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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 original work.



To my faithful and patient readers. Much love!





 

Prologue

 

 

 

Moonbeam Szuzman shifted, her eyebrows drawing together as she wondered why her front side was chilly and her back was so warm. And when had her bed ever been so hard? Her shoulder ached as if someone had slipped a rock beneath her sheets.

When firm lips pressed to her neck and an arm tightened around her waist, it all came back. She’d been stranded in the middle of nowhere. Three cowboys—cowboys who’d shown their interest in the past months—had rescued her, and as one thing had led to another, she’d given herself to them. Not just one of them. All of them.

It wasn’t an unusual a thing in Daly, Wyoming, where they lived, but it was rather unusual for her. After college, she’d vowed to be less wild…less like her free-spirited mom…less like the frat groupie she’d once aspired to be. For six years she’d been good.

Now in one night she’d blown her vow. Well, the mean girls who’d liked to call her a whore weren’t here where there was nothing but stars, cows and cowboys. One indiscretion—one freaking hot indiscretion—wouldn’t hurt her. And being with Pete, Sully and Cord didn’t seem wrong, but it could only be this one time. She couldn’t slide down the slippery slope of sex, sex and more sex. No matter how much she liked it. She had a professional reputation to maintain.

“You’re thinking too much,” Pete growled low against her ear. He rolled her onto her back on the bedroll and yanked the blanket so it covered them as he settled between her thighs. They’d gotten dressed before bedding down, but the ridge of his cock pressed against her pussy. Her body responded with a warm melting sensation in her middle. Though she’d had the three men earlier, she wanted to be filled again.

“What about…” Biting her lip, she slid her gaze sideways to where Sully and Cord slept on the other side of the campfire. They’d pleasured her thoroughly, but she’d soon discovered they were a couple. And darn it, if they weren’t adorable curled together as they slept—not that she’d dare to let them hear her call them that.

“Trust me, they won’t mind,” Pete answered. His lips brushed over hers. Once…twice…as if testing her willingness. He groaned when her lips parted and she lifted her head to press closer to him. His fingers threaded into her hair as he cupped the back of her head. His mouth sealed over hers, and he groaned again, his tongue delving inside and the sound vibrating through her.

Moon shifted restlessly beneath him, needing to feel more of him and wanting his naked body against hers. “Yes…Pete…” she breathed against him as he cupped her breast through her shirt. She wanted him inside. She needed his calloused, work-hardened palm scraping over her soft flesh and tormenting the sensitive nipple. A flood of need slicked her cunt while his caresses caused her nerves to grow taut, tugging…tugging…harder at her core.

How could he have her mindless in less than two minutes? Foreplay be damned. She wanted him in her now.

His mouth left hers, and he kissed a trail along her jaw to her neck. His day-old whiskers abraded her tender skin and reminded her that this was no ordinary man preparing to fuck her. This was a legendary rugged man, the sort immortalized as the toughest of guys. The cowboy—tonight, her cowboy.

“I want you so fucking much,” he muttered as he unbuttoned her shirt partway then pushed it off without messing with the rest of the closure. She hadn’t bothered to put her bra back on earlier since she’d been going to sleep, and now, Pete closed his mouth over one peak and drew hard.

Dear God…

She groaned loudly, burying her face in his shoulder to muffle the sounds of her deep arousal. Had she known what utter pleasure these cowboys were capable of giving her, she would have found a way to be with them sooner—

No, she wouldn’t have. This was against her rules. But…holy freaking cow… The way he sucked one nipple and pinched the other had her pussy clenching in near orgasm. She was so close.

“You’re gonna make me come,” she gasped into his neck. She felt it twisting up on her center, readying to unfurl into a screaming cataclysm and he hadn’t even gotten off her clothes yet. Her jeans were still zipped and firmly buttoned at her waist.

“I want you to come,” he replied, dark amusement in his tone. The control of it made her shiver as it spoke to secret needs, deep inside her. Needs she’d once tried so desperately to fill. “I want you to come,” he repeated, “then I’m going to drive my cock into you so hard you’ll feel me for days. I want to feel your cunt squeezing every bit of the seed from my cock as you clamp around me.” He shifted so he could bring his mouth to her ear. “While you milk it from me.”

A shudder of pleasure worked through her at his naughty words, spoken so quietly they were only for her. Though Cord and Sully were mere feet away, she and Pete may as well have been alone.

“Please,” she whispered. She reached for his waistband, but he gently moved them away.

“Put your hands underneath you,” he commanded quietly. “Cross your wrists and keep them there.”

She bit her lip, intrigued by his bondage without bondage. Following his command, she moved her arms as he’d said. On the hard ground, barely padded by the bedroll, the position was a little uncomfortable, but the excitement of what they were doing erased any twinges of tenderness. As soon as she’d complied, he opened her jeans and worked them down her legs. They caught on the boots she’d put back on earlier, not trusting any critters not to eat her toes in her sleep. She could bend her legs, but not get free. Then Pete’s knees anchored the fabric, and she was well and truly stuck.

“I guess your legs are all bound up, too,” he commented, delight dancing in his eyes as he positioned himself to gaze down at her. “Some day, we’ll have to play with my ropes.”

She licked her lips, imagining being even more bound for him. Yes, she wanted that. Too bad, this was only for tonight.

“I like that you’re at my mercy,” he told her. One of his hands snaked under her, and he captured her wrists in one hard-fingered fist. Propped on the elbow of the same arm, he brought his other hand to the juncture of her thighs. Slowly, he traced the seam while she trembled beneath him, her body jerking in response and deep need. She liked being immobilized beneath him and at his whim. Right now, his whim was to tease her to madness.

“Please,” she moaned. Her eyes closed, and her head lolled back and forth on the lumpy excuse for a pillow.

“Please?” he asked. His lips traced her ear before his teeth caught her earlobe. “Please what?”

Please…what? She didn’t know. More. She just needed more.

“Stop teasing me,” she begged. “Just deeper. Touch me.”

“I am touching you,” he countered as his thumb then his knuckles traced her crease once more.

“Inside,” she almost growled between her clenched teeth. Her arms jerked, but he held her firm.

“Like this?” he asked. One long, thick finger pushed inside her channel until he was as far as he could go. His thumb rubbed her clit, circling, tapping, roughly flicking. The invading digit pushed in and out of her while her hips lifted into him as far as she could with his body pressing her down. Soon, he added a second finger. All the while, he tormented the nub of nerves that was driving her wild. Her breathing shuddered out of control then his mouth clamped over hers as she screamed, her pussy closing like a vise around his pumping hand, her entire being exhilarated at being held down, restrained by him as she exploded under his touch.

Just as he’d promised, he shoved down his jeans enough to free his cock and roll on a condom. He plunged inside her while the walls of her pussy were still clamping down in orgasm. His wide length forced apart the tender tissues as he drove deep. There was no gentle claiming. He took her to the hilt, hard, his pubis knocking into her clit with enough force to explode new stars behind her eyes.

“God, yes,” she moaned, trying to lift into him as he pistoned. He was rough, and that was just what she needed tonight. Just what she’d needed after the months of stress she’d had.

“Damn, you’re so fucking wet, so fucking hot,” Pete growled into her ear. “Your cunt is like a fist around my cock. Hell, baby, I’m not gonna last.”

Yet he pumped forcefully into her until she exploded again, her cum flowing around him and trickling down to her ass. His fingers tightened almost painfully around her wrists, and he bent so he could draw on a nipple. He sucked hard, until she writhed beneath him, on the verge of another orgasm. And when his teeth caught the tip, she went over the edge, with him following right after.

* * * *

Pete watched as Sully pulled Moon up to sit behind him on the horse. Part of Pete protested, but he squelched it. He and Moon had had fun last night, but she was for the three of them, not just him. He couldn’t be selfish or this ménage thing wouldn’t work. His life had already been destroyed by selfishness once, and now that he’d rebuilt his existence, he wasn’t letting that happen again.

“Everyone’s going to know what happened here,” Moon said. Pete bit back a smile as she tried to suppress her groan. She’d been fucked so thoroughly last night by all of them, then by him, then by all of them once more as the sun rose, that it was a wonder she could walk this morning. His team would be useless today, and Moon would be in dire need of a nap.

“No one will know,” Pete assured her. “We cleaned up in the stream. Our clothes look all straight.”

“You just have to stay awake so we don’t have to explain how you fell off the horse,” Cord added. “Well. Hmm. They might spot the circles under your eyes, but hey, the crew are all men. They’re not that perceptive.”

“They’ll notice,” she murmured.

Grinning, Pete rode ahead of the pair while she and Sully spoke quietly. When he looked back, Sully had moved Moon to sit in front of him. Probably a good thing. She looked about ready to drop—and dropping from a horse would pretty much ruin the great night they’d had.

Cord rode up beside him. “You doing okay?”

“Yeah…why?”

“You and Miz Moon there seemed pretty into each other last night. You sure Sul and I aren’t third wheels?”

“All for one and one for all,” Pete quipped. Funny how that seemed to be taking on new meaning. They were all for Moon and she was the one for them. “We’ve talked about this before,” he said. “We all share.”

“That was great in theory when we were talking about our future,” Cord said. “But what about now? You know, now that you’ve had her?”

“We all share,” Pete reiterated. That’s how it would be.





 

Chapter One

 

 

 

A year… It had been almost a year since she’d left Daly. Moonbeam Szuzman looked around the town as she took in the changes. There weren’t a lot. In fact, if it weren’t for the still-melting snow banks from the early spring storm that had hit last week, the place would look exactly the same.

She wrapped her arms around her waist as she stood on the sidewalk in front of Leena’s Diner, the only place in town to grab a bite. She’d parked her car a few yards away and it was a damn sight chillier here than in Southern California where she’d been working, but nostalgia had her lingering and staring about like a tourist. Or a homesick woman.

She’d lived here less than two year before she’d left, but Daly had left a huge mark on her being. She’d fallen in love with Daly, the underdeveloped town with an air reminiscent of Beaver Cleaver’s Mayfield. Well, except for it pretty much being the ménage capitol of the world. But who knew what June and Ward had done in their bedroom anyway.

She shook her head, chuckling at the thought and conceding that despite its penchant for polygamy, Daly still held to wholesome family values. After the dog-eat-dog, backstabbing months away from here, this town was a breath of fresh air.

So who cared if she was currently freezing her butt off? She needed to absorb this place.

“Moon?”

Jumping, she turned toward the deep voice that sent pleasure skating along her spine.

“Pete…” God, he looked good. All rugged, hardworking cowboy. His shirt and jeans molded to his muscular body, the knees dirty and the lower leg splattered with mud. His boots, too, were caked by dirt. He held his hat in his hands and his dark hair was askew from an apparent finger combing.

Anxiously, she tried to breathe around the instant arousal that pulsed through her. No slick celebrity had ever looked as good as this ranch hand. Peering into his tanned face and the dark eyes eating her up, she knew her craving wasn’t one-sided. He still wanted her, even after all this time.

“I thought I was hallucinating,” he said, with a dry laugh. “This was the last place I expected to see you after you took off the way you did.”

She frowned. Okay, maybe she’d imagined that he still desired her. “I didn’t take off,” she snapped. She shook her head, took a deep breath and told herself to calm down. Carefully, she modulated her tone as she would when dealing with a self-entitled rock star. “I lost my job because of the Flying D’s fire, and I left. End of story.”

“You didn’t even say goodbye. You didn’t give us a chance to—” He cut off suddenly as if not wanting to finish his sentence.

“It was one night,” she replied gently. One perfect night but one night nonetheless. They’d ridden up to the main compound that next day and found two of the ranch’s main buildings fully engulfed in fire. The losses had been huge, and the Flying D had dropped their sponsorship for the upcoming Daly Rodeo and County Fair. Without them, there could be no event, and without the event, Moon had no work. Overseeing the rodeo had been ninety percent of what she’d been hired to do here. Pete and his team, Cord and Sully—also her lovers for that midnight tryst—had been so consumed with repairs and recovery at the ranch, that she hadn’t seen them before she’d left town, just a week later.

“It was more than that,” he said quietly as he shoved his hat back on his head. Replacing his armor. Moon recognized the action. “How long are you here?” he asked.

She shrugged. “My boss is on vacation. I don’t go back to work until he gets back, so I’m visiting my sisters.”

“So a week? Two?”

“Or three or a month, maybe two. Or it could only be a few days.”

Pete’s brow furrowed.

She sighed. “I’m a personal assistant for…someone famous,” she hedged, not wanting to reveal exactly who. “He tends to take time away every year to rediscover himself and when he does, he doesn’t tell anyone where he’s going, he doesn’t take anyone with him and he never says when he’s coming back. He returns only when he’s ready. So…I don’t know how long I’m visiting. I’ll get a call a few days before I have to be back.”

“Weird.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Sun told me you work for Ree Mac.”

“You know of him?”

“Yeah…”

Silence stretched between them after that, as if neither had anything to say. Moon shoved her hands into her pockets and scuffed her shoe on the sidewalk. She actually had plenty to say, things she wanted to tell him, but none of it seemed appropriate right now. Too much time lay between them.

“Where are you staying?” he asked suddenly when she was about to tell him goodbye and head for her parked car.

“In Gillette,” she said, naming the nearest city to Daly, an hour away. She told him the hotel, a chain place with which she was sure he was probably familiar. Though she regularly hobnobbed with the wealthy in her line of work, she definitely couldn’t do five-star.

He tilted his head, looking confused. “You’re not staying with your sisters?”

She shook her head. “It’s a surprise visit, since I didn’t know I was getting time off until yesterday. I live on my boss’ estate so I could either knock around there, dodging his sundry mistresses, or I could take a trip. So here I am. River’s apartment has no room. The Flying D provides a room for Sunflower since she’s their office admin.” Of course, he’d know that about Sun since he worked there, too. “And Paisley is about a million months pregnant with her second baby, so I definitely don’t want to impose there. Gillette’s good. I can visit and still do the touristy thing.”

“I see,” he replied noncommittally. “I’m sure Cord and Sully will want to say hi, so make sure you find them when you visit Sunflower out at the ranch. I’m sure they can slip away for a few to see you.”

She nodded, hiding her regret that their conversation was apparently over. Of course, what had she expected? She wasn’t even an ex-girlfriend. She was only a one-night stand. And he was a busy guy, probably in town just to grab supplies and rush back to work.

“Okay,” she agreed. “I’ll do that. It was good to see you.” She forced a bright smile.

He didn’t smile back or agree that it had been good to see her, as well. Instead, he jerked a nod at her then took off in the direction of the Daly Farm and Feed Supply. Moon fought back her disappointment as she watched him go, her insides protesting with a lurch as she let him walk away. She pressed her lips together and took deep breaths through her nose. It would be okay. He was a part of the past that hadn’t been fully explored, and she’d have to deal with that. If their stilted interaction was any indication, there was nothing there to investigate anyway.

* * * *

Talk about a speed bump in an already shitty day.

Pete slapped his palm against the steering wheel of his truck. One of his men had fallen and broken his arm this morning, the new intern had flooded one of the barns and half of one of the herds had wandered through a broken fence and onto the highway bisecting part of the ranch. He’d run into town to pick up a seed order, only to find they’d been shipped the wrong thing.

Now…Moon.

Seeing her had brought back all the need and hurt that had plagued him for months after she’d run out of town in the middle of the night. Okay, well, it hadn’t exactly been like that. Duties at the Flying D had consumed him, Cord and Sully for weeks of twenty-hour days after the fire. They hadn’t had time to sleep let alone pursue their woman.

While all that had gone on, unbeknownst to them Moon had lost her job, gotten a new job and taken off for California. By the time he and his team had discovered it, it had been too late to do anything about it. They hadn’t gotten more than a single day off for months, and there was no way to chase after her to the west coast.

And now she was back, albeit temporarily…and she seemed to have written him off to a piece of her past.

Damn it, if he didn’t feel deep in his gut that he should do something about that. Well, he felt it a little deeper than that, too. His cock had gone on full alert when he’d seen her. He’d had to pull his hat off his head and hold it in front of him until he’d gotten things a little under control—that had barely happened over the course of their conversation.

He’d been a blasted tongue-tied idiot, barely able to speak since his brainpower was otherwise engaged by his hormones. Damn if she didn’t look pretty though. So beautiful with her dark brown hair curling nearly to her waist and her intelligent green eyes taking in everything. He’d had to stand far enough away from her not to get the scent of her intoxicating fragrance. He would have gone to his knees…

Her figure was as curvy and firm as ever, her breasts calling for his hands to cup them and play with her nipples until she cried out. Fuck, he still heard her sweet whimpers in his head. She’d been so responsive, and those long legs had wrapped around him, her pelvis rocking into him, seeking him.

Fuck!

He slammed his hand into the wheel again as his dick responded to the memories. What the hell was he going to do? He’d been given a second chance, and though he’d been surprised and screwed up his opening gambit, he was not letting the opportunity pass him. No woman had ever affected him like Moon, and he did need to do something about that, even if it was only to fuck her until she was finally out of his system.

He grinned. Maybe, she’d like a vacation fling. She still wanted him—he’d seen her arousal when he’d come upon her in the street. Maybe if he hadn’t messed up too bad back there, she’d agree to see him…and Cord and Sully…while she was here on her getaway.

Maybe, they’d figure out a way to get her to stay. God knew, they’d thought about it enough. For now, he pushed that aside. First, he and the guys had to get past “it’s nice to see you again.”

Whistling, he passed the rest of the trip to the ranch with thoughts of spending more time with Moon. By the time he got to the Flying D, he was outright smiling and unable to hide his anticipation of the next week or so. His shitty day had turned around.

“Jesus, Pete, what drugs are you taking?” Sully exclaimed when Pete walked into the barn where Sully was working. “You never smile like that. At least not since…well, you know.”

Since Moon. Yeah, he knew. Pete’s grin widened.

Cord straightened from where he’d been fixing a hinge on one of the stalls. “Yeah, you look like you’ve won the lottery.”

“Just planning some fun,” Pete said. He looked around them to be sure they were alone in the barn. It was one of the smaller structures, so he easily discerned that no one lingered nearby.

Cord leaned against the stall. “Smiling like a hyena kind of fun?” he asked. “Are you taking time off? You don’t ever take time off, especially since you got promoted to foreman. You didn’t win the lottery; you won a cruise, right?”

“Maybe, he decided to go back to Park Avenue and spend the cash he’s been accruing with his stock savvy.”

Pete rolled his eyes. The guys liked to tease him about his wealthy background and his penchant for playing the market, but even that reminder wouldn’t dull his mood. “No, I’ve got a second chance.”

Slowly, Sully stopped rubbing the saddle he’d been polishing and turned fully to Pete. “You’ve…got a…second chance?” he questioned, feeling out each word.

“We have.”

Cord took a step toward him. “Moon?”

Pete nodded. “She’s in town on vacation. Visiting her sisters. Do you remember what we talked about right after she left? Right after we found out?”

“Yes…” Sully said slowly while Cord nodded. “Making her want to stay. Finding a way for her to be here.” They’d even discussed possible job ideas and researched opportunities.

“Do you think Sun will help us?” Cord asked.

Pete grinned. “I think she will. She wants her sister here, too. So, men, what do you think? Should we rope our woman?”

“Hell yeah,” Sully agreed as Cord shot his fist in the air and bellowed “Yee-haw!”





 

Chapter Two

 

 

 

This was far too much like déjà vu for Moon’s taste, only it was daylight and she was pretty sure no cowboys would swoop out of the brush to save her. Closing her eyes as she stood before the open hood of her rental car, she turned her face to the sunny, cloudless sky. What was it with her and car trouble on deserted rural roads? If she didn’t have a horribly long walk ahead of her, she might laugh, but thinking of the twenty-some miles back to civilization had her cringing, not chuckling.

And of course, she had no phone service.

Rubbing her forehead, she opened her eyes and stared at the engine for a minute. She had gas. Nothing looked wrong under the hood. Why had this damn thing died?

Before she could further contemplate something she’d never grasp anyway, she heard a vehicle rumbling down the road toward her. Peeking around the rental, she spied a pickup heading her way. Her eyes narrowed as it slowed beside her. What were the chances of Pete Conlon, Sullivan Przekop and Cord Sabatello showing up here?

“Troubles?” Sully asked as he climbed from the truck, followed by Cord. Pete hopped out the other side.

She planted her hands on her hips. “No,” she answered sarcastically. “I thought I’d stop and look at the alfalfa crop. Having the car’s hood open helps bring out the color.” She paused looking at all of them—they looked far too please with themselves. She’d just left lunch with Sunflower at the Flying D. None of the men had been around, but just because she hadn’t seen them didn’t mean… “What did you do to my car?”

This was too much of a coincidence for them not to be involved. Not that her arousal seemed to care. Just seeing them got her blood pumping—especially when she remembered the last time she’d been stranded.

Cord held up his hands. “We didn’t do anything to your car, Miz Moon.”

So they had an accomplice. Or accomplices. Great. Just great.

“But we can rescue you,” Pete offered.

Um-hmm. Of course, they can. She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m fine. No, rescue necessary.”

She suppressed a grin. What would they say to that?

“Well, that’s too bad,” Cord said as Pete headed for the back of the truck. “I guess we’ll need to go with Plan B.”

Moon blinked at them, her excitement level growing as she realized her vacation was about to take an exciting turn. How could it be that a year had passed since they were all together like this? It seemed as if it had been barely a minute, and she wanted them just as much now as she had then. Her hands shook as she dropped her arms to her side and studied them. There was no mistaking the dark hunger in their eyes.

“Plan B?” she repeated hesitantly.

Sully nodded, and she saw Pete returning from the truck, a coil of rope in his hand and passionate intent in his gaze. She took a step backward, stumbling slightly on the loose gravel at the edge of the road. Why did he have rope?

“You can’t tow a car with that,” she rasped.

“This isn’t for the car,” Pete answered.

Cord was grinning. “Miz Moon…you might want to run.”

* * * *

Delight as he hadn’t felt in a year sprouted through Pete as Moon screeched then spun and took off, but it hadn’t been terror in her eyes before she’d turned. It had been absolute excitement.

“You going after her?” Sully asked after a moment.

“She’s got a short stride. I’ll give her a sec. While I’m roping her, one of you call Patrick on the Sat phone and let him know where to get the car. I already gave him my card number so he can charge the battery and put the alternator belt back on.”

With that, he raced after Moon, his long strides eating up the space between them. As he ran, he formed a lasso then easily threw it, catching it around her torso. As he pulled her to a stop, he tackled her into the grass, narrowly missing a patch of lingering snow.

“I told you I’d use my rope on you,” he rumbled into her ear as they rolled. When they stopped, him above her, he turned her face down and wrapped the length around her, securing her arms to her sides. Once he had her trussed, he secured the rope to prevent escape.

“This isn’t exactly what I thought you had in mind,” she grumbled into the sod.

“We’ll do that, too,” he promised then kissed her behind the ear as he pressed his pelvis to her ass, letting her feel his erection.

She groaned, and he felt the shiver railing through her.

“Are you getting wet, baby?” he asked. She breathed raggedly beneath him, squirming against the rope.

“I’m getting grass stained, you jerk,” she muttered but didn’t stop another moan as he moved against her again.

“I’ll get you new jeans,” he promised. His lips moved to her ear. “So here’s the plan…you’re ours. And we’re gonna finish what we started last year.”

