, he is. He’s also a lawyer. At very least, he can help us wade through the paperwork for the sale without it getting filed online anywhere.”

“I don’t suppose you went to the police?” he asked.

Devon shook her head. “I was kinda a drama queen as a teenager. The police would have laughed at me and put it down to some stunt then called my father. Exactly what I didn’t want. I headed east throwing them off while I drained my accounts. Since they were only in my name, and my grandparents had opened them for me, my dad didn’t have access. They did that on purpose—all the money was on my mother’s side.”

“They couldn’t help you?”

Dev shook her head, her eyes growing sadder. “They died the year before the deal happened. My father never would have tried it if they were alive.” She sighed. “I’ve done some research on this. Until something happens, I’m kinda screwed.”

“Nothing’s going to happen here,” a new voice said. They looked up to see the other three cowboys had come inside. Cannon looked deadly serious, his jovial demeanor nowhere to be found. He crouched in front of Dev, taking her hand. “You’re going to move in here and we’ll keep you safe.”

Hawk joined him, looking equally sincere. Briar couldn’t be prouder of the two men.

As she watched the trio together, she knew her time with the four men had ended. Nothing might happen with Cannon, Hawk and Dev in the near future, but it was impossible to ignore the intent vibrating through the men. She honestly thought they might gun down anyone who imagined they’d touch Devon. It was an intensity she’d only ever seen from Ram and Jax as they looked at her.

And now, it would just be her, Jax and Ram. Getting up, she went to stand next to Ram. He slung his arm around her shoulders, and Jax moved next to her, putting his arm around her waist.

“You’re going to have a lot of legal stuff to do,” she told Jax quietly. “What with Robert strong-arming me and the deed for the parcel Devon’s getting… Looks like I’ll have to hire on Cannon and Hawk, ‘cause I’m beginning to doubt they’re heading back east any time soon.”

“They can finish up their degrees here,” Ram said. The three of them headed toward the kitchen to give Dev, Cannon and Hawk a little privacy. “And that reminds me… I need to tell you about my idea for the ranch.”

“Later,” Briar whispered as soon as they were alone. “Kiss me first then tell me why you’re all in the house in the middle of the day.”

“Another storm’s coming. Heard it on the radio.”

Briar glanced out the window at the lazy snowflakes starting to swirl past the window and wondered if she shouldn’t tell Dev to hightail it back to town. Frankly, she didn’t think the men out there would let her from their sight. Since Briar needed them on the ranch, she didn’t move.

“A storm? You don’t say? I’ll get coffee and you can tell me about your idea.”

“No,” Jax said. “Kisses first. Coffee and talking later.”

And as he lifted her to the edge of the table, she knew that’s how it would always be for the three of them. Kisses first; business and worries later.


Epilogue

Briar watched as the dust from the last guest’s vehicle faded. It was finally time to relax and enjoy her family with no distractions—save for the normal every day ranch activities. She could hardly believe two seasons had passed since the Last Chance Ranch Escapes had come to fruition. The first year they’d started midseason, since there’s been so much planning to do. But this year, they’d managed a full seven months from April to October.

“Hey, sweetheart,” Ram said, coming up behind her. “Feeling okay?”

He smelled of the fresh hay he’d worked with today. As he wrapped his arms around her slightly thickening middle, she sank into him and enjoyed his strength. So much had changed in the twenty months since she’d come here. She had her two men, a thriving business and ranch, as well as a baby on the way in the spring.

Cannon and Hawk had stayed on with the ranch, using their hospitality and tourism degrees to take some of the burden of the Ranch Escapes off her shoulders. In fact, they only worked part time as cowboys anymore, since they spent so much time in the office. Losing their muscle on the range, Jax had hired four new staff to replace them and to compensate for the ranch’s growth.

“I feel great,” she answered. “I’m just thinking of how perfect everything is and how glad I am I came back to Daly. Where’s Jax?” she asked as Ram led her to the porch swing they’d installed last year.

“Upstairs changing. He had an altercation with a heifer and the mud. He’ll be down in a few.” Ram pulled her to lean against him as the swing slowly swayed back and forth. The two dogs bounded up onto the porch then settled near her feet. Crickets chirped in the distance their night songs began.

She loved to cuddle with her men here and watch the sunset in the evening, though she missed out on that all too often. When the guests were here, she and the guys kept their relationship on the DL. Evenings in the big house were theirs, away from the prying eyes of tourists. The guests stayed in the eight small cabins she’d had built out beyond the barns.

Still, any person paying attention would know how things were in Daly. All they had to do was look around. She’d had several women ask about it outright with interest in their eyes. Some of them had eagerly booked for a few weeks at a time the following year. Briar hoped they’d find what they were looking for. She hadn’t been looking for Jax and Ram, but they’d found her.

“Maybe we can go find Jax upstairs,” she yawned—a little to forcefully to be real. She grinned at Ram. “I’m feeling a little…tired.”

“Tired?” he asked, cupping her breast. “Are you sure you’re using the right word?”

“Needy?” she tried.

“Woman, you’ll wear me out,” Ram laughed. “Didn’t I just service you this afternoon?”

She snorted at “service” then batted her eyelashes at him, splaying a hand over her belly. “It’s baby hormones. Makes me want sex all the time.”

“Maybe we should call in Cannon and Hawk?” he suggested, pulling her to her feet. They headed inside and he locked the door behind them. In Daly it wasn’t really necessary, but he’d been extra cautious lately—especially after they’d discovered she was pregnant.

“And have Dev kill me for sleeping with her guys? I think not. I’m sure you and Jax can take care of matters.”

“What matters?” Jax asked, halfway down the stairs.

“Back upstairs,” Ram ordered, waving his hands. “Mistress Briar needs more servicing from her cowboys.”

“Again?” Jax laughed.

Briar scowled. “I’m sure if I went into Bowen’s I could find willing men. John and Brian miss me since I quit last year.”

“Over my dead body,” Jax growled, stalking down the steps. He heaved her into his arms then marched toward the living room and the wide couch. “We’re your cowboys and we’ll get the job done.”

As they pulled off her clothes, Briar knew she’d never need to worry about being satisfied. Her cowboys had her well in hand. She pulled their heads close so she could kiss them.

“I love you,” she whispered.

“Love you,” they both murmured against her skin, stroking her as she arched into their touch, but the words didn’t matter. She knew. They adored her, and she was their world. She felt the same way. They were her life, her happiness and her cowboys.


Want More Daly Way?

Check out Daly Way 6: Roped by the Team

She’s here to stay…even if they have to rope her to make it happen!

A year ago, Moon Szuzman had a life-changing encounter with three cowboys out on the range of the Flying D ranch. It promised to become something forever, but when they returned to civilization, everything went crazy. A freak fire plunged the men into nonstop work yet caused Moon to lose her job. Needing employment, she took another in LA, leaving her family, the men and Daly far behind. 

Now returning for vacation, she finds three determined cowboys ready to do anything to convince her stay. She agrees to a fling—and only a fling—unsure they’ll want her once they learn her secrets. She soon finds herself roped by the team she left behind, and that team isn’t willing to let her go without a fight. 

Note: The original encounter between these four is contained in the short story, One for the Team, however Roped by the Team is a standalone book that can be enjoyed without reading the earlier story.
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