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    For my daughters: 
 
    Remember to never take anyone's shit, and to always stand up for what is right. 
 
    I love you girls more than you’ll ever know. Be whoever you want to be in life, just make sure you’re happy.  
 
      
 
    







  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Blurb 
 
      
 
    To have a successful and happy life, my Grams had five rules. 
 
    One: Find a job you love  
 
    Two: Find a man or men that you don’t get tired of (and who are good in bed) 
 
    Three: Always work hard 
 
    Four: Be dedicated and finish what you start. Always 
 
    Five: That’s for later. 
 
      
 
    I’ve tried to live by her rules, but for the last seven years, I’ve been haunted by my sister's murder. They never found her killer. That brings me to Gram's fifth rule: Don’t take anyone’s shit and make sure you get justice. 
 
    My name is Lexi Adams, and even though I never got justice for my sister, I still picked up the pieces of my life and got it on track. That is until my boss turned up dead and my relationship collapsed.  
 
    I needed some perspective in my life. That perspective came in the form of a deadly hike.   
 
    Rescued by four insanely hot Marines, things began to heat up... that is when I don’t want to strangle them. 
 
    But my would-be killer knows I survived  and wants me dead. 
 
    It doesn't matter what feelings I may have towards the four amazing men that saved me, I owe it to my sister and myself to get justice. 
 
    He messed with the wrong girl.  It’s time to nut up, and nothing can stop me.  
 
    Not even the four Marines that I may be falling for. 
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    Some days I wished my life was like one of those books where the heroine has superpowers and is a badass. The ones where she meets her soul mates—yes, please to the plural!—and they are equally powerful and badass. Together they kicked ass and took names.  
 
    I sighed as I stared out of the break room window. What I wouldn’t give to be like that. Sadly that is not my fucking life. 
 
    “Ms. Adams! Where is our coffee? Did you forget?” My boss David Rothcylde’s voice comes over the intercom in the break room. I jumped and almost spilled the freshly brewed coffee. 
 
    Shit! Here I was daydreaming again about something that will never happen when I should be doing my job as a glorified coffee girl. A person would think that living in Salem, Massachusetts would be exciting and magical, with witches galore. Nope, not one witch to be found. Trust me, I looked. There is nothing in this town but tourists and prissy bosses. Though almost every store in this town has some sort of witch title. Including my best friends café/bookstore, Brittany Stonebrook is the sole proprietor of The Witch’s Brew.  
 
     I really have to stop reading those reverse harem books Britt gives me. Shaking my head, I finished making the coffee and rush it to David and his client waiting in his office, careful not to spill any. 
 
    “Is there anything else, Mr. Rothcylde? Sorry, that took so long Ms. Davison, I had to brew a fresh pot since it’s after closing.” 
 
    “No. You can go home. Next time don’t take so long. You knew she had an appointment and should have had a pot waiting.” David said while waving his hand about. 
 
    It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him I am a receptionist! I answer phones and direct people, I am the first person people talk to or see in this business, not his coffee girl.  Instead, I just nodded and backed out of the office. Back at my desk I heard Ms. Davison giggle, it’s like nails on a chalkboard, high-pitched and irritating as fuck. Shaking my head, I rolled my eyes as I shut down my computer, I am about 90% positive those two are having an affair. She comes by after-hours way more often than is necessary, and David always has me leave. She is the only client I’m not around for. It’s going to end badly; I could feel it. Her husband was the chief of police after all. 
 
    I am so ready to go home and start my Monday night ritual. Usually, I am so busy between work, Christian-- my boyfriend for the past year, and Brittany that I don’t have any time to myself. I like time to myself. Where I can watch the shows that I like, or just sit and read for hours without interruptions. Three weeks ago I told them that I needed me time too, and designated Monday nights to me, myself and I. Brit was fine with it, Christian however was not taking it well. 
 
    I headed out of the office breathing deeply as I'm followed, once again, by that irritating giggle. I try and shake it off, not willing to let it ruin my walk. I loved my walk home, especially in the fall season. The scent of crisp clean air tinged with spices, the trees that are just bursting with color. I smiled and shook my head as I spotted a few houses that already had Halloween decorations out, it was only the middle of September for crying out loud! There is one thing I will say about Salem. They take their Halloween very seriously. As I breathe deeply again my thoughts turned to my sister Roxy, as they usually do this time of year. 
 
    Roxy had loved Halloween too. She would squeal with joy whenever she found the perfect costume. I can’t believe it's been seven years since she’s been gone. Some asswipe had killed her and gotten away with it. I loved my sister and missed her so much. She was the best one in the family, Mom was an alcoholic, I tended to keep my face hidden behind a camera. She was everything I’m not. Roxy was so vibrant and full of life, everyone loved her, or so we had thought. A year after Roxy was murdered our father took off to parts unknown, I haven’t heard from him since. Nor do I want to. He wasn’t the best father, but he wasn’t the worst either. He just cared more for his patients than his family, plus it can suck living with a shrink. Then there is the whole abandonment issue I have, instead of being there for my mom and me, helping us through our grief, he took off. Ran like a coward and left me with my drunk of a mother. 
 
    I hated that I got angry at Roxy, it’s not like it’s her fault she died. Hell, she didn’t even know she was dying until it was too late. She had said she was sick. She had all the symptoms of food poisoning. Vomiting, diarrhea and abdominal pain. Within 48 hours Roxy was dead. The medical examiner’s report said she had ingested a plant called Meadow Saffron; the flower is very deadly apparently.  
 
    She was the glue that held our family together. Everything started to unravel at home after she died. It got worse when no one was brought to justice for her death. I was the only one convinced she was murdered. Still am the only one. Everyone else said it was a tragic accident. That she had gotten some bad honey, it was the only thing in the house that the Meadow Saffron was found in. She liked to put honey on everything, I used to tease her endlessly about it, saying she was part honeybee. I never believed it was just the honey as they never made a move to recall it and test the others.  
 
    As my mom spiraled out of control with her drinking, I had to quit college at UCLA and move back home to take care of her after dad left. I found a job at a local bookstore in East LA to pay the bills and hired a caretaker for mom during the days I worked. 
 
     I frowned and kicked at the fallen leaves. A lot of good me being there had done. Mom had snuck out of the house and took the caregiver's car, wrapping it around a pole not two miles from our house. Killing herself and the last true link to Roxy I had left. Grams lived in Rota, Spain at that time and told me to do what made me happy. So, at 22 years old, I sold everything and left Los Angeles. Moving from city to city until I landed here, as far away as I could get from that hell hole without going overseas. I bought a cute little two-story stone house that I absolutely adored. I started working for David and the rest, as they say, is history. That was six years ago, lately, I’ve been feeling restless again though. I can’t pinpoint what it is that seems to be missing, but I know I’m not happy, and I’m bored. So bored!    
 
    I jumped and screamed as someone grabbed my arm, bringing me violently out of my thoughts. My heart raced as I looked over my shoulder to see who has a hold of me. I scowled, it’s only Christian, but still, what the hell is he doing here? He knows Mondays are my me time.   
 
    “Christian, what are you doing?” I snapped and tried to free my arm. Not the best way to greet your boyfriend but he has been getting on my nerves lately. 
 
    “Don’t take that tone with me. I can say hi to my beautiful girlfriend when I see her walking, can’t I? What are you doing out so late? You get off work at six, it’s seven.” 
 
    I sighed and rubbed the bridge of my nose. This crap had been happening for a while now. Christian and I have been dating for a year but in the last four months or so he has changed. I didn’t notice it at first, it was little things. Subtle digs at my appearance, asking more questions than usual about my friends. Then it had gotten worse. To the point where my friends, except one, had all stopped talking to me or asking me to go anywhere. 
 
     Christian was bound to show up at a girls' night out and say he was just in the neighborhood. It usually ended in me having to leave early with him. Now I only had Brittany left. That wonderful bitch would never leave me. I was getting really tired of his back and forth shit. I would call him on it and he would apologize then change back into his wonderful self, for a bit, then it would start again. 
 
    “We had a late client meeting, and seven is not late, Christian. Now I am going home and getting into my PJ’s and binge-watching a show. Mondays are my me time! I don’t want you or Britt around. Let go of my arm!” 
 
    His voice was cajoling bordering on whining, “Babe, I love you. Come on, how about we grab a bite to eat then head to a movie? You know you don’t really want to be alone. You’re just saying that so I’ll have to chase you and beg you for your time. You always were a… ” 
 
    I cut him off, my voice was as cold as ice. I could tell he was in one of those moods. “Christian, I said no. Now please go. I have to stop and grab my takeout.” 
 
    “You just said you were going home, now you’re grabbing food but don’t want to grab food with me? I’m hurt babe and technically you just lied. You never said anything about grabbing food.” 
 
    I’m instantly pissed the hell off and just wanted him away from me. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know I had to tell you my schedule down to the last possible minute. Do you want me to tell you when I go to the bathroom too?”  
 
    There was no way he could miss the sarcasm dripping from every word. He took a step closer to me, tightening his hand on my arm, just shy of it being painful. Fear flashed through me for a second before anger bitch slapped it back down, I wrenched my arm free and stepped back, resisting the urge to rub at the sore spot. “Get the hell out of my face, Christian. You’re doing it again. Questioning everything I say or do and frankly I’m fucking tired of it.” 
 
    He throws his hands up, “What are you saying, babe? I was joking! Geeze don’t get your panties in a twist. You are really uptight tonight. Did David piss you off again? Is that why you’re taking it out on me and not even noticing when I’m joking?” 
 
    I ground my teeth together, taking a deep breath and taking another step back. Maybe I had jumped to conclusions, and bitten his head off. He was smirking like he usually did when he was joking and his dark brown eyes did look sincere. Plus I was overly tired, I had poured over Roxy’s case files again until the wee hours of the morning this morning.  
 
    I studied him farther, he was shorter than me by two inches, at 5’8. He was handsome in a classic way, strong jawline covered in a short blonde and brown beard. I hated it but he insisted it made him look more rugged. Disheveled blonde hair that was just brushing his eyebrows on the top and short on the sides. He liked to call it his messy James Dean look. 
 
    I almost snorted at that. His dark brown eyes that could almost look black in the right light, were watching me carefully as I studied him. I did this often so it wasn’t anything new to him, he crossed his arms and looked back at me waiting for my answer. My head was trying to tell me something, but I just shook it off, I really was super tired. 
 
    Sighing, I reached out to put my hand on his shoulder. My voice is soft and calm, “I’m sorry, okay? I’m just tired and grumpy. But Mondays are for me, you know that. Please, just let me have my alone time and then I will be right as rain tomorrow. I always am.” 
 
    Christian shrugged off my hand and glared at me, I took half a step back. He had never looked at me like that before, “Fine, babe, whatever you want. Go have your me time, I don’t have time for you to change your clothes before we go out anyways.” he sneered at me.  
 
    He abruptly turned on his heel and walked away as if the hounds of hell were after him, shoving his hands into his pockets and hunching his back. 
 
    I stood there on the sidewalk dumbfounded for a moment. What the fuck just happened? He had never looked at me with such malice in his eyes before. I didn’t like it. I would have to talk with Brittany to see what she thought about his odd behavior. Maybe I was just blowing things out of proportion like I did and he had had a bad day too. Maybe he just wanted to spend time with me to make his day better?  
 
    Shaking my head, I continued down to the only Chinese food place in town, according to Britt and I. We wouldn’t eat it anywhere else. I grabbed my takeout, waving to Su Lin, the owner. Pushing Christians oddness today behind me. It was time for me to relax and watch one of my favorite shows. Even though they had cancelled it I still binge watched all the episodes at least once every few months. Though admittedly it took me about a week to do that. Lost Girl here I come! I smiled happily as I made my way home. 
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    My phone ringing woke me up out of the very nice multiple men, succubus sex feeding dream I was having. I really needed to stop watching the show before going to bed. At least it wasn’t the ninja bitch dream. Blurry eyed, I felt around my nightstand for it, finally finding my phone I hit the answer button; closing my eyes before I even looked at the caller ID. 
 
    “Who the hell is calling me this early?” I mumbled into the phone, I was not a morning person and needed coffee before anyone should expect me to be civil. 
 
    “Girl, who the hell do you think?” I groaned as Brittany’s cheerful voice flowed over the line   
 
    “I hate you. What do you want at…” I cracked open my eyes as far as they would go and looked at my clock, “5am! Really, Britt? The injustice of it, I mean really, it’s not even a civilized hour to call… ever. Plus, I was having a really good succubus dream and...” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, calm your tits, It’s important, honey pie.” At her more serious tone, despite the cutesy nickname, I could tell something was wrong. Jolting upright in bed I clutched the blankets to my chest. 
 
    Now wide awake with my heart racing, I gasped, “Is everyone alright? Your mom, sister? Oh god, did something happen to Bradley?” Her older brother and little sister Julie were her life, just like Roxy was mine. 
 
    Despite my best efforts to keep them at bay, memories swamped me of the night Roxy died. I could hear her gasping breaths over the phone as I raced to her house in the dead of night. She had called me to take her to the hospital, as the pain was not getting better, and her boyfriend was out of town. 
 
     I was two blocks away, yelling at her to hold on, that I was almost there, when I heard her whisper “I love you, sis.”  
 
    She took one last rattling breath and then there was nothing but silence. I screamed into the phone and floored it, I was so distraught, tears streaming down my face, as I broke every road law there was. I didn’t even notice the cop with his flashing lights and sirens, behind me. He almost stopped me from going inside, trying to arrest me, until he saw my face and listened to my babbling hysterical words. He followed me as I sidestepped him and raced inside. I lost it even more when I saw her lying on the floor in the hallway in her own vomit mixed with blood.  
 
    My screams pierced the night as the cop ran to her side and tried to find a pulse asking me what she had taken. 
 
    But she hadn’t taken anything, instead someone had killed her in the most horrific way possible. 
 
    “LEXI!” Brittany’s yell snapped me out of my dark memories, I took a shaky breath and made myself focus on her words. 
 
    “I’m here, Britt, I’m sorry. What happened?” 
 
    “It’s your boss.” Brittney softly said, confused I frowned and tried to switch gears, “What is my boss?” 
 
    “Lexi, sweetie, he’s dead.” 
 
    “Whoa! Shut the fuck up!” I jumped out of bed and made my way to the kitchen to start coffee, I had a feeling I wouldn’t be sleeping the rest of the night. “What do you mean he’s dead? I just saw him last night at seven!” 
 
    “I know, but you know how I’m kinda seeing that cop?” 
 
    “Uh.. what’s his name? Mark right?” 
 
    “No, Mark was last month. Matt is this month.” 
 
    “Oh right, my bad. Okay so yeah, now that we’ve got which flavor of the month you’re on, how the hell do you know about David?” 
 
    Brittany huffed a laugh at my words, “He got the call, and he knows that you work for him. They will probably come to your house soon to tell you.” 
 
    “Any idea what happened?” 
 
    “No, but I bet I can guess, and so can you.” 
 
    “Oh My God! I’ve told you before, people don’t actually kill accountants for a bad audit! Stop watching so many cop shows!” 
 
    She sniffed, “I don’t know what you are talking about, Lexi, but it’s interesting don’t you think?” 
 
    “I guess. Well, I’m going to go get dressed, I don’t want the cops to see me in my knickers when they get here.” 
 
    “Knickers? Really? What, are you British now?” Britt laughed at me. 
 
    “Nah, I just like the word, it makes me giggle.” I tell her with a deadpan voice. Then quickly say, “Okay bye! Love you. And yes, I already know to fill you in on all the juicy details later.” 
 
    “Damn straight you will!” 
 
    “You’re such a gossip whore. You know that right?” 
 
    “It’s why you love me.” Britt blew a kiss over the phone and hung up. 
 
    Shaking my head and chuckling, I made my way back to my bedroom to get dressed. I wonder what this means for my job. It’s not like I could take over the business. As far as I could tell Mr. Rothcylde didn’t have any children that could take over either and without any partners, I was just taking a wild stab in the dark here-- I was no longer employed.  
 
    Britt always did say that I could go work with her If I wanted, and I did love the bookstore that she had. But there was something that I loved doing even more. Something I had to give up when I dropped out of college. I had tried to keep up with it, but over time I just got too busy and obsessed with Roxy’s death. Any spare time I had I usually was pouring over the case again. I could recite most, if not all, of it by heart now. 
 
     The doorbell chimes rang throughout the house, snapping me out of my thoughts. I scurried to finish pulling my soft fleece pajama pants on. The were my favorite pair, black with red and pink roses and colorful butterflies on them.  
 
    Jogging down the stairs, I caught myself on the banister as my feet shot out from under me. Fuck! I really need to slow the hell down on these stairs. I’m going to break my neck one of these days. I could feel my cheeks heat with embarrassment as the cop on the other side of my front door made eye contact and smiled at me through the window. 
 
    “Great, just what I need.” I muttered to myself as I went down the rest of the stairs and opened the door, “Hi, come on in. The gossip mills have already called me.” 
 
    Chuckling the cop and his partner strode into my foyer, looking around and nodding their heads in appreciation. My old house had a lot of natural wood to complement the stonework and chandeliers everywhere, It immediately gave off that cozy home feel.  
 
    The first cop was handsome as he took off his cap. His dark brown hair was kept military short and he was clean shaven. His 3 piece suit fit him like a glove, I always was a sucker for a man in a good suit. There was just something about it that sent instant heat to my core. I squirmed a little under his green eyed gaze. His quick flash of a smile seemed to say he knew what he did to women and liked it. He towered over me and I was 5’10, so he had to be an easy 6’6. No wonder Britt was jumping his bones whenever she could.  
 
    His partner was a woman, with white blond hair she kept in a bun and sea blue eyes. She smiled softly at me, as she stuck her hand out to shake, flashing her badge with the other. “I’m Detective Tess Long, and this is my partner, Detective Matt Boyle.” 
 
    “Oh! So you’re the Matt that’s been rocking my best friend’s world. I thought you were an officer though. Oh well, Nice to meet you.” I shook both their hands as Matt’s cheeks turned pink and he ducked his head under his partners glance. 
 
    “Uh, sorry. My mouth runs away with me before I’ve had coffee. I just brewed some. Would you like a cup?” I ask both of them, turning away and heading into the kitchen. 
 
    “Yes, please! I need coffee like I need to breathe air.” I laugh at Tess’s answer, I could like her, she was a woman after my own heart. 
 
    “Sure I could use a cup as well if it’s not too much of a bother.” 
 
    I chuckled and threw a glance over my shoulder, “No, It’s no bother. How do you take it?” 
 
    “Black for me, extra sweet and light for, Long.” Matt chuckled at his partners glare.  
 
    I liked these two, they seemed to get along well and had that easy comradery that only comes from spending long hours with someone. 
 
    “Ah! Now you really are a woman after my own heart, I like mine sweet and light too.” I wink at her as I fix the cups and hand each out.  
 
    Taking a small sip, I sigh in pleasure and motion them out of the kitchen. “Might as well make this as comfortable as we can. Let’s head into the living room.” 
 
    “This is a beautiful home you have. You bought it, what-- 4 or 5 years ago?” Tess asks as she looks around. 
 
    “Yeah, though it’s closer to five now. The second day I was in town I was out walking; I saw the for sale sign and fell in love with it. The house not the sign. Called the realtor that same day.” 
 
    “Wow, you are the only person I know of that had such an easy time getting a house.” Tess laughs, “Most of my friends that are looking have been doing so for almost a year now.” 
 
    I chuckled along with her, “Yeah, I was lucky.”  
 
    We all sat down, they were on the couch and I was sitting across from them in my recliner. 
 
    “So,” I start as I lean back and cross my legs. Taking another sip of my coffee, “Mr. Rothcylde is dead, huh?” 
 
    “Yes, he was killed early this morning. Around 2am, someone walking down the street heard shouting and gunshots. By the time we got there, Mr. Rothcylde was dead and there was no one else there. Can you tell us if he had any enemies?” 
 
    I seriously thought about what I was going to say. I couldn’t very well come out and accuse their chief. But David didn’t have any other people that would want him dead as far as I knew. I mean the man was an accountant for god's sake. Unless the state contacted him to do an audit on someone, there was no reason for anyone to want to kill him. 
 
    “Not that I know of, I wasn’t privy to his personal life though. But as far as work was concerned the man was quiet, and good with numbers. He helped to save his clients’ money and businesses. Unless the state hired him to do an audit of a company and he found something in their books they wanted to keep hidden. Where was he killed? Home or office?” 
 
    “Home. Were there any such clients?” Matt spoke in clipped tones, like he didn’t want me asking any questions. The jovial nice guy cop was slowly melting away, leaving a serious no nonsense man instead. 
 