“You’re kidnapping me?” she gasped in surprise.

“Well, you’ve proven you don’t stay in one place, so…yeah. I guess so. Okay?”

“Kidnappers don’t ask if it’s okay,” she said dryly.

“Ones who don’t want the law on their asses do.”

“In this town, the law would probably look the other way.” She sighed. “Fine. I didn’t have plans anyway—”

Her words cut off on a screech as he stood suddenly and heaved her over his shoulder like a bag of grain. When she started yelling, Sully hurried up to them and gagged her with a bandana. That didn’t stop her vocal protest, just muffled her words. She squirmed around, playing her part in the “kidnapping”.

Pete smacked her rear. “Be still.”

Moon’s loud response wasn’t clear, but he was pretty sure she’d replied Fuck you.

“Yes, please, thank you very much,” he replied.

Moon groaned.

He reached into his pocket and tossed the truck keys to Cord. “You drive.”

“Aw man…I wanted to sit in back with her,” Cord protested on a laugh. Both he and Sully knew losing Moon had been harder on Pete. Pete had been the one with the deep, instant attraction to her. Over the weeks before that first encounter, it had been Pete who’d wanted her most—probably because Sully and Cord already had each other. Not that they didn’t want Moon, too. Their need was just…tempered.

“No chance,” Pete replied. He couldn’t stop his smirk as he considered what Moon had in store for her. He gently tossed her on the backseat of the extended cab, noting that the other men had grabbed her purse from her car and had it up front. He climbed in after her. He settled onto the seat with one of her legs behind him and the other draped over his lap. Twisting his upper half sideways, he leaned over her and braced himself on his arms. “Seems like you’re in a little bit of a compromising position,” he teased. “Shall I compromise you some more?”

A fire blazed in her eyes and she nodded, letting him know she was fully into this. Good.

Holding her gaze, he reached for the button of her jeans. She sucked in a sharp breath through her nose as he flicked open the closure. Before she could exhale, he had the zipper down, too. Moon moaned as he drew the pants over her hips, though her position didn’t allow for them to go too far. Still, it was enough.

Her shirt hiked up her belly as she squirmed under him. Keeping himself upright with one arm, he slid his palm up her exposed tummy. Her skin was so smooth beneath his roughened palm—smooth and soft, yet he felt her muscles contracting beneath his hand as he touched her. She whimpered as he moved lower and slipped his fingers inside her panties. Planting her foot on the seat behind him, she lifted into his touch and gave him further invitation. Not that he needed more. Her heat beckoned him, and as he parted her curls, the damp fire coated his fingers.

“Baby, you’re so wet,” he groaned.

She made an unintelligible sound as she thrust her hips into him.

“Okay, okay,” he answered, moving his fingers deeper. He circled her opening with a fingertip, loving how she jerked beneath him. Her eyes went to half-mast then closed tightly as she moved against his touch. Her teeth clenched on the bandanna as he rubbed her aroused little clit. Color crept up her neck and into her face as her pleasure took her and her orgasm drew close.

Biting his lip, he watched her sweet face as she sank into his ministrations, small cries erupting up her throat as the strokes over her clit drove her to the edge. Her cream flooded over his fingers, but it might as well have been over his cock because he felt it there just as much as on his hand. Damn, he wanted inside her. Now. But he sure as hell wasn’t taking her like that in the truck. They’d all be in his bed next time he buried himself in her pussy.

He trailed kisses over her cheek to her ear. “You’re so fucking slick,” he whispered. “So slick. So hot. I can feel you spasming beneath me. Do you want my fingers in you, baby? You want them fucking you like I want to fuck you with my cock?”

She whimpered and nodded her head emphatically. She said something that might have been “please” as she arched under him. If she wanted him, then by damn, she’d have him. And he felt his good intentions of not fucking her in the truck slipping away.

This wasn’t happening. So many times she’d dreamed of being with these men again, and now they had her. Moon could hardly believe it.

And she was dying. After so long without, Pete had her so worked up, she felt as if she might come at any second. No…more than come. She might actually lose it. Go wild. It was too much after too long.

The sensation of his calloused fingertips stroking her over and over, coupled with his naughty talk, coiled tension in her middle and she just couldn’t move enough to relieve it. She needed him inside her. Tears burned in her eyes as her frustration built.

“Please…” she begged from behind the gag. “Please… Please… Now!”

“Now, baby?” he asked, pushing her further and she thought that if she were free, she might throat punch him and go find her favorite vibrator. She needed filling now!

Slowly, so slowly, he pushed one of his long, thick fingers inside her. She groaned deep in her throat as her walls clamped around him and peace filled her. Okay, maybe she wouldn’t punch him. The feeling of him pumping the finger while he pressed her clit with his thumb was…divine. Tremors leapt across her limbs as spears of pleasure pierced her.

“Damn, it’s so tight,” he muttered.

She nodded, wanting him to know there hadn’t been anyone since she left here, but the thought escaped her when the second finger pushed inside her clenching channel. Her walls clamped around him and she groaned as his slick digits drove forward.

Her cries built behind the gag until they became a scream. Colors flew before her eyes and blood rushed past her ears. She was flying. Dying. She’d never experienced such…pleasure. It was…exquisite.

“Yes, baby. Yes.” She heard the words distantly. He’d pulled off the gag and kissed her passionately. She gasped into his mouth, barely able to breathe as her release clamped around her. And his fingers were still pumping, still stroking, obviously intent on drawing another climax from her.

As her vision grew fuzzy, her focus narrowing to see only his eyes, she gave herself over to it.

“You feel so good. Been so long,” she muttered against his cheek. “So long… Oh God!”

His nail flicked over her clit, delivering a pleasure/pain that sent her over the edge once more.

“Shit, man,” Sully grated over the seat. “I’m hard as a spike just from listening. Let’s just pull over.”

“Not until we’re home,” Pete growled as Moon’s senses cleared slightly. He was on edge. She felt him on the inside of her thigh where it pressed his crotch, and she saw it on his face. He was barely keeping from crawling over her.

“Take me here,” she urged. “Please.”

The windows were tinted in the back. Even on the slim chance they met traffic, no one would see inside.

“I don’t have a condom,” he said then shook his head as one sailed at him from the front seat. Moon giggled, pressing her head into his neck. Apparently, Sully had protection covered.

Groaning, Pete shifted her. Swiftly, he yanked off her pants then shoved down his own. His thick cock jutted upward, a flag of his desire. He pulled her over to straddle his lap then yanked open her blouse. The rope wound her middle, leaving her breasts free and at his mercy. Tugging aside one cup of her bra, he clamped his mouth over her nipple while she felt his hand moving between them.

Moon shrieked as instant rapture arrowed from her chest to her core when he drew hard on her. At the same time, Pete drew her down and impaled her on his cock. His hips jerked up into her as she rocked, fucking him with the full frenzy winding through her.

His teeth raked down the tip of her breast then he pulled down the second cup and latched on to the other peak.

“Yes,” Moon called.

“Holy crap, that’s so hot,” Sully muttered from in front.

Moon heard a thumping and the swoosh of fabric against fabric, but she wasn’t sure what it was until suddenly, a second pair of hands ran over her shoulders and upper back. Sully. Pete turned to lean against the door while Sully knelt behind her. His body pressed to her back as he cupped her breasts. He held one to Pete as he rolled the opposite nipple between his fingers. Oh yes, she hadn’t forgotten this…yet…she had forgotten how decadent, how wonderful it felt.

Sully reached between her and Pete to find her clit. As Pete fucked her, Sully rubbed the bundle of nerves, until Moon could hardly stand the overwhelming pleasure rolling over her in waves. It was too sharp, too strong…

“Let go,” Pete murmured as she fought the sensations. “Let go. Let it have you.”

“No,” she groaned, but her orgasm was too much. “Yes! Oh God! Yes,” she sobbed.

“Oh fuck,” he ground out. His hands clamped on her hips, and she felt him exploding into her, his face slack with his release.

She was still breathing hard as Sully lifted her from Pete’s lap and settled her onto his erection. “My turn,” he grated, harshly as he plowed upward.

“Oh God,” she gasped. “Oh my God!” She’d be exhausted before these three were finished with her—she had no doubt Cord would take her soon, too.

Where Pete had gone slow with her, Sully had no such compunctions. Eagerly, he surged into her, fucking her hard and swift. His fingers bit into her hips as he guided her up and down his shaft, but she didn’t care. Every touch, every sound, the rough seat beneath her knees, where they were…it all worked together to keep her at a high that threatened mindless oblivion.

“Shit, honey, you feel like a dream around my cock. And these…” Sully leaned in and captured one of her nipples. “I could stay here all night.”

Moon shuddered as lightning burst through her and brought another release as her spasming walls squeezed his cock. Pete turned her head toward him and kissed her hard, capturing her cries while Sully grunted beneath her.

“Fu-uck!” Sully yelled as his head fell back, and his eyes slammed shut. He jerked under her as he lost himself. She smiled against Pete’s lips. She hadn’t been this happy in a year. Thank God, they’d decided to make a move today.

The truck lurched as Cord braked harshly. Worried there was trouble, she looked up as Sully moved her from his lap and pulled his pants into place. They were in front of a large, red-painted house with white trim. Before she could contemplate it though, the door beside her whipped open and Cord pulled her from the cab. Her legs wrapped around his waist as he carried her, and she kissed along his neck. Though she was bare from the waist down, she trusted these men not to expose her to anyone.

Between them, Cord fumbled with his pants then a condom. Before she knew it, her back smacked into the front door, and he slid deep inside her.

“Man, you guys are anxious,” she laughed breathlessly as he pumped into her. Pete came up beside them, kissing her again while Sully moved behind Cord. Hands brushed her chest, but they weren’t cupping her. They were caressing Cord as he moved.

“It makes me so hot watching you fuck her,” she heard Sully whisper into Cord’s ear. “Fuck her harder.”

She gasped into Pete’s mouth as Cord followed the command from his male lover. Pushing her shoulders against the door for leverage, she arched her hips into Cord, fucking him as powerfully as he did her. She cried out as her clit rubbed his pubis, the friction sending sparks before her eyes.

“Holy…oh damn,” Cord gasped. Both his arms wrapped her waist and he pulled her flush to his chest. He burrowed his face into her neck as he grunted. None of them moved, even as the spring chill licked at their skin. Silence surrounded the four of them, broken only by their heavy, jagged breaths.

Slowly, Moon’s mind cleared, and she realized there wasn’t silence at all. Cows lowed nearby, and she heard a tractor in the distance. A bamboo wind chime swung gently in the slight breeze, its dulcet, soothing tones relaxing her.

“Where are we?” she asked, craning her neck to look over Cord’s powerful, wide shoulder.

“Home,” Pete replied.

“Home? I thought you lived in town.”

“We did then Pete got promoted,” Sully told her. “Since we’re his team—and his friends and such—we got to tag along.”

Pete blew out a deriding breath. “You’re not tagging along. You’re as close to a family as I have, and you work damn hard, too. There’s no reason for you not to share the benefits.”

“Promoted,” Moon repeated, feeling as if she had so much to catch up on. She laughed. “Congratulations. Must be good if it came with a house.”

“He’s the ranch foreman now. The fire was the fault of the old foreman, and even more, it was worse because of his negligence. Pete was already picking up the man’s slack, but there was only so much he could do and get his job done, too,” Sully told her sounding both disgruntled at the former employee and proud of Pete.

Pete slung an arm around Sully’s shoulders. “My own personal cheerleader.”

“Rah,” Sully joked.

Moon cuddled closer to Cord—or at least as close as she could get without her arms. As much as she wanted to catch up on what had been happening while she’d been away, she was mostly naked and getting chilly. Cord’s warmth helped, but her ass felt icy. Plus, well…she was in quite the compromising position outside and apparently, they were somewhere on the Flying D where sundry cowboys or God forbid her sister could come wandering past.

Pete stroked her cheek and grinned, somehow guessing her thoughts—perhaps because of the heat she felt creeping into her cheeks. “No one comes back here, baby. Don’t worry.”

“There’s always a first time,” she muttered. “And my rear’s getting chilly.”

Cord’s hands scooped down to splay over her buttocks.

She tilted back her head to look at him and raised an eyebrow. “Not helping. So boys, is there a reason we can’t go in the house?”

Cord eased her to her feet then guided her into Pete’s waiting embrace. “Actually, I left the keys in the truck. Be right back.”

He took off, doing a half jump-half jog as he adjusted his pants. Moon snorted, filled with absurd joy at the way her day had turned out.





 

Chapter Three

 

 

 

The entry and the front room of the men’s home hit Moon as male, totally male. The guys had been given carte blanche to do what they wanted with the house—well, Pete had anyway, since he was the foreman now. Apparently, what they wanted was rugged, fresh off the range cowboy.

“We’ve been busy as a box of angry hornets since moving in here,” Pete told her as he gave her a brief tour of the first floor. “We haven’t got a chance to do anything with it,” he explained then scratched the back of his head, looking abash. “Well. Hell. I can’t say we woulda really decorated or anything. That’s not really our thing. Good enough is good enough.”

Good enough is good enough? What did that mean?

“It’s picked up,” she offered. Maybe she could help the guys with getting in some comforts while she was on vacation. The couch seemed—well, as old as it was she wasn’t so sure it shouldn’t be called a settee. And it didn’t appear comfortable. It just looked ancient and sized for petite women.

“We don’t use this part of the house much. I just use the desk over there.” He gestured at a roll-top desk to the side of the room that was littered with papers and writing implements. A shiny, laptop computer sat on it, looking out of place.

He took her gently by her upper arm since she was still tied and led her through the large foyer. “Everyone calls this place the Red House. It’s one of the oldest structures here so it’s kind of a landmark. It dates back to the mid-eighteen hundreds or something like that. It sure creaks enough to remind you of its age.”

Sully and Cord followed silently behind them as Pete showed her the formal dining room and a vacant room that had once been a library or office but was just storing boxes now. A couple steps down, took them into an obvious addition to the back of the house where they entered a large, airy kitchen with a long counter to one side, dividing it from the family room on the other half of the space. This was where the men lived. Not up front.

She looked around at the guys to find them all watching her. Three sets of eyes devoured her. She bit her lip. They wanted sex again. Her heart sped up, and a warm thrill seeped through her pussy. She wanted them, too.

She wiggled her shoulders. “Any chance of you untying me?” she asked.

“Mmm, don’t think so,” Pete replied. “You seem to be a flight risk.”

Moon lifted an eyebrow. “Yeah, I’d get really far with no car and no clothes. I’d probably be waylaid by every cowboy in a ten mile radius.”

“Probably more than that,” Cord laughed. Sully stood behind him, with his arms around the man’s waist, free with his sexuality in the privacy of their home.

Pete on the other hand growled at her words. She turned to look at him. “You’re picky about who you share with?”

“Yeah. Really picky,” he answered.

Her stomach lurched at his possessive tone. It wasn’t as if she’d sleep with whomever offered. Cord, Sully and Pete were the exceptions to the rules she’d set out for herself after her wild youth. Being with them was normal around here, but “Daly normal” wasn’t exactly her grown-up life goal.

She’d lost so much respect in high school and college. She’d been known as the girl most likely to fuck anything on two legs. It hadn’t exactly been true, but she’d still been really lucky not to get pregnant or catch something. Most of the girls she’d known had hated her. Heck, she hadn’t had many favorable thoughts about herself either. Being the daughter of a hippie wanderer had left her lonely and rootless, though. Sleeping with those guys, well, she’d felt connected and important just for a moment, never mind how she’d felt afterward.

She couldn’t let herself go down that road again. It was only recently that she’d stopped seeing herself as worthless trash. She was important. She didn’t need sex to feel worth. She could make a difference in her world without being a mattress for every horny man she met.

But these three…

These three torched her resolve to be good.

These three made her long for things she couldn’t have. She couldn’t have a permanent relationship. Not without coming clean about her past. A union built on lies would crumble once it ate away her soul bit by bit. And she couldn’t stay here in Daly. She had no purpose here. Her job was on the west coast, managing the life of one of the world’s hottest stars. That was her purpose. That was how she’d affect the world.

“Moon. Baby, are you okay?”

She blinked as the room came back to focus. Pete’s face was inches from hers as his concerned gaze bored into her.

“I…” She shook her head then offered a rueful explanation. “Sorry, just remembering something.”

Pete’s warm palms cupped her shoulders, brushing the exposed skin. “You looked upset,” he said quietly.

She shook her head again. “No. No, I’m fine. Really.”

She grinned and looked over at the other two men, determined to make the most of this interlude before she returned to her straight-laced life where her boss, Ree, and his acquaintances regarded her as The Ice Queen. Ree had lain down the law to the other men—and a few women—that Moon was off-limits. He would not have another assistant run off by constant come-ons.

Before she went back to that insular life, she’d raise one more bout of hell and fuck these three cowboys enough to keep her satisfied for years.

You’ll never be satisfied.

She pushed aside the thought.

“So…what now?” she asked, ducking away from Pete’s hands and the caresses that touched far more than her skin. It made her uncomfortable with a longing that couldn’t be requited. Forever, belonging and familiar intimacy weren’t hers.

She purposely turned away from him as she grinned at Sully and Cord. The tip of her tongue flicked across her bottom lip. “I’m kinda hungry.”

She dropped to her knees, making her meaning clear and distracting them the one way she knew always worked with men.

“Dear God, I remember that mouth,” Cord groaned. He was across the space separating them before either of the other two thought to move. “Me first,” he demanded, catching her hair in his fingers and tilting her head back. He bent over her, devouring the lips she’d have wrapped around him as soon as possible.

Her fingers curled as she wished she could reach for his fly and hurry him along. As if sensing her desire, he unzipped his pants. He hadn’t bothered with the button when he’d sprinted to the truck for the keys and the denim had been riding tantalizingly low during the house tour. She could see where the thin strip of hair that trailed down from his navel widened. They’d all removed their boots when they’d entered the house, so he had his jeans off in a flash.

Her mouth watered at the long, thick cock before her. Cord and Pete were quite similar, though Pete’s erection was heavily veined in comparison. She loved to palpate those throbbing ridges with her tongue. She hadn’t been paying a wit of attention to structure in the truck, but she remembered Sully wasn’t as long as these two. He was wider. All of them were endowed for decadent pleasure.

This could be an absolutely amazing vacation.

Anticipation lit through her as Cord straightened and stepped closer. She opened her mouth, leaning toward him, trying desperately to keep her balance. She had to widen the stance of her knees and as the cool air licked at her overheated folds, she was struck by how submissive this all was, how close to some of the BDSM books she’d read. Not that she thought any of these guys were heavily into that—maybe Pete more so than the others—but it turned her on in dark ways she’d only ever contemplated in her head.

As Cord’s cock pushed between her lips, she closed her eyes and moaned. She was their slave. She was theirs to do with as they wanted. And she let everything else in life slip away. All her worries, all her baggage, tomorrow… All that mattered was right now.

Cord groaned as her mouth closed around him. His hand was in her hair again, and as she opened her eyes and rolled her gaze upward to look at him, she saw his face tipped back in pleasure. Gratified, she closed her eyes once more and focused on the warm shaft invading her. He fucked her mouth in easy, slow strokes, going only deep enough to come close to the back of her throat, but not to choke her. It was exactly as laid back as this easygoing cowboy was. She increased her suction, intent on making him lose his calm demeanor.

As she bobbed, she felt one of the other men move behind her and heard the crinkle of a wrapper being opened. He knelt between her legs, pushing them wider. His hands moved over the rope circling her abdomen and arms. He yanked at her blouse, opening it farther so her breasts were completely exposed and the garment hung low to her bound elbows. The hiss of ripping fabric rent the air. The sound repeated a moment later, and she felt her bra being pulled away. It thumped to the ground a few feet from them, obviously tossed aside by the cowboy behind her. Pete. It had to be Pete. Sully wouldn’t rip off her bra.

Pete’s urgency sent heat flooding into her already slick pussy. His hands cupped her breasts, and she moaned around Cord’s cock.

“Do you have any idea how hot you look?” Pete rasped into her ear. “Watching you with him makes me want to take you to my bed and fuck you all night. Would you like that?”

She moaned low in her throat. She wasn’t sure if he understood or not then he growled and she knew he had. Her pussy was so wet at the idea of being at his mercy all night long. So far, she really liked being roped by Pete. For that matter, she really liked everything about this situation…being tied, Cord, Sully…the wicked things Pete did with his fingers as he played with her nipples. If her mouth hadn’t been full of Cord, she would have bit her lip against the pleasure. Instead, she could only vocalize her happiness with moans, letting them vibrate around the cock she sucked.

Pete pinched the tips he worked between his fingers and another flood of arousal rushed into her folds. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she shook. Hell, if this kept up, she’d be so wet the moisture would drip down her leg. Not that she’d really complain. She was the center of three men’s attention.

“Moon, you’re mouth feels so fuckin’ great,” Cord groaned as she swallowed him. His fingers tightened in her hair, but she didn’t mind the slight pull. It kept her grounded to the moment, to these three horny cowboys.

She yelped then let out a low keening moan of bliss when fingers parted her and a mouth pressed to her cunt. Sully. His tongue lashed over her, and her thighs shook. She nearly toppled into Cord, but Pete balanced her, keeping her upright when she would have fallen.

When Sully sucked her clit between his lips and Pete pulled at her nipples at the same time, she screamed around Cord’s cock, a white-hot climax slamming through her. Black spots blinded her as she struggled to breathe around the crushing pleasure. Her eyes watered as she drew wildly on Cord. He jerked, choking out a curse just before he came. She swallowed convulsively, wanting it all, needing it to be part of her. This was part of her illicit memory making.

She licked her lips as he stepped backward then he straddled Sully, still at her cunt. He kissed her, hard and fast. “Thank you, Miz Moon.”

“I—” Her cry pierced the quiet family room as Sully thrust two fingers into her quivering sheath and curled them against her g-spot. Her center clenched as the nerves balled up, readying for a second release. Her hips jolted, seeking the orgasm.

Pete pressed his lips to her neck and sucked at her pulse point.

“Watch Cord,” he murmured, back at her ear once more. His low rumbling words did strange things to her equilibrium, making her shake in the same way as his touches.

With a heavy, passion-laden gaze, she turned her eyes to the man in question. As she watched, Cord fisted his hand over Sully’s cock. He must have lubed it while she’d been lost in Pete. She had no idea when Sully had taken off his pants again, and she didn’t care.

Now, her entranced gaze took in the pair as Cord worked his hand up and down Sully’s latex-sheathed length, making it shiny with the substance. Her eyes widened as he moved, lining himself up with Sully’s erection. A tremble shuddered through her as the thick rod disappeared inside Cord and Sully groaned into her folds.

“Sully and Cord are a couple,” Pete told her. She’d guessed it might be true, but this kinda sealed it for her. Mesmerized, she watched Cord move, somewhat unconsciously rocking her hips in unison to his. Pete’s hand replaced Sully’s as Sully grew distracted by Cord. Whispering, dark promises of taking her until she couldn’t bear any more, Pete finger-fucked her.

She turned her head to kiss him, and Pete lifted her into his arms and away from the other two men. He carried her to the couch and laid her down on the cushions. She gazed up at him as he stood over her. Her mouth watered as she took in his wide, sturdy shoulders and powerful, corded arms. She’d never seen washboard abs like his, not in real life. Everything about him screamed strength.

His jeans hung low on his hips, the curve of his oblique muscles a mouthwatering temptation above his waistband. Her fingers curled, wanting to trace the line with her hands, with her mouth. He had on too many clothes, and he was just too far away.

His eyes were dark with passion as he regarded her. Then as if he’d heard her mental laments, he leaned down, bracketing her shoulders with his strong forearms. He swung a long leg over her and straddled her.

“More,” she demanded.

One side of his mouth lifted. “You’re really not in a position for making demands,” he teased.

As if…

“Pete,” she moaned, lifting her hips and rubbing against him. Distantly, she heard the other two groaning as they fucked, and though she couldn’t see them, the sounds were turning her on further than she’d already been. And she needed Pete. More than she could explain. “Please…” she whispered. “More.”

Apparently unaffected by her pleas, he lightly trailed his knuckles along her cheekbone. “You have no idea how many times I thought of you while you were gone. Do you have any idea how much I wanted you in my bed?”

If it was anything like she wanted him in hers, she had an inkling.

“Tell me,” she murmured.

He gave a nearly imperceptible shake of his head, denying her request. “I shouldn’t have wanted you so much, not after only one night. When I saw you yesterday, it was like… I don’t know. Like my obsession had returned. Like…I’d been off drugs for years then my drug of choice was dangled in front of me and I had to have it.” His fingers traced her cleft. “You’re that drug.”

She blinked at him. No one had ever wanted her like that. She’d always been…convenient. A commodity. Rather than terrifying her, his desire warmed her. She’d thought of him no less while she’d been away. He’d often starred in her late-night fantasies.

“I’m here right now,” she told him. “Have as much of me as you want.”

“I don’t think I can get as much as I want,” he chuckled. His lips brushed over hers. “I guess I can try.”

“Yes, try,” she agreed.

He glanced to his side, over the edge of the couch to where Sully and Cord had grown louder then he looked back at her. “Would you like to see my room?”

As much as she enjoyed all the men, being with just Pete was exactly what she wanted. It made her feel a little guilty, as if she were leaving out the other two, but it had always been Pete she wanted most. “Yes,” she said. “I’d like to see it very much.”





 

Chapter Four

 

 

 

Pete’s room was on the second floor and at the back of the big house. Large windows overlooked what would be considered the backyard, but she wasn’t sure if it could be called that. Open land went on as far as her eyes could see. A grassy lawn faded into undulating fields and pastures. Snowcapped mountains rose in the distance. There wasn’t a single structure between the Red House and the rolling hills. The view was breathtaking. Moon could have stood there, staring at the picturesque scene for hours.

But there was something equally breathtaking standing only a few feet from her—no…not equally. Pete overwhelmed her.

He stepped closer to her and reached for the rope.

“As much as I like having you tied and at my mercy, I want you free beneath me,” he said. “I want to touch all of you.”

“I want to touch you,” she echoed as Pete helped her to sit upright on the edge of his bed. Though he hadn’t tied her tight enough to cut off any circulation, her skin tingled as he unwound the rope that held her. He dropped it to the floor then pushed off her blouse, leaving her naked since he’d torn off her bra earlier downstairs and her pants were still in the truck—as far as she knew anyway.

Pete rubbed his hands over the slight grooves left by the bindings. His palms stroked down her arms then over her midriff, but he soon lost interest in his soothing and moved to mold her breasts in his large hands with just enough pressure that she sank onto the mattress once more, the thick comforter cradling her body. He half-knelt half-crouched between her legs and bent over her. His warm body pressed into hers as he explored her.

“I missed you,” he said against her nipple. He sucked the tip between his lips and she jolted as tendrils of electric sensation shot to her core.

“It…it was only one night,” she gasped, pushing up on her elbows and arching into his touch. He paused, his lips brushing the sensitive flesh as he spoke.

“But I’d wanted you for so long. That night was the culmination of so much need. It was like we’d been together for longer.” He looked up at her, his eyes slightly accusing. “Then you were gone.”

He resumed playing at her breasts as if he hadn’t said anything. Had she done him a disservice when she’d left? Him, Sully and Cord? It was more than Pete in question.

“I had no choice,” she said, despite her misgivings. They both remembered what had happened with the fire then the subsequent elimination of her job because of the loss of funding from the Flying D Ranch. Without the funding, the rodeo planning floundered. There was no need to go over it ad nauseam when they were both well aware of the circumstances surrounding her departure.

“I would have taken care of you,” Pete argued.

“Wait!” She shoved against his shoulders and pushed him off her body. “What?” she demanded.

She jumped to her feet. What did he think she was? Sure, she’d slept with a lot of guys when she was younger, but she’d never, never, been compensated for it. What the hell was he implying?

“You would have taken care of me?” she repeated. “What do you mean by that? I’m not some—”

She cut off and snapped her lips together refusing to say the word she was thinking.

“Whoa!” Pete protested, holding up his hands as he sat up. “Where’s that coming from? I wasn’t implying anything.”

“I need to get out of here,” she muttered, looking around. He didn’t think any more of her than those boys in college had. Sure, she’d kinda deserved it then, but—

Where the hell were her clothes? Crap! Not here…and damn him for being so neat, he didn’t even have a shirt thrown in a corner.

“Hey,” Pete said gently, coming up behind her as she looked around. His arms wrapped about her gently then pulled her against his chest—gentle but with the strength of iron she discovered when she struggled to get loose before she started crying.

“Shh,” he soothed. “Calm down, baby. I don’t know what you think I meant, but I can tell you’re completely wrong. I care about you. I wanted you here with me—with us.”

She closed her eyes, unwilling to give quarter or believe him, but embarrassed by her over-the-top reaction. She had to get it together. The past was the past, and Pete wasn’t part of the painful section of it. “You can’t care about someone after just one night. No sane, rational person would.”

“Then call me crazy.” He kissed her shoulder. “Besides…plenty of sane, rational people have experienced instant attraction and the unfathomable need to be with a certain person after just one time together, sexual or not.”

True enough. Whether she wanted to admit it or not, she felt the same draw. It was the only reason she’d consider spending this time with these three men.

“So what do you want?” she asked.

“I want you to stay.”

She turned to look at him. “You know I can’t.”

“Why?” His dark eyes seemed to burn into her. This was serious for him.

“There’s nothing for me here. I have—”

“We’re here.”

“For now. We don’t know if this will last.”

He didn’t look happy about her response. He pressed his lips together, and she wondered if he was fighting a reply.

“Can’t we just focus on right now?” she asked. “I have at least a week.”

She figured she did, anyway.

He nodded tightly. “A week,” he muttered. “Okay.”

How could he be so pissed at someone yet want to fuck her so bad? Pete lifted Moon in his arms, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. He groaned at the pleasure of her against him. She just felt so right, so perfect in his arms. She always had, right from the start.

And now, she was giving him a week. Only a week. The thought was torture. How was he going to let her go at the end of it? As connected to her as he felt now whenever he was with her, how much harder would it be on him when she went back to her life in California?

He’d think about that later, maybe when he was alone and could string together coherent thoughts. At the moment, all he could think of was getting inside Moon again and figuring out how to stay there as long as possible—metaphorically anyway. He wanted a place in her heart, because he wanted to do a lot more than fuck her for the rest of eternity.

Carefully, he bent back over the bed and placed her in the center before crawling over her. After fumbling for a condom on the bed stand then rolling it on, he pushed inside her and closed his eyes, absorbing the pleasure and ignoring the peace that seeped into him as her walls closed around him.

* * * *

“Where…shit, how bad…is it contained?”

Moon startled awake at the deep voice firing out questions beside her. Pete sat on the bed to her right with a phone pressed to his ear. Without looking at her, he reached over and patted her shoulder then smoothed his large hand down her arm. Apparently, he somehow realized he’d woken her though his back was to her as he sat on the edge of the bed.

“No, no, I’ll be right there,” he told the person on the other end of the line. “Just keep everyone out of the area until the Sheriff gets there. The last thing we need is for the scene to be contaminated.” Hanging up the phone, he swore while driving his hand through his already disheveled hair. “Fuck,” he growled then finally turned to her. “Baby, I’m sorry, but I have to go. There’s been another fire.”

“Another fire?” she asked, pushing up on her elbows. The movement caused the sheet to slip, and she hastily yanked it up over her breasts as his gaze lowered to her chest.

“Yeah…” he answered distractedly. He shook his head as if clearing his thoughts. “Yeah, um…we’ve had several since last year. Fires and other vandalism. I’m sorry,” he said as he stood and reached for his pants, “but I’ve got to head over there and assess the damage. This time, one of the alfalfa fields was lit up.”

“Can I come with you?” she asked. “I’ll stay out of the way. I promise. I just want to see… I don’t know. I want to experience what you do every day.”

He was yanking clothes from the closet and pulling them on. “I don’t do this every day, thank God.” He pushed a hand through his already mussed hair and looked to the window. “It’s almost midnight. You should sleep. We might not be done out there ‘til morning.”

She swung her legs from the bed then tucked the sheet around her when she realized again that she didn’t have any clothes in the room. “I won’t be able to sleep if I know you’re out there in danger.”

“I’ll be fine. I know what I’m doing. God knows I’ve had to do this enough the past year.” He sighed. “If you want to come with me, that’s okay. You have to stay in the truck though. Depending on what I find, it might be the safest place for you.”

He grabbed a dark T-shirt from the dresser and gave it to her. It swallowed up her smaller frame, falling almost to her knees. Pete frowned and stared at her chest. She looked down and discovered the soft cotton clearly outlined her unbound breasts. Shaking his head, he went to the closet and withdrew a flannel shirt.

“Put this on over that,” he ordered. “I don’t need every ranch hand we have forgetting his job ‘cause he’s busy staring at your rack.”

“Nice,” she replied drily.

He shrugged, unrepentant. “You’re in cowboy country, baby. This is how we are.” He started from the room. “Your pants and shoes are in the truck. You can put them on while I drive.” He patted his pockets. “Damn it. Cord has my keys.”

As she tried to keep up, he bounded down the steps, yelling for the other two men. Everything moved in a blur from there as they scrambled to get out of the house. Before she knew it, she was in the front seat of Pete’s truck, shimmying into the rest of her clothing while he sped down one of the dirt road that led deeper into the ranch. Cord and Sully followed in another pickup behind them. Pete explained to her that they might need the extra vehicle for fighting the fire—whatever that meant. She couldn’t fathom it.

“There have been multiple fires?” she asked after she’d gotten her seatbelt secured.

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Vandal.”

“Who?”

He slid a sideways glance at her.

Right. Dumb question. If they knew, the guy would be jailed by now.

“You have to have some sort of idea though,” she pressed.

“Yeah.”

“Sharing?” she asked, mimicking his one word responses. So this was Pete under stress. As they drew closer to the glow in the distance, circled by a darkness that blotted out the millions of stars overhead, she saw the tension tightening his shoulders. His fingers clenched the steering wheel, and his jaw seemed carved from granite as he gritted his teeth.

She licked her lips then bit the bottom one. Well, she knew Pete in passion and now she knew him pissed off and worried.

He took a deep breath and tilted his head to one side then the other. “Sam,” he finally said, his voice a little calmer than it had been. “The old foreman. We can’t prove it though.”

“The first fire a year ago that got him fired…that one was an accident though, right? So why do you think these are him?”

“Because he’s a vindictive son of a bitch. Unfortunately, for as lazy as he is, he’s also fucking smart. And so damn smug about it, too. You should just see the way he smiles, all superior, because we can’t disprove his alibis. But damn it, I know it’s him.”

She frowned, her brows knitting together as she pieced together the clues he offered her. “So he’s making it look like maybe that first fire wasn’t his fault, since they keep on happening.”

“Yeah,” he growled.

“Jerk!” she swore.

“Yeah,” Pete agreed. “And then some.”

“Any idea how you’ll catch him?”

He shook his head, his frustration clear in the staccato movement. “Joe—the town’s sheriff—he’s aware of my suspicions, but I can’t just come out and start making accusations, not without getting myself in hot water. I have enough friends at other ranches though that the other spreads have been warned to be on the lookout. Not that they have to worry. Lo and behold, all the fires keep happening on the Flying D. What a coincidence,” he added sarcastically. “I have some money laid aside. I’m seriously considering hiring a PI to tail him.”

Before Moon could ask anything else, they drove to the edge of the scene. Pete parked far enough away to deem her safe then with an admonition to stay in the truck, he took off at a sprint toward the blaze.

Dirt spewed onto the sidewall of the vehicle, startling her, as Cord skidded to a stop next to Pete’s pickup. All business, they didn’t acknowledge her as they dashed toward the flames, too.

Feeling useless, but fascinated nonetheless, Moon unfastened her belt then leaned forward against the dashboard and peered out at the burning field. Quite a few people moved back and forth, their bodies only dark silhouettes against the bright blaze. Despite that, she had no trouble picking out Pete as he directed workers. She recognized Sully and Cord’s figures as they helped direct other ranch hands to the far left and right. Her guys were leaders, and it made her smile, proud of them.

To her surprise, there was a large tanker truck to the side, pumping out water on the flames. Several men looked like they had on backpack sprayers, but there didn’t seem to be a traditional fire vehicle to be seen. Now that she thought about it, she didn’t remember Daly having a fire crew. She’d just never considered it before. So it was up to the ranchers to take care of things themselves? It was such a foreign concept to a city girl like her.

The driver’s door opened, pulling Moon’s attention from the fire.

“Hey,” her sister, Sun said as she slipped behind the wheel. She smelled of smoke and since the wind was blowing away from Pete and Cord’s vehicles, Moon figured her sister must have come from the other side of the blaze.

“Hey,” she replied.

“So,” Sun tapped her hands on the wheel. “Welcome to the big party.”

“Hmm,” Moon intoned, the sound full of disagreement. She redirected her attention to the guys. “You’ve been doing this a lot?” she asked.

“Yeah, and I’m getting really sick of it, but when there’s a fire, everyone shows up—even the admin staff. Pete sent me over here because he’s going to back burn the area around the main fire to stop it from spreading. He didn’t want you to freak out, and he wanted me to be ready to move you out of the way if things don’t go as planned.”

Moon looked over at the other truck. “But—”

“I’m pretty sure you’re more important to him than the pickup, sis.”

An unfamiliar warmth moved through Moon’s center at the words. She shifted, willing away the uncomfortable pleasure. She couldn’t indulge in feelings of belonging. She didn’t.

“Don’t worry. They’ll be fine,” Sun said, obviously misunderstanding Moon’s tension.

“Okay.”

Sun looked over at her. “You all right?”

Moon shrugged. “Yeah. Thanks for helping them orchestrate my kidnapping, by the way,” she accused.

Her sister grinned. “My infinite pleasure. Oh!” Her hand reached for the ignition. “I think I need to back up a little.”

Moon reached for the door handle. “I’ll move back Cord’s truck.”

“No! Don’t—”

But Moon was already out the door. She slipped behind the wheel and cranked the key. The vehicle had barely roared to life when she shoved it into gear and backed it up. To the side, Sun moved back the other truck and Moon carefully kept aligned with her. Soon, Moon was back in the cab with her sister.

“Pete’s going to be pissed you did that,” Sun said quietly.

“Why?”

“He told me you promised to stay in the truck.”

“But I just…”

Sun shrugged. “Whatever. It’s not my guys. I’ve seen them in action. They’re a protective bunch. They missed you, you know. One or another of them was constantly pressing me for info about where you were, what you were doing, if you were seeing anyone. I almost considered telling them you had a thing with that rocker you work for, but I didn’t want to see the look on their faces if I did. It would have hurt them, you know?”

“I…I’m not sure what to say.”

“Say you’ll stay here and not go back to California.”

“Not you too.”

“You seriously think Paisley, Riv and I are cool with you being way over there by yourself?”

“I’m a big girl, Sun—”

“So be a big girl here. You didn’t try very hard to stay. I know how you are. You get all scared of letting someone close to you and you shut them out to protect yourself. The rodeo cancellation was just a convenient excuse.”

“Way to pull the punches,” Moon said drily, hoping her sister would take the hint to shut up. She didn’t.

“Do you think you’re the only one in the world who’s made mistakes? The only one who’s had a nomadic existence and lived a gypsy lifestyle? We were there too.”

“You didn’t sleep with any guy who wanted it, just because you wanted to feel needed or close to someone,” Moon retorted then sucked in a sharp breath that she’d let that out.

Her sister took it in stride, not seeming surprised in the least. “So be with someone who needs you for real.”

“Like they’ll want me when they know my past.”

“You’re wrong if you think they’ll care.” Sun reached for the door. “Looks like they have it under control. I’m gonna go help. Think about what I said.”

Moon shook her head, slumping back against the seat. As if she hadn’t thought about this a lot already. Problem was, she always came to the same conclusion and it ended with the three guys looking at her in disgust.

* * * *

Though Sun had claimed the fire was almost under control, Moon discovered that didn’t mean it was almost out. She watched the men keep working and admired their powerful frames as they skillfully battled the flames. Pete seemed so in command of everything.

The whole scene fascinated her and made her nervous at the same time. A knot fisted in her stomach. Eventually, despite the tension, the lull of safety surrounded her. She watched the ranch hands moving farther and farther from her.

Somehow, beyond any reasoning that she could fathom, she must have fallen asleep. Her head lolled as Pete gently shook her and she tried to come awake. She blinked at him, trying to remember what was happening.

He looked dirty and dog-dead tired. “It’s out and we can go home now,” he said.

“Oh…” The fire. Right. That was soot covering him, not dirt. That was the smell of smoke filling the truck’s cab. “Good.” She rubbed a hand over her face. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

He smiled tenderly. “You needed it. We kept you kinda busy today.”

She grinned then laughed. “Kinda.”

Moon hid a yawn behind her hand as he pulled away from the scene. They drove in silence back to the house. When she glanced over her shoulder, she spied Cord’s truck behind them.

“Is everyone okay?” she asked after a bit. “No one got hurt?”

“Everyone’s fine. We’re getting used to this.”

“That’s a sad statement.”

“Yeah.” His hand hit the steering wheel. “We’ve got to catch him, Moon. He’s destroyed so much property. The alfalfa in that field will grow back eventually, but it’s still a major loss. We need it to feed the cattle. I spoke with Robert out there tonight, and he told me not to worry over it—we’ve still got enough crop to get by—but damn it! I feel like Sam’s gunning for me!”

If Pete’s suspicions were true, that might just be the case. She clasped his hand where it lay between them on the bench seat, offering her silent support. She didn’t know what to say. All the things that came to mind seemed like worthless platitudes. Pete seemed to realize that, and he squeezed her fingers while he drove to the Red House.

In less than a half hour, they were home and all stumbling in the front door. Pete locked up behind them, and Moon remembered that Cord had needed to unlock the door earlier when they’d gotten home. Normal in the city, but unusual around here. She wondered if they’d taken to locking up because of the vandalism taking place on the ranch.

A shiver snaked down her spine, and she wondered just how dangerous this person was.

Before she could ask, the men were each heading off to shower. She stood in the entry for a few minutes, at a loss for what she should do. She didn’t want to assume she should sidle off to one of their beds. She didn’t want to be unwelcomed.

Hugging herself, she wandered back to the warm, cozy family room. The couch here would be just fine with her. Sinking onto it, she felt the exhaustion of the night weighing heavily on her. And she wasn’t the one who’d been fighting fires. How tired must the guys be?

After kicking off her shoes, she curled up on the leather sofa and rested her head on the big, overstuffed armrest then closed her eyes.

“Baby, what are you doing? Come to bed. The cows will be calling in a few hours.” Cool fingers stroked her cheek.

She blinked up at Pete, realizing she must have fallen asleep again. He’d had time to shower. His skin was now clean, and his damp hair framed his face. He was bare except for a pair of boxer briefs that hugged his frame and showed off his mouthwatering package.

Moon readjusted her gaze to his dark eyes.

“I wasn’t sure where I should be,” she mumbled then inwardly cringed at how needy that sounded to her ears.

“You should be in my bed. C’mon,” Pete said. Before she could move, he lifted her into his arms and turned toward the stairs.

“Put me down,” she protested. “I’m too heavy.”

He snorted. “I’ve carried feed bags heavier than you.” He kissed her neck. “I wish I didn’t have to be up in a couple hours. I’d much rather make love to you.”

“Insatiable,” she laughed, but she couldn’t deny she felt the same.

“With you, yeah.”

“Can’t you go in late since you’ve been up all night? Maybe we could…” She shrugged to complete her thought.

“Baby, you have no idea how much I want to take you up on that, but ‘in a few hours’ is late. Usually, I’ve left the house by now. Cows and chores don’t care if I was fighting a fire since midnight.”

She glanced at the clock over the mantel. It wasn’t even five a.m. Dear lord, he had to work ungodly early. Suddenly, it sank in just how little she really knew about ranching life. Sure she’d learned a lot about ranching activities when she’d lived in Daly, but as someone who lived in town, she’d missed out on the realities and hardships of running a ranch.

As foreman, Pete would lead the charge every morning, with Cord and Sully close on his heels.

Unreasonable pride flowed through her as she looked up at the rugged man holding her. It suddenly seemed overwhelming that these three stunning cowboys wanted her. Additionally, she felt sure she’d never fit in here. They were so close to the land, so close to living simply. She couldn’t imagine any of them having a past like hers.

She pressed her face into Pete’s shoulder. She needed to freaking get over it—she’d thought she was over it. Until she’d started contemplating something serious. She’d never allowed herself that before. Being that intimate and opening herself up would mean telling her secrets.

“You asleep?” Pete asked as he placed her on the bed.

“Nope.” She scooted over so he had room to slide in then get to sleep without distraction. Apparently, she’d moved too far because he immediately pulled her into the cradle of his body.

“I like this,” he said, pressing his face into the crook of her shoulder and hugging his arms around her.

“Mmm,” she agreed and wiggled closer to him.

He groaned and pressed his hips against hers, showing her his growing arousal. She shifted away slightly.

“Uh-uh, none of that. You need some sleep so you don’t ride your horse off a cliff or something later.”

He chuckled. “Not going near the mountains today and we do most of our work on ATVs not horses.”

“My cowboy illusions are shattered.”

“Don’t worry. We’re still cowboys enough to satisfy you.”

“I wasn’t worried,” she assured him. “So…last year when my car broke down, you guys were on horses out there on the far range.”

“Yeah, depends on what we’re doing. Sometimes, a horse is just better. I prefer the more traditional way of doing things, too, but the place is too big for that. We even do some of the work using Robert’s helicopter.”

He edged closer, and she felt her body softening once more. “Pete…go to sleep before I forget my good intentions.”

He growled low in his throat, making it known he wasn’t happy about her directive, but he made no move to press the point. She smiled. He was complying because she was right!

“Later…at lunch,” he promised, already sounding half asleep.

“Definitely,” she agreed. She closed her arms over his and sank into the slumber already claiming him. They still had several days together. They had time for fucking, sleeping and getting comfortable with each other.

* * * *

Leaving Moon in bed had nearly killed him. She’d been sleeping so peacefully, Pete hadn’t wanted to rouse her. But oh how he’d wanted to feel her lips moving under his and hear her groans of pleasure as she came awake to him.