    I shook my head sending my straight black hair swinging, “No, the last audit we did was over two months ago. I can get you the files for that in the morning if you wish.” I looked out the window, the sky was still dark but I could see the grey edges on the horizon. The sun was going to come up in the next hour or so.  
 
    I sighed, “Or rather later in the morning.” 
 
    Matt looked at me like he knew I was holding back. I hated that look, it made me want to squirm and confess everything. But I held myself in check. I saw the cop shows, I knew how they got suspects to confess their sins, and I was not going to break. I glared back at him, taking another gulp of coffee. It was still too hot and I silently cursed as it burned going down. 
 
    Tess elbowed her partner and glanced at me, “We have heard the rumors of an affair. Any idea who that was with? We’ve heard they met at the office.” 
 
    My palms started to sweat; this was where shit got real. If I didn’t phrase this correctly then, my life would be a living hell. I would probably have to move. “I have an inkling of who it is. He always met with her after normal hours, I would have to stay to make them coffee, only then would he let me go home. She was the only client he didn’t keep me around to grab things like files, or more coffee, or anything else. The man was as lazy as the day was long, If he didn’t have to get up and get it, he wouldn’t. He once made me go into his office, to grab a file for him out of his filing cabinet.” 
 
    “Isn’t that part of your job?” Matt had such a condescending tone it immediately raised my hackles.  
 
    “The fucking cabinet was right behind him! All he had to do was swing his chair around, stand up, and get it. And for your information, no. My job description is receptionist, not personal secretary. Now back to the matter at hand, I am reluctant to say anything because of who her husband is.” I looked each of them in the eye and made sure to stress the importance of what I was saying. “I don't have proof, just a hunch and how they interacted with each other before I left. Plus I have found certain things left in his office the next day.” 
 
    “Don’t you guys have a cleaner? How would you find these things?” There he went again with that snarky tone. I was starting to dislike Matt. 
 
    I snorted and rolled my eyes, “David was a fucking penny pincher. In the entire four and a half years I have been working for him, he never once gave me a raise. Even though I do the work of three different people. So to answer your question, no we don’t have a cleaner. I go in at 6:30am to clean up the office, and get it ready for the day, when we open at eight. David usually strolls in around 7:45 demanding coffee.” 
 
    Tess was writing notes in a little notebook while Matt just continued to stare at me. I hated when people stared, it made me antsy. But I held his gaze just the same. 
 
    Tess nodded and interjected, “Okay, so tell us who his last client was and we can go from there.” 
 
    I shook my head. It was all on the days schedule so they could find out from there, but it would not come from my lips. Shit like that got back to people, everyone in town would know I snitched on the Police chief's wife by fucking dinner.  
 
    Before I could tell them that, Matt pointed a finger at me, “Hindering an investigation is a punishable offense, Ms. Stone. If you know something you are obligated to tell us. Or I will throw you in jail for obstruction of justice. Unless this is all a rouse and it was you who killed him. You do sound pretty resentful of him. Where were you between one and three this morning?” 
 
    Gone was the nice guy my friend was banging. Gone was the jovial cop just here for a chat. Now asshole detective with a chip on his shoulder was here to play. Goodie for me--not. 
 
    I slowly rose from my seat and carefully set down my coffee on the table, lest I do something like chuck it at him. It would be a waste of perfectly good coffee. “I was here sleeping alone; I went to bed around midnight. Even if I did resent the fact that he was a lazy, penny pinching asshole, I didn’t kill him. I would never kill anyone. I don’t have to tell you who it was because there is no proof and it’s all hearsay. Which is not admissible in court, plus all the information you want on his last client is in his calendar. 
 
     “He made sure to schedule her even if it was after hours stating it was the only time she could make it. That way if anyone had any questions he could say she was there for a meeting. Meaning he covered his tracks. So I’m not telling you shit that you can't find out for yourself if you would just do your damn job, Detective Boyle. Now I will get you the records later this morning, I suggest you get the hell out of my house, before I lose my temper!” I didn’t care if he was a cop, I had enough of them 7 years ago when my sister died, apparently all cops had the same damn attitude.  
 
    Like they were better than you and you had to tell them your fucking life secrets for them to be able to do their investigation. Even if it had nothing to do with what they were actually investigating. It pissed me off to no end and I didn’t have to take it, I wasn’t under arrest, besides what ever happened to innocent until proven guilty? He was acting like I killed David. 
 
    I stormed to the door and flung it open, crossing my arms over my chest and tapping my foot. It was 5:45 in the morning and I was ready for them to get the hell out of my house. My patience was non-existent this early in the morning.  
 
    Tess sighed and put her notebook away as she stood up. Giving her partner a scathing glance she walked towards me, “Thank you for your time, Ms. Stone. Sorry to have disturbed you. We can get those records ourselves, as of right now your office is a crime scene and you can’t go in.” 
 
    I shook my head again and gave her a small smile, “My computer has two different passwords, if its entered wrong three times it wipes everything.” 
 
    Both her and Matt looked shocked, “Why the hell would the computer of an accountant’s secretary have that much protection?” I ground my teeth at Matt’s condescending tone. The prick was asking to be slapped. 
 
    I held up my fingers and counted off my points, “One, I am a receptionist. Two, It is not my computer but the office’s so I have no idea why he wanted it that way, but that was the way David had it set up. Three,” I paused and glared hard at Matt, “I don’t like you Detective Boyle, you can be sure that I will mention your attitude to Britt. Don’t expect anymore booty calls from her. Four, I’m sure you guys looked me up before coming here. I know you know about my sister, and my relentless pursuit for the past 7 years to find her killer. Hell, I bugged the sheriff when I first got here. After so long and nothing to show for it, I stopped actively looking. But I still go over her case files again and again. Now, I had no reason to want my boss dead, without him I have no job. I kept to myself, played nice with the clients and did my damn job better than he deserved.” 
 
    Matt paled as I finished my rant, the severity of my words hitting him, I fought to contain my smirk of triumph. The first thing Britt tells any of the guys she sleeps with is that if they cross me, it’s over. Same goes for me, Christian had to go through her after our second date. I love that girl like no tomorrow, she more of a sister to me than my best friend. Lately she’s been making subtle hints that she may have been wrong. I have to agree with her, something about Christian hasn’t been sitting well with me. 
 
    I snap out of my inner thoughts when a throat clears, I direct my gaze to Tess, she doesn’t even try to contain her smirk, “Can you write down the passwords for us then? I’m sorry but we can’t let you on site at the moment.” 
 
    “Oh, of course I didn’t even think of that.” I mentally kicked myself as I stride towards the kitchen once again and grab a pad of paper and pen off my fridge. I write down the passwords with simple instructions on how to find the calendar and files. As I pass them over to Tess, I feel Matt’s eyes on me, willing me to look at him. I refuse to. That fucking jackass can go rot in hell and suck the devil's dick. 
 
    “Have a nice day, Detective's. I hope you catch who did this. Let me know if there is anything else you need from me. I will be around all week, except Saturday.” 
 
    “You plan on leaving the state?” Matt quickly asks. 
 
    “No,” I say slowly so his minuscule brain can comprehend me, “I’m going hiking with my boyfriend this weekend. We should be back Sunday night.” 
 
    “Oh,” Matt deflated, he can’t stand that there isn’t something he can get me on. What the hell is his problem? I fully planned on telling Britt she needed to drop this guy like a good habit. I never understood that saying drop someone like a bad habit. Bad habits are hard to drop. So telling someone to drop something like a bad habit just means you're telling them they more than likely won't be able to drop it. Good habits however, now those, you could drop in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “Have a good day, Ms. Stone. If there is anything else you can think of or need please don’t hesitate to call me.” Tess hands over her card. I don’t miss the fact that she didn’t say “us”. 
 
    “Sure, no problem. See ya.” I wave them out the door, slowly closing  and locking it. Looking around my house I sigh, I could either try and go back to bed since I no longer had a job, or I could take a shower and get ready for the day. I shake my head as I head back upstairs to shower, there is no way I will be able to sleep right now. 
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    Stepping into Britt’s café was almost as good as stepping into my home. I loved the smell here, from all the fresh baked goods upstairs mingled with that smell only books have. Britt had been in business for almost ten years now, The Witch’s Brew boasted one of Salem’s best café’s for breakfast and lunch, which made it the hangout spot for all ages. It was also where Britt and I first met. 
 
     With two stories jam packed with shelves upon shelves of books, mixed with tarot cards, candles, crystals and a bunch of other stuff. Everyone loved coming here, plus it was a great spot to get caught up on your local gossip. 
 
    As soon as she saw me, Britt passed off the register to her new girl and came to give me one of her famous hugs. She may be shorter than me by a good 3 inches and slightly on the curvier side, but she makes up for that by being big in her personality. With her shock of long vivid amethyst hair varying in shades from dark to light, and pacific blue almond shaped eyes; high slashing cheek bones and porn star worthy lips, Britt was a force to be reckoned with. She knew everything and everyone in this town and had at least 95% of them wrapped around her finger. The girl should be mayor.  
 
    Today she was wearing one of her long black skirts that hugged her ass and flared out slightly at the bottom, she had paired that with a black and white top that was tight across her boobs and flowed out at the bottom and her wrists. I shook my head when she pulled back and I saw the little witch she had pinned in her hair.  Come October Britt would be fully embracing her witchy persona. 
 
    “How you doin', kid?” Her eyes were concerned but she had a beautiful smile on her face. 
 
    I snorted a laugh, “Kid? Britt, I’m only younger than you by a year! Just because you're 29 does not mean I am a kid!” 
 
    “No, but it made you laugh!” 
 
    Laughing and shaking my head, I grabbed her arm and towed her upstairs to where the café was. “Yes you did, dork. Now come on and feed me and I’ll tell you everything.” 
 
    If she had both of her hands free I’m sure she would have rubbed them in glee.  
 
    After we had gotten coffee and I had added a blueberry muffin with a western omelet to my order, we went and sat down at one of the tables outside on the balcony. Britt had remodeled the upstairs café last year, adding in the cute balcony seating during the warmer months. I loved how she had decorated it, she really did have an eye for things. She loved to browse the antiques stores and would always be able to find the hidden gem. The one piece that would bring the whole room together. She never missed the mark either, where it took me months of agonizing over color palettes to pick one and it always turned out wrong. I wasn’t jealous of her at all.  
 
    Liar, you’re so fucking jealous! 
 
    Shut up! 
 
     She had paired old style bistro tables and chairs with a newer modern design for the floor and walls. Of course it also helped that she had painted the tables and chairs a light violet color, giving them just the right amount of color for the space. 
 
    Britt leaned her head on her hand staring at me intently, “So, spill the deets girl! What the fuck happened to your boss?” 
 
    “Well from what little the cops told me, which by the way your man flavor for this month is a jackass and you should drop him. He acted like I had killed David!” I waved my hand around, “Anyways, David was killed at home, someone shot him. They said someone heard shots at 2am and called it in, by the time they got there he was already dead and no one was around.” 
 
    Britt’s eyes were bright and calculating as she tried to figure it all out. She loved reading suspense or mystery novels with romance and sex thrown in them. She always figures out the killer by the end of the book, or movie for that matter. It irritated the hell out of me, I never could figure it out as fast as she could. 
 
    I took a sip of coffee just as my omelet was set down by Janis, the chef. Janis is only one half of the magical team in the kitchen though. She is the chef, making all the food from scratch and her husband, Ken, is the baker. He bakes everything, from the muffins and scones for breakfast,  to heavenly brownies and cupcakes served for dessert in the afternoon. Hell I’m pretty sure he even bakes the bread for all the sandwiches for lunch. 
 
    Janis is a small little spitfire, while her husband is tall, broad and quiet. They make an interesting pair, they seem to be total opposites but somehow they make it work. You can see how much they love each other just by watching them work for a bit. Ken always has to touch her in some way, just a little graze of the shoulder or a kiss to the forehead and Janis is forever stealing glances at him with heat in her eyes. 
 
    I’m knocked out of my thoughts by Britt snapping her fingers in front of me. “Huh? What? Did you say something, Britt?” I know I’m procrastinating, but I can’t help the smirk that crosses my face as I slowly stir my coffee. 
 
    Britt pouts, “Yes, I did.” She sniffs, “Shows how good of a best friend you are, don’t even pay attention when I talk.” 
 
    I laugh at her, digging into my omelet, “Okay, okay, I'm terribly sorry. Please do continue.” 
 
    “Well for starters, I will take your advice and drop Matt, he’s a sloppy kisser anyways. There’s only so much you can teach a man. Secondly, do you have any idea who it could have been?” 
 
    This is where it’s going to get sticky with her. I purposely didn’t tell her about David’s suspected affair, Britt was the biggest gossip in town. So if I was to reveal it to her now, then half the town would know by the end of the day and the other half by the time the sun rose the next morning.  
 
    But she was my best friend, If I told her to not say a word then hopefully she wouldn’t. Maybe I should make her pinkie swear. 
 
    I cleared my throat, “Britt, what I am about to tell you, can not go farther than this table.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me, sensing I have kept something from her, but nodded anyways. I took a deep breath and barreled ahead, “Okay, so I am 90% sure that David was having an affair with Mrs. Davison.” At her gasp, I held up my hand, “I didn’t tell you before because of who it was. Hell I didn’t tell anyone, because I was afraid of the repercussions for something like that. As it is now, I’m more afraid than ever. I mean Britt this is the chief we’re talking about!”  
 
    By this point I’m leaning over the table as far as I can without smashing my omelet into my tits and whispering harshly. I glanced around nervously, like someone may have heard us. But we’re still the only ones out on the balcony. I looked down to the street and there was Christian, going into the local gun store. I frowned, why in the world would he be going in there? 
 
    I shook off the weird feeling I had, and continued to search the street for anyone trying to eavesdrop, which I realized was stupid as we’re on the second floor. I would have to shout for anyone to hear me clearly, I’m turning my head back to Britt when I see the most gorgeous men I have ever seen enter the bookstore. It was just a brief glimpse of them but my insides clenched. They were both broad shouldered and tall, with dark brown hair, and nice asses. I caught a glimpse of one of them as he turned his head to laugh at something the other one said. His face was like a fallen angel. So sinfully gorgeous I wanted to climb over the railing and throw myself at him.  
 
    A shiver raced down my spine, which was completely illogical as I just saw a glimpse of them. I have never been the type to react to a pretty face and nice body. I mean, I look and appreciate the view, who the hell wouldn’t? But I don’t allow that to influence me. In my experience the sexiest ones are complete assholes, it’s one of the reasons I didn’t go out with Christian when he first asked me. 
 
    Britt slapped my arm, jolting me out of my wayward thoughts again, “Girl, are you okay? You’re totally spacing on me. Again.” 
 
    I rubbed the bridge of my nose and sighed, pushing my half eaten omelet away, which Britt immediately grabbed and started to finish for me. She really was a great friend. 
 
    I wearily shook my head, “Yeah just tired, wasn’t able to go back to sleep after the cops left. I’m running off of caffeine and sass at the moment, and the sass is sorely lacking.” 
 
    “I can see that. Look, you should go home, take a nap, eat a gallon of ice cream, binge watch that show you love. Figure out what you’re going to do. Take a few weeks off, recharge. After that come see me, if you need a job you know I would love to have you here.” 
 
    “I was actually gonna ask you that. But I want to wait till after the hiking trip with Christian this weekend. I think… I think I may break up with him, Britt.” 
 
    Her head snapped up from her-- my-- breakfast, “What? Why? Are things okay?” 
 
    I sighed again and leaned back in my seat, once again casting my gaze around the town, “No, not really. He’s changing and not for the better. You’re the only friend he hasn’t scared away, and he’s becoming more demanding and controlling everyday. Some of the things he says or some of the looks I see---frankly. He…he scares me sometimes.” 
 
    “Has he ever hit you? Do I need to go kick his ass? I swear to god, if he’s laid a fucking hand on you, I will gut him with a rusty spoon!” Britt is half out of her chair already,  I placed my hand on her arm and shook my head laughing. 
 
    “No, nothing like that, calm down killa. No, it’s more like—he gets this look in his eyes sometimes that scares me. Almost like hatred, and I have no idea why.” I waved my hand around dismissing what I just said, “It’s nothing. Forget I said anything, it's probably the lack of sleep or something. I‘m going to go home and take that nap, maybe I’ll even dust off my camera. I haven’t taken any photos in months.” 
 
    “Okay.” Britt still had a worried look in her eyes as we stood up and headed back in. For the life of me I just don’t have the energy to wipe it from her eyes. 
 
    “I mean it, Lexi, if he hurts you, I will kill him. No, I’ll cut off his balls and shove them so far up his ass he could use them as eyeballs when I’m done.” 
 
    I full out laughed, throwing my head back, not even trying to tone down my mirth. “I know girl. I’m okay, I promise. Now come here and give me a hug you bloodthirsty wench.” I hugged her to me with one arm as we rounded the stairs, and bumped straight into a solid wall. “When did you put a wall here?” I ask as I rubbed my smarting nose. 
 
    Britt is smirking at me with mirth dancing in her eyes. “Umm… hun that is not a real wall.” 
 
    “Huh?” I looked up and my mouth dropped open.  
 
    I had run into one of the guys from the street. The ones I saw come in here not long ago, I remember he was the one laughing. He’s at least four inches taller than me, and has muscles for days. His wife beater tank top, with a button up blue and white striped shirt that was open, showed off his chest so perfectly that I just want to run my hands and tongue over his chest.  
 
    He’s wearing fitted dark jeans that showed off his leg muscles exquisitely. My eyes take everything in as they travel over him, coming to a stop on his face. And what a face! That glimpse I had of him did not do him justice. He has a five o’clock shadow on his strong jawline, his lips are full with a slight indent at the top. His nose looks slightly crooked like he may have gotten into a fight and it didn’t heal properly. Add that in with his slightly long and wavy dark chocolate hair that was falling into his bedroom hazel eyes… my core clenched again begging that I jump him right here, right now.  
 
    I nearly groaned as he licked his lips, instead I bit mine and noticed his eyes flick down to them and heat flared in his eyes. I checked that I wasn’t drooling, I should probably say something other than standing here like a fucking loon.   
 
    “Oh, shit. I am so sorry! I need sleep, or more caffeine, or both. I can’t believe I thought you were a real wall. I mean you're solidly built like one, but you're warm and clothed, not naked and cold like a wall would be. I mean not that you would dress a wall, but I guess you could…” Britt slaps her hand over my runaway mouth.  
 
    I shoot her a grateful look. She knows how I get when I get nervous, my brain stops functioning and my mouth takes over, spouting stupid nonsense.  
 
    Well shit, that was an awesome first impression Lex, way to go. 
 
    The man gave me such a brilliant smile my knees went weak. His ruggedly handsome features changed when he smiled, to something even deadlier for my heart. Which is racing a mile a minute, I’m trying to stop myself from full on panting at the man, but it’s getting seriously hard to breathe. Oh that’s right, Britt has her hand over my mouth and nose, no wonder I can’t breathe. 
 
    I shoved her hand away and took a gulp of much needed air, shooting her a mild glare. “Damn Britt, where you trying to smother me?” 
 
    She chuckled and walked off while I proceeded to glare at her back. What the hell is she doing? She can’t leave me here alone! My cheeks are on fire, which is just great. Of course I would be blushing like some virgin bride right now. 
 
    My gaze quickly snapped back to the sexy man standing in front of me as he leaned against the stair railings like he had all the time in the world. “So… umm.. Sorry again.” I mumbled and tried to scoot around him but his hand snaked out and lightly grasped my arm, easily stopping me. 
 
    “It’s okay, I don’t mind when beautiful women try to run me down. Are you okay?” His voice was deep with just a hint of a rasp, tingles raced up and down my arm where he still had a hold of me. Funnily enough I don’t feel threatened like I do whenever Christian grabbed my arm like this. 
 
    I nodded frantically, like I was a damn bobble head. “Oh yeah, I’m fine. I’m tougher than I look. I work out. So no need to worry about little ole’ me. Right as rain here. I never understood that saying, have you? I mean how can rain be right? Is it ever wrong? I guess when it rains after a dry spell it’s right.” I quickly slapped a hand over my own mouth and groaned. Rolling my eyes at myself. This is not going well; will you stop being so stupid Lex! I berated myself as he dropped his hand from my arm. I immediately felt the loss of his hand, I just managed to stop myself from rubbing some warmth back into the spot. 
 
    I watched fascinated as he threw back his head and laughed, “No, I have never understood that saying myself.” I sighed happily, his laugh is like being covered in warm chocolate, then having a sexy man lick it off. Basically, every girl’s wet dream, or is that just me? He continued to chuckle, a smirk kicking up the left side of his mouth, “Do you have a name, beautiful?” 
 