He stretched his arms and yawned as he headed for his truck. He hadn’t gotten enough sleep, but he still felt as if he’d gotten the best slumber in months while holding her in his arms. Ironically, that bothered him a bit. She was dead set on leaving soon. When she departed, he’d feel just as alone as he had before. That wasn’t her fault though. She didn’t know he had abandonment issues. He’d have to work it out just as he always had.

But damn it! He wanted her to stay, and that had nothing to do with psychosis. He just loved being with her. She was smart, adventurous, snarky but thoughtful and pretty easy on the eyes, too.

Still, would she want to stay when she found out about his family—the family he’d like her to join? He couldn’t help who he was related to and he hoped she didn’t hold it against him. Still, being related to a criminal and having some suspicion leveled his way could be the deal breaker.

“Sleep well?” Cord asked, coming up behind Pete and startling him from his thoughts as he smacked Pete on the back.

“Pretty well.”

“Yeah, Moon looked all snuggled tight against you when I went past after my shower.”

A punch of guilt hit Pete in the gut. He wasn’t very good about sharing, and he hadn’t even thought about it until now. Selfish, selfish, selfish…just like always. Just as he’d been raised. “I’ve been kind of hogging her, haven’t I? Sorry, man.”

Cord shrugged. “Not a big deal.” He glanced over at Sully who was just joining them. “Right?”

“Right what?” Sully asked.

“It’s okay that Pete’s been monopolizing Moon. We’re cool with it.”

“Sure,” Sully said, addressing Pete. “Cord and I have each other. We like to get in on the action, but when it comes down to it, we’re already a couple. We enjoy Moon and all, but we’re not as…attached…as you are, I guess.”

“Yeah, what he said.” Cord laughed. “So when can we get in on the action again?” he teased.

Pete grinned, thinking about later. “Lunch.”

“Perfect,” Sully said.

It would be perfect, especially if there wasn’t another damn emergency stealing all their time. The fires really disturbed him. They were so random and unexpected. Whoever was doing the vandalism and starting the blazes—and he was pretty damn sure it was Sam—kept catching them off guard. Sometimes the events were a week apart, sometimes a month or even six weeks, but they kept on happening. Everyone involved—the sheriff, Robert, Pete, and a few others in the know—had all come to the same conclusion. The incidents were too similar for there to be more than one perpetrator.

Pete hoped to God that they caught the guy soon. He’d really like to get back to business as usual around here—all the “normal” unexpected trials of running a spread this big.

He glanced at his watch. “Meet back here at one?” he called to the other two men as they headed for Cord’s truck.

Cord grinned his Cheshire cat smile. “Perfect. We’ll be here.”





 

Chapter Five

 

 

 

The silence here was deafening. Moon wasn’t sure she’d easily get used to it. Though the huge house where she lived and worked in California was located far from the road, the constant buzz of traffic still hummed in the background. Here…nothing.

Moon was sure that was what had woken her. It was too quiet. As she lay there in Pete’s bed, her head cradled in his soft pillows, she closed her eyes and listened. Yep, there was the constant thrum of electricity, but otherwise, all was quiet. Not even a cow lowed nearby.

She stretched and her groan sounded loud in the stillness. She was alone in bed, and as she listened, she didn’t detect movement in the house. The guys had gone off to work, and she was the only one here.

To her side she heard a click then burst out laughing when she turned to look. Where the hell had Pete gotten that thing? A 70s-style alarm clock with number dials instead of LCD display showed it was half past eight. As she stared at it, the minute clicked to the next stop.

Shaking her head against a burst of nostalgia because her mom had owned the same kind of timepiece, she climbed from bed then headed for a shower. Since she still had no clothes here, she stopped at Pete’s dresser and swiped another T-shirt. She’d have to make do for the moment.

After her shower, since the guys were gone for a bit and she was all alone in the house, she trotted downstairs to the kitchen and tossed her few clothes into the washer crammed into an alcove to the side of the kitchen. She added Pete’s flannel shirt as well then went in search of coffee.

Someone had made something sludgy that morning, and an inch of the tar-like remnants remained in the pot. Wrinkling her nose, she dumped it in the sink, halfway afraid of what it might do to the pipes, then set about making something less lethal. Soon, the sharp, invigorating scent of coffee filled the air as it brewed. Leaning her elbows on the counter, she waited and let the peace and solitude here sink into her. She could almost see herself here, taking care of the place each day after the guys took off for work, enjoying the silence and the satisfaction of the order she brought to the home.

Her gaze wandered to the back of the house where a step down from the family room led to a glassed-in solarium, the molded panes curving up to halfway across the ceiling there. The view mirrored that from Pete’s bedroom, showing the long sweep of land and the mountains in the distance. Today, low clouds curled at the tops of the peaks, looking like mist rising from the trees.

That room, she decided as she poured herself a cup of coffee then headed there, would be her favorite place in the house if she’d stayed here. Deep longing fell over her, and she sank onto the soft orangey-red cushions of a rattan couch. Two matching chairs sat at an angle to either side and a glass-topped table had been placed in the center of the grouping. At this level, she could see a small barn off to the right of the house.

Her eyes went wide as she saw a man standing there. Hot coffee sloshed over her hand and onto her bare thighs, and she cried out sharply at the sudden pain. Quickly she mopped it up with the edge of the dark tee then shot to her feet. A moment later, when she looked toward the barn again, no one was there. Craning her head, she looked around the area. No one close by. But…

Was her mind fooling her? That area where she’d “seen” someone was shrouded in shadows. Maybe it had been a trick of the sunlight. Maybe not. Goose bumps sprouted down her arms as she shivered at the thought of being watched. Could it have been Sam? She didn’t remember what he looked like, but she thought he had red hair. The person she’d seen—if indeed she had seen something—didn’t. At least, she didn’t think so. It was hard to tell in the shadows. Stupid spilling coffee distracting her!

Maybe, it was just one of the ranch hands. They were all over the spread doing a million tasks a day. It would make sense if they had business in one of the barns over here. More sense than thinking it was Sam—or the person who’d been doing the vandalism, if it wasn’t Sam. Pete had told her at one point yesterday that all the fires and destruction had taken place after dark.

Calming herself, she headed back in to change and wash this shirt, too. Just as she’d passed the kitchen area and started upstairs, the house phone next to the dining nook started ringing. Turning, she rushed back to it.

“Hello?” she answered. She lifted the pen from the memo board beside the phone.

Silence greeted her, and another round of goose bumps assaulted her. Lord, she needed to shake this off. There was nothing nefarious going on.

“Hello?” she asked again.

“Um…”

She knew instantly that she’d just startled the caller. He hadn’t expected a woman to pick up.

“Is…can I speak to Sullivan—um, Sully?” the man asked.

“He’s not here. Can I take a message?” she replied. Why would anyone think Sully would be here in the middle of the day, in the middle of the work week?

“No. Well…yeah, I guess so.”

Don’t let me twist your arm there, she thought, smiling at the guy’s indecision.

“Just tell him that Brett called, okay? And ask him to call me back.”

“Sure. Does he have the number?”

“Yeah,” he clipped out then hung up without saying goodbye.

Moon pulled the receiver from her ear and stared at it. “Rude much?”

Shaking her head, she scrawled a message to Sully on the small pad then headed upstairs to change.

* * * *

“Moon!”

“Back here!” she called. She’d borrowed Pete’s laptop and a notepad then gone to the solarium to do some work. She needed to check up on Ree and see what rumors—true or otherwise—were floating around the net today. If it was anything seeming particularly bad, she’d have to enact damage control.

She set the computer on the coffee table them stood as the three guys came thundering into the kitchen. Almost unconsciously, she smoothed her hands over her shirt and jeans, preparing for them. She hadn’t bothered with the flannel shirt since she wasn’t leaving the house, but having three sets of dark, hungry eyes pinning her, made her extra conscious of her soft, unbound breasts beneath the pliable cotton.

A flare of heat coursed through her center as she studied their powerful bodies. Thick thigh muscles strained against all three men’s worn jeans, and matching cords bulged in their forearms. Fresh from work, they seemed even stronger, even more brawny than the last time she’d seen them.

Her gaze traveled up Pete’s wide chest and thick neck until she met his eyes. He smiled then she looked over at Sully and Cord. Cord grinned while Sully tipped his head knowingly.

“I made some sandwiches, beans and a salad,” she said, tilting her head toward the fridge but keeping her stare on them. “I wasn’t really sure what you eat at lunch, but—”

Her words cut off as Pete’s smile widened. “There’s something we really like, but we only seem to get it once a year,” he said.

Oh lord. His crystal clear meaning got her wet. She shifted, crossing one leg in front of the other as she covertly pressed her thighs together. The pressure only made it worse.

“Do you, um, want me to get out the food?” she asked.

“Why don’t you go ahead and plate it up while we go take showers,” Sully said. “I’m sure you don’t want to be within five feet of us sweaty cowboys right now.”

And he was dead wrong, but she headed for the fridge. “Right,” she replied, her throat a little raspy. “Don’t take too long.”

“Oh, we’ll be back in a flash,” Cord promised. “Taskmaster here only gives us an hour.”

“Whiner,” Pete answered.

“Tyrant.”

“Go,” Moon exclaimed, laughing.

“C’mon Sully,” Cord said, catching his hand. “We’ll share our shower to save time.”

“I’m not sure that’s a sound plan,” Pete posed.

“Eh, so there’s a little pre-game.” He looked at Moon, his teasing fading as his gaze darkened with desire once more. “Maybe take off some clothes, too.”

“Like all of them,” Sully added.

“We’ll see.” She wasn’t too keen about standing around naked. She couldn’t help the bubble of joy rolling through her though. These were the guys she knew from last year, playful and teasing, not as intense as yesterday. Well, except for Pete. He was always intense. It was pretty much his most overwhelming personality trait.

Excitement vibrating through her, she pulled plates from the cupboard then took the plastic-wrap-covered bowls and platter from the refrigerator. She set everything on the breakfast counter that separated the kitchen from the family room.

Deciding to play nice—and save her only remaining, available undergarment—she slipped out of her jeans and panties then folded them and placed them atop the dryer. The T-shirt covered her more than a mini-dress, but she still felt exposed.

Not surprisingly, Pete was the first one back downstairs. He’d pulled on jeans, but hadn’t bothered to button the top. His mouthwatering chest was bare. She licked her lips as he advanced on her.

He cupped her face in his cool hands and kissed her, the gentle touch of his lips not masking his urgency. If she stayed, she wondered how long it would take for this immediacy to fade. Days? Weeks? Sooner if she told him her past.

He lifted his head and studied her, his gaze troubled. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

His brows drew together. “You were there with me then…not.”

She shook her head then stepped closer, pressing her chest to his and wrapping her arms around his waist. “I’m here. I’m one-hundred percent here.” Going on her toes, she kissed him. It took him half a moment to respond, then he groaned and lifted her against him. His massive hand wrapped the back of her head while his other arm banded her to him like steel. His mouth hungrily ravaged hers, his tongue repeatedly dipping inside to taste her.

He lifted her, and she gasped as her bare ass landed on the cool countertop. His fingers dug into her hips as he drew her closer, never releasing her mouth.

“Hey, hey! You can’t start without us,” Sully protested.

“Suck it up, Sul,” Cord admonished, his teasing clear. “Just think…we get dinner and a show.”

“I don’t really want to watch Pete’s ass while I eat,” Sully complained, and Moon couldn’t stop the giggle that started in her chest and rolled up her throat. She pulled away from Pete’s kiss and buried her face in his shoulder.

“Good to know,” Cord replied.

“You guys are real mood breakers,” Pete growled.

Cord pointed at him with his fork. “And you’re not very good at sharing.”

“I thought we cleared that up earlier.”

“Cleared what up?” Moon asked.

“Nothing,” all three replied.

“Oh really?” She pushed Pete back and hopped down from the counter. Secrets peeved her, even though she kept them too—one in particular, but that was personal and only involved them peripherally.

Pete sliced a hand through the air. “Now look,” he huffed at the other two men. “You pissed her off.”

Her back to them as she opened the fridge for iced tea, Moon smirked at their interplay. As gripe-y as they might get with one another, she knew these three were best friends and she wouldn’t get between them.

Playfully, she bent as if looking for something deep inside the appliance. Her shirt crept up her thighs as planned and exposed the lower curve of her ass. The next few days she really wanted to play, and teasing the guys ranked high on her to-do list.

One of them groaned, and she looked over her shoulder. “Something wrong?”

“I’m thinking maybe someone needs a spanking,” Pete replied.

An aroused shudder worked through her. She straightened quickly, her breathing a little jagged. “A…what?”

Pete came around the breakfast counter where the other two men were seated and wrapped his fingers around her wrist. “A. Spanking,” he enunciated.

“I…” Being tied up was one thing, but spanking was…provocative. She wanted to protest, but she also wanted him to do it. With his hand. On her bare ass. Then fuck her. She wanted him to spank her then fuck her.

She stared up at him wide-eyed, hardly able to breathe. “Okay,” she said. “If you say so.”

He blinked at her once then tilted his head slightly as if surprised by her response. A slow smile covered his lips. His fingers tightened on her wrist, and he pulled her toward the family room.

Moon could feel her pussy growing slippery as she anticipated what he’d do. When he sat on an ottoman facing the kitchen then patted his lap, her knees went weak, one leg buckling. Grasping her, he pulled her down as she started to lower herself. She gasped as she landed belly first on his legs. He really was going to do this! And while the other two watched!

Anticipation railing through her, she curled her fingers into the edge of the stool. She couldn’t stop her moan as Pete smoothed his hand over her ass and pushed up the shirt.

“Such a sweet porcelain white,” he murmured. “I bet it will turn a pretty red.”

She was shocked her whole body wasn’t already crimson from her embarrassment, not that the emotion would make her stop this moment. She pressed her face into the back of her hands. “Do it,” she begged.

Still, he waited. Just when she thought she’d expire from the expectation, his wide palm smacked down on her rear. Her breath caught loudly in the quiet of the room. Her fingers clenched tighter. A moment later, his hand clapped down again. And then again. Fire raced through her, tendrils of flame leaping into her slick folds.

She groaned into her wrists. This was one thing she’d never done, and…now she knew she really liked it.

He didn’t spank her long, and when he stopped, she felt mindless with the need to have him inside her. Half-rising, he turned her so she lay across the ottoman on her belly, facing Cord and Sully. Pete skimmed off the T-shirt. Her bare breasts pressed into the cushion, and she moaned at the contact with her hard nipples.

Pete moved behind her, and she heard him putting on a condom. He pushed her thighs apart, and his powerful fingers closed on her waist. Lifting her hips, he pushed inside her clenching pussy.

“Pete,” she wailed as his cock slid over her throbbing g-spot. His entry was slow and easy, but slow and easy ended quickly and he drove in and out of her rapidly, deeply, compelling cries from her with each inward stroke.

She felt her orgasm building. It had been well on its way with the spanking, and now, it coiled low in her belly, readying to explode. Her scream filled the family room as the release took her. She shook beneath him, pleasure seeming to spark from every part of her body.

Before she was ready, Pete pulled free. She moaned in protest, but then Sully and Cord were there to take his place.

“We were thinking,” Sully started, all of his normal mirth absent. “What would you think of double?”

She looked from him to Cord. “You mean at the same time?” She bit her lip. She’d heard of it and she’d heard it was good, but this was something else she’d never tried. “Okay,” she said slowly.

“If you’re not sure—” Sully said before she cut him off.

“No. I want to,” she interrupted. “I’m just…” She made a face. “I’ve never done that, so I’m not sure, um, how…and if I can.”

“You can,” Pete told her, stroking his hand over her hair. “They’ll go slow, and I’ll be right here.”

She looked up at him, filled with trust. Pete wouldn’t let her get hurt. “Okay,” she repeated, more sure this time.

As if they’d discussed who would be where, the two men moved to position themselves. Sully laid on the floor beside the couch and held out his hands. She crawled over him as Cord moved behind her. She felt Sully’s hands near the apex of her thighs as he rolled on a condom then his fingers stroked along her cleft to find her clit. As she moaned, she looked over her shoulder and saw Cord had sheathed himself as well. He squirted lube onto his fingers from a bottle he must have brought down earlier. They really had talked about this.

She shivered as his cool fingertips smoothed over her hot flesh, stroking her hole.

“Relax,” Pete murmured beside her. “Let him in.”

Relax? Was he kidding? Still, she tried to release her tension as Cord worked the lube into her, adding more from time to time. Soon, he had a finger deep inside her, moving back and forth while Sully rubbed her clit. It seemed as if bolts of energy were flying through her from both sides.

She cried out when Cord slowly added another finger. They were being so careful, but she wanted it now. She almost growled when Pete smoothed his hand along her back. Her entire being was like one exposed nerve, too sensitive to touch. She sighed in relief when Cord finally lined his cock up with her.

She moaned loudly as he sank inside with far less resistance than she would have imagined. Still, it was tight, and she felt the pinch as her body fought the intrusion.

“Okay,” he said to Sully when he was completely in.

When Sully pushed inside her cunt, her eyes rolled back. It was so full. So…good. Together, the men started an alternating rhythm that left one of them deep inside her at all times and rubbed her walls with maddening pleasure as they passed one another, separated by only the thin membrane. Her body clenched around them, making anything but slow, measured movements impossible.

As she felt the pressure of another release building, she saw Pete move in her peripheral vision. He came to kneel before her, his cock near her face. He’d removed his condom, but she now realized, he’d never come. Leaning toward him, she took him in her mouth. His musky male smell filled her breaths, combined with her own scent, left from fucking her earlier. A thrill of triumph filled her as he pushed to her throat, and his hair tickled her nose. She had three men in her at once! She felt absolutely decadent and adored, all of them taking another part of her.

Closing her eyes, she absorbed it all, and because she couldn’t move much, let them do most of the work, while her body clenched and sucked around them.

“Damn, you’re so tight,” Sully groaned. “I…fuck!” He twitched beneath her, bucking in short jabs up into her cunt as he came. A blinding climax rattled through her, and she screamed around Pete’s shaft. Her release set off an avalanche, and Cord cried out behind her, his fingers digging into her hips as he jerked. Sully’s shout mingled with Cord’s as he clenched his hands over Cord’s and thrust up into her hard, one last time.

Opening her eyes, she rolled her gaze up to Pete. His jaw was tight as granite as he squeezed shut his eyes and pumped into her mouth. His fingers were tight in her hair as he struggled to keep control. She sucked harder, lashing her tongue against the sensitive underside as she reached up with one hand and cupped his balls.

“Ah!” Pete exclaimed as she tugged gently on his sac. His cum splashed down her throat, and she swallowed quickly to keep it from coating her tongue. When he stopped spasming, she pulled back and gently lapped at his cock, taking all his essence, before collapsing on Sully’s chest.

Cord pulled free and dropped beside them. “Can we have an extra hour, boss?” he gasped.

Pete sank onto the couch. “Fifteen minutes.”

“Tyrant,” she teased at the same time Cord and Sully said the same, and they all laughed, just thrilled to be together.

When they pulled apart, minutes later, Moon remembered the message for Sully.

“Some guy named Brett called for you,” she told him. “He wanted you to call him back.”

“Brett,” he echoed, and a shadow crossed his features that had been relaxed just a moment before. “You’re sure he said Brett?”

“Yeah. He said you have his number.”

Sully nodded and started out of the room.

“Are you okay?” Cord called. Everything was obviously not okay with Sully, and Cord looked confused and a little hurt as Sully went into one of the rooms adjoining the family room then closed the door behind him without answering.

“Do you have any idea what’s up?” Pete asked him.

“No.” Turning to Moon, Cord gently kissed her. “Thank you for the best lunch I’ve ever had on this ranch, Miz Moon.”

“My pleasure,” she answered. “Really…my pleasure.”

The three of them laughed, but there was no ignoring the thread of tension that tugged at all of them because one of their four was obviously distressed.





 

Chapter Six

 

 

 

It was mid-afternoon when Moon finally remembered to check her phone. Her purse had been left in the front room, far enough away that if it rang she wouldn’t have heard it.

Her stomach clenched as she saw Ree had called. Not yet. Not yet!

Shaking her head, she decided to ignore the call for now. She was entitled to at least a week and she was taking it.

Scrolling down, she saw that her sister, Sun, had also called. Unlike Ree, she elected to call Sun.

“‘Bout time you called me,” Sun chided her.

“What’s up?” Moon asked, not rising to her younger sister’s bait. She had plenty of years of experience at it. Sun had been picking at Moon since she’d been old enough to talk. There’d been no older sibling hero worship in their house.

“Well, Robert and I took the liberty of checking you out of your hotel in Gillette—where, by the way, they asked surprisingly few questions about your whereabouts. Once Robert handed them his Visa black card, it was all over. They didn’t care where you were—so nice choice in accommodations there.”

“Sun…”

“Okay, okay, don’t get your panties in a twist—that is if you’re wearing panties. I know a few cowboys who were off the radar for a bit today.”

“Sun…” Moon warned a bit more emphatically this time. The last thing she wanted was her little sister speculating, and probably correctly, about Moon’s sex life.

“Fine. I have your luggage. Would you like me to come and get you—we also returned your rental after it was fixed.”

“Come and get me? Why can’t you just bring it to me?”

“Because…” Sun drew out the word as if her sister were simple. “I want to hang out with you before you take off for another year, but I need to be in the office, too. So I need you to come here.”

A pang of guilt hit Moon, and she was pretty sure that was what Sun had been going for, but she couldn’t hold it against her. The Szuzman family had always been close. So close, in fact, that they’d all moved here to BFE when Paisley had first come here to work at the Laurel Ridge Ranch. It was well known that they felt a little betrayed that Moon had broken ranks and gone off to Los Angeles.

“Okay. When will you be here?”

“I’m out front.”

“What?”

“Geez, chill out. I got in the car when you called. The main house isn’t so far from the Red House.”

Well, fuck me, Moon thought as she looked in the mirror in the front hallway. She’d gotten fully dressed after the guys had gone, but she needed to do something about her hair. There was nothing to be done for her clothes, but she was on the far side of casual and edging toward homeless.

“I need a few minutes,” she said, digging in her purse for a hairbrush.

Sun made an annoyed sound. “Really? It’s not like your adoring fans are out here and gonna take pictures. Get over yourself and get your ass out here.”

“Why do I love you?” Moon sighed.

“Because I’m your favorite sister.”

“Then I have a sad, sad life,” Moon retorted as she stepped out of the house. She hung up the phone then locked the door behind her. Based on the sketchy things happening on the Flying D, she didn’t dare leave things open.

After slipping her cell into her pocket, she sprinted down to Sun’s Jeep Cherokee—a perk of the job—and climbed into the passenger side.

“Wow, your hair does suck,” Sun proclaimed as Moon pulled on her seatbelt. She grabbed a brush from the cup holder and handed it over.

Moon reached for it. Sun didn’t let go. “What do you say?”

“Thank you?”

Sun cleared her throat.

“You are so juvenile,” Moon said.

“And I have the hairbrush.”

“I’m sure I have one in my purse.” When Sun just waited, a slight grin on her lips, Moon sighed. “Fine… You are the sun and without you the universe would be dark and we’d all die.”

Sun let go and Moon started untangling her hair.

“Though I’m sure we’d find a way to manage,” Moon added.

“Sure, sure. Deny as much as you want. We’re all aware the earth would whither and die.”

“Your self-esteem is incredible, you know?”

Sun shrugged, and Moon shook her head, not pointing out that her sister’s name was Sunflower, not Sun. The semantics didn’t matter. Truth was, Moon would miss this terribly. When she’d had no one else, she’d always had her sisters.

“Are you happy here?” Moon asked.

Sun looked surprised. “I’m happier here than anyplace we’ve ever been—and you know that’s a shit ton of places.”

“But are you happy?”

Her sister was silent for a second, taking the question more seriously than she took most things. “Yeah. Yeah, I am. I was never much into country despite the communes mom forced us to live in sometimes. I don’t know, being here, this just feels like home. Real home. Riv and Paisley are close, I’m friends with Verity, the ranch’s vet, and Robert is like an older brother—or a really young uncle. Plus there’s Paisley’s husbands, and the doctor Riv works for. It feels like a big family. And it’s not just them; it’s so many people around here. I feel like I belong, not like the outsiders we were all our lives. Plus, you gotta admit, there’s no more beautiful place on earth.”

“That’s true. It’s breathtaking.”

“Do you miss it?” Sun asked.

“I try not to think about it.”

“So, yes.”

“Yeah.”

“You know, you could stay.” She’d pulled up to the house and parked the Jeep. They both climbed from the car then headed up the steps that led to the mansion’s front doors. Sure the place was called the main house, but Moon wasn’t sure how Sun didn’t get lost here.

She preceded her sister inside when Sun held open the door. “I’m not like you,” she said as Sun closed them in. “You don’t have a past like me.”

“We all have a past,” Sun countered.

“Cripes, are you still on about that?” a voice said from a doorway to their right. Apparently, Paisley had been waiting in Sun’s office. Now, she stood in the entry, her hand on her enormous stomach.

“How are the twins?” Moon asked.

Paisley scowled at her. “You know I’m only having one.”

“Well, you know, doc is old. He could have missed something.”

“I didn’t miss anything,” came a voice behind Paisley. Her sister, River, the doctor’s nurse and general assistant.

“Hey, hey, the gang’s all here,” Moon quipped dryly. Her eyes narrowed. “What is this?”

Sun shoved her toward the office as Paisley stepped back. “An intervention.”

“I’m not on drugs.”

“If you stay in Los Angeles, and continue working for that rock star, you might be. We know all about their free-wheeling lives,” Paisley said. She was the oldest and tended to mother them all—a residual habit. She really had mothered her younger sisters for years.

“That’s not how it is.”

Sun pushed her toward a chair that had apparently been brought in for Moon. “Sit. Listen.”

Paisley sat in the chair to her right while Riv sat to the left. Sun slid into her seat behind her desk.

Paisley took Moon’s hand. “We miss you,” she said.

“I miss you too, but you know why I’m not here. My job—”

“Because you’re afraid of intimacy and when things get too close, you run,” Riv interrupted over the top of her excuse.

Moon pursed her lips, irritated.

“But if you’re going for the job excuse, we have a few ideas for you,” Riv continued.

“I’m listening,” Moon replied tautly.

“Well, obviously, I’m about to have this baby. I’ll need someone to run the office for a little while. Like three months or so, though I’m angling for a full six with this kid. The bosses and I are negotiating.”

Since the bosses were Paisley’s husbands, Moon was pretty sure she’d win.

“Cauld’s Well will need to hire an admin soon, too,” Riv added, naming another ranch. She looked at her nails. “Not that I know or anything.”

“Right. Keep telling that story,” Sun scoffed. “We all know those boys over there are after you. Even though you’re not taking the bait, you keep tabs on everything.”

“Whatever,” Riv replied. “This isn’t about me.”

“I wish it was,” Moon grumbled. “That’s all temporary and maybes.”

“Event planning,” Sun threw out. “That’s your forte, not babysitting rock stars. You could set up an office in Gillette. It would be a bitch of a commute some days, but I know someone who’d help you with the startup.”

“Write a book. Or write online content about organizing things,” Paisley said.

“Work at the bar in Daly.”

Paisley and Riv glared at Sun who’d given the last suggestion. Sun held her hands wide. “Hey, I hear business has declined since Briar quit. The guys used to go there to see her. The owners would hire Moon in a second.”

“And Pete, Cord or Sully would shoot them. Next suggestion,” Riv argued.

Moon shook her head as her sisters named options, few of them viable and some tempting. For almost an hour, their rapid-fire suggestions bombarded her. It was dizzying.

“Or just be a housewife and let those boys take care of you,” Paisley finally suggested.

“I like that one,” Sully’s deep voice said from the doorway.

Moon’s gaze shot up from where she’d been examining her hands and trying to think of a polite way to tell her sisters to back off. She appreciated their intentions, but the pressure wasn’t helping her. She shot to her feet and practically sprinted to him.

“I thought you might need a rescue,” he said as he pulled her into his arms and kissed her temple.

“Lord, yes,” she breathed and hugged him tight. She turned in his embrace to face her sisters. “I love you guys and I appreciate this. I’ll think about what you’ve said. Sun where’s my bag?”

“It’s in the hallway closet. I’ll show you.”

A few minutes later, Sully had dragged her bag out to the truck, she’d hugged her sisters goodbye, and she and Sully were on the way back to the Red House.

“You will never know how happy I am that you showed up,” she breathed, leaning her head back on the rest. “I mean…I miss them like crazy, but they were doing the full-court press. Guilt and interference.”

He nodded. “I understand that. Do you mind if we pull over and talk for a few minutes?”

“Sure. Okay.”

Sully drove to a small grove of trees growing near one of the many streams that meandered through the ranch. After cutting the engine, he got out then circled to her door.

They rounded the truck and leaned against the grille. A cool spring breeze chilled the air as the evening closed in, and Moon shivered. Sully drew her into his chest and stretched his coat around her, too. The heat from his body warmed her quickly as she leaned her head against his chest.

“That phone call today,” he started then blew out a heavy breath. “That was my cousin.”

“Oh. You don’t seem happy about it.”

“I’m not. He was calling to tell me my brother, Brian, was in an accident. It was weeks ago and they’re just calling me now. He’s, um, paralyzed from the waist down, I guess.”

“I’m sorry,” Moon said quietly, feeling the turmoil vibrating through Sully.

“He’s kinda an ass, but I wouldn’t wish this on him.” He sighed again. “Thing is, they want me to come home. Not just to visit. My family owns a huge horse farm in Kentucky. They breed champions and my brother is in charge of it all. Now he can’t do it and they want me to take over.”

“And you don’t want to?”

“No. It’s not that I don’t want the responsibility,” he hurriedly told her. “When I left there, I said I was never going back. I’m not even sure how they tracked me down. I sure as hell didn’t tell anyone back there where I am. Well,” he surmised wryly, “maybe that’s why they took weeks to tell me about Brian.”

“Maybe,” Moon murmured, not wanting to say much so he could just talk.

He leaned his cheek against the top of her head. “Back there…being gay wasn’t accepted. Worse than that. I had to keep it a secret for fear of getting hurt. And I did—keep it a secret that is—for a long time. Then I made a mistake. I brought my boyfriend to the farm to see some of the horses. Right there, in the barn, well, we got it on. You don’t need the details—”

“I like details,” she offered.

“That’s because you’re bad and way too sweet.” He hugged her tighter. “Anyway, someone must have seen something or said something… He left and I went back to the barn to take care of the horses. I was halfway through—” His voice broke as the memory overwhelmed him.

“You don’t need to tell me,” she said.

“I want to. I need to. I’ve never really told anyone. Cord only knows bits of it. He doesn’t know the worst. He doesn’t know that I knew all the men who cornered me in the barn. Every. Single. One of them. Men who were older than me and I’d known since I was a kid. Guys who were close friends of my brothers. A few who worked for us. At least two who were related to me.”

“God! How many were there?”

“I don’t know. A lot. I guess they meant to teach me a lesson, beat the crap out of me. They almost killed me. I don’t remember all of it. One thing I remember clear as day. My brother walked in during the middle of it.”

She felt a tear fall on the side of her neck, and her heart broke for him. Turning, she hugged him tight and pressed her cheek hard against his chest.

“He just…watched it for a minute…didn’t say a word. Then he…he walked out. He left me to the men calling me vile names and beating the shit out of me. That was the last time I saw him. I don’t know how long I lay there on the cement in the barn. I couldn’t actually walk. I couldn’t get up. Eventually, I dragged myself to my car. I managed to drive away. All I had was my car and the bloody clothes on my back. I didn’t go to the house. I didn’t take anything. I just left.” He chuckled, the sound full of sadness. “I don’t remember a lot about those first days other than pain. Pain and betrayal.”

“And now they want you back?”

“Yeah, and isn’t that the shit of it. That was ten years ago. I guess they’re more progressive now, whatever the hell that means. Maybe they just abuse people verbally now, instead of almost killing them. My cousin promises that I won’t be touched. And I feel like I need to be the better man and come to Brian’s aid when he needs me.”

“That would make you the better one,” she agreed, her stomach roiling with horror from what had happened and fear for him if he went back. She didn’t know the people in his hometown, but she didn’t trust them. People didn’t change that much. Not in a short ten years; not if they didn’t want to.

“I needed to talk to someone unbiased,” he said.

She looked up at him, knowing her emotions were probably painted across her face. “I don’t think I can be considered unbiased.”

“Okay…someone who wouldn’t hop on a plane and go take out as many of them as he could.”

“I’d help poison their Kool-Aid. Those people are evil, Sully.”

“So you don’t think I should go help?”

“No.”

He sighed. “I think I have to.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. To prove I’m a better man? To show them all that I survived them? Because I think family is important even if they don’t deserve consideration?”

“I’m sorry.” It was all she could say. She was sorry for his pain, for his horrible past, for his dilemma, for him having a family who didn’t realize how awesome he was, for not having a real answer for him, for the fact he’d leave his friends and his lover behind to go to people who didn’t deserve him. She was just…sorry.

“I’ll tell Pete and Cord tonight. If I’m going I need to leave soon.”

Tears burned in Moon’s eyes. She wanted to tell him not to go, but she was leaving soon, too. How could she tell him to stay if she would not?

* * * *

Moon didn’t want to be part of the “family” meeting Sully called after dinner. It had been subdued. Moon knew what was going on, and Pete and Cord apparently sensed there was a problem. Cord didn’t even try to crack jokes as he often did. Sully was just sad.

“I need to…I need to tell you all something,” Sully said before they left the table.

Cord closed his hand over Sully’s as Moon pressed her lips together and willed back her tears over what was coming.

“What’s wrong?” Cord asked.

“I have to go to Kentucky.” Quickly, Sully poured out the details of his brother’s injury and the farm needing him. He didn’t repeat the story of his past. “They need me there as soon as possible,” he said. He looked at Cord, his eyes shiny with barely contained emotion. “I’m sorry.”

“Why?” Cord asked. He cupped Sully’s cheek and stroked under his eye with his thumb. “You should know by now that where you go, I go. This isn’t just a short visit.”

“No,” Sully agreed. “It’ll be indefinite.”

Pete sighed from across the table. When Moon looked over at him, his face seemed drawn. “I can’t hold your jobs for you,” he said quietly. “Even though I want to.”

“I know,” Sully told him.

Pete’s jerked nod tore at her heart. He thought he had to be strong and here he was losing two of his closest friends. Deep down, she suspected that if he wasn’t foreman at the Flying D, he might even have gone with them. But he couldn’t. Sully and Cord were leaving; she was leaving, too. He’d be alone.

She slid from her seat and climbed onto his lap, wrapping her arms around his neck. Behind her, she heard Cord and Sully leaving the room. She just pressed her face into Pete comforting him and wishing she could stay. This wasn’t all about her—she wasn’t so shallow to think so—but that didn’t change the truth she was coming to realize with painful clarity. She didn’t want to go, not because she felt sorry for Pete and didn’t want him to be alone, but because she needed to be here.

She just…didn’t know how.





 

Chapter Seven

 

 

 

“Will you stay?”

Moon was snuggled into Pete’s chest, the warmth of the thick quilt cocooning them in comfort. His voice was a rumble beneath her cheek as she rested on his chest, his heartbeat, lulling her to sleep.

“What?” she asked drowsily. He’d made love to her for the last hour, exploring every nuance of her body until she writhed on the sheets then he’d brought her to repeated orgasm until she begged him to plow inside her. He’d taken her with such thorough and intense ferocity, the pain and worries he was trying to hide driving him. She could see it in him, feel it in his touch, but she left it unspoken. It didn’t need to be said. He knew. She knew.

Afterward, it seemed as if he’d drained every bit of energy from her and consumed it. She could barely get her eyes back open.

“Don’t go back. Stay here with me.”

That got her eyes open. She lifted her head with great effort to peer at him. “You’re worried about being alone,” she observed.

He gently smoothed the line between her eyebrows and shook his head. “I know my timing sucks. I’m not asking because Cord and Sully are going. I was planning to ask you anyway.”

“I’m not the woman you need, Pete. Trust me. You don’t want me. I’m not the girl for you.”

“You’re the one I feel myself falling for. The one I can see forever with.”

“No. No, Pete. It’s just the sex. The availability. When I go, you’ll see. It’s too soon for you to want what you think you do.”

Sighing, he pressed his forehead to hers and closed his eyes. His hand splayed on her hip then slid to her waist and up to the side of her breast. “You make me sound like a lovesick schoolboy,” he accused, full of regret. “Do you know when it started? It wasn’t in this house. It wasn’t that night out at camp. It was before that.”

“Before that? But we hadn’t even dated—”

“Yeah. Before that,” he verified. He opened his eyes and stared into hers. “Every time I’d made an excuse to run into you, every time I teased you about all the gifts you were getting from smitten cowpokes, every time I wrangled the privilege of being the go between for the Flying D and the rodeo committee… It was all because I was completely taken with you. I was worse than all those other cowboys. I just didn’t want to be taken for a schmuck, so I didn’t tell you. I knew I wanted you long before your car broke down in the middle of nowhere and I was the lucky jerk who got to rescue you.”

Moon stared at him aghast, her throat closed up. She was so turned on by his words yet horrified at the same time. She had to end his infatuation before he got even more hurt than he’d already be. Before he actually professed to love her.

Pain and embarrassment for what she had to do tore at her. Shaking, she slid away from him and reached for the thick, silky robe she’d dropped by the bed earlier. She shrugged into it and wrapped it tight around her body like armor. It wasn’t nearly substantial enough to guard her from the reaction she was about to get or the shattering inside her, because she really wanted to stay with him but knew she couldn’t.

She wasn’t worthy of him. She steeled herself, erecting the emotional barrier she’d needed so many times over the years when people had accused her of being a good for nothing whore. Her lip trembled at the thought of him thinking that, and she bit it.

“I don’t do permanent,” she started. “That’s a reason I always turned everyone down. I didn’t want to hurt anyone.” She lifted a shoulder. “My sisters think that’s why I took off so fast from Daly after that night with you guys—not because of a job, but because I was scared of committing. They’re wrong, you know,” she said almost under her breath as she turned toward his dresser.

She met his gaze in the mirror. He’d stayed in the bed, but he now sat with his back against the wooden headboard, the sheet pooled around his hips. Her eyes strayed to the sharply defined ridges of his belly, remembering them under her mouth.

Quickly, she looked away and watched her finger as she traced the edge of the dresser. “I didn’t leave because I was scared of commitment. I left because I can’t—I couldn’t let you want me, if that was the result, then walk away and hurt you.”

“So don’t.”

She turned, bracing her hands on the edge behind her as she studied him. “I’m not some pure as snow near-virgin, you know.”

“Neither am I.” He jerked his head toward the hallway. “Neither are they.”

Moon allowed a half-smile. Well…maybe just a quarter. She barely allowed her lips to move into more than a brief deprecating twist. Her chest jerked in a single unreleased laugh. “When I was growing up, my mom was a wanderer. You’d think from my name and my sisters’ names that she was a hippie, but she wasn’t. She just…could never settle. If things ever got uncomfortable—which they did a lot—she’d pack us up and drag us somewhere else. And wherever we landed, she was never there. She was off with her new free-thinking friends. Paisley took care of us. She was great; I was disconnected. We never had roots. We never belonged.”

She took a deep breath and hardened herself for what was coming. Pete was watching her carefully as if ready to jump up and right any wrong that had been done to her, to maim whoever had hurt her and make it right.

There was no right. Not anymore. Not for her.

She looked him square in the eye so he couldn’t mistake her words. “The only time I felt as if I belonged was when I was in someone’s arms. When I was under someone. When they were kissing me and being as close as a person can be. When we were one.”

Pete closed his eyes for a second and nodded, but she couldn’t stop.

“It was my fallback. Things got tough for me or I didn’t want to talk about something, so we’d fuck. It was the most alone I’ve ever been, but don’t be mistaken. There were a lot of men. They all vied to fuck me—I was easy pickings for any boy who wanted to get off. And all the girls called me a slut. A whore.” She shrugged. “It was my escape. My drug—the only way I could find the momentary belonging I wanted. It started in eighth grade and continued into the beginning of college when I got a little sense.” She tilted her head. “And some roots. Real friends. I stopped hating myself, and I stayed away from sex. Until you three.” She let out a mirthless laugh. “I guess when I relapsed I relapsed big.”

Pete slowly climbed out of the bed and walked toward her as carefully as if he was trying to corner a skittish heifer. He seemed a little shell-shocked. He hadn’t said a word, but she knew he must be disgusted by her. He’d want her out of his room now.

“I’ll go,” she said before he could kick her out. Just telling him this was humiliation enough.

As she turned, he caught her arms. “I don’t want you to go,” he said, his words firm but quiet. “I still don’t want you to go. Your past is in the past. Everyone has one. We all have secrets. Yours doesn’t matter to me—except for the part where I hurt for how lonely you were that you had to seek out comfort wherever you could get it.”

She stared up at him in surprise. He wasn’t really saying this. He didn’t mean it. He was just placating her. There was no comprehensible way that he didn’t find her worthless. She knew she wasn’t—she’d worked hard on that—but other people thought differently.

Or maybe he saw her as a charity project. Or he was so desperate for someone, he’d take even her.

Almost unconsciously, she shook her head.

“Moon, listen to me.” His hands tightened, his eyes almost angry as if he’d read her thoughts. “Everyone has a past and things they’re ashamed of,” he repeated. “All of us. If you keep running will that get you any closer to the intimacy you crave?”

“It’s not mine to have anymore.”

“Bullshit,” he swore. “It’s right here for you to take. And just so we’re clear—very, very clear—what you just told me…it doesn’t make me want you any less than I did before. And not because I might be lucky enough to make love to you from time to time. I like you. You. I want you in my life.” He stepped back and held up a hand. “Look…I know you’re not going to say yes right now, but think about it. Give me a chance to prove this doesn’t matter to me. You matter and that’s it.”

She wasn’t sure she could believe him, but she slowly nodded.

Pete took her back to bed, where he pulled her into his arms and held her. He didn’t try to make love to her again, and damn her utterly cantankerous psyche, she wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. Actually, it kinda pissed her off for some reason.

“What?” he asked when she sighed, out of sorts, and shifted so she faced away from him.

“I don’t know,” she answered petulantly.

He chuckled. “I can’t win. Should I be the good guy or the asshole who just wants some?”

She turned on her back and looked at him. He’d raised up on his elbow and was studying her. His other hand was still at her waist and seemed to burn her through the robe she hadn’t removed. She wanted him to slip those fingers inside… “You’re not an asshole.”

“As long as you’re clear on that. I guess you should turn back the other way and let me jam the white hat back on my head. Please ignore my gun if it accidentally pokes you in the back. I can’t help it.”

“You know…the last and only time I told someone about my past…well, it was someone I thought I might get serious with. He asked me if I have an STD and if he should get tested then ran as fast as his leather loafers could take him. After that, I knew I couldn’t expect more than being alone. I had to make peace with it.”

“There’s your problem right there. A: He was obviously an asshole and B: Loafers? Seriously? Real men wear boots,” Pete declared.

“A lot of men would differ with you on that.”

“Not the badass ones. Or the ones who matter in this scenario. So…this jerk. He’s the reason you won’t give me and my boys a chance? What’s his name? We need to talk.”

“Pete!”

In reply, he leaned over and kissed her. She groaned as his lips moved over hers, the only bit of his body touching her. Her body softened in arousal, readying for more. Then he slid to her side again, adjusted her body so she was spooned to him and wrapped his arm tightly around her waist.

“Think,” he said.

She turned her head and moaned into the pillow. Think? All he could say was think? Her fingers clenched in the sheet. What the hell did he imagine she’d been doing?

* * * *

Somehow, Pete had managed to disentangle himself in the night without disturbing her because when she woke at half-past the butt crack of dawn, he was gone. He’d left her a brief note on the bed stand telling her Cord and Sully had gone into Gillette and he’d be back at noon for lunch. At the bottom of the message, he’d written: Think. Love you, Pete.

Love you, Pete? When had he gotten to love?

The revelation unsettled her, but not in the bad way she would have expected. Truth be told, she loved him, too. It was one of the reason she’d tried, apparently unsuccessfully, to push him away.

Now, she was too keyed up to sleep even though the sun had barely begun to break the horizon. She decided she might as well get up and do her daily “Ree-search” before the day got away from her. The man was always in some sort of trouble so it was highly likely she’d find something his publicist would have to address. Usually, the publicist would be the one doing this search, not her, but Ree had hired a friend who was pretty much along for the ride and didn’t do what he didn’t have to.

If she stayed here, she wouldn’t miss him.

She froze halfway across the bedroom floor. Was she actually considering staying? Sure, she’d had half-hearted wishful thinking, but she’d never been so close to a concrete decision. A flutter took up in her chest, and she shook her head to clear it.

A shower. She needed a shower. Then coffee. Lots of it.

But if Pete really loved her…

“Oh shut up, Moon!” she exclaimed.

Truculently, her brain wouldn’t shut off. Love you, Pete. Love you, Pete, it chanted until she was ready to grind her teeth.

By the time she got out of the shower and dressed, frustration vibrated through her. She practically stomped to the kitchen to make coffee. She’d almost reached the counter when a movement caught her attention from the corner of her eye. Turning, she saw the same man from yesterday skulking through the backyard again, and in that instant, she realized it hadn’t been her imagination at all.

Her blood froze as terror scraped through her veins.

She was pretty sure he didn’t see her since all the lights were off in the house, but she quickly moved to the far side of the kitchen and pressed to the wall. She slid sideways, all the while keeping her eye on the man. As she moved, she tried to take in everything about him she could. Tall-ish, slim, almost gangly. Unruly red hair, faded by sunlight or maybe time. Perhaps mid to late forties. His face was drawn as he concentrated on his mission or whatever he was doing. Trouble. The stealthy, nearly side-winding way he moved spoke clearly of trouble. His gaze shifted from side to side as he approached the solarium windows.

Moon finally reached the phone. She grabbed the receiver and quickly dialed Pete. The call went directly to voicemail. Shit! She redialed with the same result.

Okay. The main house then. Sun’s chipper voice chirped across the line filling Moon with relief. As she watched, the man outside seemed to be examining the window edges.

“Sun,” Moon hissed. “I can’t get Pete on the line.”

“Oh, he must be in a dead spot. Why are you whispering?”