     “Oh, uh… yes, of course I do. Everyone has a name right, uh, it’s Alexandria, but my friends call me Lexi.” I say as soon as I stopped gawking at the poor man and could trust myself to speak semi coherently. 
 
    “Well, Lexi, it’s a pleasure to meet you, I’m Connor.” Connor stuck his hand out for me to shake. As our hands touched, a spark passed between us, causing me to shiver again.  
 
    Annddd there goes my panties. Definitely gonna have to change them now.  
 
    We locked eyes and just stared at each other; it was like one of those cheesy romance movies I secretly enjoyed. Everyone fell away, it was just the two of us. I dimly heard someone calling my name. 
 
    “Lexi! Damnit, answer me!” I jumped and ripped my hand from Connor’s, we still hadn’t let go, at the sound of Christian’s voice right in my ear.  
 
    I tore my gaze away from Connor and looked at Christian, he’s not happy. In fact he looks downright pissed. His eyes are narrowed and have a hard look in them. I curl my hands as they start to shake, I don’t know why I’m suddenly feeling scared, but I don’t like it. 
 
    I tried to make light of the situation hoping he would calm down. I know he can be jealous at times, “Hey, babe. What are you doing over here so early? I thought we were meeting at my place tonight?”  
 
    I leaned over to kiss his cheek, but he ducked out of the way and sneered at me. “Oh, I’m sorry, Alexandria, did I ruin your flirting?” His voice was gravellier than normal, I have never heard his voice like this. 
 
    I took a small step back at the look in his eyes. Then I got pissed at the way he was making me feel like a fucking victim when I was anything but. I pulled on my big girl panties, snapping at him, “What the fuck, Christian? I was shaking his hand! I bumped into him when Britt and I were rounding the corner. So I apologized and he asked for my name. Chill the fuck out.” 
 
    Christian glanced at me, then glared for half a second at Connor, the hatred I saw in his eyes is gone so fast I convinced myself that I must have imagined it. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around my waist, damn near dragging me to his side, “You’re right, babe. I’m sorry, I took it out of context. You know how I get.” His chuckle sounded forced as hell. 
 
    Connor chose that moment to speak up and I bit back a groan, “Sounds to me like you’re compensating for something, there was no reason to act like that towards her.” Connor flashed me a tight smile, I ducked my head because I know how Christian will react to that. 
 
    He tensed and practically spit out, “Maybe you should learn to keep your hands to yourself and not flirt with a woman who is taken. I have nothing I need to compensate for, I’m well-endowed in that area,” Christian slid his gaze down, I just stood there with my mouth open like a fish, “Unlike you, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Christian!” I admonished him, “That was rude! You need to apologize and he didn’t know I was taken, not that he was flirting with me in the first place. We hadn’t gotten that far in our conversation and it’s not like I’m wearing a ring.” 
 
    “Of course he wasn’t my dear. Why would someone like him flirt with you of all people?” Christian said as he steered me towards the door. Hurt flashed through me at his statement. I know I’m not the most beautiful woman in the world, but that didn’t mean that someone as hot as Connor wouldn’t want to flirt with me. I glanced back one more time before the door closes, Connor had his fists clenched at his side and Britt was giving me a worried stare. I tried to smile, but know I fell flat. 
 
    Once outside he gripped my arm tighter and steered me towards his car. I balked and dragged my feet, “Christian, I’m tired and was going to go home for a nap before our date tonight. Besides you’re hurting me.” 
 
    “Why are you so tired? You went home and stayed there, so you should've gone to bed early.” He sneered at me again. Something inside me snapped. 
 
    Ripping my arm out of his grasp, I yelled, “That’s enough! You have no fucking right to question me like that! Stop being such an ass! What the hell is wrong with you lately?” 
 
    “Me? Wrong with me? What the hell is wrong with you! You’re the one that doesn’t have time for me anymore and then I’m catching you flirting with other guys. You’re always too busy for me, hanging out with that witch wannabe tramp. She’s filling your head with poison against me, I just know it!” 
 
    My mouth fell open and I couldn’t form a reply. I can’t believe he just said that! I started to see red as he tried to grab me again. No one talks about Britt like that, and so what if I was flirting a little. It’s not like we were going to hump it out right then and there. Even if the thought did cross my mind for a split second, guilt flashed through me but I pushed it away. He should be secure enough in our relationship to not act that way. 
 
    I dodged his efforts to grab me and he snarled,  “Get in the fucking car, Lexi!” 
 
    My fight or flight response kicked in, my heart raced and my palms were sweaty. I have no idea who this person was, but it wasn't the Christian I knew.  
 
    “No!” I screamed at him, slapping his hands away, I felt the eyes of people on us. I know I’m creating a scene which is something he hated, but I just can’t deal with this right now. “I am not going anywhere with you! I’m going home! And you can forget about our date tonight or any other night! You are being a fucking prick today, Christian, and I’m done! We are done! Leave me alone!” I turned and ran away from him. My vision was blurred from tears by the time I made it home. I hate that I’m an angry crier. Roxy always said it sent the wrong message, but there was nothing I could do about it. When I got really upset I cried, when I was happy, I cried. I’m just a crier. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up the next morning with a headache and my nose stuffy from crying the night before. I can’t believe I wasted a year of my life on that good for nothing jerk! Who the hell did he think he was! I was so done with him! Throwing back my covers I head into my bathroom and grabbed the aspirin bottle. Making my way downstairs, I quickly set about making a much needed cup of coffee. 
 
    My mind was replaying everything from the last year with Christian, I can see the changes in him now, the hesitation I had been having for a while. I can’t believe I never saw it before. I should have known something was up when I was never in the mood anymore. 
 
    How stupid can I be? 
 
    Shaking my head, I took a sip from my coffee and realized what I had failed to notice before, but now it’s clear as a fucking bell. He was… no is an abuser. They are so sweet and charming in the beginning, then slowly over time they change. Making subtle digs at what you wear, your hair or the makeup you put on. Then they alienate you from friends or family, till you have no one to rely on but them. After they tear your confidence down with their hurtful and subtle barbs, you are at your lowest point. You don’t recognize who you are anymore but are clueless on how to stop it and get back to your old self. You even start to feel like maybe you deserve this, that what they say is true. It really is all your fault. Sometimes after all this they start hitting you, sometimes they don’t.  
 
    What a lot of people don’t realize is that abusers don’t just hit you. It’s in their words and actions. Sometimes those words and actions can be worse than the hitting.  
 
    Jenna Peterson, a girl I went to high school with, flashed in my mind making me cringe. She had died at the hands of her abuser right after high school. They were high school sweethearts; he was always so caring and attentive towards her and she looked to be the one in charge when they were around other people. So much so, that when she went to try and tell people that he was abusing her, no one listened. No one believed her, as we never saw a mark. They said she was trying to get back at him for a fight they had, that he was going to leave her. She was two years ahead of me, but I went to such a small school that everyone knew everyone. I laughed along with the rest of them. I didn’t believe her either. 
 
     Until one day it was too late. She was gone. Beaten to death by his hands. Tears gathered in my eyes; I had always said I wasn’t going to be like Jenna. That I was smarter than that. I knew who I was as a person and no one could tear me down. That my head strong and independent ways would be my shield against that. 
 
     I was wrong. 
 
    I’m so sorry, Jenna. I sent my silent apology into the universe, as my brain ran in a circle to my sister Roxy. 
 
    I had my suspicions about Roxy’s relationship with her boyfriend at the time, that he may have been an abuser too. She had changed in the months before her death. She was quieter, and more withdrawn. When I tried to confront her about it, she had always brushed me off saying she was just getting quieter in her old age. Or that is was stress at work. Whenever we would have family gatherings he conveniently always had to work. She would make his excuses, and we thought nothing of it, as once again, we never saw a mark. We should have learned from Jenna that they don’t always leave a mark. 
 
    Till the week before she died. 
 
    I shook my head to dispel the thoughts, I was trying to let it go. Trying to move on. For years afterwards I had been obsessed with finding her killer. I dug into her life as much as I could without being a cop. I had even entertained the notion of joining the police academy just so I would have access to information I wouldn’t as a civilian. But quickly tossed that idea aside, I didn’t relish the thought of looking at dead bodies or having people shoot at me. 
 
    I shook my head again, as I set down my coffee and got out the makings for a sandwich. I had woken up later than I thought I would. It was lunchtime now, but I never was one for cereal in the mornings, preferring something heartier. I just didn’t have the patience to make it myself, plus I can’t cook very well, I always either over season or under season.  
 
    I chuckled as I recalled what Roxy would always tell me, You’re a lover, not a fighter, Lex. And that’s okay, the world needs more lovers out there. She would always give me a cheeky wink and pat my shoulder. I used to hate when she did that. Now I would give anything to have that back. To have her back. 
 
     My back door flies open and I jerked with a startled scream. The butter knife I’m holding clatters to the floor. My heart jumps into my throat as I quickly turned around. I have no idea why I’m suddenly so afraid as the only other person to have a key to my place was Britt. Not even that son of a bitch Christian had one. 
 
    I could practically see the steam pouring out of her ears as Britt stormed inside. “I swear, Lexi, I’m gonna snap a bitch!” 
 
    Shit. Whatever it was can’t be good. I had only ever seen her this mad once before, we were at a bar and she had caught a guy putting a roofie in my drink. She had gone postal on the guy and kicked his ass. It was a great night, seeing her get her Wonder Woman on. 
 
     I opened my mouth to ask what the hell happened but Brit barreled on, “I’ll kill the bitch! I’ll rip out her entrails and fucking strangle her with them.” She growled, starting to pace my kitchen. 
 
    Well that’s a new one. 
 
    “Okay, seems kinda messy to me. But we can do that for sure. What bitch are we eviscerating and are we doing it fast or slow? Oh and why?” I smirked when she turned around to gape at me. “What? You didn’t think I’d let you have all the fun did you?” 
 
    She huffed a laugh and ran her hands through her purple hair sitting down at the island in my kitchen, “Actually…yeah.” 
 
    I gasped in mock horror putting my hand on my chest, “You’re my ride or die bitch, babe. So if you want to murder someone, I’m there.” I bent down to grab the knife I had dropped, rinsing it as I watched her breathe deeply trying to quell her anger from the decorative mirror I had hanging over the sink. It made doing the dishes fun, sometimes I would make faces at myself.  
 
    Arching an eyebrow I asked her casually, “Want some food and to talk about it?” 
 
    “Yes please,” She sighed ,crossing her legs. No matter what she wore Britt always crossed her legs, like a true southern belle. Today she was in jeans and a black t-shirt with orange lettering scrawled across it. It read ‘Forget candy all I need for Halloween is coffee and sex.’ I shook my head and chuckled, starting to make her a sandwich. 
 
    Her voice is agitated when she finally starts her story. “Some fucking asshat gave my shop a horrible review on Yelp.” 
 
    I shrugged looking over my shoulder. “Okay, you’ve gotten those before. We both know your shop isn’t for everyone, like the religious fanatics. They hate all that witchy stuff, the rest of us love. Why is this one pissing you off so much?” 
 
    Britt scowled at me, gripping the countertop of the island, “Oh, this bitch was not like the others. They at least had some manners, or said the service could have been better. The coffee was cold, the food wasn’t very good. Something! She was deliberately rude and—and bitchy! Here I’ll read it to you.” 
 
     I put her plate down in front of her as she whipped out her phone, tapping a few buttons before she started reading. “This place is atrocious and an eyesore! The prices are too high for what she is trying to sell. The whole place is decorated like a witch spewed all over and nothing makes sense on where it’s placed. Books and crystals and tarot cards are all jumbled together on one shelf! The owner Brittany Stonebrook took every cliché thing about witches and mashed it into her tiny store.” Britt’s voice lowered to a growl between her clenched teeth the more she read.  
 
    My eyes are bugging out of my head as I sat my sandwich carefully back down on my plate. I was no longer hungry. 
 
    “Not to mention she has to sleep around a lot if her appalling number of reverse harem novels are anything to go by, and the way she dresses is like an old hag trying to be hip and young, only sluttier. The food was mediocre at best and not worth the money. My advice? Avoid this place like the plague!” 
 
    I flinched as she finishes, my blood started boiling as my best friend looked at me with anger and tears in her eyes. The utter devastation I saw as she fought to hold onto her anger, had me seeing fucking red. Why would someone attack another person’s livelihood, dream and passion like that was beyond me? Most of humanity sucked hard core balls in my opinion. But still this just seemed over the top. 
 
    “I get to throat punch the fucking twat before we rip out her entrails.” I seethed, “God, I’m so sorry Britt. That is totally not true and was uncalled for! If she didn’t like it why didn’t she just say, ‘Not my cup of tea?’ at least then she would have used some manners. There was no reason to rip your store to shreds like that!” A thought occurred to me and I snapped my fingers at her, “Here give me your phone for a sec.” 
 
    Britt looked confused as I held out my hand and repeatedly bent my fingers in a gimme gesture, she reluctantly passed me her phone, like I knew she would. I quickly got onto the person’s profile and saw that she hardly ever gave a good review to anyone. 
 
     “Just as I thought. She’s a troll.” I mumbled. 
 
    “What do you mean she’s a troll? As she looks hideous and probably likes hanging out under bridges? I can see that.” Britt nodded her head and looked at me hopefully. 
 
    I laughed and shook my head as I passed the phone back to her, “No, not like the fairytale version of a troll. A troll is basically an asswipe that spends all of their days doing nothing but ripping people to shreds.” She still looked slightly confused, “Their main mission is to attack, offend, disrupt and generally cause trouble within the online community. I can’t believe you’ve been in business for ten years and don’t know what the hell a troll is.” I laughed grinning widely at her. 
 
    “Well sorry, I didn’t think to keep up with the current lingo.” Britt glared at me. 
 
    “You have two options here, ignore it, or report them for abuse.” 
 
    “What would you do?” She tilted her head to the side, regarding me questionly. 
 
    I flashed her a wicked grin, “Report every single one of her nasty ass reviews as abuse. Make it so the site won’t let her review anymore. To a troll that is a fate worse than death by intestine strangulation.”  
 
    Britt looked like a fish, opening and closing her mouth before she grinned at me, “You’re truly vicious and evil you know that? And I fucking love you for it!” I chuckled as she jumped off the stool to give me a hug. 
 
    “It’s good to be slightly evil every now and again.” I grinned at her as she pulled away. 
 
    “So, are you going to tell me what the fuck happened at my shop yesterday with Christian?” I cringed as she leveled me with her, you better spill it chick, stare. 
 
    I waved it off like it wasn’t a big deal. “He was being a controlling bastard, and called you a tramp. So I ended it. That’s all there is to it.” Britt looked pissed all over again, I tried to quell her anger. “Now don’t go doing anything stupid with him okay. I was planning on ending it when we went on our hike this weekend anyways. With the sex alone I should have ended it ages ago. I was hoping it would get better. I mean is it to much to ask for a guy that actually takes the time to make sure their girl is satisfied before they get their release?” 
 
    “Wha…” Britt started choking on the bite of her sandwich she had just taken, I reached over and pounded her on the back, until she started to breathe normally again. Britt glared at me as I got up to get her more coffee. “What the fuck, Lex! What have I told you before about being with a guy that can’t handle his shit?” 
 
    I waved her away, “Yeah, yeah I know. If he can’t handle his shit, you must acquit. Or something like that.” I grinned as I put the coffee down in front of her. 
 
    Britt shook her head at me and smiled, “So does that mean you’re not going hiking Friday?” 
 
    “Actually, I’m still planning on going.” At her sharp look I flinched, “Don’t look at me in that tone of voice! I’m going by myself! I need time to clear my head and get back to my roots so to speak. I need to figure out what the hell I want to do with my life.” 
 
    “Bitch please, I’ve told you what you should do but you refuse to listen! Stubborn woman!” 
 
    “What? Go to work for you? Britt that would be great and you know it, but I need something that’s more like a forever career. It wouldn’t be the same for me as for you. I don’t own the store. Ya know? 
 
    “Not that, damn do you ever listen to me?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” I grinned cheekily at her as she glared at me, but I could see the humor in her eyes. 
 
    “Wench. No, I’m talking about opening your own gallery! Your artwork is amazing! You could feature local artists. And of course the Witch’s Brew would be happy to cater all of your events.” I threw back my head and laughed as Britt winked at me. 
 
    After my laughter died down I told her in a serious voice, “I don’t know Britt. I haven’t even picked up a camera in a year and a half. I haven’t felt very inspired to take any photos. Plus where in the world would I come up with the capital to open a gallery?” 
 
     I had dabbled with photography since I was a little girl. I was five when my dad had gotten me my first camera, since I was forever stealing his to take pictures. I had gotten pretty good and was even studying it at college along with business management.  
 
    Until Roxy died, then my life changed. Fuck, everything changed after that. 
 
    I realized then that I had made the decision to let go of Roxy’s murder at the same time I no longer felt like taking beautiful pictures. I may go over her files still, but It’s not like I was actively pursuing anything. Not like I would have before. She wouldn’t want me to give up on my dream. In fact I could see her now in my mind yelling at me to get back out there and pick up my damn camera. It was where I belonged. 
 
    I shook my head and focused back on Brittany. I gave a snort of laughter; she was looking at me like I had grown horns and wings in the span of three seconds. “What?” 
 
    “Girl, you need to get back out there! Get behind your camera! At least take it with you on your hike in case you do feel inspired, okay?” She stood up and got ready to leave, so I nodded my acceptance and gave her a hug. 
 
    “Come by the shop tomorrow and we’ll have lunch. Love you, brat.” 
 
    I chuckled, “Love you more, witch. I’ll be there with fucking bells on.” 
 
    Britt’s tinkling laughter followed her out the door. Smiling and in a better mood, I go into my dark room to look at everything that used to mean the world to me. I still liked the old fashioned way of making pictures. I liked the slow process, the smell of the chemicals, the anticipation of waiting to see if you got just the right photo. The right angle. The right light. Having your heart race when a subject comes out better than you thought, or when you capture a moment you never thought you would. One with so much emotion you can’t help but to feel something, anything. I always held my breath as the picture was finally revealed. 
 
    I missed that. Brit was right, I had to get back to being me. I was a photographer. Not an accountants receptionist. It was time I got back into doing what I loved to do.  
 
    Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thursday dawned bright and clear, with a small bite in the air. Fall was fast approaching; I could see the leaves already starting to turn. It was going to be a long brutal winter, that was for sure.  
 
    Britt had made me promise to come see her today before I left. That woman was relentless. She was convinced that I needed to be in constant contact with someone after the breakup. I sighed, thinking back over our conversation the night before on the phone. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay? I could come stay with you. Or better yet you can come to my house. It’ll be like an old fashioned slumber party!” Her words had gained enthusiasm as she spoke. 
 
    “B, for the last time I’m fine! I don't need a babysitter, sweets. I can take care of myself. What the hell has gotten into you.” I only called Britt, B, when I was upset with her. Funnily enough the thought of using her full name never even crossed my mind. In my head the B stood for both Britt and bitch, it made me chuckle every time. Not that I would ever tell her why I called her B when I was upset with her. 
 
    Her heavy sigh slid across the phone line bringing me back into the present. “I know you can take care of yourself. It's not that. Christian came by the shop today,” It had been a few days since the breakup, he had tried calling me and even came to the house knocking frantically. Every day I sent back the flowers he had delivered.  
 
    “What the hell did he want?” I growled over the phone.  
 
    “He apologized to me and said he didn't mean anything by what he said, just that work has him stressed lately and he thought you were slipping away. He, and I’m quoting here, handled it poorly.” Britt’s snort was loud and clear over the line. 
 
    “What? You don't believe him?” She had always liked Christian from the beginning.  What wasn't to like then? He was charming and smooth. Made all the right gestures and treated me like a queen. Up until Tuesday that was all she knew, I hadn't told her of all the sly glances and cruel twist of his lips as he put me down in some way or another. I had convinced myself that I was seeing things, that it was all in my head. So I didn't feel the need to bother her with it. I’m sure she had started to pick up on something though with all of her reverse harem book suggestions. 
 
    “No I didn't believe him!” her angry whisper flowed over the line, why she was whispering I didn’t know but went with it. “His mouth may have been speaking the words but his eyes told another story, Lexi. You know what my granny always said, God rest her soul, the eyes tell everything. And I'm telling you his eyes were cold. I'm worried about what he might try and do since I told him it was a no go…” 
 
    “Come on, Britt, tell me what you really said,” I interrupted her, knowing damn well that was not what she had told him.  
 
    “Okay, so I may have told him to go to fucking hell where I hope they shove a spit up his ass and roast him.” 
 