“There’s someone outside the house. I saw him yesterday and thought I’d imagined it, but he looks like he’s trying to get in.”

“Oh my God. Hold on. I’ll get on the radio.”

Moon heard the phone drop then Sun’s rapid-fire words a short distance away. Moon couldn’t hear what her sister was saying, but the frantic tenor frayed the last bit of her nerves. Her hand shook as she waited and she scooted back along the wall, stretching the phone cord as far as it would reach as she tried to get to the knife block.

“Moon!” Sun exclaimed as she came back to the phone. “I got Pete on the radio. He and a couple guys are on their way over. So is the sheriff. If you haven’t been spotted, stay out of sight.”

“I am,” she whispered. Then as if he’d heard Sun’s warning, the trespasser looked up—directly at Moon. In shadows, his eyes narrowed and seemed to take on a menacing light. And he smiled. He freaking smiled at her. His fingertip tapped the window, pointing at her as if his hand were a gun, then he walked away.

Moon knew she should go to the window and see where he’d gone, but she couldn’t get her feet to move. Ice skated over her skin as she clenched the phone and stared at the spot where the man had been.

“Moon! Moon, what’s wrong?” Sun exclaimed.

“I’m fine,” Moon replied and tried to ease the breathing that had probably triggered her sister’s panic. “He saw me, and now he’s gone.”

She pressed her lips together, unwilling to worry her sister further with the details. Despite the man leaving, she couldn’t help but feel she’d just been put on notice. She’d become a target. If it was because she’d seen him or because she was in the guys’ house, she didn’t know.

Her whole body shook as she stepped from where she leaned against the wall and walked toward the windows as far as the phone’s cord stretched. In the distance, she heard a vehicle and the spray of gravel.

“Moon,” Pete yelled as the front door slammed open.

“In here,” she called. Thankfully, her voice sounded stronger than she felt. Pete didn’t need her melting into a wallowing puddle at his feet. “Pete’s here. I’m going to hang up now,” she told Sun.

Pete was beside her almost before she had the phone in the cradle.

“Are you okay?” he demanded, grasping her shoulders and studying her.

“I’m fine. He wasn’t inside. Just scared the hell out of me.” She bit her lip and shook her head. “He saw me watching him just before he took off.”

“Good. Maybe getting spotted will scare him away.”

She shook her head again. “No, I don’t think so.” She didn’t want to tell Pete what had happened—she wanted to believe the evil in that gaze had been her imagination—but that would be stupid. Really stupid. The man she’d seen had a plan. “He…smiled at me,” she said. “Sorta mean. And he pointed at me. He didn’t seem scared at all.”

Pete sucked in a breath and took a step backward. “Fuck!” he hissed under his breath. He shoved his hand through his hair, his face squinched in worry and consternation then he squared his shoulders and pinned her with a determined stare. “You can’t stay here alone, Moon—”

“I’m sure I’ll be okay—” She pressed her lips together and sighed. “Crap…” she whispered. The intruder was screwing with her relationship chances—and if it truly was Sam… Well, his negligence had resulted in her original job loss in the first place. His continued interference would make her leave once more.

“What is it?” Pete asked.

“He was examining the windows. Maybe looking for a way in or something. Or maybe that’s just me overreacting. When I saw him yesterday—”

“What? Moon! Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I was tired, and I really thought it was my imagination. A trick of the sun and thinking about what you’d told me about the fires. He was there one moment then gone.”

Pete pulled her into his embrace and hugged her close to his body. His hand cupped the back of her head, holding it to his chest. “I never thought you’d be in danger here,” he said. “I didn’t think any of us were. It’s always been the vandalism—equipment destroyed and building’s defaced—and the fires, but no one’s been in danger of being hurt.” He blew out a hard breath. “That we knew of anyway.”

“I’m sure he was just trying to scare me,” she said. If that was the guy’s motive, it certainly worked. She straightened, pulling out of Pete’s embrace and taking a step back. She was stronger than this. She’d dealt with drug-crazed groupies; she could certainly deal with a deranged arsonist.

She almost laughed at her thought. Okay, maybe she couldn’t deal with this guy, but she wouldn’t let him immobilize her and become a useless hysterical girl.

Determined, she strode into the solarium with Pete on her heels. She went to the window where the man had been.

“He was right here,” she told Pete. “When he pointed at me, he…” She trailed off as she realized she could help this case. “When he pointed at me,” she said excitedly, “he touched the glass! Right here!” She indicated the approximate area. “Pete! You have his fingerprint. Maybe the sheriff can get something off it.”

“Maybe,” he replied. His tone was cautious, but a light of hope shone in his eyes.

Pete had never been so terrified as when Sun had called to tell him about the trespasser. If anything had happened to Moon…

God, he wanted to hug her again and not let go until he knew she was safe—and that she’d stay here, too. Although, at the moment, he wondered if the best possible option was for her to go back to California. At least there, she’d be out of Sam’s reach. And he was still pretty sure that’s who the culprit was.

Hope throbbed inside him when Moon told him they might have a print. Until now, they’d had nothing but suspicion and hypothesis. Maybe they’d have something concrete. Not that a print on his window would prove more than that Sam had been skulking about the Flying D. Any judge would argue that it was quite a leap to say Sam had set the fires and damaged the ranch’s property.

“Moon, can you tell me what he looked like?”

She made a face then her features scrunched in the cute way they did when she was thinking. “It was…fast. And shadowy. He looked like he was forty. Or maybe in his thirties with weathered skin from being outside a lot? Thin. I couldn’t see what color his eyes were and his hair looked…” She scrubbed a hand over her eyes. “Red. Faded. Almost…a strawberry blond color? That sounds weird, but—I wish I had more.”

He smoothed his hands down her arms, trying to comfort her. “It’s okay, baby. That’s way more than we had before.”

Pete was surer than ever that it was Sam, though her description could be greater than half the guys on the ranch.

“Will you be okay here for a sec? I need to go outside. I’ve got several of the hands here with me to see if we can spot whoever was here or see if he left anything behind. I need to tell them not to touch that window.”

“Of course. I’m going to go upstairs and get myself together.” She ran a hand over her damp hair. “I was just getting coffee before I finished getting ready. Do you want me to make enough coffee for the guys with you? Breakfast?”

He kissed her nose, touched by her thoughtfulness. Moon would make an awesome ranch foreman’s wife. “Maybe some coffee. They all should have eaten hours ago.”

He stroked his fingers over her soft cheek. “Don’t be too long,” he said regretfully. He didn’t want her to be dragged into this mess. “The sheriff will want to talk to you when he gets here.”

She nodded. “I’ll only be a minute.”

Pete watched her as she went. It had never struck him before how brave she was. Or maybe it was that she was stronger than he’d known. Clearly, she was spooked but determined to do whatever needed to be done to help the ranch and Pete’s men. She was meant to stay here, but he couldn’t let her now.

“Baby,” he called to regain her attention. She stopped in the doorway and turned toward him. His boots clunked on the floor, his feet like lead, as he crossed to her. He took her chilly fingers in his hands. “You understand that I want you here with me more than I want to breathe, don’t you? The past, the roadblocks…none of that matters.”

“I know. I’ve been thinking about it like you asked.” She smiled almost shy then pulled one of her hands from his. She cupped his cheek, and he couldn’t help but lean into the soft touch. What he had to do broke is heart. His chest clutched at the words he’d despise speaking more than anything he could fathom.

“You have to go.”

“What?” she gasped. She stepped back, her face stricken as if he’d struck her. “I—”

“Baby, please listen,” he begged and closed the space separating them. His arms locked around her stiff body. “It’s not safe for you here. God knows, I want you here more than anything, but I won’t let him hurt you.

As quickly as she’d gone rigid, she relaxed into his embrace. Her head rested beneath his chin. Now it was her arms locking around him. “I’m not going. That’s what he wants—I’m sure of it. Just think. Everything he’s done is to discredit you or make your job harder or to punish the Flying D for letting him go. What would make him happier than to take away something else you have? He wants me to run away so you’ll be alone.”

Her theory sounded good, but he wasn’t sure if he believed it. Even if Sam’s goal was to chase Moon away, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be desperate enough to hurt her if she didn’t go.

“Wait,” he said as all of her words sank in. “You’re not going?”

“Not yet, and not because of Sam. Pete, a few minutes this morning wasn’t enough time for me to think this through. I wish… I wish I could just jump and say yes to forever, but I can’t. It’s not in me. I grew up with a mother who was completely irresponsible. It didn’t really matter to her where our food and shelter came from; she just trusted it would be there. Sometimes it wasn’t. I can’t be like that.”

“It would be here,” he argued. “We’ll—I will take care of you and provide for you. And if you really want a job of some sort, I will help you find one. So will your sisters.”

She stared at him then one side of her mouth lifted. “Weren’t you just telling me I need to leave…like two seconds ago?”

“I changed my mind.” Pulling her close, he kissed her hard. He wanted to take her to his bed and hold her and forget all about the ranch’s problems. “Go do whatever it is you were going to upstairs,” he muttered then pressed his lips to her temple. “I’ll go check on my crew and wait for the sheriff.”





 

Chapter Eight

 

 

 

“Do you feel like you’re in imminent danger?” the sheriff asked. Sheriff Joseph Middleton had arrived while Moon was upstairs. He’d inspected the area and directed his deputy to take prints from the window and around the side of the barn. Then he’d asked Moon what seemed to be a million questions about what she’d seen, the times of the intruder’s appearances, where he’d been, where she’d been and her impressions of the whole thing.

“No,” Moon replied and ignored Pete’s low growl beside her. Despite not wanting her to leave Daly, he’d reiterated that he didn’t want her to be at the house alone.

Joe closed his notebook then looked between her and Pete. “It’ll take a few days to get the prints processed through IAFIS—that’s the federal database. We don’t have that equipment here in town. Of course, it’ll only help us if our guy has ever been in the system. If not, we’re sh—we’re SOL. And stay out of that area back there, too. I’m gonna call in a request over to have the city’s forensic team send a few guys over to examine the scene. It’ll be low priority so I don’t know how long that will take—if they send anyone at all. I’ll talk to Robert on my way out. His clout can press them a bit, not that they’d admit it.”

He tapped a finger on his notebook cover. “So…if you feel fine about staying here, Ms. Szuzman, I’d say it’s all right. You’re not in jeopardy that we can tell. That said, don’t go wandering around. If you leave the house, be careful—check the area before you go out. Maybe spend a lot of time away from here with your sisters. When you are at the house, keep everything locked up. And if anything happens, call the station immediately. I’m keeping Deputy Martin on patrol here at the ranch until we get to the bottom of this. There’s been too much sh—uh, stuff going on here for me not to keep a man on this huge ass—uh, this huge spread,” he corrected.

Moon smiled because it was obvious the sheriff didn’t talk to women all that often.

“I appreciate that,” she said. “I’m sure Robert will, too.”

He nodded then opened to a blank sheet of paper and scribbled down two phone numbers then handed it to her. “Top one’s the direct number for me and bottom is for Kaleb—that’s Deputy Martin. We don’t have 9-1-1 in these parts so you’ll want those on speed dial.”

With a single, jerked nod, he headed outside to consult with his deputy.

“Are you all right?” Pete asked as she blew out a breath and stood.

“Yeah. Morning’s kinda shot,” she replied. “Sorry. I know you have a ton of things to do every day.”

“Don’t worry about it. You’re more important. And if we can get to the bottom of this, things will be a lot easier around here, too.”

“I don’t doubt it.” She shook her head. “It feels a little surreal right now. Almost…like it didn’t happen. I mean, I know it did, but it’s just…diminished. I can’t even explain it. I’m not as worried. I just want to deal with it and be done.” She stepped close to him, going on tiptoes so she could brush a kiss over his lips. “So we can deal with more important stuff. Like Sully and Cord and you and me. I don’t think I have much vacation left. Ree called me the other day, but I haven’t returned his call yet. If he’s phoning me, he’s on his way back from his trip and he’ll want me in LA.”

He stiffened and backed away. “And you’re planning to go?”

“I don’t know.” She held out a hand, pleading with him. “I still have so much to consider.”

Pete shook his head. “Not so much. Come back here and be with me and your family or go back there and have a job.”

“It’s not that easy. I told you why—”

“Everything doesn’t need to be tied in a neat bow, Moon. Life doesn’t work that way,” he said. “Sometimes you need to take a chance. But you’re not going to, are you? You never were.”

He was oversimplifying. This was far harder than he wanted to admit. “Pete—”

“Cord’s Jeep is in the barn. I’ll go get it so you can go to the main house while I’m working.”

So…discussion over. Fine. Moon scowled after him wondering how she’d become the bad guy in the scenario. There was nothing wrong with holding onto the respect she’d finally found inside herself, and there was less wrong with her clinging to the security she’d never had while growing up.

Emptiness resonated in her gut, accompanied by the unwelcome urge to shed her clothes and entice Pete into bed, just to imagine she was close to him, emotionally. Just to lose herself in the mindless sensations of being needed and forget her problems for a little while.

Her frown deepened. Damn it! She was way beyond this. That had been her old way of dealing with things. Hadn’t she become more than a girl who had to fuck to feel as if she belonged, as fake as that might be? If she’d regressed this far, maybe it was time to leave and try to get it back together in California. Something was going very wrong here and stripping away everything she’d worked to build all these years.

* * * *

Seeing her sister—any of her sisters, actually—was the last thing Moon wanted. She needed to be alone but didn’t dare do that on the ranch. Getting into Cord’s Jeep, she drove into Daly. Though the place was small, there was always someone around during the days. Maybe she’d get a drink at the lone bar in town or grab a burger at the sole restaurant that stood next door. Or maybe she should just keep on driving. No, she really did love the little berg and the eclectic band of people who lived there. She’d hang out on Main Street and absorb as much of it as possible. All too soon, she’d be left with only memories once more.

As if sensing her last thought, her phone suddenly started ringing, the loud jangle seeming more protest than alert. Moon glanced at the screen. Her sister Sun.

“Hello?”

“Where are you?” Sun demanded.

“I’m driving and trying to clear my head. Why?”

“Because,” Sun hissed then lowered her voice. “My address here is listed on your employment records as next of kin and emergency contact. There’s a heavily tattooed man in a tight T-shirt and jeans sitting on the sofa in the front parlor of Robert’s house. He’s looking for you and seems pretty worried that he hasn’t been able to reach you.”

Moon’s foot pressed to the brake, causing the tires to squeal for a second before she let up and eased the vehicle to the side of the road. “Say that again…?”

“Your boss is here. He’s looking for you since you haven’t answered his phone calls.”

“He’s supposed to be in Brazil…” She wasn’t supposed to know that but since she handled most of his affairs, she knew where he’d booked tickets. But then, she’d also known if he was calling, he wanted her back on the job.

“Well maybe you can tell him that when you come get him,” Sun snapped.

“What’s wrong with you?” Moon asked. “Most women would love to have a rock star in their living room.”

“I’m not most women, and I know why he’s here, too. To take you away, so excuse me if I hate him.”

“Sun…”

“Hey, I can have my opinion. You better come and deal with him before I have a couple of the hands take him for a ride then lose him in the back pastures. I’m sure Pete would be thrilled to help with that.”

Moon couldn’t help but smiling at her sister, though she knew Sun was just spouting off. “I’m in town. I’ll be back in about forty-five minutes, okay?”

Sun sighed as if thoroughly put upon. “Fine. I’ll get him a drink or something.”

“You’re so gracious, sis,” Moon said dryly.

“Whatever. Just hurry…or not, like I said.”

Though she was quite sure Sun wouldn’t do anything nefarious, Moon sped a bit to get back to the Flying D, but with every mile she passed, the boulder forming in her gut grew heavier and heavier. This was it. She’d run out of time before she’d even had any.

Gravel spit out beneath her tires as she skidded to a stop behind a black Lexus parked at the base of the steps leading up to the main house. An incongruous rental sticker had been plastered to the bottom corner of the back window.

She sat in the Jeep for several moments. Her stare moved between the country mansion, the fields beyond it and at the luxury car in front of her. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t go in there, retrieve Ree and head out. She couldn’t leave here again.

Hot prickles of panic shot across her shoulders as she considered quitting her job and flying on the wind. Dear God! Was she insane? Apparently, a little.

But would she really be in the wind? Hadn’t Pete promised to anchor her? Or was that just talk? If it was, she’d manage. Daly was home. Her family was here.

Determined, despite her fears, she climbed out of the vehicle. The boulder in her gut rolled, and she realized it wasn’t alone. She had plenty of worries tearing up her insides.

Taking deep breaths, she leaned against the Jeep’s door and looked around, taking in the out-buildings surrounding the house and the constant activity around them. It wasn’t just Daly… This place, the ranch, could be home if she let it.

Across the compound, Pete stepped from one of the barns with Sully and Cord on his heels. She straightened as they headed for her then belatedly realized they weren’t. They hadn’t noticed her there and were going to the house. She saw it on Cord’s face when he recognized his vehicle then zeroed in on her. His lips moved as he said something to his group. The adjustment was subtle, but suddenly, she was in their sites. Their path veered slightly as they stalked toward her.

Well…in truth, only Pete stalked. The other two seemed their normal, rambling selves. So apparently, Pete hadn’t shared the details of the spat he and Moon had had earlier, and clearly, from his stony expression, he was still pissed off. Considering she’d barely been given a chance to come to terms with her decision, his ire pissed her off.

“What are you doing outside?” Pete asked when they stopped in front of her. Sully, who had slung an arm around her waist and was about to kiss her, paused and looked confused at his friend.

“I just got here,” she replied. “I was driving then Sun called to tell me Ree’s here.”

“What the hell is he doing here?” Pete asked coldly. She’d been wrong to think his expression was stony before. He’d been irritated. Now, his face turned hard and expressionless while fury burned in his eyes.

“He came here looking for me. He needs me. And why the hell are you so angry?”

“Yeah, man, geez,” Cord muttered. He drew Moon into his embrace and kissed her while Sully crowded into their side and hugged them both. When Cord lifted his lips, she turned her head slightly and was met with Sully’s mouth. He pushed her lips open, his tongue delving inside as he groaned. Moon felt herself melting, just as she always did when they held her. This was where she wanted to be. In their arms—in Pete’s arms, too. All three of the men and her.

“So I’ll just go inside and let Robert know what’s going on,” Pete growled, staying outside the intimacy. He stomped away.

“What the fuck?” Cord muttered, looking at Sully while part of Moon ripped apart. Her chest was crushing in on her; she couldn’t breathe. God, she’d almost told them she was staying. She’d almost quit her job. Pete didn’t want her here. Even if Sully and Cord did, they were bound for Kentucky soon.

“You know how he is,” Sully replied. “When he’s faced with people leaving him, he shuts down and pushes them away, even if it’s the last thing he wants. He’s just pissed off with us because we’re leaving tomorrow.”

“Right. Abandonment issues,” Cord sighed.

“Tomorrow?” Moon echoed. It seemed so soon, but who was she to talk? She was likely leaving today. Was that what was going on with Pete? He was pushing her away before she left, trying to keep himself from being hurt or something? Irritating man.

She pressed her hand to her temple as the back and forth vacillating she’d done since getting back to Daly thudded to a decision, the locking in place so sudden and forceful it dizzied her. But the rock in her middle dissolved, and while she felt uneasily unfettered by the ties of responsibility, a lightness, a rightness fell around her.

“I think he’s more angry with me than with you,” she told the men, “because I haven’t made a choice.”

She had. Just now. But she needed to tell Pete, not Sully and Cord. They all knew if she stayed—when she stayed—she’d be with Pete. When Cord and Sully came back, if they came back, all four of them would be a unit, but they’d also be two pairs. That felt comfortable and right to her. Because of that, Pete was her first consideration.

“I need to go talk to him—and deal with Ree.”

She left them and headed into the house. Ree and Pete stood in the front hallway, talking while Sun leaned in her office door watching them and looking somewhat bemused. She didn’t seem as unaffected by the rock star in the foyer as she’d put on over the phone. While his attention was on Pete, Sun appeared a bit awestruck, but Moon knew the moment his attention shifted, her sister would once again be all business.

Moon wasn’t unaffected by the sight before her, either. Both men were tall and built, though Pete’s muscle came from hard work while Ree’s was developed at the gym. Pete looked rugged in his work wear, while Ree looked rough in all black, from his form-fitting tee to his biker boots. The sleeves of tattoos on his arms added to the look. Both men had equally dark hair, though Ree’s was slightly longer and arranged in artful disarray. Still, they were strikingly similar. Why hadn’t she ever noticed that?

“Moon, sweetheart, it’s about time you got here,” Ree said, noticing her first, but her attention was on Pete. He stiffened at Ree’s greeting. Moon was sure he didn’t like the other man’s offhand endearment. He spared a disgruntled glance her direction then looked at her sister.

“Is Robert free yet?” Pete asked.

“Oh sure,” she replied. “He got off the phone a few minutes ago. You can go on in.”

Pete nodded then looked back at Ree.

“It’s good to see you again,” her boss said. “Never thought I’d find you out here in BFE.”

Moon’s eyes went wide. See you again?

“You know each other?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Ree said as Pete silently regarded her. “Our dads were friends then when Pete’s dad was indicted for fraud, Pete took off—we all knew he had nothing to do with it though—but none of us knew where he went.”

“I told you we all have secrets in our past,” Pete said quietly.

He headed into Robert’s office before she could ask anything.

“So…Moon,” Ree said, drawing her attention from the departing cowboy. “You and Pete, huh? I always thought he’d end up with one of those socialites his dad was always shoving at him. I have to say, you’re a far better choice.”

“Um…thanks?”

“Wow, this is just getting better and better,” Sun said from where she still stood at her office.

“Sun…”

“Okay, okay…I’m going.”

“You’re sister’s name is Sun? Are your other sisters named Star and Cloud?” Ree joked.

“Almost as bad,” Sun answered before Moon could. “River and Paisley.”

“Huh,” he said, obviously entertained by the odd selection. Shaking it off, he refocused on Moon. “So Pete was telling me about this rodeo thing you were planning before you came to work for me.”

“Yeah, it was canceled,” Moon replied, still bemused that her boss knew Pete.

“He suggested I might revive the event if I volunteer to headline on the first night. I have to say, I’m rather charmed by this place. I got in yesterday and did some exploring.”

“There’s not much to explore. It’s pretty small.”

“And off the map. I liked that. I could have danced naked down Main Street without worrying that the pics would end up on TMZ.”

“I wouldn’t recommend it,” Moon replied dryly, her professional persona kicking into gear. “Most everyone still has a cell phone. Likely, someone would take photos of the lunatic parading around in the buff. And what do you mean you got in town yesterday?”

“You weren’t answering your phone calls so I came looking for you.”

“You called one time…a couple days ago. Normal people don’t just hop a plane to Wyoming to check up on their employee.”

“I thought we were more than employer and employee,” he replied. Moon stepped back in surprise. Surely he didn’t think…

“Ree…”

“I thought we were friends, too.”

“Well, yeah, but—”

“So back to this rodeo thing—”

“The rodeo’s dead, Ree,” she snapped. Didn’t she wish there was some way possible to save it? But she didn’t work for the town any longer. She wasn’t the person to ask about these things.

“Because of lack of funding,” he persisted, further annoying her.

“Right.”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “What if I decide I have a vested interest in it coming to fruition?”