    I laughed so hard I had tears in my eyes. “Nice image.” 
 
    After that she had made me promise to go to the shop tomorrow and have lunch again. I didn't have the heart to tell her that we had already made plans earlier in the day to do that. She was obviously worried and upset about Christian. Which I didn't blame her, he had been blowing up my phone with calls and texts since then. I ignored them all. 
 
    The longer I ignored him though the more aggressive he became. I was a little rattled but told myself he wouldn’t do anything. Deep down, I didn't think that was true however, and a nagging little voice in the back of my mind was telling me to run. 
 
     I buried it even further,  I wouldn't cower. I wouldn't live in fear.  
 
    Now here I was, striding through the doors of the Witch’s Brew in the afternoon, like I owned the joint. Britt has a flood of people at the register, so I waved and headed down the romance isle.  
 
     I had decided to make my one day hiking trip into a weekend camping getaway, and wanted some new books to read at night when I had to stop. Originally Christian and I had decided to go hiking about three hours north of Salem, Friday and Saturday but spend the nights in a bed and breakfast. Since I was going by myself I preferred to camp in the woods. I used to do it all the time when I was in college, before Roxy was murdered.  
 
    I shook off my thoughts and scanned the aisle, ever since Britt had given me that first reverse harem novel I was hooked. My eyes snagged on one that’s prominently displayed, the cover was gorgeous. Simple yet elegant, a lone woman standing with clouds all around, she had a beautiful necklace laying across her back. I snagged it and read the title, The Valkyrie’s Princes by Quinn Arthurs. I don’t even scan the back to know if I’ll like it or not. I already know I will. I had just finished a book by her and another author Harper Wylde, called Spark of Intent. I couldn’t put that one down and figured this one would be just as great. I spot another one on the shelf above, the cover had a lot of purple hues and a big moon behind a beautiful girl. I glanced at the title Tribe Protector, after reading the back I saw it was the third in a sci-fi reverse harem series by Stacy Jones.  It sounded interesting so I looked for and grabbed the other two in the series.  
 
    There that should be enough to get me through the weekend and probably into the next week since I would really only have time to read for an hour or so before dark.   
 
     I headed to the cafe where I could wait on Britt to get done with the rush. I wasn’t worried about paying her, I always had to have one of her employee’s ring me up as Brit refused to. I’ve told her this wasn’t good business, but she doesn’t listen.  
 
    I opened Valkyrie’s Princes as I walked and started to read. I have never been very patient whenever I got a new book, always preferring to dive right in, no matter where I am. I used to do it all the time in school and would run into things. Roxy always called me ‘Crash’ because of it.  
 
    I looked up as I neared the staircase to go upstairs, seeing the way was clear I looked back down and continued to read. I rounded the pole just fine but smacked into the wall.  
 
    “Oww, this damn store is gonna be the death of me.” I mumbled stepping back. 
 
    “Well that would be tragic if the world lost such a beautiful woman”. A deep voice said as hands lightly grasped my shoulders. I recognized that voice! 
 
    “Connor?!” My head snapped up and I looked into his beautiful hazel eyes. “You cut your hair. It looks goo…” I paused, really looking at his face. This man looked just like Connor; but he wasn’t him. I don’t know how I know he’s not Conner. But I do.  
 
    “Wait. Who are you? Connor’s brother?”  
 
    He smirked with a look of pride in his eyes, “You can tell us apart. Fascinating. Not even our own mother can tell us apart. Which is why we have different haircuts, makes it easier on the old gal.” He chuckled. 
 
    My cheeks blazed with heat and I tried to explain in a rush, “It's your eyes, I dabble in photography so I notice little details. Your brothers eyes are more blue with gold flecks in them. Yours lean more towards the green side of hazel with less gold flecks. Most people probably wouldn’t even notice, but Grams always told me the eye’s were the windows to the soul. The face can lie but the eyes can’t. They show everything. Well, not everything, people can master lying eyes, but it takes years. Or to be a true psychopath I guess, are you a psychopath?” I gasped, my eyes becoming wide as I clapped a hand over my mouth.  
 
    Did I seriously just ask this sexy guy if he was a psychopath? Oh. My. God. Alexandria Adams, what the hell is wrong with you!? I mentally rolled my eyes at myself. Me and my big ass mouth. 
 
    The gorgeous man in front of me threw his head back in laughter, the sound rich and full, like his brothers, only slightly smoother than Connor’s.  
 
    He holds out his hand for me to shake, and in a soft gentle voice tells me, “I’m Colter Jones. You met my twin the other day.”  
 
    I shake his hand and that same electrical tingle races up my arm and down my spine. Suddenly wary, I snatched my hand back giving him a brilliant megawatt smile to hide my discomfort. I have never felt anything like that before with anyone, and now I’ve felt it for both Colter and Connor. It was weird as hell, but maybe it was a brother thing?  
 
    I stood there a moment just appreciating the beauty of Colter. He’s a little shorter than his brother, I’d say around 6 feet and was nothing but solid muscle. He’s a bit leaner but still had wide, strong shoulders. Narrow hips, with thighs the size of my waist, and I’m not barbie doll skinny. I have curves, even if I am in shape.  
 
    Colter was giving me a weird, confused look, I realized I never told him my name in return, instead I’m just standing here smiling at him like a lunatic. I mentally eye roll myself again, “Sorry! I’m Alexandria Adams.” 
 
    “Double A as initials, huh?” His eyes flicked to my chest, almost as if he was looking to see if my boobs match my initials. I chuckled softly and shook my head; I got that reaction a lot from men.  
 
    “Actually when you include my middle name, it’s Triple A.” I held up my hand before he had a chance to speak, “And no. I do not sell insurance. Also for the record I’m a 36C.” 
 
     Colter chuckled, and nodded, “Good to know. I probably deserved that.” 
 
    I shifted from foot to foot, suddenly nervous, which was never a good thing in my case. I could feel it rising to the top. Word Vomit. I was about to unleash the full torent of my vocab skills on this poor unsuspecting guy.  
 
    I swallowed hard. No, Lexi, just keep it together, ask him one question as a starting point. That's all. Just one.  
 
    I opened my mouth, and instead of one like I had told myself, it rained. “So what brings you to the Witch’s Brew? Getting some lunch? Not that guys can’t read or don’t read or anything, I mean you could be here for a book. Or books plural. Hell, you could be here for a whole mountain of books. Grams always told me not to judge a book by its cover. Which I get, I do. But I mean let's be realistic here, everyone’s eye is drawn to things that are pretty, if the cover is beautifully done then people are more likely to look at it. Take you for example.” I waved my hand in his general direction, ignoring the eyebrow that he raised.  
 
    My brain was screaming at me, shut the fuck up, you nitwit. But my mouth had run away from the train station and gone off the damn rails. There’s no stopping this now, I cast my eyes to Brit in an employing manner. She saw me and immediately jumped into action, while my mouth just kept heaving the word vomit out. “You’re extra pretty on the outside, but may be a total asshole on the inside. While someone who isn’t as well endowed with muscles and may not have as classically handsome face as you have, may be the nicest, sweetest person on the planet. But will people give the other guy a chance? Not with you or your brother around, you’re both ridiculously ho…” Britt’s hand slapped over my mouth in the nick of time.  
 
    Saving me from finishing that sentence, though from the amusement dancing in his eyes he probably already guessed where it was going. I could feel my face flaming, even my chest felt hot. Which he once again glanced at, then smirked.  
 
    Damnit. I just knew that my chest was all red, I’m a full body flusher when I get really embarrassed. Seriously. It goes all the way from my toes to my head red. I groaned softly and closed my eyes, trying to hide from Colter. Wishing the floor would just open up and swallow me. 
 
    Why do I always have to be this stupid? Why can’t I just be normal? Not only did I ask if he was a psychopath, now I’ve practically called him an asshole because he looks hot. Me and my fucking big, mouth. 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse my friend, she suffers from word vomititus, she can’t help herself.” I rolled my eyes behind my closed lids, which isn’t as easy as it sounds. 
 
    I’ve done the whole talking a mile a minute and having my train of thought derail, when I was nervous my entire life. Roxy’s words floated up from the depths of my brain, “Alex. Someday your mouth is gonna get the best of you. And I hope someone just kisses you to shut you the hell up.” 
 
    Well, no one had kissed me yet to shut me up, but Britt does slap her hand over my mouth pretty regularly, so that’s something.  
 
    Colter was looking between Britt and I with amusement on his face. He flashed a brilliant smile that turned my legs into jello, it took all of my will power to stay upright.  
 
    He rocked back on his heels, sticking his hands into his pockets. “I’m told I'm nicer, so hopefully I won’t be too much of an asshole and to answer your earlier question. No I am not a psychopath,” Colter tilted his head to the side and regarded me, I think I can handle myself now, so I did the only sensible thing I can do with her hand over my mouth. I licked it.  
 
    “Eww.. Lexi! How many times have I told you not to fucking lick me when I save your ass!” Brit whisper shouted at me.  
 
    Colter laughed, looking down, he bent over. I wondered why he was bending down, while craning my neck to try and get a look at his backside. He straightened up holding one of the books I had gotten, and caught me trying to look at his ass. I blushed again, at this rate I’m going to be a fucking tomato for the rest of the day. 
 
    He turned the book over to the back and started reading. I must have dropped it when we collided. His eyebrows jumped up to the hairline of his dark brown hair that is longer on top and shorter on the sides. He had it swept up into a really appealing casual, messy, I just rolled out of bed kind of way. It looked really sexy on him, and I would bet a month's salary that he spent some time getting that look in the morning.  
 
    My eyes flicked down to his lips as they silently moved with the words he was reading, they are full just like his brothers, but Colter’s bottom lip is slightly plumper and I have the sudden urge to lean over and nip it.  
 
    I shook my head and looked at Brit, not a word passes our lips but we have a conversation anyways. We have become so good at reading each other that we have silent conversations all the time.  
 
    Britt’s eyes flicked to Colter, asking who is this hunk of man meat? 
 
    I shrugged; I don’t know anything. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed on me; what do you mean you don’t know anything? You had better spill it girl.  
 
    I widened my eyes and gave a small nod, Okay. geeze woman. Chill out, I will tell you everything.  
 
    She smiled, puckering her lips at me, Good. Now I don’t have to rip your head off.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes and smirked, like to see you try, girlie. 
 
    Britt chuckled and shook her head. Colter looked up at us a frown marring his perfect face. “Did I miss something?”  
 
    I smiled widely, “Nope, my best friend Britt and I were just having a conversation.” 
 
    Colter grinned, “Yeah, I have that kind of bond with my brothers too.”  
 
    “Brothers? Good god, how many of you are there?” Britt laughed at my outburst, some friend she was.  
 
    He shrugged, “Only my twin and I are blood. But we have two other brothers that were part of our unit.” 
 
    I gave him a questioning look hoping he’ll elaborate, but no such luck. He looked back down at the book, handing it back to me with another smirk and winked at me. I swear my heart just stopped beating only to start again in overdrive.  
 
    “I’ve never read this one. Maybe I’ll have to grab it so if I run into you again we can talk about it. Sounds interesting, I’ve always liked alien movies and books.”  
 
    Our hands brushed as I took my book back; once again the electric tingle slid along my nerve endings. I took a deep shuddering breath and looked down, the title was Chosen, by Stacy Jones.  
 
    Shit. My face heated to scalding and I knew it looked as scarlett as it felt. I cleared my throat, “Umm.. It may not be to your liking. Not everyone likes these kinds of books. They’re still gaining popularity, but as far as this town goes, Britt’s the only one who sells them.” I could see Britt place her hand over her mouth to try and stifle her giggles. I rolled my eyes at her. Why is she laughing now? 
 
    “What kind of books are those?” 
 
    “Umm...Reverse Harem.” I shifted my feet, I felt like my cheeks couldn't get any hotter. 
 
    Colter does that cute head tilt again, Britt dropped her hand and jumped into the conversation. 
 
    “You know what a regular harem is right? From like overseas?” Colter nodded his head, “Well flip it. A reverse harem is where there is one girl and 3 or more guys who she loves and they all love her. They are romantically involved. All of them. And they treat her like a fucking queen while she treats them like kings and tries to keep everything fair so there is no jealousy.” 
 
    For a split second his eyes snapped to mine, and I could see the excitement and glee in their hazel depths. Then his eyes went back to Britt and he nodded slowly.  
 
    “Ahh, I see how that would be appealing to many women. However I’m sure not many in today's world would agree with that type of thinking.” 
 
    Britt nodded her head, “Yes, that’s true, not many do. But it’s gaining popularity.” 
 
    Colter nodded again, a thoughtful look in his eyes as he glanced my way again. What the hell is with all of these side glances from him? 
 
    “Well, it was nice to meet you. We really have to run, have important things to discuss and all. Plus I'm starving and need food.” I blurted out, grabbing Britt’s’ arm and hauling her skinny ass up the stairs like the hounds of hell were chasing us. I left Colter standing there looking up at us, his mouth slightly open, like he wanted to say something. Not that I turned around to look or anything and I definitely didn’t see his eyes firmly planted on my ass, with a look of hunger in them. I never saw the way his hands fisted at his sides, as if he was holding himself back from chasing after us.   
 
    Nope. I saw none of that.  
 
    When we got upstairs, Britt waved to Emily and did some kind of weird hand movement, bypassing the counter and going straight to the tables outside. It was still pretty warm, with only a slight chill in the air to let you know fall was here. I knew she was going to start in on me about my hiking trip again, and possibly what happened with Colter. Sitting down, I crossed my arms and waited for the grilling to commence in three, two, one… 
 
    “What the hell was that back there?” 
 
    I shrugged and looked out into the street, “What was what?” 
 
    I could feel her death glare and don’t look back at her. She had one of the best death glares I have ever seen, next to my grams and mom, before my mother turned to alcohol to drown her sorrows. “Alexandria Ann Adams. You know what I mean. Spill. Now.” 
 
    I heaved a big sigh, just as Colter came into view, heading for a dark green range rover parked across the street. That man had one fine ass, his jeans hugged it so nicely. I really wished for a pair of binoculars right now. Maybe I should mention that to Britt. I’m imagining reaching out and squeezing his ass to feel how hard it is, when Britt pinched my arm, hard. 
 
    “Oww! You slut, that hurt!” 
 
    “Hello, then maybe you should answer me!” 
 
    “Okay! Geez, mom! It was nothing, I was reading as I was walking and ran into him. Seems to be my pattern lately. He’s Connor twin and we struck up a conversation.”  
 
    “Yes I could see that, but...” 
 
    I cut her off and asked a question of my own, I already knew the answer but I wanted her to get off the subject. “Do you want to go camping and hiking with me this weekend?” 
 
    As I suspected her face scrunched up into a distasteful look, like someone had told her to go eat worms or something.  
 
    “If you honestly think I would ever go hiking or sleep on the ground in the middle of the woods, you have flipped your pancake.” 
 
    I laughed, “I know. But can’t blame a girl for trying.”  
 
    Her face became serious and she regarded me carefully, I’ve seen this look on her before. She always does this when she thinks I can’t handle something. I felt my muscles tensing up, waiting for her to deliver the blow.  
 
    Just as she opened her mouth Emily came out with two steaming bowls of soup and a skyscraper club sandwich. My mouth watered when the smell of broccoli and cheese hit my nose. Emily makes the best broccoli and cheese soup I have ever tasted and her club sandwiches are to die for.  
 
    Britt opened her mouth to start in on me again but I held up my hand and shook my head no as I started to shovel food in my mouth. I was serious when I told Colter I was starving right now. As the flavors of smoked ham, turkey and bacon with a slightly spicy mayo hit my tongue I moaned.  
 
    This was so good! After I swallowed I immediately take another big bite, a moan once again slipping free as my eyes rolled back into my head. I was in heaven.  
 
    I swallowed and opened my eyes to see Colter standing behind Britt with a huge grin on his face. 
 
    Oh My God! The man has dimples! Be still my beating heart.  
 
    Wait… how long has he been standing there? He was on his way to his car the last time I looked!  
 
    I quickly grabbed my napkin and wipe my face as lady-like as I can. “Err… Hiya again.” I gave him a pathetic little half wave. My face going red, again.  
 
    “Hiya.” He winked at me and I damn near fell out of my chair in a swoon. That man was way too sexy for his shirt. He should take it off. Wait. what? No! I barely know the man! Where the hell did that thought come from? 
 
    “So...can I help you with something?” I asked him, trying not to frown at my wayward thoughts, don’t need him thinking I’m frowning at him. Which I’m not doing, not by a long shot.  
 
    “Actually I came to give you something after reading that book you had. But then I heard you moan over your food and I got sidetracked watching you, wondering if you would make that same sound in bed.” His eyes were intense as he looked at me. 
 
     I swear the entire world fell away. It was just him and me in this room. My mind started to go down the same road his thoughts were just moments before. Him and me in bed together, sweaty and panting. Or even better him, his brother and I all together.  
 
    My core clenched, I could feel my panties getting wet as heat flooded my body. I couldn’t help the little squirm I did, desire flared in Colter’s eyes as he watched me like a hawk with his prey.  
 
    I snapped out of my fantasy when Britt snapped her fingers in front of my face. Shaking my head, I smiled sheepishly and blushed, ducking my head to try and hide. Colter gave me a knowing smile  with a wink.  
 
    That man was the very devil with his handsome looks and sexy winks. My mind wanted to derail again on my fantasy but I reeled it back in. 
 
    “So, uh, what were you going to give me?” I asked quietly, trying to get this conversation back on track but it's so hard when my body was screaming at me to jump his bones. Right here, right now, just like it did for his brother. This shit has got to stop. 
 
    Colter shook his head as if to clear it, I fought not to smirk at him. “Oh! Right, uh. Here, I just finished this and it was really good, I just thought you would like it from the other one that you had.” I smirked as Colter was blushing and babbling slightly. Not so fun when the shoe is on the other foot, is it buddy? 
 
    I held out my hand, “Okay. Let’s see it.” 
 
    Colter thrusts the book into my hand and I looked at the cover. It’s pretty with a lot of blue water, some islands and a dark haired woman walking into the water. The Heart of Andros, by Jade Oliver. I have never read one by her, so I flipped it over to read the back.  
 
    “Huh...a time travelling reverse harem. Now that’s interesting… Wait.” My head snapped up and I narrowed my eyes at Colter, “You read romance novels? Specifically reverse harems? So you knew what they were the whole time!” 
 
    Colter rubbed the back of his neck, “I read anything I can get my grubby hands on actually. And I firmly believe all guys should read at least one romance novel in their lives. Since most are written by women, it shows how most women want to be treated by us men.” He shrugged and stared into my eyes. “Plus I never said I didn’t know what they were, you both just assumed and jumped into an explanation. I didn’t want to deny Brittany the chance to educate someone on the wonders of reverse harems.” He winked at Britt; I could tell she forgave him by her smile. 
 
    Be still my beating heart! A guy who might actually have a clue on how to treat a woman? Oh, he’s dangerous.  
 
    I contained my swoon and latched onto that last thought. He was dangerous, a guy like him could easily get a girl to fall for him and then break her heart. Why else would he be single? I frowned realizing I didn’t actually know if he’s single or not. 
 
    Colter seemed to sense my shift in mood because he made a hasty exit after that. I watched him as he made his way to the stairs, he really did have a nice ass. But I just got out of one relationship; I never was one of those girls who jumped straight into another. I was seriously reconsidering that policy though, damn those brothers were hot as hell.   
 
    I turned back to Britt, she was frowning at me breaking off bits of her sandwich and chewing them slowly.  
 
    “What?” I snapped at her, my emotions and brain in turmoil. Immediately I winced and shook my head, sighing, “I’m sorry Britt, I shouldn’t have snapped at you.”  
 
    Britt reached across the table laying her cold hand on mine. “Girl, it’s okay. I understand. But can I give you some advice, sweets?” 
 
    I shrugged looking down at my half finished soup and sandwich. I’m no longer hungry, I waved Emily over and asked her if she could box it up to go. I’ll finish it later tonight for dinner, that way I won't have to cook and dirty dishes before I leave tomorrow morning. Sounded like a good plan to me. 
 
    “Lexi, I know you haven’t ever jumped into bed with another man as soon as you kicked one to the curb.” Damn, she always could read my mind. If I didn't know better, I would say she was a damn witch. 
 
    “I don’t always kick them Brit. Sometimes they kick me.” I gave a small laugh. 
 
    Truth was I had always kicked them to the curb. When things got to real, or to heavy I ran. Roxy used to admonish me for it all the time. Telling me I would never settle down and have a family if I kept going that way. I would laugh and tell her I wasn’t ready to settle down. Now at 28 I was having second thoughts. I did want a family someday, but things had always seemed off in my past relationships. I had always felt like my soul was still searching for something. Grams always I should follow my instincts and they wouldn’t lead me wrong. They haven’t yet either, I may have ignored them from time to time. When I did, shit happened that I probably could have avoided.  
 
    Like Roxy’s death. 
 
    My gut had been telling me for weeks that something wasn’t right, that she needed help whether she wanted it or not. I didn’t listen, telling myself I was just being paranoid. I’ve wished every day since her death that I could go back in time and listen to my instincts telling me to save my sister.  
 
    I’m wrenched out of my thoughts by Britt waving her hand in front of my face and practically yelling “Hello! Earth to Lexi!” at me.  
 
    I chuckled at her antics, “Sorry. I got lost for a minute there.” 
 
    “So I saw. Want to share with the class?” Her voice was dry, I could tell she was vexed with me. 
 
    “Not really.” I shook my head. 
 
    “Okay, fine, since you weren’t listening to my advice, let me ask you a question.” 
 
    “Ookay.” I drew the word out not liking were this was going. Britt's questions tended to make me really think and look at things. I didn’t like to do that most of the time. I tended to overthink and when I overthink I get into some sort of trouble. But her question surprises me. 
 
    “What was your Grams 5 rules to a successful and happy life again?” 
 
    “Uh. What?” 
 
    “Just answer the question, Lex.” 
 
    I sat back in my chair with my arms folded. “Okay, I’ll play along.” I held up my hand and ticked them off on my fingers. “One, find something you love to do, one that preferably pays the bills. Two, find a guy or guys you love to screw, make sure they are good in bed. Three, always work hard. Four, stay dedicated, no matter who tells you to drop it. And five, always do what feels right and make sure justice prevails, stand up for what you believe in.” 
 
    Britt was nodding her head and looking at me with one of her eyebrows raised. After a minute of this I threw my hands into the air, “So what? What does that have to do with my inability to jump into bed with another guy right after I kicked the last one to the curb?” 
 
    “How can you not see?” I just shook my head at her in confusion. What the hell did she want me to see with grams rules? 
 
    “1, did you like the job you had? Fuck no. Two, did you love fucking Christian? No, you did not, I just found that out. Three and four you have in spades so I’m not even asking about those. But five, what do you feel is right for you right now, here in this moment? Is it to wallow in self-pity and become a nun till the next semi-decent guy comes along into your life after a respectable amount of time? Or is five telling you to get back in the saddle with one or both of those hotties and find out what you want?” 
 
    I had no answer for her last question so I didn’t even bother answering her. I’m saved by Emily bringing my to-go boxes back over to the table. I laid down some bills and stood up shaking my head at Britt, I seemed to be doing a lot of that lately. “That is what this weekend is about Britt. For me to clear my head and find out where I want to go from here and what that all entails.”  
 
    Britt stood up and gave me a hug, “I know, sweets. Go find yourself out there. And call me Sunday when you get back okay?” 
 
    “I will. I’m not going as far as Christian wanted. I’ll only be a half hour to 45 minutes outside of town.” I told her as I gathered up my books and food. 
 
    She nodded, as we turned around to go back downstairs. I froze when I saw Christian sitting at one of the inside tables glaring at Britt and me. I didn’t know if he heard where I was going, but I hoped not. It would be just like him to show up while I was out there. Ever since Tuesday at the cafe I no longer felt safe around him.  
 
    I quickly grabbed Britt’s’ arm and we hustled downstairs where I had Eric ring me up for the books and paid before Britt could say anything. I gave her a backwards wave as I walked home. I hated driving, and preferred to walk whenever I could. It wasn't that I didn't like to be behind the wheel, I did. Feeling the wind blow through my hair when the windows were down, blaring my music and just enjoying the ride. It was all the other cars on the road that pissed me off. Most of them didn't know how to drive, cutting you off, getting right up on your ass if you weren’t going fast enough for them. That was what I hated, as it always ruined the nice relaxing drive I had planned.  
 
    I looked around suddenly feeling like someone was watching me. Seeing no one even looking at me, I tried to shake the feeling off but it persisted. I sped up to walk the last two blocks to my house practically running by the time I hit my front porch. Once I got inside I quickly shut the door and locked it. That feeling had stayed with me all the way home.  
 
    Now you really are being paranoid, Lexi. Who the hell would be watching you? 
 
    I turned on some music and settled down to read for a bit. I was already packed and ready to go. All I had to do was load up the car in the morning and head out. I was excited to be able to go explore again, I hadn’t been hiking in a long time. This was my chance to rediscover myself. I had lost myself somewhere after Roxy’s death. She would be so pissed at me for it too.  
 
    Not able to concentrate on the book I was trying to read I got up to make myself a cup of peppermint tea. As I was walking past the front door on my way to the kitchen I saw a shadow quickly dart out of the way. Frowning I crept closer to investigate. Just like you see in those horror movies I was the dumb bimbo going to investigate the weird noise or shadow. Why I don’t know, but this was my house and I needed to make sure there was no one there.  
 
    I quickly flipped on the porch light and saw...nothing. Shaking my head and laughing at myself, I decided I was being paranoid. It was obvious I needed a break, “Maybe I’ll just take my tea into the bath with me and then go to bed.” My voice seemed to echo around me in the empty house. 
 
      
 
    Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday dawned bright and clear. It was already 50 degrees out so I dressed in a pair of comfortable jeans and a t-shirt with a red sweater over it. The weather people had said that it would get to 68 degrees by mid-morning and wouldn’t rain until Saturday night. After grabbing a quick breakfast and a thermos of coffee, I was on my way to the woods.  
 
    While driving with Brit a month ago, on our way to Boston, I had seen a really nice set of woods that I wanted to explore. It didn't have any ‘no trespassing’ signs that I could see and didn't look to be part of a state park. As far as I could tell it was unclaimed, which sounded weird to me as I thought every piece of land on this planet was owned by someone. Be it private or government. But perhaps it was owned by someone who didn’t care if people hiked there. Or a rich man owned it just for the sake of owning it. Either way, I was excited to explore the woods and see what wonders I could find.  
 
    I found a two-track road that led into the forest, furthering my assumption that someone owned it but didn’t care if people were on it. Or maybe they hunt on it, it is hunting season...I better make sure I have my orange hat and vest on. I drove a little ways in and parked my car. Getting all of my stuff out of the trunk, I made a GPS location tag of where my car was on my handheld GPS unit. Locking my car I looked around trying to decide which way I wanted to go.  
 
    I decided to head straight out from my car, northeast, and head deeper into the forest. I dug my camera out of my bag before I started so I could take pictures of anything I saw. A few hours into my hike the feeling of being watched returned. Chills ran up and down my spine as I stopped and looked around. I saw nothing out of the ordinary, all I saw was the massively towering trees with their bursting colors all dabbled with sunlight. I forgot about the feeling of being watched and quickly grabbed my camera taking a couple of pictures before I lost the right light. 
 
    Leexxx  
 
    A twig snapped off to my right, I quickly spun around on a gasp. “Who’s there?”  
 
    I didn’t see anything out of place no matter how hard I looked. I took a couple steps towards the sound before stopping myself. I really wasn’t one of those girls who would go investigate weird sounds. I hated when they did that in the movies, usually it was the dumb blonde. I was not a dumb blond. Last night was a fluke.  
 
    I looked around one more time, still not seeing anything I shrugged my shoulders and continued on the way I was going. 
 
    Pulling out my water and taking a drink I noticed it was quiet. Too quiet for the woods. There was no sound of birds chirping, leaves rustling in the slight breeze or insects making themselves known.  
 
    It was the kind of quiet it gets when there is a predator around. My heart rate spiked as fear slithered through my system. I wasn’t alone out here; I could feel it like the hot breath of a lover on my neck. All the hair stood up on my body warning of danger, not knowing what was in these woods, be it wolf or mountain lion, I moved slowly and with purpose. I didn't want to full outrun no matter how much my body was screaming at me too. Running would have made me look like prey, and I was anything but prey. Slowly sliding my hunting knife out of its sheath on my hip I glanced around me, I didn't want to be caught unawares if anything should jump out.  
 
    Lexxxiiiii  
 
    There it was again...my name on the breeze. The first time it happened I ignored it, thinking I was losing my mind. The voice had sounded like Roxy’s. Now It sounded a lot like Britt’s voice.  
 
    Walking slowly I called out, my voice wavering slightly, “Britt? If you’re trying to prank me I will smack you! This isn’t funny.” I peered around trying to spot her purple hair. I still didn’t see anything. 
 
    Slowly with every step I took the forest came alive again, the feeling of being watched slowly disappeared as well. I braced myself against a tree, my body sagging in relief and just breathe. 
 
    A hoarse laugh escaped my mouth; I shook my head at myself. I felt like such an idiot, getting worked up over nothing. It must have been a curious predator, but since I hadn't run and didn't make any sudden movements that could be considered as a threat it had lost interest in me. The voice had to be the wind through the trees, or better yet and more plausible, my mind was playing tricks on me. First with last night and now this?  
 
    I chuckled at my stupidity for thinking I was being followed by someone, “No one even knows where you are, so how could they follow you?” I said allowed just to hear my own voice. Pushing off the tree, I continued on. 
 
    I settled into a rhythm after that, by the time I heard the trickling of water that sounded like a stream, the sun was starting it’s descent. I knew I should stop and make camp before it got too dark, but the sound of water drew me closer. It was getting louder the closer I walked, more like a raging river than a stream. Soon I burst out of the trees and gasped, stopping in my tracks. I’m standing on the edge of a small cliff some eighty feet in the air. Over to my right is a waterfall gushing over the cliff, the sound like a small roar. It was breathtaking, with the setting sun, the water lit up with pinks, purples and reds. I dropped my pack and start moving around taking all sorts of shots. It was magnificent. I could see for miles; the other side was level with the river down below. It felt like I was walking on clouds, or the treetops at least.  
 
    Lexxxxiiiii 
 
    I spun around nearly losing my balance, there was my name again. I have to be going crazy. There is no way in hell Roxy’s voice is here, it has to be in my head. I shook my head to clear it and turned back to look at the waterfall one more time before I have to set up camp. I couldn’t set up my tent in the dark but I was reluctant to leave the view. 
 
     Hearing crashing through the woods, I spun just in time to see a masked man coming at me with a knife raised. I gave a short scream trying to duck out of the way of his slashing arm. But the knife caught me and sliced into my shoulder. Landing heavily on my side on the ground, I quickly rolled over to my back and grabbed my camera again. Just before the man fell on me I snapped a picture with the flash on, blinding him momentarily. He shouted and pressed his hands to his eyes staggering backwards. 
 
    I was panting and sweat already coated my body as I scuttled backwards, trying to put enough distance between us so I could get up and run. I stood and turned, knowing I’m being an idiot, you don’t run from a fight unless you know they won’t be coming after you girl, Grans voice is screaming at me. I stopped and hesitated, once again reaching for my knife on my hip, a searing pain exploded across my back and I cried out. Black creeped in at the edges of my vision as I fell to the ground face first. I fought to stay conscious through the agony in my body.  
 
    My world spun drunkenly as the guy flipped me over onto my back, I tried not to puke on him. More than likely I would end up drowning in my own vomit. Like Roxy.  
 
    The man sneered down at me, I could only see his mouth and eyes through the slits in the ski mask. Even though the light wasn’t the best I knew that mouth and those eyes perfectly. 
 
    “Christian?” My voice came out in a pathetic whine instead of the accusatory tone I wanted. I wiggled and tried to push him off of me, “This isn’t fucking funny. What the hell are you doing?” The dirt was grinding itself into the cut on my back as I tried desperately to get away.  
 
    His eyes lit up in sick enjoyment as he ripped my shirt. I let out a whimper and tried again to get him off of me, it was no use, he was bigger and stronger than me.  
 
    Terror danced through my veins; I was like a trapped animal. He punched me in the face, snapping my head to the side. The pain helped me to clear my head, this was not the Christian I knew. He had lost his mind. I don’t think he’s playing around. I have to get the fuck out of here! 
 
    Roxy’s voice shouted in my head, Damnit Lex, fucking fight! Kick this assholes ass! 
 
    My hands grappled for anything that could help me, my fingers brushed against what felt like a good sized rock and hope flared in my chest. I grabbed onto it like a lifeline and swung with all of the strength I had left.  
 
    Crrraaack 
 
    He howled in pain, clutching his head as blood flowed from the wound. Taking advantage of his dazed state I pushed him off of me and clawed my way to my pack to reach my cell phone. No one knew my exact location, stupid me didn’t think I would need someone to have it. I had to get help, or at the very least get a small message out. 
 
    So focused on reaching the phone, I didn’t hear him get up, or make his way over to me. He quickly grabbed my pack and tossed it over the edge of the cliff.  
 
    My arm stretched out as if I could stop it from falling into the pool beneath the waterfall, a strangled scream ripped from my throat as despair crushed me. 
 
    How the hell am I going to survive this? I’m going to fucking die here. The Adams sisters, both tragically murdered. 
 
    NO! I won’t go out like this! 
 
    At his dark chuckle I pushed myself up to my hands and knees, somehow knowing the asshole was toying with me. Drawing out my terror for his own amusement, I would be damned if I showed it to him though. I’m not a quitter and would fight him until my last breath.  
 
    I slowly reached for my hip, that is facing away from him, for my knife. I shook my head as if to clear it, I even let out a few sobs, as if I was crying. His foot lashed out kicking me in the side, flipping me about two feet from the force of it. I felt like a fish out of water trying to catch my breath in gasps. My hand, that’s pinned to the ground underneath me, gripped my knife tightly. I was lucky enough to get it out before he kicked me. 
 
     Every time I breathed I felt a sharp, stabbing pain and knew the asshat had broken a rib. I staggered to my feet and he grinned at me behind the mask, which only served to infuriate me instead of terrifying me like I’m sure he wanted. 
 
    “Why are you hiding, Christian? I know it's you! What? Are you scared to face me like a man?” I sneered.  
 
    Poking the angry homicidal person in front of me was not my best call on judgement. But I’m not one to just go quietly into the night, I would fight until I had no breath left in me.  
 
    I had hoped that maybe my words would throw him off his game enough for me to slip away and regroup. To have a snowball's chance in hell of walking away from this. 
 
    I swayed on my feet and the blackness crept back in, I could feel the blood running in rivets down my back. I wouldn’t last much longer. I had to do something fast.  
 
    I grew up in a hunting family for Christ’s sake, and had taken several survival courses. But none of that was going to help me now. They didn’t exactly teach how not to be killed by a homicidal person while in the woods by yourself at those things. No, it’s more of which berries are safe to eat, and how to spot a dangerous animal before you become it’s lunch. Not this. I wasn’t prepared for this.  
 
    Get your shit together girl and figure something out! 
 
    In a fit of desperation I flung myself at him with the knife held out in front of me. If I could just hurt him, maybe he would be scared enough to run away.  
 
    Not expecting me to come right at him, he raised his arm up in an attempt to block me. My knife came down on his left arm, slashing it open. He grunted in pain; I raised my knife again intent on bringing him down. 
 
    The blow caught me in the side of the face, my head snapped to the side followed by my body. Flashes of light burst behind my closed eyes, I moaned in pain. I felt myself falling and braced for the impact of the hard earth. This was the end. I couldn’t fight anymore.  
 
    They say that when you’re going to die your life flashes before your eyes. That wasn’t true. It wasn’t my life that went through my mind, but the family and friends I was leaving behind. Since I had no family left and very little friends thanks to Christian, It went pretty quickly.  
 
    The impact I’m bracing for never comes, instead strong arms wrap around me stopping my descent. I’m not sure if that was for better or for worse. 
 
    He pulled me back to his front, supporting my weight. I groaned in agony, it felt like someone had just poured acid all over my back. Not that I really know what acid feels like never having come into contact with it myself. It’s another one of those sayings that people say that make no sense. 
 
    I knew the pain was making me delirious, I was thinking about stupid shit and not the fucking threat behind me. My stomach revolted as he palmed my breast, and I started retching. Tears stung my face as they flowed over the many scratches and cuts from being flung down to the forest floor.  
 
    I coughed, gasping as pain flared in my ribs, “Why? Why are you doing this?” 
 
    His voice was deeper and rougher than usual but it still sounds a lot like Christian whispering, “Because I can.”  
 
    He lifted me up and took the two strides to the edge of the cliff we were on. My head fell back to lay on his shoulder, my eyes were wide open. Now they refused to close. I watched the sky as it grew darker, the pinks fading into dark blues and purples. He kissed the side of my head, then I was flying.  
 
    The piercing scream that ripped out of my throat was cut short by the cold rushing water. I couldn’t stop the blackness this time as it overtook my vision.  
 
    Who’s going to get justice for Roxy and me.   
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    I jumped to my feet and scanned the forest when a loud piercing scream ripped through the air, the deer I was about to shoot darted away and birds took flight in the once peaceful forest. 
 
     My heart jumped into my chest and nausea coated my insides like a thick cream.  I knew screaming like that. I could still hear those screams in my sleep. A woman was in trouble. I had heard the screams of beaten and dying woman many times while overseas. It’s not a sound I’m likely to ever forget. Panic rose up to crush the nausea when the scream abruptly cuts off. 
 
    I whistled to Shane letting him know something was wrong, I’m about a mile from the river and he was another half mile inland. Shane, or Hawk to us, would come running as soon as he heard my whistle. Funny how we still used our Marine signals even though we have been civilians now for 2 years, but it’s hard to erase 12 years of training.   
 
    I climbed down out of the tree I’m in as fast as I could without falling and breaking my neck. As I headed toward the river, Hawk slipped up to my side silently. That man was like a ghost if he didn’t want you to know he’s there you never would. He was usually quiet as the grave, an expert marksman as well as being a computer guru.  
 
    I snuck a glance at him to see how he’s doing, Shane had a soft heart, and couldn’t stand to see anything in pain. Especially animals, it was a big part of why he became a vet after the core. He still had terrible nightmares about overseas.  
 
    Hell none of us had it easy over there. But Shane took it the hardest. He was the computer nerd, the one who watched our backs from a 17-inch monitor. Until one day he was ordered to go with us on a field mission. Our normal marksman was down with a nasty virus. Command ordered Hawk, the second-best marksman in our unit, to leave the computer monitor and watch our six. It went sideways, and he hasn’t been the same since.  
 
    For starters he never lets us use guns to hunt anymore. It was strictly bow and arrow. He hasn’t touched a computer in the last two years since we’ve been civilians. The only tech he uses is his phone. Not to mention the fact that every loud, sudden noise startled him so bad he dropped whatever he had in his hands. None of us could stand the loud city noises either so the four of us had decided to pool our money and buy the 200-acre forest, we now call home. We cleared a small area for us and built our cabin, about 40 minutes away from Salem, Massachusetts.  
 
    Close enough we could go into town and get supplies when we needed, but far enough away that we have the privacy and peace and quiet our souls craved.  
 
    Shane held up his hand in the stop gesture, signaling me to look at the river. My heart stopped for a split second. There floating in the river, face down was a woman's body. Not even stopping to think I rushed forward; jumped in and grabbed her. The current tried to drag me down stream with her dead weight in my arms, but I’m a strong swimmer and managed to fight against it.  
 
    Strong arms grabbed me from behind and started towing both of us to shore. I keep a firm grip on the woman around her waist. She’s unconscious and didn’t appear to be breathing. What the fuck happened? Did she fall from the cliff? I didn’t know, but I knew that she needed CPR if she was going to make it. Faces of the women and children we couldn’t save sped through my mind. 
 
    I’m pulled from my spiraling thoughts by a small noise that came from the woman in my arms, she started to cough and spit out water. Good, she took care of that on her own. I finally looked down at her just as we made it to shore, shock flooded my system rendering me speechless. 
 
    I knew her.  
 
    I had spoken to her only once but Lexi wasn't someone you forget easily. She was so beautiful, with her long raven hair, the lightest blue eyes I have ever seen and fair complexion. She’s also the tallest woman I have ever seen standing just under my own 6’2 frame. She was in shape too with curves I wanted to memorize.  
 
    Right now though, she looked like death warmed over. Her face and arms were covered in scratches and bleeding. Her right eye was already swelling, a bruise dotted her jawline as well. She looked like someone had beaten the hell out of her.  
 
    Rage filled me as I gently laid her down on the bank of the shore. Thoughts were colliding in my head as I checked her pulse.  
 
    Who the fuck would do this to her? Why was she on our land?  
 
    Shane spoke to my left looking at her like she was an alien, “Who the hell is she? And why is she here?” 
 
    “I know her. Well not know her. I only spoke to her the one time, remember me telling you about the girl I met in that shop a couple of days ago?” 
 