She mirrored his stance. “Why?”

“I like this place. Enough to move here, actually. Of course, I’d want the best for it.”

She raised an eyebrow at him. “You know that’s counterintuitive, right? The point of the rodeo was to get Daly on the country’s radar. If it succeeds, the small off-the-map place you admire ceases to exist.”

“Somewhat, but not entirely. It won’t turn into New York or LA, and it’ll still be small and out of the way. If the town’s promoters are smart, they’ll work to maintain the homey, small-town atmosphere.”

“I’m sure they have that in mind.” One hand propped on her hip, she pressed a palm over her eyes. “This is all really strange, Ree. No one just up and moves to the country on a whim.”

“I can name more than a dozen celebs who have.”

Staring at the floor, Moon shook her head. It was all too much to hope for and almost too much to understand. If Ree came to Daly, she’d be here with Pete—and Sully and Cord when they came back. It would be tricky, but she could work and have her family. Yet, if Ree moved here, would that bring an unwanted spotlight on the Daly community? Most importantly, would Pete feel like her second choice, a convenience now that she could have her job and him too?

As if conjured by her thoughts, he opened Robert’s door and stepped from the office. He looked at her sadly then headed for outside.

“Ree, I need to talk to Pete. Will you be all right here for a little longer?”

“Actually, I’m heading back to Gillette. A couple guys from the band are here with me. We’re leaving on a hiking trip into the mountains in the morning.”

“You were never here for me in the first place,” she accused, pinning him down.

“Well…” Was he seriously blushing at getting caught? She almost laughed.

“Just keeping me on the line?” She raised a brow at him. “I’m not one of your girlfriends.”

“I wanted to see the ‘home’ you’re so wistful for all the time.”

“Home just walked out the door. I need to go talk to him. We,” she pointed between the two of them, “will talk about the moving and the rodeo when you get back. Don’t do anything stupid—and for the record, I’m holding you to that offer for the rodeo. I’ll talk to the former organizer tomorrow.”

He nodded, and she left him behind as she rushed out the front door. Pete was already down the steps and halfway to one of the barns.

“Pete!” she called, running after him.

He turned as she came even with him.

“So…it’s time to go, huh?” he said then made a face at stating the obvious. “Maybe you’ll be back if he does the concert.”

“I know you’re busy, but can you take a walk with me?” she asked. “Can we talk?”

He glanced at the small corral where the ranch’s vet was administering meds to a heifer with the help of two of the men. Farther away, a pickup headed out with bales of hay in the back. A pair of ATVs sped along beside it while several black and white herd dogs ran after the vehicles. Through the nearest barn door, she spied another cowboy grooming one of the horses while a couple more were mucking stalls. The ranch really was a hive of activity all day long, but she needed to borrow Pete for a while.

“Sure,” he said. Taking her hand, he led her down the gravel path that wound away from the main compound and toward the Red House. It was only a couple miles away, and Moon could easily envision herself hiking the distance between there and here on a regular basis to visit her sister while Pete worked. She could just as easily see herself stealing him away occasionally.

The pair of them walked in silence for a few minutes. Pete didn’t press her, but she could feel his tension as he waited for her to speak. Her voice seemed strangled when she finally forced out words.

“You were wrong earlier,” she said. “I really did consider staying here.”

“Look, I’m sorry I flew off the handle.”

She shrugged. “It’s okay. I’d probably feel the same way if I were in your shoes.”

“And how do I feel, Moon?” he asked the edge evident in his words.

“As if the person you want isn’t even willing to give being together a shot. As if there’s no consideration of any options other than the original course—have vacation then go home and leave it all behind. But you’re wrong. That’s not where I was at in my thoughts.”

“Okay,” he conceded. “Tell me.”

“My gut tells me that coming home to Daly is the right thing. I’ve been fighting it. I was sure I couldn’t be accepted after my past. I was equally sure this is just lust and high emotion. I told myself it will fade and go away and I’ll be stuck.” She looked over at him. “I know that’s not true. The need I have for you three hasn’t gone away in the year I’ve been in LA. And I know you even better now.”

“We feel the same way—me most of all.”

“Yes, that’s the strongest, isn’t it?” She brushed her fingers over his ruddy cheek, feeling the slight bristle of stubble that had grown in since his shave at some ungodly hour this morning.

Turning his head, he kissed her fingertips. He caught one between his teeth and drew it between his lips. A familiar tightening tugged at her center, accompanied by a warm melting sensation that had her wanting to sink to the ground with him. Such a simple touch could light fire in her core.

“So…” Pete murmured as his mouth moved along her palm to her wrist. He sucked momentarily at the pulse. “Please tell me you’re staying. Tell me you’re choosing me.”

“Pete… Pete wait.”

He closed his eyes and drew a shaky breath. “You’re not,” he said woodenly. Straightening, he released her then shoved his hands in his pockets.

“Will you just listen?” she exclaimed. “I want to—but there’s been a change and I don’t want you to think I’ve changed my mind because of it. Ree… God, this is so stupid. He wants to move here. I don’t see it working, but if he does, I could keep my job with him, though I might have to travel sometimes. But here’s the thing… If he doesn’t, I’m staying here anyway. I want to be very clear on that. My decision isn’t based on what he does. It’s based on wanting to be with you. And honestly, working for him here might not be feasible anyway. The man knows no boundaries. He—”

Her words were cut off by Pete’s mouth over hers. She flattened herself to him, breathing in his musky scent while he kissed her. Her lips opened under his, inviting him in as they sealed her decision—at least, she was pretty sure that was it. Joy flooded her. She was his. She was part of something bigger than herself, and they were a family. She’d found a place where she really belonged and she was fully accepted.

“You’ll marry me?” he asked when they parted slightly to suck in air.

“Marry…” She blinked at him, stunned that they were already to this, but absolutely ready, except for one further issue. “Sully and Cord,” she started.

Pete grinned. “They’ll probably get married one day when it’s legal here or in Kentucky, if that’s where they’re at. They’d be thrilled for us. That is…if you will. Will you? Wait. Don’t answer yet.” He appeared adorably unsure, and she wanted to put him out of his misery immediately, but he pressed his fingers over her lips. “Come sit down with me. I shouldn’t have asked you to be with me until you know everything.”

Everything? What was everything?

Taking her hand once more, he drew her toward the split-rail fence that bordered the path they’d been walking. The pasture was empty beyond it. He lifted her to sit on the top plank. He leaned momentarily in the post beside her. After a moment, he straightened away from it then started to pace in apparent agitation.

“Ree told you a bit about me back there.”

“Yeah.” She nodded, remembering that Pete’s dad had gotten into legal trouble. Surely, Pete didn’t think she’d hold that against him. “Is your dad still in jail?”

“As far as I know. There’s a reason no one back there knows where I went. I cut off all ties. I couldn’t be a part of that. I… well, I told you we all have secrets. I should have told you mine before when you told me yours. I was a coward—to me, mine is so much worse. I was ashamed of it and my part of it.”

Moon gripped the wood beneath her. She couldn’t imagine Pete had stolen anything, but she knew people who had hidden things from their spouses for years—and she and Pete didn’t have that history. “What was your part of it?”

He appeared pleading when he looked at her. “I never touched the money, but…Ree mentioned the socialites, right? I heard that just before I closed the office door. My dad owned an investment firm, and my mom used to complain he was married to it. She left him when I was eleven. Left him. Left me. She never looked back. My older sister left the year after that. She was sixteen. Ran away. I heard through a friend that she married her boyfriend the day she turned eighteen.”

Moon nodded, understanding why the prospect of her going back to LA had bothered him so much. She’d be another person leaving him.

“My father,” he continued, “just threw himself into work. There were days on end when I didn’t see or hear from him. So I was pretty much on my own. But sometimes…often, really…he…”

He took a deep breath, his countenance so harsh, she didn’t want him to continue with whatever it was he was determined to admit. When he looked at her, his eyes were full of so much pain, tears burned her eyes. She blinked, trying to hold herself together. He hadn’t even told her what upset him so much. Icy dread scraped through her veins because she knew it would be awful.

Pete shook his head, as if pushing away memories, and his jaw hardened even more than it had been. “He used to, uh…throw me at those women. Married, older, lonely…whatever. They were all fair game. He’d say ‘Make them feel special, Pete. Do whatever you need so they want to invest with us.’ And…I did. I should have been questioning why the hell my dad needed help getting someone to give him their money to manage, but instead, I let him pimp me out, so to speak.”

Moon’s stomach tightened, the coffee she’d had earlier churning. “How…old were you?”

“Barely sixteen the first time. I was almost eighteen when he was arrested.”

“Oh my God,” she whispered. She closed her eyes, disgust and fury filling her. Pete had been little more than a child! No wonder he didn’t care about what she’d done at that age. He felt as if he was the same—or worse.

“That’s…unspeakable,” she rasped.

“I know. I’m sorry. I—”

“Not you! Him! Those women! You were a kid. They should be in jail for that.”

He stared at her, his mouth slightly open, surprise in his eyes. He’d obviously been ready for a large dose of self-flagellation so she’d know how bad he felt.

“Pete! You’re kidding me, right?” she gasped as she hopped off the rail and grabbed his thickly muscled arms. “You were a victim.”

“I was old enough to know better.”

“Right…and how many teen boys do you know who wouldn’t go for sex with Mrs. Robinson? Please. But those women knew better and deserve to be punished for taking advantage of you.”

“I never looked at it that way.”

“You should.”

He was silent for a minute then one side of his mouth lifted wryly. “I guess they were punished in a way. My dad stole their money, and there was no getting it back.”

“Hardly equal. So…is that it? No other skeletons?” She didn’t want to make light of it, but she didn’t want him to think it weighed into her decisions or her opinion of him. As he’d told her, more than once, everyone had a past. Some people’s worse than others. It was time that both of them left it behind them and thought of the full future they could have together.

“None.”

“Can I answer your question now?”

“I hope you will.”

“Yes.” She pressed her palm to his heart then lifted on her toes until her mouth was a hairsbreadth from his. “Yes even more now than before.”

Pete’s wide smile chased away any bit of doubt hiding in her dark corners. He whooped, lifting her and spinning her around, kissing her face wherever his lips reached.

“Let’s go home,” he said when she was on her feet again sometime later. “We need to celebrate. Robert will understand.”





 

Chapter Nine

 

 

 

Black billows of smoke tore through their happiness as they approached the house. Pete broke into a run while Moon fumbled with the phone in her pocket. She called Sun to have the ranch’s fire brigade get to the Red House then guessing that something more sinister than a simple but horrible house fire had happened, she dialed Deputy Martin.

When the authorities were on the way, she ran after Pete as fast as she could go. The strong smell of gasoline permeated the air as she drew closer to the place Pete, Cord and Sully had called home. The house was fully engulfed in flames when she got close enough to see more than smoke. The ancient red paint curled under the heat while windows shattered.

Too close to the blaze, Pete wrestled on the ground with another man—a man obviously taken by surprise because his truck idled nearby with gas cans in the back. One he’d apparently been carrying when Pete had tackled him was on its side near the front bumper. A single look told her it was the same person she’d seen skulking about. Sam. And this time he was caught in the act.

Knowing that would make him recklessly violent, she looked around for a weapon, determined to help Pete however she could. The two exchanged vicious punches while they rolled in the dirt and grappled. Pete’s head snapped back as Sam caught him in the jaw, but it was less than an instant before Pete returned the blow. Still, Sam seemed more cunning when it came to the brawl—or more dangerously desperate for escape.

Another punch stunned Pete, and Sam slipped away from him, leaping to his feet. Seeing Moon, he advanced on her. Murder lit his eyes, and she knew neither she nor Pete would live past this if the old foreman had his way. Behind Sam, Pete struggled to his feet. She knew he wouldn’t get to her in time.

Casting about again for a weapon, she spied a crowbar in the back of the truck and lunged for it. Sam grabbed her, laughing as he pulled her away from the tailgate before her fingers closed around the iron. He squeezed her hard as she struggled, forcing her air from her. Probably to make killing her easier, she supposed.

Not willing to go down without a fight, Moon reached up and grabbed two handfuls of his greasy hair, fisting her fingers in it so he couldn’t shake her free. One of his arms released her to yank at her wrist. Knowing that was her opening, Moon forced herself to go limp, becoming deadweight and dragging him forward. Swiveling as they fell, she tried to move so she was to his side rather than under him. The move didn’t work, but as they toppled, her leg jammed between his. She rammed it upward with all her might then as he screeched in pain, she leaned forward and bit his shoulder as hard as she could.

Pushing him over and off her, she leapt to her feet. Though he curled in on himself, she kicked him again and would have kept on kicking him but Pete grabbed her. He pulled her away, avoiding her thrashing when he startled her and she went on a panicked offensive against him.

“Don’t let him get away,” she gasped against him.

“He’s not going anywhere, baby,” he replied as the deputy’s truck sped up the drive, with the ranch’s fire vehicles on his bumper. His tires spewed gravel then dirt as he veered into the yard. He skidded to a stop a few yards away from them and seemed to leap from the truck before it had fully stopped.

“Caught him red-handed,” Pete told Kaleb. “He was putting the gas cans in the back of the Silverado when I got here.”

“That’s who I saw before too,” Moon added.

“Enough for me,” Kaleb said. “Sheriff’s on his way.”

As Kaleb went to Sam and pushed him on his belly then cuffed him, Pete pulled Moon tight in his arms. “Where the hell did you learn to fight like that?” he asked as the Miranda rights were recited in the background.

“When everyone thinks you’re stealing their boyfriends, you learn to fight. Oh Pete,” she cried as she looked at the house, “It’ll be completely destroyed.”

The crew continued dousing the flames with water, but it was obvious it would be a complete loss. The old wood had caught quickly with the aid of the accelerant. Already, the blaze leapt in the attic windows. Her heart stuttered as she caught sight of Cord and Sully outlined by fire as they worked with the team. Please God, let them be all right!

“It’s just stuff. My family will be safe from that—” His arms tightened around her then he let her go. “I need to go help.”

“What can I do?”

“Stay away from the fire so I don’t worry about you, okay? And call Sun so she can let Robert know what’s going on with Sam.” He was already running for the equipment.

Almost numb with her worry, Moon pulled out her phone. She fumbled with it, almost dropping it twice as she tried to dial.

Sun answered on the first ring. “What’s going on? Robert was on his way to Gillette, but he’s on his way back. I’ve got him on the other line.”

“We caught Sam in the act. He doused the house with gasoline and started the fire. Kaleb arrested him.”

“No! It really was him then… Thank goodness you guys caught him. Hopefully, that will be the end of this. Are you okay?”

“A little beat up, but that’s all.” She purposely downplayed Sam’s attempted murder. Her sister would freak out. “Hey, guess what?” she offered to deter Sun.

“What?”

“We get to plan a wedding.”

“We do? Whose—Moon!” Sun squealed in her ear. “When? Why didn’t you tell me? Oh damn it, Robert must have hung up and he’s calling back right when I want details.”

“Go answer him. We’ll have plenty to talk about later.”

“I will. You better come here straight after things are done there. And Moon?”

“Yeah?”

“Welcome home.”

Moon hung up the phone and looked at the smoldering house that would have been hers. Welcome home, indeed. Well, a house didn’t matter. They’d be together and they’d be fine.

* * * *

Putting out the blaze had seemed to take hours. The sheriff had cordoned off the area surrounding the truck. He’d done the same with the house once the fire was out. He’d questioned Moon and Pete and taken pictures of the cuts and bruises on them from Sam’s assault. Finally, Sam had been carted off to jail.

When all was done, Pete, Moon, Sully and Cord stood alone, just outside the yellow tape surrounding the ruins.

“Nothing that can’t be replaced,” Pete muttered. It wasn’t quite true. He knew they’d all lost precious belongings. His only pictures of his family had been in there, as well as journals he’d kept as he put his life back together. Sully and Cord had similar memories, burned away by Sam’s evil.

He hugged Moon close by his side, breathing in her light floral scent and ignoring the smoky tinge. The acrid smell of charred wood and wiring made the air almost unbearable.

Moon turned in his arms and squeezed him tight. Her face buried in his chest. He pressed his nose into her hair, reflexively curling his body around her. In his peripheral vision, he saw Sully and Cord embracing and finding consolation in one another. After a moment, they parted and wrapped their arms around Pete and Moon.

Warm comfort seeped into him. No matter what, this was his family. This was what mattered. Almost as soon as he thought it, pain invaded the peace. Half his family was leaving. He closed his eyes and pushed that knowledge away. They’d work this out…somehow.

“Let’s go,” he said, his voice muffled by the press of bodies. “There’s nothing left here.”

“Go where?” Sully asked.

Damned if he knew. Pete shrugged. “Moon can stay with her sister and we can stay at the bunkhouse, I guess. There are beds in there anyway. Maybe you two can shop in Gillette tomorrow before you go so you at least have some clothes.”

“Stuff’s no big deal,” Sully replied. “God knows I’ve had nothing but my car and the shirt on my back before. I can do it again. This time I have Cord, too. Mostly, I wanted to spend tonight with all of us together. You know…before Cord and I leave.”

“Maybe we can get a room in the city,” Cord suggested.

“Sounds good,” Pete agreed. He broke away from the group and headed for the truck that had been left there for them so they wouldn’t need to hoof it back to the main house. He kept Moon’s hand tightly in his. For all he’d said about starting over and it just being stuff that had burned, he couldn’t forget that Moon could have been at the house when Sam started the fire. Based on Sam’s actions, Pete was sure it had been Sam’s intent, to kill her. To take something important from Pete.

“I want to be with all of you, too,” Moon said as they climbed into the vehicle. “I really don’t want to be alone tonight,” she added quietly.

Pete pulled her tight to him. “You never need to be alone,” he promised. “You’re mine and I’m yours. Together.”

“Hmm…” Cord said from the back. “Seems like we missed something, Sul.”

“Looks like,” Sully agreed.

Cord leaned on the back of the front seat so his face was inches from where Moon and Pete cuddled. “Something you want to share?” he asked.

She turned her head and kissed him. Pete watched as their lips moved together, the sight of their pleasure sending heat through him. Blood rushed to his cock as Moon knelt on the seat and wrapped her arms around Cord’s neck, deepening the kiss.

Pete’s possessive streak was a mile wide, and he supposed that was one of the reasons his senses had rebelled so much against her going back to LA. But watching her with Cord, sharing her with his two friends, yet knowing that ultimately she was his, did things to his insides he couldn’t explain. It turned him on so fucking much, and suddenly, he wanted to see her with Sully and Cord more than anything tonight.

With Cord and Sul, but no one else. He could never see himself sharing her with anyone but these two friends who were as close to him as brothers. He glanced around the couple to Sully. He seemed to be feeling the same thing about his man. He’d share with Moon, but no one else—and it made him damn hot too, judging from the lust in his gaze.

“A hotel, then,” Pete said as he caught Sully’s eye.

Sully nodded. “I think we all need that tonight.”

Moon broke away from Cord, dropped one more quick kiss on his lips then sat back on her seat, though she remained sideways with her back to the door so she could see Pete and the two in the back. “I promised Sun we’d stop at the main house,” she told them.

Pete nodded. “I’ll have to let them know where I am and probably give Robert an update, though I’m sure he’s already up to speed on everything. Still, he probably wants to hear it from me.”

The rest of the drive was silent, the men exhausted from the exertion of fighting the fire and Moon deep in her own thoughts.

Sully leaned forward as Pete parked next to the bunkhouse and placed the key above the visor for the vehicle’s owner. “So what exactly did we miss?” he asked. “You never said.”

Pete looked at Moon. Her face was flooded with joy as she smiled. She gave him a nod then he looked back at his friends. “Moon’s going to stay…and marry me.”

After a round of whoops, hugs and backslaps, Moon slipped out of the truck and headed for her sister’s office. On her way to the house, she noticed Ree’s car was gone. Apparently, he’d left in the middle of the commotion—thank goodness. She didn’t need to deal with him right now.

Sun rushed out before Moon had started up the mansion’s steps. She bounded down to the drive and grabbed Moon in a bear hug. “I’m so glad you’re all right!”

“I’m good. Just tired.”

“We figured you would be. I’ve got clothes set out for you and a bag packed. Robert got out some stuff for the guys, too. You can shower here then head over to the North Ridge house. It’s a little farther out than the Red House was, but Robert always keeps it stocked and cleaned in case of company. The other houses on the ranch are boarded up. I can’t even believe how many there are, but Robert’s family was pretty big at one point and with a spread like this, it’s good to have people spaced around it to oversee everything.” She reached in her pocket. “I’m rambling again. Sorry, I was just so worried then…” She shook her head. “You know how I get. All hyped up. Anyway, here’s the key. Pete knows how to get there, right Pete?”

Moon looked over her shoulder to see Pete, Sully and Cord heading their way.

“Right what?” he asked.

“You know where the North Ridge house is.”

“Of course. Oh, I hadn’t thought about that. That’s better than a hotel in Gillette.”

“Hell, yeah.” Sun explained to the men what she’d already said about clothes then let them know she’d gotten together food for them to take as well. She shook her head at the men. “You all should have known Robert would take care of you. His crew is his family, and he sees to his own. Now, let’s go in and get you all cleaned up.”

Moon stared at the steps, the thought of going up them almost unbearable as the weight of the day pushed down on her. It was ridiculous since it wasn’t even late, but the last few hours had just been too much. Maybe one of her men could carry her up them. No, they were as tired as she was. So, maybe she could just sit here on the bottom stoop and wait for them to come back outside. That sounded extraordinary.

“Baby, you look dead on your feet,” Pete observed.

“I’m just thinking about bed and wondering if we can shower at the house.”

Cord yawned. “That sounds like a really good idea.”

Sully glanced at his watch. “Yeah…time’s getting pretty short. We need to make a decision.”

Her stomach knotted in reaction to the reminder. In a few hours, two of her men would be gone. She could barely breathe, and she felt a little sick. Had they felt like this at knowing she was leaving them?

“Let’s go inside and get the supplies Sun put together,” she said, forcibly pushing aside the uneasy feelings. She had to make the best of the time they had and not dwell on the past and what was to come. She could feel bad later.

With a new burst of energy, she sprinted up the eight steps to the porch.

* * * *

Moon moaned as Pete’s hands slid up her slick torso while the hot water jetted around them from multiple showerheads. The North Ridge house had four bedrooms, each fitted with spectacular, luxury bathrooms. She and Pete had chosen this one, fitted with chrome and black marble. The enormous shower would have been big enough for all four of them.

Steam swirled around them as Pete stroked her body under the guise of them getting clean. She was pretty sure they’d passed clean awhile ago, but she wasn’t complaining. Her arm slid behind his shoulders as he lifted her against the wall, and she shivered at the cool tile against her back. Any chill disappeared when Pete stepped between her legs. His hand trailed up her inner thigh to reach her center then part her folds. She jerked as his finger rubbed over her clit.

“You like that?” he murmured into her neck, though she was sure he knew she loved it.

“Yes,” she moaned. She canted her hips into his touch, wanting firmer contact on the sensitive flesh. Instead, the long digit slid back to sink deep into her pussy. She closed her eyes, tilting her head against the side of the shower as perfection filled her. Having him touch her, having him inside her, even if it was just his finger, felt like home. It was the perfect belonging. She was his; he was hers; they understood each other. They were right. Together. Here or wherever they were.