    Hawk nodded so I continued, “This is her. Who the fuck would do something like this?” 
 
    “Are you sure a fall didn’t do all this damage? She could have been banged around by the rocks.” I shook my head, ignoring Hawk I examined Lexi as best as I could. 
 
    I noticed her shoulder was bleeding and examined the wound, she had a gash there. A pretty nasty one. I rolled her over to check for any other injuries, she cried out in pain but didn’t wake up.  
 
    Oh my god! Her back was a complete mess. Her skin was split open from the middle of her back running diagonally down to her right hip. It looked pretty deep to me. Someone used a knife on this poor woman and fucked her up. 
 
    “You can’t miss this Hawk. These are knife wounds.”  
 
    Hawk hissed through his teeth and looked at me with murder in his eyes. “We need to get her to Thorne. He’s her only hope right now, brother.”  
 
    I nodded silently and as gently as I could I gathered her to me. She let out another whimper of pain, as I took off through the forest with Hawk right on my heels.  
 
    For some reason, my caring about whether she lived or died was more than just my average need to protect the opposite sex. I didn't know what to make of it and didn’t have time to analyze my feelings just yet. First, we needed to save her. Then I could worry about my feelings.  
 
    Walking fast I tried not to jostle her too much, it got harder the more her blood dripped down my arms. I whispered in her ear, “Don’t worry Lexi. We’ll protect you. You’re safe now, just hang on okay. Just hang on.” 
 
    





  
 
    Hawthorne (Aka. Thorne) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I heard Con-man and Hawk hollering for me over the rock music I had on while working out. The urgency and panic in their voices is something I haven't heard since Afghanistan.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” I muttered getting up and striding to the door. There’s no reason for them to be hollering like that, unless one of them got hurt. How the hell did that happen? “Don’t tell me one of you idiots shot the other one with an arrow!” I shouted as I neared the door, humor lacing my voice. It burst open before I could turn the handle, damn near hitting me in the face. 
 
    “What the hell, Hawk?”  I admonished my brother from another mother, then I saw the unconscious and bleeding woman in Connor’s arms.   
 
    “Move out of the damn doorway, Thorne. Get your gear, we need you.” Con-Man grunted as he carried her to the dining room table and laid her down gently on her side.  
 
    “What the fuck happened to her? Hawk get my kit!” I quickly checked her for injuries as Hawk ran to get me my medical kit. Thank god, I have one stocked and ready to go, all the time. As a Firemen EMT it’s ingrained in me to be ready for anything at any time.  
 
    My training kicked in as I looked at her and assessed her injuries from sight. There was blood everywhere along with cuts and scratches, plus she was wet. My guess at first glance was she had fallen in the river and gotten banged around. 
 
    “I don’t know but someone beat the hell out of her man.” My blood ran cold as Con-Man answered my question. I stared at him dumbfounded for a second as he continued. “I think they were dumping her here, or trying to kill her. We were hunting near the river and I heard a woman scream. It was cut short, so Hawk and I immediately went to check it out. We found her floating face down in the river unconscious. Other than a few moans she hasn’t woken up at all. Is she going to be okay?” 
 
    I grunted at him, to focused on trying to save her life to respond. I took my scissors out of my kit Shane handed me and cut off her shirt. The wound on her back was my most pressing concern, a deep, slashing gash, just oozing blood. Luckily there were no major arteries hit. I knew immediately a hunting knife did this, I had seen enough of them in the war to recognize the wound. Even though no arteries were hit, I had to close the wound now. The longer it was left open the more at risk she would become to infections. We didn’t have time to take her to the hospital. Not sure I would even after I got her stable.  
 
    “This is going to need stitches. Hawk, hand me my tools when I ask for them please, Con-Man as gently as you can, try and keep her still.”  
 
    I grabbed a pair of gloves from my kit and pulled them on, swabbing the area with iodine to clean and sterilize it at once. If I could get the wound closed without anything foreign inside then she should be fine, as long as I could stop the bleeding. I would have to stitch together the muscles before I could stitch together the skin. This was going to be a long process.  
 
    “What the hell is going on here? Who the fuck--oh my god! Lexi?” Colt, Conner’s twin rushed to the woman's side. He gently brushed her hair back from where it had fallen into her face. I had never seen him be so gentle with anything in my life and I had known him since I was six. His face was a mixture of horror and agony.  
 
    “Who did this to you, baby?” he whispered to her as I grabbed the dissolving stitches, they would melt away over the next 2 to 4 weeks. 
 
    “You know her?” I asked casually and calmly as I threaded the curved needle, getting ready to stitch this girl, Lexi’s, back together.  
 
    “I met her at that bookstore a couple of days ago. I told you about her. Con met her too.” 
 
    “Yeah, I met her the day before you did.” came Con-man's soft reply, he hadn’t stopped gazing at her since he set her own. 
 
    I remember them telling me about a beautiful woman that had spark, fire, and curves for days. I didn’t know this was the girl. What the hell was she doing in our woods? And who the fuck would do this to her?  
 
    I shook my head and gave her a numbing agent around the gash. She whimpered a little and tried to shift. I glanced at Connor and Colt, nodding my head towards her. Con and Colt got the unspoken message and kept talking to her in soothing tones, she soon settled down.  
 
    I took a deep breath, told them to make sure she keeps as still as possible and got to work. It took me nearly three hours to stitch her back. After I wrapped it in gauze, I had them roll her over so I could check on her other injuries. I tell myself not to look at her nakedness, it's unprofessional, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. My brothers and I gasped as one, she was stunning, even battered and bruised. Clearing my throat I swiftly gave her an exam as my brothers turned their heads away. 
 
    She had two broken ribs, which the binding for her back would also help with so I wasn't worried about those. But the gash in her shoulder I had to stitch. Her left eye was swollen shut and her lip split. I gently probed her eye socket to make sure it wasn’t broken as well. When I got to her wrist I finally noticed the strap that was wrapped around it. I gently untangled it and checked her wrist. As far as I could tell it was fine, just badly bruised from the camera strap trying to strangle her hand. At least it wasn’t broken.  
 
    Stepping back and wiping the sweat from my forehead I told the anxious guys, “Now we have to wait. As long as we can keep any infections out she should be fine.” 
 
    “Why didn’t she wake up for any of it?” Colt looked at me with a worried frown.  
 
    I shrugged, “There could have been a lot of reasons why she didn't wake up. My guess is the bump she has on the back of her head. It wasn't enough to crack her skull but it did give her a nasty concussion I'm sure. We will have to monitor her as best we can, or get her to the hospital.” 
 
    Immediately they all protested the hospital idea, as I knew they would. I had to put it out there though, just to say we did. Honestly, I didn't want to bring her there either, not unless we absolutely had too. I didn’t like the circumstances that got her here if someone did try to kill her and dumped her in the river, we wanted them to think they had succeeded. Otherwise, they may track her down and try again. I knew nothing about her, but it looked like she had put up a fight, and that, right there, told me a lot that I needed to know.  
 
    “She’s strong. She’ll pull through.” Con said while gently lifting her up and moving swiftly down the hall off the dining room to the guest room.  
 
    The rest of the guys followed him, I stayed behind to clean up the mess. My gaze strayed to the hallway more than once though. I haven’t prayed in a while, but I prayed now.  
 
    Please God, let her pull through.   
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    A few days later: 
 
      
 
    I was cold and my entire body ached. My breathing was labored too, it felt like I had a giant rubber band wrapped around my chest that was getting tighter and tighter with each breath. A coughing spasm hit me, suddenly my chest was on fire, a thousand red hot pokers were stabbing me in my lungs. I knew that feeling. I had bronchitis. Along with other things. Damn, just what I needed.  
 
    It registered in my brain then that I was in pain, that meant I wasn’t dead. I was very much alive, but how?  
 
    I was lying on my side on a feather-soft mattress, with a nice thick comforter covering me. I cracked open my eyes and groaned lightly. It was so bright, light was filtering in through two windows where the curtains were thrown wide open. I snapped my eyes shut. Where was I? Was I in the hospital? It didn’t feel or smell like I was in a hospital. So again where was I? 
 
    You won’t know unless you open your eyes, nitwit. A small voice in the back of my head said, so I tried again, opening them just a crack, I squinted and looked around. I was in a normal room. It had warm wood walls, a fireplace with a small fire going to chase away the chill. I was lying on a simple queen-sized bed the comforter was red with a grey swirling pattern, I turned my head slightly to see an empty chair next to the bed. It had a blanket and pillow thrown over it like someone had just gotten up and tossed them back over the chair. 
 
    I groaned as I tried to sit up. My arms were too weak to really lift my body. My head was pounding, I felt like I was dying. Again. What the fuck happened? The last thing I remembered was walking in the woods. I had just come up to the waterfall. After that everything was blank. Did I fall off the cliff? 
 
    The bedroom door opened and in walked one of the most gorgeous men I have ever seen. Next to Connor and Colter.  
 
    Where the hell have all of these guys been all of my life.  
 
    I shook my head and groaned as pain spears through it, falling back down on the bed. 
 
    The handsome guy chuckled and he made his way to the bed, “Easy now, tiger. You’re really sick. Hello there, I’m Thorne.” 
 
    I laid there and looked Thorne over, he was standing by the bed with a stethoscope hanging around his neck. He was somewhere around six feet but it was hard for me to be certain from my vantage point. His skin was smooth and tan, his black t-shirt pulled across his muscles defining them and showing off his many tattoos. His jeans were sitting low on his hips but hugged his thighs, and I’m sure his ass, nicely.  
 
    He sighed, sitting down like he was tired, and ran his hands through his short brown hair. His hair was cut into an almost military-style, what do they call those? High and tights I think… 
 
    Which made sense, this guy practically screamed military. His face was clean-shaven, showing off his strong jawline, and straight nose. 
 
    “Can you tell me your name?” His eyes regarded me curiously, they seemed to be a dark navy blue.  
 
    I started to nod my head but thought better of it as pain speared through it again, “I’m Lexi Adams. What happened to me? The last thing I remember is hiking in the woods and coming up to a cliff with a waterfall. Did I slip and fall over?”  
 
    I winced as he shined a flashlight into my eyes. “Ow, stop it. Bright light hurts.” 
 
    I tried to shift so I could look at him better but something pulled on my back. I slowly reached around me to feel what is there, I could feel gauze at the edge of my fingertips, it extended down to my right hip. What the fuck? How did I miss this before? 
 
    I started to panic. I was in an unknown house, with an unknown man, even if he was sexy as sin, I’m what appeared to be severely injured. This is not looking good for me. Who knows what kind of man he is, he could be a serial killer for all I know. I frowned at him as I tried to process my thoughts while scooting away from him the best I could. It hurt like hell but I made my way over to the other side of the bed as far away from him as possible.  
 
    Thorne cocked his head to the side and smirked at me, “Where are you going, Lexi?” His smirk and the way he said the question only served to freak me out more, and I started to fanatically look around for a weapon. Anything I could use to hit him or hurt him if he came near me.  
 
    Seeing a lamp on the bedside table next to me I slid off the bed and used both the bed and nightstand to keep me upright as my legs wobbled like they haven’t taken my weight in weeks. Was I drugged? I don’t feel drugged… 
 
    I grabbed the lamp and held it up, “Stay away from me. Where the hell am I? How did you find me if I fell off the cliff, and what kind of guy lives in the middle of nowhere? Are you a serial killer? Well, let me tell you buster, I may be sick and injured but I will go down swinging! I won't be easy prey for you!” My voice rose an octave toward the end, It was hard for me to breath and I’m panting by the time I was done with my tirade. My lungs seized and a coughing fit overtook me. 
 
    I couldn't stand any longer and collapsed to the floor still coughing my lungs out, burning and needles of pain are stabbing me in the chest. I desperately wanted to cry out for help, but couldn’t. I sat on the floor with the lamp clutched in my hand after I could finally breathe again, sweat was dripping down my face and I’m shivering.  
 
    I peeked over the bed to see Thorne standing there frowning at me, “What? Never seen anyone with bronchitis before?” I asked meekly. It took all the breath I had just to say that.  
 
    Turning sharply on his heel Thorne strode out of the room. Great, Lexi, way to piss off the potential serial killer.  
 
    I could hear voices coming down the hall and moved to stand up again, my body was revolting against me though and didn’t want me to move. I grit my teeth and growled a little as I forced my weak and tired body to obey my commands and stand the fuck up to fight. I need my will-power now more than ever; I didn’t even think there may be more than one person here with me. I’m leaning against the wall, lamp held out and shaking in front of me, when Thorne strides back in. Not knowing what else to do, plus my arms were getting tired, I threw the lamp at him. However, since I didn't unplug it and am weaker than a day old kitten it just lands on the bed... still attached to the wall.  
 
    I started to cry then, I hated crying. There was no point to it, all it did was make my head hurt worse and another coughing fit took over. It seemed my body has had enough for one day as black creeped in from the edges of my vision. I looked up, panting, as someone called my name, “Colter?” I managed to squeak out before I lost consciousness.  
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    I rushed to Lexi’s side, just as her eyes rolled back into her head and she started to fall. “What the fuck did you do to her, Thorne?” I glared at my best-friend, who was like a brother to me, as I cradled Lexi’s small form to my chest. Thorne, Hawk, Con and I all grew up together, we were a family long before we joined the military and became brothers-in-arms. 
 
    I could tell he was frustrated as he ran his left hand over his close cropped hair, He was the only one of us who still had the fucking military cut even after two years out of the forces.  For the rest of us, having spent 14 years with the same damn cut we were more than happy to let it go, but Thorne was a stickler for routine. Always had been. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything, Colt, I swear. She woke up and I asked her if she remembered her name, she told me, then suddenly got all panicky and started to rant at me about going down swinging and not making it easy on me if I was going to kill her.”  
 
    I chuckled at his confused and horrified expression. As if the thought of someone thinking he would ever hurt a woman was monstrous. Con-man spoke up by the doorway. “Thorne, you have to admit, waking up and seeing your sexy, beautiful, tattooed self would make any woman think she was being held by a serial killer.” 
 
    Thorne growled at my brother who was standing in the doorway watching me like a hawk as I gently laid Lexi back down on the bed and covered her with the blankets. I frowned as I brushed the hair back out of her face, she felt hot. “Thorne? I think she has a really high fever, and her breathing is labored.” 
 
    Lexi was shivering even under the heavy blankets; Thorne strode over to the bed and whipped out a thermometer from his pocket. It’s one of those that you scan across the forehead to get a reading. Leave it to him to have something like that in his pocket. Man should have been a damn doctor. 
 
    I watched anxiously as he checked her over, he frowned at the reading and from another pocket brought out a small flashlight. He looked in her throat, felt her neck, and finally took the stethoscope from around his neck to listen to her breathing.  
 
    “What is it man? Is she okay?” Con walked up to the bed and looked down at Lexi. This woman had affected both of us, hell, make that all of us, she was brave and fearless as far as I could tell. 
 
    “Well I’ll be damned. She was right.” Thorne muttered, he went over to his bag in the corner of the room and took out a small vial and a needle. Worry flooded my system as I watched him measure out a dosage. I had helped him enough in battle to know that he was giving her some sort of medicine, as a battlefield corpsman I knew he had seen and done many things like this while we were deployed. He was one of three nurses and doctors that we had over there. 
 
    When we got out he became an EMT. I asked him once, about a year ago, why he didn’t go back to school and become a doctor. He had just smiled and said, this is where the action is. 
 
    He always did thrive when we were under pressure, I remember one time we were pinned down by enemy fire and I had taken a bullet in the shoulder. It hurt like a bitch and this crazy-ass motherfucker was calm, cool, and collected with a twinkle in his eye as he dug the bullet out and wrapped my wound, bullets still whizzing past us. Some to close for comfort. 
 
    I snapped out of my thoughts as he came over and slid the needle into her skin. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Con flinch, I snickered as he glared at me. My brother has been afraid of needles ever since he was a kid, it was why I could never talk him into getting a tattoo.  
 
    “What’s the matter Con-Man? You’re not the one getting the shot and she can’t feel anything” Thorne chuckled as Connor  turned his glare onto him. 
 
    “So what’s the diagnosis doc?” I asked, gently lowering myself to the bed and holding her hand. Seems I couldn't stop touching her.  
 
    “She made it actually, right before she passed out. Looks like she was right, she has bronchitis. Luckily it's in its early stages, must have developed over night while I was sleeping and that's why I didn't catch it. Did Hawk mention anything about her breathing becoming labored this morning or anything to you guys?” We shook our heads; I hadn’t actually seen Hawk yet. He has been trying to keep his distance from her as much as possible. But I’ve snuck up on him to hear him reading to her.  
 
    Thorne headed to the bathroom attached to the guest bedroom. Why the hell we even have a guest bedroom when we never had guests before is a mystery to me, but Thorne insisted on it when we built the cabin.  
 
    “Come to think of it. I haven’t seen Hawk since he came in here last night to sit by her bed. Have you Con?” I turn to my brother.  
 
    Connor frowned and shook his head, “No, I haven’t seen him either.” 
 
    “Where the hell could he be?”  Thorne muttered walking back in and laying a wet cloth over Lexi’s forehead. “Either way, I think we should bring her friend that you guys mentioned here. It may just help calm her and then we can figure out what the hell is going on.” 
 
    I looked at her once again, nodding my head. Something I can’t seem to stop doing ever since Con and Hawk brought her here. The fucker who did this shit to her had better pray that I never find him. As the song goes, I have a bullet with his name on it.  
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    My thoughts swirled around my head, I was unable to focus, and that irritated the hell out of me. Who would do that to her? She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, and I had seen and loved plenty. Her hair was black as night, and full of waves framing her heart shaped face. Her lips were full and plump, and I bet once she opened her eyes they would be just as beautiful as the rest of her. 
 
    I was in awe of her already which was a problem, I couldn’t-- no, wouldn’t, get involved with another female. I tried to fight the memory of that fateful day as I ran through the woods on my workout. But it was no use, the scene played out in my head again for the thousandth time. 
 
    We had gotten lucky and were able to come home from deployment early, I was excited to see Amy again. It had been a long 8 months. I had stopped off to get her favorite flowers and chocolate as a gift. My mind didn’t even register the sounds of loud sex coming from my house at first, not until I unlocked the door. Then it was like a swift kick to the nuts, and a sucker punch to the face all in one. There on the couch was Amy and my blood-brother Adam, fucking each other’s brains out. They didn’t even have the decency to stop when they saw me.  
 
    She just smirked and moaned loudly saying “Come join us, Shane.” Adam had preceded to fuck her harder at that statement.  
 
    I didn’t react the way I always thought I would. When thinking about something like this happening, hypothetically, I thought I would attack him, try to kill him...possibly kill her. Instead I felt relief. Relief that I was done dealing with her bullshit, and a calm like I have never felt outside of battle settled over me.  
 
    I walked to our bedroom and started to gather what little I had there anyways since I was always gone, fighting for her damn freedom to screw me over like this. They were still going at it when I walked out. I haven’t seen or talked to either one since then, and good fucking riddance. I didn’t need that kind of bullshit in my life.  
 
    Whenever I had a scratch that needed to be itched I picked up a girl in a bar and fucked her quick or Connor and I would fool around a bit. We both knew it wasn’t anything that would turn permanent, but we liked to share our women anyways. I don’t know if I could be in a committed relationship and have her fucking someone else, unless we started out with that arrangement. 
 
    Lexi’s sleeping face popped up in my head again, banishing the memories of Amy and Adam. Her beautiful, sweet face with its bruises, I was so pissed off on her behalf. Who the fuck would do that? What enemies did she have?  
 
    I slowed my pace, then stopped at the river, bending over I tried to get my breathing under control. I must have been going faster than normal, my breaths were sawing in and out of my lungs in a way they never had before. The sound of crashing water registered in my ears. I looked up as I fell back to sit on my ass on the bank, I noticed I was at the waterfall where Lexi had to of gone over. Somehow my body, without my knowing, had brought me back here. I growled and looked up at the cliff face, it had to of been because Lexi had kept moaning and whimpering in her sleep last night. She had cried out a couple of times for her pack. 
 
    Something brown caught my eye, “Well I’ll be damned…” It looked like a pack was stuck on a tree branch that was sticking out of the cliff. It had to be Lexi’s. The same damn one she had been crying out for.  
 
    I ran this way often to clear my head of the demons that ran amok in my noggin’, and it wasn’t there the last time I ran here. Which come to think of it, was the day before we found Lexi. 
 
    I cursed myself out for being a fucking idiot and staying away from here for the last couple of days. It should have been the first thing we did, to check the cliff and see if we could find any clues to who the hell did that to her.  
 
    “We’re all fucking morons.” I mumbled to myself, turning around and running as fast as my tired body would allow me to go. I needed to get my climbing gear. I was going to get that damn pack for her, then I was done with her. I didn’t need the drama and shit that she would inevitably bring to our lives. It was why I preferred animals and became a vet, when we got out of the military. They were drama free and loved unconditionally. 
 
    The faster she recovered, the faster she can tell us who did this. When she did, we would make sure Lexi got justice, then she could get the hell out of my life. 
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    2 days later… 
 
    
  
 
    I was roasting underneath all the covers that were piled on me. I weakly kicked them off, and slowly sat up. Taking inventory on my body’s aches and pains. There was no longer a vengeful little gnome hammering in my head so that was good news. My breathing was also easier and I didn’t feel any burning in my chest, though I still felt the need to cough.  
 
    My entire body ached, like I had been run over by a damn truck then left out to bake in the sun. Everything was stiff and sore and didn’t want to cooperate as I slowly scooted to the edge of the bed. Even that small amount of energy drained me.  
 
    I sat on the edge of the bed, panting, trying to get up the energy to walk to the bathroom I could see across the room. My bladder was screaming at me to empty it and if I didn't make it there soon, I was going to embarrass myself even more than I’m sure I already have.  
 
    Standing shakily to my feet, using the bed for support, I groaned low in my throat. My legs were wobbly like a newborn calf, they really didn’t want me walking on them. 
 
    “Too bad, so sad legs. We are doing this whether you like it or not. So get with the fucking program.” I wheezed out.  
 
    Damn. How long have I been bedridden? I could tell that I had lost weight, my ribs are just starting to show, I reached around and felt my back, I still had a bandage but the pulling and tugging was minimal. But why am I not in a hospital? What the fuck happened to me? I’m wearing boxer shorts and a huge t-shirt that falls to my mid-thigh. Whoever’s it was had to be a fucking giant as I’m no slouch in the height department.  
 
    I squinted my eyes in concentration, starting to take miniscule steps towards the bathroom. How did I end up here? How did they find me? Where the hell was Colter? Did I actually see Colter?  My brain was trying to do too many things at once, it felt like it was short circuiting. I stopped asking myself questions in favor of making it to my bladders salvation.  
 
    After what felt like a million fucking years, I let out a long sigh of relief as I sat on the toilet. I looked around the bathroom, it was really nice, bigger than the one I had at home. It had a glass shower with what looked like a rainfall shower head directly overhead with a different shower head on the wall. It had bench seats too, which would come in handy when I take a shower. A deep sink with a cabinet underneath in white was directly to my left.  
 
    I had avoided looking in the mirror over the sink when I walked in. No sense in giving myself a heart attack at the moment. I felt gross, I could tell my hair was in nothing but knots, and was probably sticking up everywhere. My skin felt sticky like dried sweat. I sniffed myself, I wasn’t too ripe but I was heading that way. I sniffed the shirt, smelling a faint musky cologne, and tried not to groan. Whoever this shirt belonged to smelled great.  
 
    That sent my thoughts off the rail again. Was it Colter’s? Or Connors? Is Connor here? What about that other guy...Thorne? Where was he? How did they get me into this shirt? Mmm--- their large hands roaming my body, learning every dip and cur….   
 
    I screamed and clutched my chest when a deep voice interrupted my thoughts, “Well look who finally decided to join the land of the living.”  
 
    My eyes snapped to the doorway of the bathroom, and I nearly swallowed my tongue. Holy fuck balls! There’s another one! Just how many tall, sexy men are running around this joint? 
 
    “Who the hell are you? What am I doing here? Don't you know it's rude to stare at someone, even if it does seem like they just rose from the dead? Not to mention have you ever heard of knocking. I know I’m an interloper here, but still, I’m a little indisposed at the moment, you should've knocked.” I admonished him, my voice sharper than I intended. But being nice was not in me at that moment, this asshole just ruined my pee. I have a shy bladder and it immediately stopped at the sound of his voice; I didn't feel fully relieved. I hated that feeling. 
 
    “Wow, you always this bitchy when you wake up?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him, “No. But I am when someone interrupts my bathroom time, and sneaks up on me when I essentially have my bits hanging in the breeze. So excuse me if I’m not falling at your feet, asshole.” There was something about this guy that set my fucking teeth on edge. I wanted to punch him just as much as I wanted to dry hump him.  
 
    What the fuck is wrong with me?  
 
    It was very confusing and confusing shit always pissed me off. I hated feeling like I was stupid for not getting something obvious.  
 
    My defense for that? Snarky comebacks and all around bitchery.  
 
    The sexy man looked me up and down in a slow appraisal. I was slightly uncomfortable, so I did what any sane woman would do. I looked him up and down too, no one ever said I didn't give as good as I got. His eyes on my body had me all hot and bothered. Mine probably didn't have the same effect since my ass was still glued to the toilet.  
 
    He’s ruggedly handsome, with a five o’clock shadow that was just becoming long enough to be considered the start of a beard, his dark chocolate hair was long on top and short on the sides. Brilliant emerald green eyes seemed to blaze with heat from his naturally tanned skin. His tight black t-shirt showed off his muscles with a few tattoos poking out from under the sleeves.  
 
    I wanted to rub myself all over him like a cat in heat.  
 
    Wait what? No the fuck I don’t!  
 
    Yes you do. Girl just look at that body, he works out, and that hair, waiting for you to grab it and tug as he fucks you hard.  
 
    Slow your roll horn-girl. I hate dark chocolate, so why would I like it as a color for hair? And I do not want to fuck him.  
 
    Now you’re being ridiculous, you’re not going to eat his hair. And you do too.  
 
    Shut the hell up!  
 
    I rolled my eyes at myself and my inner horny bitch. I was still recovering from whatever the fuck happened. I would die if I tried to screw anyone right now.  
 
    Maybe, but you'd die happy.  
 
    Only if he knew what the fuck he was doing. Now for the last time shut the fuck up, you horny wench.  
 
    “Are you done with whatever conversation is going on in your head?” 
 
    I jumped a little as his sexy voice washed over me and sent my libido into a weak overdrive.  
 
    See! Even my body is too tired for the shit you’re trying to suggest. I happily told my inner voice. Then promptly wanted to smack myself, I even raised my arm a little to do it, then looked at the sexy man currently smirking at me. Now I just wanted to smack him.   
 
    Great. I must have been sicker than I thought. My mind is broken, I’m batshit crazy, right now.  
 
    Right now, that’s cute. 
 
    Oh, shut up inner me. 
 
    Instead of doing either, I pointed my finger towards him and the door, more specifically the way out. “You can leave now. I need to finish going pee, and we are not at that stage of our relationship for you to be here while I do that. Then I am going to take a shower. So thank you for saving me, but I’m fine now. So please leave. I’m sure I can handle washing my hair, and scrubbing my body without dying or passing out. So… yep leave. Now.” I told him, stopping myself from rattling on to much like I normally would. 
 
    Yay! Progress. 
 
    “But I would love to scrub your body for you.” his voice got lower and sexier, sending shivers racing over my skin. 
 
    “Maybe another time, hot stuff. Right now I would like some peace, to try and look for my…” I was overtaken by a coughing fit as my lungs seized. Great. Well at least I solved my peeing problem, as my bladder released with every cough.  
 
    “Hey, are you okay?” The man walked closer to me, I held up my hand to stop him from coming any closer as my coughing fit wound down. Now, I just felt exhausted, I leaned back against the toilet, I’m still sitting on, like it’s now my personal throne, and scowled. 
 
    “I’m fine. Goodbye.” I wheezed. The man, I really needed to find out his damn name, smirked at me and leaned against the bathroom sink. “You’re not going to leave are you?” I asked him in a defeated tone. 
 
    He shook his head slightly, “Doctor’s orders. Besides, we want to make sure you’re okay. And if you plan on taking a shower then one of us should be here in case you need help.” 
 
    I waved my hand at him, “Fine. But, you can certainly be on hand in the bedroom.” 
 
    “Yes, I can be. Very well I might add.” 
 
    I growled at him and bared my teeth. I was feeling very stabby at the moment. Yep, I wanted to stab the insufferable man. Or kiss him senseless… the jury was still out. Shaking my head, I finished up on the toilet, averting my gaze so I could pretend he wasn’t there. Dropping the boxer shorts to the floor, I stood up shakily and took the three steps to the shower slowly.  
 
    I saw the controls on the wall and fiddled with the knobs. But try as I might, I couldn’t seem to figure out how to turn the damn thing on.  
 
    “Here, let me help.” He whispered in my ear causing me to jump slightly, my body grazing his. He was standing so close to me I could feel the heat from his body against my back. If I was to fake a sway and lean back, I would be flush against him. My cheeks heated up and I nodded sharply. My breathing picked up and my heart was pounding. Not from the illness either. 
 
    What the fuck is wrong with me? I don’t even know this guy! Hell, I don’t even know his name! And here I am, wanting to rub up against him and lick his body like a damn lollipop. They could all be kidnappers for all I know. They abduct women in the guise of helping them only to get them to join their sex cult. Get a fucking grip Lexi, you know better than to fall for a pretty face and a smoking hot body. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder; his face was so close to mine. If I leaned just a little, I could brush my lips against his. The thought of super bad morning breath stopped me and I turned my head away before I spoke to him, “Thanks. umm...what’s your name?” 
 
    “Shane. But everyone calls me, Hawk.” He practically purred in my ear. My heart stuttered, then started beating faster than before. I pressed a hand to my chest willing it to slow down.  
 
    He finally backed away, “It’s all set to go, Lexi.”  
 
    Damn. I was so lost in my thoughts of his lips on my body that I didn’t even pay attention to what he did to make the damn thing work. Wait…I slowly spun around, narrowing my eyes at him, “How did you know my name? I never told you. Are you some kind of kidnapper? Cuz, I have no money and there’s no-one to give you any so you took the wrong girl buster.”  
 
    Shane smirked at me and shook his head, “No, I’m not a kidnapper. I know your name because two of my best friends have met you and were talking about you before we found you.”  
 
    I frowned trying to recall what happened again, but all I came up with was a fuzzy memory of falling into the water.  
 
    “What the hell happened?” I muttered to myself and grabbed the hem of my shirt. Swiftly pulling it over my head, I felt the slight sting of pain in my lower back and side. I turned to look over my shoulder and could just see a long slightly raised still healing gash. Still frowning I turned back and stepped into the shower, a strangled gasp came from behind me.  
 
    Hmmm… seems I’m not the only one affected here. Unless that was because of my now marred flesh, that’s gotta be ugly. 
 
    I practically fled into the shower and closed the door with a snap. Shane had turned on both the rainfall shower head and the other one that is a massager. I groaned loud and long as the hot water kneaded my tense muscles.  
 
    Oh yeah, that feels awesome. 
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    My cock went stiff as desire slammed into me again at Lexi’s sexy moan as the water made her warm and wet. I shifted around to adjust myself without using my hands. That’s all I needed was for her to remember I was here and look out of the shower just as I palmed myself.  
 
    Her body set me on fire the minute she took off Thorne’s shirt. Her full, perky breasts with dusky pink nipples that I wanted to bite and suck on. Her toned body, though she was a bit too skinny for my taste now. We’ll have to fix that. When she had turned pointing her sweet, round ass at me I nearly choked on my tongue. I had always been an ass and legs man. Her ass was perfect and her legs seem to go on for miles. I pictured them wrapped around me as I thrust into her tight pussy.  
 
    I nearly groaned aloud at the dirty pictures flying through my head. I couldn’t take it anymore, my cock felt like it was being strangled by my jeans. I reached down, adjusting myself quickly.  
 
    Watching her in the shower as she sat down and started to hum while shampooing her hair was almost too much for me to take. I locked my knees in place, standing at attention, to stop myself from joining her. 
 
    I started to talk to her to try and get my mind off of her body pressed against me. “So Lexi,” I smirked as she jumped a little and let out a small adorable squeak. She certainly gets lost in her head a lot. “How did you come to be on our land?” 
 
    “Your land?” She asked innocently. “I didn’t even know that I was on anyone's land. I didn’t see any signs posted. Otherwise I never would have been here. I came here to go hiking and camping for the weekend, oh, and to take pictures.” 
 
    “By yourself?” I asked as casually as I could, I was fishing for information on what happened to her without her knowing I was. She hadn’t mentioned anything yet or showed signs of fear. Braver than I gave her credit for, or a damn good actress. 
 
    “Yes. I recently lost my job, and then broke up with my boyfrien…” Her voice trailed off. Through the steam of the shower, coating the door, I could just make out her frown.  
 
    Lexi shook her head and continued on, “I was supposed to go with him this weekend. Not here, but somewhere farther out. But after I broke it off, I still needed to get away for a bit.” I could see her shrug though it was getting rather hard. Soon I would only be able to see her silhouette. I had never before hated a steamed up shower more than I did right at that moment.  
 
    “Why? Was he bothering you? After the breakup I mean.”  
 
    She shook her head harshly sending her long black hair swinging, I couldn’t see her anymore. Damn, that steam worked fast. 
 
    “No, nothing like that.” She had a hesitation in her voice that I wanted to push to find out why. But I held my tongue and waited for her to continue. 
 
    “I just needed to find myself again. I lost myself somewhere along the way. I used to love taking pictures. I even have a dark room set up in my house. But I stopped after…” She shook her head again and I frowned. I didn’t like secrets; secrets are what tore families apart. Secrets and lies could spread like wildfire and before you knew it, it was out of control and you couldn’t see the way out. The way to freedom. Secrets were never good. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter why I stopped. I just did and got a regular job that I hated. So after I lost my job, I decided to take a good hard look at my life and what the hell I was doing with it. I realized I wasn’t following my grams rules and…” She was seized by yet another coughing fit. Thorne said she would have those for a few more days at best. Her lungs were still weak from the bronchitis she had. Apparently it was farther advanced then he first thought. Poor guy was beating himself up for not seeing it sooner. 
 
    I scowled as I stood there and listened to her coughing her lungs out, I wanted to hear the rest of her story but at the same time I didn’t want her to continue coughing. I decided to table the conversation for now, I could always pick it back up later. Thorne wanted her to stay until she was a hundred percent, so that when she went back home she would be in better shape to defend herself. If she needed too.  
 
    I had a different plan of finding the bastard that did this to her and have him meet an untimely end. I didn’t like killing anyone, I had seen enough death in the war behind my computer screen. Until that fateful day… No! I wouldn’t go there, but I would kill for her. Which was stupid since I wanted nothing to do with her. I just wanted to fuck her and then get her out of my life.  
 
    Wait, What?         
 
    I growled low in my throat frustrated and pissed off at myself. I couldn’t make up my mind about her just yet. Part of me wanted her as fucking far away from me as possible, while the other part just wanted to fuck her.  
 
    “Shane? I mean Hawk, Did--did you just growl?” 
 
    Seems mi pequeño guerrero got over her coughing fit while I was lost in my thoughts.  
 
    Wait. My little warrior? Oh hell no, she was not now, nor ever would be, my little warrior. 
 
    I cleared my throat, “No. Just had to clear my throat. Are you done yet? I have better things to do with my time then babysit you in the shower you know.” I winced, I didn’t mean to be so harsh, she just got under my skin. Like an itch I couldn’t scratch and it made me a tad bit grumpier than usual.  
 
    “Then leave. It’s not like I asked for a fucking babysitter, Hawk. I’m fine. I’ll yell if I end up needing help. Which I won’t. Not from you anyways. I’m better off on my own. I promise I’m a big girl and can take care of myself. I tie my own shoes and everything.” 
 
    I snapped, “If you can take care of yourself then you wouldn’t have gotten hurt. You would have been able to defend yourself against the person who did that to you.” I waved my hand about, not that she could see me. But I had a deaf grandma growing up and even though I didn't need the sign language as often anymore, it was still second nature for me to talk with my hands.  
 
    I damn near swallowed my tongue again when Lexi ripped open the shower door and stood there in all her naked glory gaping at me.  
 
    “What the fuck do you mean someone did this to me? Didn’t I just fall off a cliff or something.” She frowned and bit her thumb, I was trying not to be turned on, I could see the beginning of panic in her eyes. “I was by the waterfall--taking pictures--I must have gotten too close to the edge and not noticed with my eyes behind my lens. Right? Right? Why the fuck can’t I remember clearly?” Her voice raised an octave, my heart cracked seeing the terror and panic on her beautiful face.  
 
    I couldn’t hold back anymore. I strode forward and grabbed her shoulders, shaking her lightly to snap her out of it. A shock, almost like an electrical current, went through my body when I touched her. I didn’t think my cock could get any harder, but I was wrong. I forced my mind away from how soft her skin felt underneath my hands, or how delectable she looked standing there warm and naked with her skin glistening from her shower.  
 
    “Lexi! Calm down okay. We will figure this out, I promise. We can talk to Thorne about why you can’t remember when he gets back from town.” 
 
    Lexi closed her eyes and I immediately missed looking into her baby blues. I had always been a sucker for raven haired woman with light colored eyes. That should have been my first clue with Amy, she was a redhead. I struggled to not look down as she took a deep breath and nodded her head. That’s all I would need to cap off this encounter. Her seeing me ogling her when she was still weak and tired. Opening her eyes I could see that she was calmer but still freaked out.  
 
    “Okay. I’ll wait. But you should know I’m not the most patient person on the planet. In fact my sister used to tell me I was the least patient person she had ever met.”  
 
    I chuckled, but staring into her eyes I wanted nothing more than to take her in my arms and kiss her senseless. Hell my body was fucking screaming at me to do just that, but my brain was flashing warning signs. 
 
    Lexi could easily shatter my heart and my world, worse than Amy ever did. While I felt relief after she cheated, I was still hurt that it was with my brother. He and I used to be very close. Apparently too close.  
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    Staring into Shane’s eyes, I fought my body’s instinct to lean into him and brush my mouth over his. I caught my breath as his eyes flicked down to my lips, like he wanted to kiss me too. He was looking at me like I was a buffet and he was starving. My tongue darted out on its own accord to wet my lips and I saw his eyes darken.  
 
    We started to lean towards each other, my heart beating rapidly, when a door slammed somewhere in the house and a man’s voice yelled out. 
 
    “Hawk? Where are you, man?” 
 
   
  
 

 Shane jumped back like he got caught with his hand in the proverbial cookie jar and turned away. Striding to the door he stopped and said with his back still to me, “You should hurry up and finish. You’re not that strong yet, and should still get as much rest as possible.”  
 
    “How long have I been out?” I asked just to keep him there a little longer. Grabbing a fluffy white towel off the towel bar I wrapped myself up in it feeling vulnerable for the first time.  
 
    “You’ve been here for nine days.”  
 
    Shock flooded my system, rendering me speechless as he walked out. Nine days! Brit must be going out of her damn mind, not knowing what happened to me.  
 
    Hell, I don’t even know exactly what the fuck happened to me. 
 
     I stood in front of the bathroom mirror and willed myself to wipe away the steam and finally look at myself.  
 
    My arm was shaking as I wiped away the moisture, I covered my mouth to contain my small shriek. Even with the shower I barely resemble anything human. My skin was pale, my eyes dull and listless. Even the bags under my eyes had their own luggage. My hair was nothing but a tangled wet mass that fell around my face, my once healthy looking lips were now the same color as my skin. I half expected to start sparkling in the sunlight. 
 
    I dropped the towel to get a better look at myself, what I saw did not encourage me. I had lost more weight than I thought. My once flat and toned stomach looked slightly hollowed out and I could see my ribs just starting to poke out. I looked like one of those starving Ethiopian children I saw on the TV commercials. My heart always clenched at those, I already sponsored 3 children. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at myself. Dramatic much? Your stomach will look normal after you eat, ninny. Stop whining, you have it better than those kids. 
 
    Well, just standing here looking at yourself isn’t going to change it, Lex. So get some clothes on and get to work, girlie. I could hear my Grams voice in my head.  
 
    Grams was the one constant in my life, she was always there if I needed her. I missed her something fierce. She had passed away in her sleep while on a vacation with her beau's, as she called them. Grams always had more than one guy around, I chuckled to myself as I remembered Gram’s second rule. Find a man, or men, that you don’t get tired of and make sure they are good in the sack. Nothing like a man who doesn’t know how to please a woman, Lexi girl. 
 
    She was a force to be reckoned with that was for sure. I used to strive to be like her, I don’t know when I had lost that drive and passion for life that she had and decided to fit into the mold of society.  
 
    I’m done with that now. I will live my life as I choose, I don’t give shit what society thinks. 
 