She rocked into him, enjoying the sensation of his knuckles pressing her open as he thrust and retreated. Her nails bit into his shoulders.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” Pete rasped. “So fucking beautiful. Come for me, baby. Come apart for me before I share you with them.”

“Pete,” she gasped then begged, “Fuck me. Please…”

“After,” he promised. He tipped his head forward and captured one of her nipples in his mouth. His tongue flicked over the tip while he drew, causing her to squirm and cry out as pleasure swept through her.

As Moon recovered from the orgasm, Pete shouldered open the shower door then carried her out to the small rug beyond the enclosure. He set her on the thick mat and grabbed a towel. Swiftly, he dried her, rubbing the nubby cloth over her sensitive skin.

“But…” she said. Wasn’t he going to finish this? She wanted that. After the wonderful and horrible events of the day, she needed the comfort of being with him. She knew he needed the same. They were alike that way.

“Shh,” he replied. “There’s more. Just wait.”

After tossing the towel on the counter, he lifted her into his arms once more and carried her into the enormous bedroom. Large windows on two walls overlooked the mountains in the distance and the view was quite similar to that at the Red House. A spike of sadness went through her, but Pete quickly squelched it when he placed her on the bed and straddled her. She giggled as he dripped on her.

“Stay right here,” he said. He placed a kiss on her lips then hurried back into the bathroom to dry himself.

He was just returning when Cord and Sully burst into the room. Both men were naked and carried dark sage-colored ropes in their hands. A tremor of anticipation went through Moon. Tonight would be all four of them.

“This is all we could find,” Cord told Pete, holding up one fist to show him the tiebacks from the downstairs curtains. “We’ll have to put them back later.”

Sully and Cord moved toward her, intent alight in their eyes, but she wasn’t frightened. These three would never hurt her.

Sully grabbed one of her wrists and wrapped the soft rope around it. Quickly, he fastened it to a spindle in the headboard. Cord repeated the action with her other hand. To the side, Pete watched. His arms crossed his muscular chest and a slight smile curved his lips. His cock jutted out, thick with arousal.

The two men on the bed moved toward her feet. They each looped together pairs of ties to lengthen them, then bound her ankles to the footboard. Heat burned through her at her spread-eagle and immobilized position—heat and unbearable anticipation. She was theirs, vulnerable and helpless to their will. There was no fear. She wanted this; she trusted them.

“We promised you rope,” Pete told her.

She grinned, full of bravado despite being tied down. “You’ve promised me a lot of things.”

“Indeed. You’ll get them all, baby,” he said. “And even more. For a long time to come.”

Cord leaned over her, redirecting her attention. “We want you to know how special you are to us.”

She bit her lip. “I know,” she assured him.

“The only woman for any of us,” Sully added. “No matter what. Wherever Cord and I are.”

“Sully…”

The three men stood around the bed, Pete to her left, Cord to the right and Sully at her feet. She felt slightly self-conscious bound to the bed and the center of their admiration and promises. Cord crossed his arms like Pete, nodded to her naked, splayed form then looked at Sully. “The honors are yours, love,” he said to his lover.

Sully grinned and dove between her legs. His hands braced on her inner thighs, holding her wide. She moaned as his palms moved higher and parted her. His lips closed over her clit, drawing hard on it. His tongue flicked over the tip sending repeated bolts of electricity shocking through her. He seemed ravenous and ready to devour her, but the pleasure from it made her insatiable for more. She closed her eyes, sinking into the sensations. Dear God, that man’s mouth…

Cord sank onto the bed to her right and settled at her side. His arms bracketing her body, he covered her nipple with his mouth and suckled while she arched beneath him. Bolts of energy seemed to pierce her, and she felt her cream flowing into her pussy. Her body opened for them, ready for more.

“Mmm…” Sully groaned. “So good. I think our little captive likes this.”

“Yes,” Moon sighed. “Oh yes.” What was there not to like? Two men fucking her while her fiancé watched in obvious delight. Her eyes locked on him, taking in the pleasure on his face and the slow way he stroked a hand over his cock while he regarded them. Her mouth watered. She wanted to taste him. Again. A droplet of pre-cum glistened at his tip. His thumb shot out and swiped it away, adding lubrication for his lazy up-down movements.

Her attention was drawn fully back to Sully as he shifted his mouth. Two fingers rubbed over her sensitive nub while he lapped over her clit, gathering her arousal and occasionally dipping inside her passage. Mounting tension built low in her belly as her body readied for orgasm. Between watching Pete and the two men who knelt over her body she felt the release threatening at any moment.

She screeched as Cord’s teeth sank into her rigid nipple and her climax exploded. Her scream echoed around them as the spasms went on and on. In the midst of it, she heard the quick rip of a condom wrapper then felt Sully’s hard length pushing through her clenching opening and forcing apart her walls for his invasion. She sighed in relief at the sensation of being filled.

“Oh God, Moon,” Sully groaned. “So damn tight. Lord, she’s squeezing me like a vise,” he told the other two. His palms skimmed up her legs as he pistoned in and out of her. More hands joined his as Pete moved closer to the bed and Cord sat upright beside her. Their fingers coupled with Sully’s on her body, and though it was only the three sets of hands, it seemed as if they were everywhere.

Her head rolled on the pillow; her eyes pinched shut. Mindless, she pulled on the bindings holding her as it all became too much. The pleasure stole her control and her senses. She could only moan, writhe and beg for more. She canted her hips into Sully, trying to fuck him as hard as he fucked her. She wanted him to remember this while he was in Kentucky, remember how right all of them had felt together, remember he and Cord had a place here.

“Moon…” he gasped, his smooth rhythm becoming erratic, “Hell…coming…” He reached out and grasped one of Cords hands where it splayed on her belly. They leaned over her kissing as Sully called out, the sound of his release caught by Cord’s mouth.

The sight of them was obscured when Pete leaned over her and sealed his lips to hers. His tongue slipped inside, tangling with hers.

She groaned into him and her fingers clenched into the bindings holding her when another thick cock pushed into her still-pulsing channel. Calloused fingers scraped over her clit once more. Her breast was molded in a large palm. Her toes curled and she pressed her feet into the mattress to gain some leverage to arch into the men. How had she thought this was anything like her youth? She’d never had anything like Pete, Cord and Sully when they acted as a team. There was no similarity between her past and the way they made her feel cherished. They truly cared for her.

Pete’s lips left hers and moved to her ear. She saw Sully lean over her breast a moment before he devoured her nipple. A choked cry ripped from her.

“I love watching you with them—watching you with them, but knowing you’re mine,” Pete whispered in her ear. “You’re all mine, Moonbeam Szuzman. Now and forever.”

“Yes,” she gasped. The sense of belonging conferred by his words, warmed her in a way far different from the white-hot heat roiling through her. It mingled with the passion and made her whole. This wasn’t just sex. This wasn’t momentary closeness. This was for now and for tomorrow—as many tomorrows as they might want together. And she wanted as many as God gave them. She wanted to grow old, held in their arms, here in Daly. Her true home.

Pete nipped at her earlobe then moved upright so he had more mobility. He lightly stroked her arms, trailing his fingertips from her bound wrists to her armpits, following his touch with his mouth. He moved to her neck, repeating the process then her chest, her belly, her legs. He caressed, nipped and laved her everywhere. As Pete reached her tummy, Sully moved to kiss her shoulders and neck.

“Squeeze Cord,” he murmured. “Make him come.”

Without conscious thought from her, her body complied with the direction, and she groaned at the increased friction.

Sully’s mouth moved to her pussy. He licked and sucked, shifting from her clit to her folds to Cord’s cock, his tongue flicking everywhere. When Sully turned his head, laying his cheek against her groin, Cord swore.

“Fuck…Sully…” He groaned, deep from his chest. “Teeth…Hell—”

His words cut off in a cry as he drove hard into her and threw back his head. The tendons in his neck were evident as his body went rigid. She craned upward, watching him through heavy-lidded eyes as he came, and realized that Sully had opened his mouth and bitten down slightly, making Cord fuck her through the scrape of teeth. Pleasure and pain. She loved the combination; why wouldn’t they?

She sank back into the blankets, breathing hard and tired from the exertion of the climaxes yet right on the edge of another.

She hadn’t had Pete yet.

He’d said after, and now, she understood. Not after she’d orgasmed, not after their shower. He’d meant after Cord and Sully. He’d wanted to watch her with them then have her to himself.

She glanced over at the man who would be her husband. That slight smile was back as he gazed down at her tenderly.

“Now?” she whispered.

“In a minute.” He rose, grabbed the empty condom wrappers off the bed then headed into the bathroom while the other two men moved to kiss her. They pressed to either side of her, their arms crossing over her waist as they both hugged her, each with a leg over her splayed thighs. It instilled a strange sense of blanketing comfort yet vulnerability.

She lurched when wet heat covered her pussy then realized Pete had returned. A warm washcloth stroked over her as he soothed the well-fucked area, somewhat cleansing away the other men. Her gaze caught his as he looked down at her tenderly and she realized he’d always take care of her. She vowed to do the same for him.

He pushed aside the other men’s legs then drew the cloth along her thighs. Tossing aside the rag, he looked down at her as he massaged the tense muscles leading to her apex. “Are you okay?” he asked. “Not aching too much?”

“I want you,” she replied, ignoring the actual inquiry to her comfort. The only part of her that ached was her need to have him inside her, completing their circle and solidifying the union.

“You have me,” he answered.

“Inside me, cowboy,” she growled.

He drew his fingers along her cleft making her moan. She tilted her hips into the touch. She was only vaguely aware of Sully and Cord leaving the bed and heading into the bathroom. She heard the shower come on as Pete covered her body, coming mouth to mouth with her.

“I love you, Moon,” he whispered, so quietly she wondered if he were afraid she’d rebuff the declaration, that she’d deny feeling the same.

“Pete…” she breathed then his lips covered hers, interrupting the rest of her reply. She needed to tell him. He needed to know. She turned her head, wrenching from the kiss. She struggled against the bindings at her wrists as she fought to adjust her position to look at him.

As if misunderstanding her action, he sighed and pressed his face to her collarbone. “It’s okay, Moon,” he groaned. “It’s all right if you don’t feel the same yet.”

“But I do,” she exclaimed, and though she didn’t mind being tied up for fun and games, she really wished she were free so she could hug him tight and reassure him. She could feel it in him, the tentativeness as if he were still afraid she’d run off if he frightened her. That struck her as ironic considering their activities, but she’d never laugh at him. Not about this.

“You do? Already?”

“As you pointed out, it’s not really that quick considering our history. And yes, already. I would never have agreed to marry you if I didn’t love you.” She shifted her hips against him, seeking his cock. “Please…”

“I need to get a condom,” he groaned as his tip pushed slightly inside her.

“No,” she murmured. “I don’t care about that. I just want you—all of you.” They hadn’t really talked about making a family, but she knew he wanted one and this was a consequence she was ready to take, whenever or however it happened. She was fully committed to their future and wanted it to start now.

Growling and obviously agreeing, Pete thrust forward to his hilt. A cry burst from her as she met him, drive for drive. “I love you,” she gasped. “I love you.”

“Dear God, I love you,” he moaned then sealed his mouth over hers as they catapulted into their future together.





 

Chapter Ten

 

 

 

They hadn’t closed the curtains. She woke to the light from a full moon and a million tiny stars blasting through the windows. It wasn’t as bright as the noon-day sun, but there was no going back to sleep. Though the men had thoroughly exhausted her, the four of them had gone to sleep early and she found herself restless. A glance at the clock showed it was three-thirty in the morning. Pete would need to get up soon.

Deciding to make coffee and maybe breakfast, she slipped from beneath his arm. He mumbled in his sleep then sprawled across the empty mattress. Sully and Cord had gone to their own bed after a second, non-bound round of fucking. She and Pete had talked for a long time, and he was sure to be exhausted this morning.

She slipped on the clean T-shirt Pete had left on the dresser then headed downstairs. The old stairs creaked beneath her feet. She cringed with each loud sound. At this rate, she’d wake the entire house.

But someone else was already awake.

Moon paused in the doorway to the large combined kitchen-dining room. Sully sat at the table, illuminated only by the light over the stove. A glass half-filled with amber liquid sat before him, his hand resting a few inches from it. He stared blankly at the braided rug beneath the dining area. He seemed so deep in thought, she wasn’t even sure he’d heard her come in.

She studied the dejected slump of his shoulders. Her heart clenched at his forlorn expression.

“Sully,” she said quietly, not wanting to startle him. She padded across the space separating them and put her hand on his shoulder. “You okay?”

He shook his head then turned and wrapped his hands around her waist. His face buried in her belly. Her fingers threaded into his hair, holding him as she tried to comfort him. He wasn’t crying, but she felt the tension vibrating inside him.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. Had he and Cord fought after they’d left her and Pete? Was he upset over leaving this morning? He’d seemed so calm about everything.

“I can’t do it,” he said, his words muffled in her shirt. He tipped back his head to look up at her. “I’m supposed to go help my family, but I feel as if I’m leaving my real family. They hate me there. Why the hell am I going? Some misguided sense of obligation?”

Pulling free, she settled on his lap. She stroked her fingers over his stubbled jaw. “They almost killed you, and I don’t believe people change that much in such a short time. They might not hurt you physically this time, but I can’t help worrying that they’ll do it emotionally, punching you with nasty comments. It worries me, and I wish you wouldn’t go.”

“Yes, listen to her.” They both looked up to see Cord standing in the shadows just beyond the doorway. Pete stood a few steps behind him. As they came in, Moon left Sully’s lap to go into the circle of Pete’s arms. Likewise, Cord drew Sully into his embrace.

“I’ll go with you wherever you go,” Cord told his man, “but you have to know I’d rather be here with you, where you’re safe from idiots like that, where we can be with the rest of our family. You’re all I have.”

“Cord’s an orphan,” Pete whispered in her ear, underlining the man’s words. The three of them truly were his “kin”.

“And my sisters,” she added, breaking from Pete’s embrace. “And their families. You have all of us. It’s kinda a package deal with me.”

But that didn’t solve Sully’s problem. “Even handicapped, your brother can still run the horse farm,” she stated. “And I’m sure he knows that. He hasn’t been doing everything alone up ‘til now. He’s probably got a foreman and plenty of hands helping him out. They’re just trying to reel you back. We’ll be here waiting for you, if you go, but I think you should stay. I really do.”

She just couldn’t shake the knowledge that the people who’d supposedly loved him had almost taken his life because of his sexual preferences.

“I’ll be disowned if I don’t go.”

“Haven’t you been there and done that?” Cord asked. “You’re not their savior. They haven’t contacted you in all these years. They’ve never apologized. I know you want to be the bigger person, but don’t. You have nothing to prove. You owe them nothing.”

Sully looked from her to Cord then to Pete. He shook his head then looked apologetically at Cord before turning once more to Pete. “Cord’s staying for now,” he told Pete. “I’m—”

“Sully!” Cord exclaimed. “No—”

“I’ll go for one week,” Sully said, ignoring his lover. “Can you hold my job for that long? If I need to stay, then I’ll let you know and Cord can come out there, but I don’t want to assume it will be permanent. I need to know I have my real family waiting here for me.”

“Of course,” Pete replied, his brows furrowed. He obviously didn’t like Sully’s decision. Neither did Moon.

Sully turned to Cord. “I have to do this. I have to show them they didn’t break me.”

“I swear if they touch one hair—”

“I’ll be okay,” Sully assured him, sinking into his lover’s arms. “I’ll be careful. Then I’ll come home.”

Moon bit her lip and looked up at Pete. The two of them left the kitchen, leaving the other two to sort things out. In the living room, Pete enfolded her in his embrace as they stood before the bay window.

“He’ll be okay,” he told her. “Sully’s strong. He knows where he has home and acceptance. We’ll be waiting for him here. Daly will be waiting for him.”

Moon settled against him, listening to Pete’s heartbeat and knowing he was right. Hadn’t she discovered that herself? Her family and her home had been here waiting, too, and until she’d accepted that, she hadn’t been complete.

“I don’t like it,” she said.

“It will be okay. Remember what I said about life not coming tied up in a bow. There are always loose bits to deal with. Besides, I give Cord three days before he goes after Sully. That’s how much time I figured I had before I came after you.”

“You were going to follow me?”

“Yes, and I’d planned to bring you home, just like I know Cord will bring Sully home. When I talked with Robert today, we came up with a plan to hold their jobs as long as necessary. Don’t worry, baby. It will work out. It might take a few weeks, but our whole family will be back together.”

“You’re sure?”

“Very sure.”

She tilted her face up to look at him, and he took her mouth, gently brushing his lips over hers before pushing them apart and deepening the kiss. Moon groaned and went on her tiptoes. Her arms wrapped around his shoulders as she pressed her body flush to his. The shirt she wore rode up, and he cupped her bare ass. He lifted her more fully against him. She sank into him, her fiancé, her future. No matter what happened, she was his, just as Sully was Cord’s.

She ached for the other two and the short separation they faced from each other—the separation they faced from her and Pete, too. But that was the way of it. They were distinct couples. Sometimes together and sometimes apart, each with their own problems and their own decisions to make.

“Come back to bed,” Pete said, as they heard Cord and Sully head into their bedroom. He linked his fingers through hers and they headed back to the stairs. “I’ve been thinking about earlier.”

“What about earlier?”

“Not using a condom.”

“Oh… I’m, um, clean,” she said, frowning and feeling a little déjà vu. “You don’t have to worry.”

“Moon,” Pete chided. “You know I’m not concerned about that. I’m not like that guy. You wouldn’t put me in danger just like I wouldn’t put you in danger. And if there was an issue, we’d work around it. No, I was thinking more about the other result.”

“Oh…” she said, echoing her early response, but with new understanding. “Do you not want kids? I’m sure I’m safe right now.”

“I want kids. Several, actually. Sturdy little boys and beautiful little girls who look like their mother.” He paused inside their bedroom door and kissed the tip of her nose. “But…”

She cringed at the “but”. They’d never boded well for her.

“I think we should wait. You still have to deal with Ree, and you have a rodeo to plan.”

“There is no rodeo.”

“There will be, trust me. And you will be amazing at it.”

“We’ll see.” He seemed to be counting chickens before they hatched, so to speak, and she wasn’t as confident as he was. Still, waiting for kids seemed a good idea. She wanted to plan an amazing wedding for them without worrying about being sick the whole time.

She pushed him onto the bed and climbed over him, straddling his waist just as she heard moans erupting from the other room. “I should show you something else I’m amazing at,” she said, grinning.

“Dear God, show me,” he begged, his hands clamping on her hips. He rocked into her, separated by denim.

She whipped the shirt over her head and tossed it aside. She skimmed her palms up her torso and cupped her breasts, rolling the nipples in her fingers. His hands covered hers. As he took over, she reached between them to open his jeans. His cock throbbed into her fist as she closed around it.

Stretching sideways, she grabbed a condom from the table then sheathed him. With a quick shift, she sank over him. Their unison groans echoed around them as he filled her. Even if she never had all three men again, just having Pete would be enough. He satisfied her in a way no other man could. He filled her heart and her body.

She leaned forward and kissed him as she slowly rocked her hips. “I love you, Pete. Thank you for helping me find home and belonging.”

He stared into her eyes and brushed her hair from her face. “Moon, you are my home. You’ll always belong with me. I love you.”

As they lost themselves in one another, Moon knew there had never been a purer truth. If they had each other, they had everything. She couldn’t ask for anything more. Her wandering and running was over. In Pete, in Cord and Sully, in Daly, she’d found all that she’d always craved: belonging. Love. Home. Acceptance. And a place that was truly hers.
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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.


Cuffed for Pleasure by Lacey Thorn


Pleasures Series, Book One


The Greyson sisters have always craved pleasure. One by one, they find it with men they never knew they needed.


Mandy was hoping for a new start far away from the rumors circulated by her ex-boyfriend. She would be smart this time. Reserved. She would curb her wild side and be the professional she should be. But one look at Mitch and Tanner and those goals fly out the window. And that’s before she even knows about Dylan.


From the first glimpse, Tanner is smitten. It’s easy to see Mitch shares the feeling. And neither has any doubt Dylan will feel the same. There’s just something about Mandy. Now if they can only persuade her to give them a chance.


One woman with three men satisfying all her needs. Let the pleasure begin.


Playing Four Keeps by Kris Norris


If two’s company and three’s a crowd, then four is bound to be…deadly.


Special Agent Reese Bailey has a new assignment…one not under the jurisdiction of the federal bureau. She’s been hired to identify the person trying to kill the members of one of the hottest rock bands hitting the charts, and three of the hottest men she’s ever laid eyes on. Keeping her distance would be hard if she wasn’t certain they’d come to the same conclusion as all her past encounters…she’s just too different to make the cut.


Mace, Nash and Landon aren’t sure what to think of the incredibly smart federal agent who walks into their life, and into their hearts, they only know she’s the one they’ve been waiting for. It’s clear she’s a professional, not to mention a child protégé who can read their body language while figuring projectile paths in her head. And she’s not one to mix duty with pleasure.


But they aren’t taking no for an answer, not when their souls are on the line. Reese proves to be everything they've ever imagined and more. But the stakes are higher than any of them realize and if she can’t track down the stalker in time, the boys won’t be the only ones playing for keeps.


Reagan by Dakota Rebel


Baine Family Series, Book Two


Reagan Baine works for a special forces unit of the US Army. Her first kill was at the tender age of eighteen when she took a contract on her boyfriend, who had turned out to be a serial killer half werewolf, half vampire.


When the object of her current manhunt discovers that she’s after him, he draws her back to Detroit Michigan, where she will have to face her past again, but this time she won’t be alone.


Though she has worked for years to distance herself from relationships, she finds that she is drawn to the two men escorting her back home. And they aren’t about to let her go without a fight.


With a vicious arms dealer on her trail, she finds herself having to learn to trust the monsters she’s spent years fighting and discover that opening her heart again may not be as painful as she’d always believed it would be.


Rescue Party by Cheryl Dragon


Lucky Springs Series, Book Eight


When a flash flood hits Lucky Springs, Kacy Hillen tries to make it to the shelter of the high school gym to help others. Her car gets stalled in high water, but three hot men come to her rescue. On the outside, Kacy is all about achievement and independence, not man crazy. On the inside, she wants a string of men adoring and pleasing her, so this is a fantasy come true. And she even knows the men! Steve and Dean are a gay couple she had no idea was bisexual, plus Clay who screwed as many girls in high school as possible but now seems to go both ways. Kacy is exploring a whole new side of her fantasy life, and they haven’t even invited her to a party…yet!


Gun Shy by Emma Hillman


SEALS at the Ready Series, Book Two


Tired of coming back from missions to find their utilities cut off and their house strung with cobwebs, Scott and Drew, fellow SEALs and surveillance experts, decide to rent their spare room to someone who’ll help them take care of things. They need someone they’ll never fall for, however, someone homely and definitely not sexy.


Kristyn seems to be the answer to all their problems. She wears drab clothes, is a junior high teacher and loves gardening. But she’s a lot more than that. As the weeks pass, and she slowly reveals the woman hiding behind the façade she’s carefully built over the years, the two men realize they were very, very wrong.


She’s going to rock their worlds…in more ways than one

.
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