    I shook myself out of my thoughts and looked around for a brush. I found one in the top drawer, along with hair ties. Hmmm… either they went and got this stuff while I was dead to the world or this is where they house their lady friends. Or this could be one of their girlfriends rooms. A wave of jealousy hit me hard, thinking about either Connor, Colter, Thorne, or Shane having a girlfriend. Which was just irrational since I had no claim on any of them. Hell, I barely know them, there was no reason for that feeling. 
 
    “Get a grip, Lexi. As if any of those insanely hot men would want you.” I snatched up the brush and dragged it through my hair. Yelping when the brush tangled and pulled my hair. Fuck, It felt like I had ripped some out. Great just what I needed on top of everything else. To go bald.  
 
    My legs were shaking along with my arms as I braced myself on the sink. What I thought at first was just nerves from seeing myself for the first time, I was starting to think was my body telling me I needed to sit my ass down. First, I needed to brush my teeth, I could feel the fur growing on them. Talk about ick factor. I opened the brush drawer again and pulled out a brand new toothbrush. 
 
    Afterwards, I sighed and made my way slowly back to the bed. Just as I sat down there was a light knock at the door. I panicked looking around for something to cover myself with. Great, I left the fucking towel on the bathroom floor! 
 
    I dove under the covers and pulled them up to my chin just as the door creaked open and Thorne poked his head in. “How’s my patient today? Feeling any better?” 
 
    I blushed and winced as I recalled how crazy I acted before, “Yes. Thank you, I am feeling a bit better. Still shaky and weak, but at least my chest no longer burns when I breathe. But I still have coughing fits.” I shrugged as he came farther into the room carrying a couple of bags.   
 
    My eyes widened when he started pulling out clothes, just as Colter and Connor walked into the room. Was the room getting smaller, or was that just my imagination? 
 
    “There she is! Back from the dead!” Cried Connor, jumping onto the bed and making me bounce a little. I was very grateful for the death grip I had on the covers, otherwise they would have gotten a good show.  
 
    Why am I suddenly nervous about them seeing me naked when I wasn’t nervous at all with Shane not that long ago? Of course he did piss me off, I have no shame when I’m pissed.   
 
    The thought of them having girlfriends was still in the forefront of my mind. I had never wanted to be a homewrecker. That wasn’t my style.  
 
    I cleared my throat nervously, telling myself to not overdo it on the words as I didn’t have Brit here to save me from myself.  
 
    “Fancy meeting you here, Connor, Colter. Though, I guess It’s not really a surprise as I’m guessing you live here. How did you find me? What happened? Why are you pulling clothes from the bags? I’m sorry for the way I acted before, Thorne but waking up in a strange house surrounded by beautiful men would be a shock to anyone, I suppose. I can’t believe I just called you beautiful. Men are supposed to be handsome right? Or sexy, but not beautiful. Why that is I don’t know. I didn’t make up the rules, it’s just the way it is. I suppose it could be because all of you guys are supposed to be macho and need to have only macho terms applied to you. But I’ve imposed on your girlfriends space long enough, I’m sure she’s mad that I’m in her room. Let alone, naked and alone with all of...” Connor reached over and placed his hand over my mouth, smirking at me.  
 
    I sent him a grateful glance; his smooth deep voice washed over me until his words finally registered. “See, I told you she does this. It’s really quite cute the way she rambles when she’s nervous. And did you say naked, ” He waggled his eyebrows at me, a sly, sexy grin spreading across his face. Narrowing my eyes I nipped his hand. He pulled it back quickly, chuckling, “Now is that anyway to treat someone who just saved you from spilling all of your secrets?” 
 
    I huffed and moved to cross my arms over my chest. It wasn’t until the blankets started to slide that I remembered I was naked as the day I was born. I scrambled to put them back over me again.  
 
    “Dammit.” I refused to look at any of them. Looking at them was dangerous. To my libido and my heart. 
 
    “Here, Lexi. I picked up some things for you after my shift today. I went by the tags on the clothes you were wearing when they brought you in. I’m sorry those are trashed, but Shane did manage to retrieve your bag from the cliff.” My eyes snapped up to Thorne as he showed me the items in the bags. There were pants, t-shirts, tank tops, and even a sweater, socks, underwear and a bra. My cheeks heated at the thought of sexy Thorne picking out my undergarments for me.  
 
    “Th--Thank you.” I stuttered out.  
 
    Colter spoke up for the first time since he walked into the room, “And none of us have girlfriends. So you’re not imposing. This is the guest bedroom.”  
 
    I nodded my head rapidly, looking like a damn bobblehead. “Oh. Okay, Thank you again.” The smell of bacon and coffee reached my nose, sniffing deeply, my stomach let out a loud rumble.  
 
    The guys all chuckled and moved to go to the door, “We’ll leave and let you get dressed. Afterwards if you’re up for it, you can come to the kitchen for some breakfast. But take it easy, if you don’t think you can make it then holler and one of us will bring it to you. Okay?” Thorne said stopping by the door and leveling me with an intense stare.  
 
    I nodded my head, rendered speechless looking at his handsome face once again. I had never been dumbfounded by a good looking man before but there I was losing my wits over not one, but four.  
 
    What the hell is wrong with me?  
 
    You’ve been asking that a lot lately. Do we need to have a talk? 
 
    No, I’m fine. 
 
    Uh-huh, sure you are.  
 
    Oh shut the hell up, inner me. You’re not helping! 
 
    They left shutting the door with a small click. I let the blanket drop and swung my legs over the side of the bed. Picking through the clothes I saw he had almost bought me an entire wardrobe. I snagged a pair of red boy shorts with hearts on them and smiled, imagining Thorne picking these out. My traitorous brain wandered into the territory of him taking them off. Heat pooled between my thighs. 
 
    If I wasn’t feeling so weak from lack of movement and food I would've laid back on the bed and touched myself while imaging Thorne’s hands on my body. Maybe Connor and Colter would join in. I couldn’t see Shane joining in on that but maybe I could change his mind. So they could blow mine... 
 
    I was starting to feel dizzy again and decided I had better just hurry the hell up and stop daydreaming. My stomach rumbled again in agreement.  
 
    Slipping on the panties, I grabbed a pair of leggings that were black with little orange pumpkins on them and shook my head smiling. They were exactly what I would have picked. It was a little scary that he seemed to know my style so well already.  
 
    I slipped on the red bra that matched the panties, then a tank top. I looked at the tunic style sweater and laughed. It was a light orange and had the words I am Pumpkin Spice, in big, bold black letters on it.  
 
    After I was dressed, I sat on the bed and tried again to work the brush through my hair. My arms were too weak to even be held up for that long. Sighing, I abandoned the task telling myself I would try again after I ate something. Maybe then I would get some strength back. Instead I took one of the hair ties from the bathroom and gathered my hair up into a messy sort of bun. Well, Lex, that’s as good as it’s gonna get. Now for food. 
 
    I slowly made my way to the door, I looked left and right, I was in the middle of the hallway. I turn left following my nose and the light at the end of the tunnel. I chuckled to myself, I cracked myself up sometimes.  
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    I heard the men laughing at something as I got closer to the heavenly smells coming from what I assumed was the kitchen. 
 
    They all stopped as soon as they saw me, I instantly missed the sound of their carefree laughter. I could feel my body flush as I got four appreciative male looks. I had never had this much male attention in my life. Let alone from four hotties.  
 
    I smiled weakly and shuffled forward to the island that had tall chairs on one side. Colter jumped to attention, sliding a hand under my elbow to help give me a boost onto the chair.  
 
    I shoot him a grin, “Thanks. I really needed that.”  
 
    I looked around, ignoring them looking at me, and took in the kitchen. It was bigger than my kitchen but not by much. I was shocked at how nice it was, I would have expected a bachelor's kitchen to look different. The countertops were white quartz and complement the dark cherry wood of the cabinets. The stove, fridge and microwave were all black, the floor was a lighter shade than the cabinets. There was even a nice backsplash running the length of the room and a huge bay window with black and white curtains thrown open. It looked beautiful, but the scene outside the window took my breath away. The back was sun dabbled through the trees surrounding the lawn and back deck. My fingers itched to grab my camera and start taking pictures.  
 
    A wave of despair slammed into me at the thought of my camera, it was no doubt damaged beyond repair. Tears gathered in my eyes as I twisted my hands together, looking down at the bar. Roxy had given me that camera when I was sixteen. I blinked rapidly to stop the tears from falling, it was stupid to cry over a camera, but the fact that it was the last thing I had from Roxy was almost too much to bare.  
 
    I jumped with a gasp as a hand landed on my shoulder, a plate with scrambled eggs, a piece of toast and bacon are slid in front of me. “Hey, are you okay, Lexi? You know you’re safe here. Right? We would never do anything to hurt you. Unless you’re into that sort of thing.” Shane’s voice next to my ear sent shivers down my spine. I had never had this reaction to anyone and now I was having a reaction to four. I didn't know what to do about it so I did what I do best, faked it. 
 
    “I know, it’s not that. I’m fine.” I choose to ignore the last part of what he said, keeping my eyes down until I could get the tears under control. 
 
    My lips twitched when I heard Connor whisper loudly to one of the guys, “Dude. When a woman says she’s fine, she’s not.”  
 
    “Shut up, moron.” Colter told his brother, I giggled at the light smacking sound I heard. 
 
    “Ow! What the fuck, Colt?”  
 
    “Stop being an idiot and I wouldn’t have to knock some sense into you.”  
 
    Their brotherly banter had me laughing even as grief swept through me. I missed Roxy so much, even after all these years. I shook my head to clear away the cobwebs, wiped my eyes and smirked at Shane, “Are they always like this?” 
 
    “Always. How they’re able to run a successful construction and security company is beyond me.” Luckily for me, even though his eyes flicked back and forth looking deep into mine, he didn’t say anything about my red, glassy eyes. 
 
    I spun around in my chair to face the twins; I couldn’t handle the scrutiny of Shane’s gaze. “You guys run a construction company? Who gave you the reins?” 
 
    Colter looked mildly offended while Connor grinned at me, “We did sweetheart. We not only run it; we own it.” They all chuckled as my mouth fell open in shock. I didn't take them for businessmen. Should never judge a book by its cover, Lex. You know that. 
 
    “Huh. Not what I expected.” I spun back around to face Thorne remembering his words from earlier. “And you Thorne? What do you do?”  
 
    Thorne winked at me, “What do you think I do?” 
 
    Sweet baby Jesus, his winks could level an entire village of women to their knees. I blinked dumbfounded at him for a moment, “Well you said you picked up the clothes after your shift---and you have medical knowledge as you nursed me back to health--” I tapped the tip of my finger against my lips, pretending to think on it for a moment. Really I just wanted to see his reaction to that move. He didn’t disappoint, a thrill shot through me as his eyes followed my finger hungrily. Heat once again pooled between my thighs and my core clenched. “Doctor?” I immediately shook my head at that, “No, that doesn’t fit.” 
 
    “What do you mean it doesn’t fit?” He narrowed his eyes and stalked forward.  
 
    “A tame doctor? That doesn’t fit with what I see. Unless you’re an ER doctor.” 
 
    Thorne shook his head and brushed the back of his hand down my cheek, gripping my neck lightly. “Guess again. What is it that you see, Lexi?” He whispered. 
 
    My entire body was shaking from the need to lean closer to him. I gave in as I reply breathlessly, “You’re a man of action, I would say an EMT, or fireman.” 
 
    He made a non-committal sound in the back of his throat and leaned closer. We were centimeters apart if I puckered my lips I would touch his. My nipples tightened as his minty breath washed over me. I took a deep breath staring into his eyes. He smelled so good. I remembered the smell of the t-shirt I was wearing; he smelled the same. Like spices and freshness.  
 
    Made sense I would be wearing his shirt. He was a mountain of a man; his shirts would be the only ones that would fall to mid-thigh on me. 
 
    His breathing was just as labored as mine, he leaned even closer, my eyes closed of their own accord… and I was gripped by a damn coughing fit again. I yanked away from him covering my mouth with my elbow. In my haste I accidently hit him in the face. My eyes widened, before they slid shut as I started coughing. This one was bad and seemed to go on forever, Thorne was rubbing my back and telling me it would be alright. After the fit was over I was spent, I felt so sleepy and tired. I never even ate my breakfast. I had forgotten all about it, too busy teasing the guys.  
 
    Now I was way too exhausted to eat. Colter pressed a glass of water into my hand, I looked up at him sheepishly as I had totally spaced and forgotten the others were there while I was making eyes at Thorne.  
 
    “I’m so sorry!” I glanced at all of them and ducked my head as I took a drink. 
 
    What must the guys think of me? My body flushed in embarrassment, they probably thought I was a total slut or a cock tease. Standing naked in front of Shane not that long ago then almost kissing his friend while he watched. I hastily gulped some water, leaning back in the chair and closing my eyes, chastising myself again.  
 
    Get it the fuck together, Lexi! Not everyone has Grams way of thinking, remember? You can’t just go around panting after every eligible bachelor out there to add to your harem. 
 
    My mind drifted as I sat there breathing heavily with my eyes closed. Until the age of ten I grew up thinking it was normal for a woman to have multiple partners who all knew about each other and were okay with it. Hell, they were happy about it and lived as one big happy family.  
 
    I used to think that my mom just hadn’t found her other guys yet. Then one day at school I asked my friend how many dads she had; she had looked at me like I was nuts. 
 
    I went home crying to Roxy that day, the girl had called Grams a slutty sinner and said she would be punished by God. I had punched her for it and told her to shut her mouth and to never speak of my Grams again. Luckily I was a good student and never made trouble, it also helped that a couple of teachers had heard the whole thing. 
 
    Because of that the principal didn’t send me home or suspend me, however I did get detention for a week. Mom and Dad were pissed and had to explain to me that Gram’s relationship with multiple men was strange in our society. That a lot of people felt it was wrong and unnatural and that their relationship with only one guy and one girl was the norm.  
 
    Needless to say, it blew my ten year old mind out of the water.  
 
    I’m roused out of my thoughts by Connor, “Are you okay, Lexi? You should really try to eat something then you can go lay down and take a nap.” 
 
    I tried to run my hand through my hair, wincing when it tangled in the bun “Haven’t I been essentially sleeping for like a week? How am I alive anyways? If I was out for a week without food and water I should be dead.” 
 
    Thorne chuckled, putting some space between us and dished up the guys plates. “You were right on both counts, Lexi.” 
 
    “Huh?” Not very articulate but it was all I could muster at the moment. 
 
    “I’m actually both a fireman and an EMT.”  
 
    “Oh, that’s awesome. So do you run into the burning buildings?”  
 
    He shook his head, as the guys chuckled, “No. I take care of the ones they bring out. Or anyone that needs help. When the fire station gets the call I go as well.” 
 
    I hum, picking up my fork, I took a bite of scrambled eggs, swallowing before I spoke, “That still doesn’t answer my question. Why am I still here and not in a hospital and how did I not die of dehydration or starvation? And oh wow, these are fantastic! The best I’ve ever had!” I shoveled more in my mouth as fast as I could like a starving wolf. 
 
    “That’s what she said.” Colter snickered, earning himself an elbow to the ribs from Connor. 
 
    Thorne rolled his eyes and smirked, “Simple. I commandeered supplies at work and had you on an IV of fluids. It also has nutrients and such that the body takes in from food. But it doesn’t help the weight loss I’m afraid. I saw that you were stirring and unhooked you last night. Plus your friend Brittany has come by to help.” 
 
     I saw his slight shiver and smirked. Yeah, she could be a real scary bitch when she wanted to be, but I’m glad that she knew I wasn’t dead.   
 
    “Why would you steal from work for me?” 
 
    Shane sat next to me brushing my arm with his and I inhaled sharply, “Remember when we were talking earlier, Lexi? I told you someone did that to you?” 
 
    I nodded and frowned, trying to remember what happened. It had been on the back burner of my mind since he brought it up. I focused back on Shane when he continued, “Well, we didn't want to bring you to the hospital in case whoever attacked you found out and tried again.” 
 
    “Makes sense. I just wish I could remember; I only remember falling.” I rubbed my temples, trying to keep the headache that was brewing at bay. 
 
    “It may or may not come back to you. You took a nasty blow to the head.” Thorne smiled at me. “Some memory loss is normal after a head injury. Add in the trauma and you may actually never remember what happened.” 
 
    I smiled slightly nodding my head, but didn’t say anything else as I finished eating.  
 
    “Can I go sit on the couch or something? I really don’t want to get back in bed yet. Oh and maybe have my bag back please? I need to see if my phone is working so I can call Britt and let her know I’m awake.” 
 
    “Your phone wasn’t in your bag.” Shane looked apologetic. 
 
    “Well shit. I don't know her number by heart. Damn speed dials, ruined people from having to remember any numbers.”  
 
    Connor spoke up from the doorway. “You can call her from any one of our phones. She gave it to us the first time she was here, after she yelled at us for not taking you to the hospital and made sure we weren’t going to kidnap you. She calmed down after we assured her we didn’t do this.”  
 
    “We may be Marines, but I don’t want to go against Brittany. She’s scary.” Shane shivered.  
 
    “Marines huh? Still active?” 
 
    “Sweetheart, once a Marine always a Marine.” 
 
    “Hoorah!” They all yelled out. 
 
    I shook my head, making my way slowly into the living room turning down Shane's help. I needed to see if I could do this on my own. Even if I could barely keep my eyes open at this point, and walking while talking was never my strong suit. 
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    My heart cracked a little watching her shuffle into the living room. We could all see that she was exhausted, no matter how much she was fighting it. Right now she looked nothing like the fiery woman I met a couple weeks ago. She looked pale, and fragile. Like she might break at any second, but I could still see the spine underneath. The strength and determination in her.  
 
    The more I learned about her, the more drawn to her I was. All of us were. I could see my brothers were just as drawn to her as I was, even Shane. He hadn’t touched a woman since he walked in on Amy. He may say that he was relieved to not have to put up with her bullshit, but just the fact that he hadn’t been with a woman since then said volumes. That was a blow to all of us, him and Amy seemed so perfect for each other.  
 
    Now though, I could already see the change in him, the way he looked at her when he thought none of us were looking. Like she was the only woman on earth. It was nice to see him look that way but I was worried about him. I knew him, probably better than he knew himself at that point. He was going to push her away and be an asshole. I hoped he proved me wrong, but I wasn’t going to hold my breath on that one.  
 
    I turned to my brothers, watching them as they watched her go. Colter looked worried, Thorne was looking at her calculatingly, probably gaging how she really felt, and Shane...well Shane just looked pissed.  
 
    Fuck. He may be worse than I thought. 
 
    I was just about to say something to him when he stalked out of the kitchen. Going down the hallway and slamming his bedroom door. 
 
    “What the fuck is up with him?” Thorne muttered; I knew he wasn’t looking for an answer but I gave him one anyways. 
 
    “Lexi. She’s special and is getting under his skin. He hates it, and so is going to be the biggest douche canoe in the world.” 
 
    “Well he needs to just get the fuck over it. Amy was three fucking years ago. Besides he’s better off without her.”  
 
    “He knows that, but you know how he is. Trusting is not his strong suit. Never has been. Remember when we were kids? He would lash out at every foster home he was in.” 
 
    “Yeah, until the Hawkston’s adopted him, even then he put them through the ringer but they never gave up on him.” Colt replied, looking the way Shane had gone.  
 
    I changed the subject to the one I really wanted to talk about, well one of them. Leaning up against the fridge I asked, “What are we going to do about Lexi?” 
 
    Thorne looked at me confused, “We already talked about this, keep her here until she is a hundred percent better, then give her some hand to hand training. All the while trying to figure out who the fuck wants her dead. Then end him. Simple.” 
 
    “Not that,” I shook my head, I already agreed with that part, “I mean what are we going to do about all of us wanting her?” 
 
    Colter shrugged, “Whatever she wants to do about it. It’s her call. If she wants all of us I have no problem sharing with you guys. If she only wants one of us, then the others will be happy for them.” 
 
    Thorne nodded his agreement, sauntering into the living room, he threw over his shoulder, “I already know she wants me. You boys are on your own.” 
 
    Colter and I snickered following after him. Lexi was curled up on the couch, she looked so beautiful. Her full black lashes swept across her cheeks, and her hair had fallen into her face. My fingers itched to brush it back to fully see her beauty.  
 
    I was mesmerized by the way the firelight danced over her hair, bringing out the blue-black color, and making her flawless skin look rosy. Her breasts rose and fell steadily with her deep even breaths. 
 
    Her ass was pointed right at me and my cock hardened, it looked so fucking good in those leggings that Thorne picked out. All round and firm, just begging for me to spank it, my mouth watered at the thought of biting it and seeing my mark on her. 
 
    I may have had a dominant personality in the bedroom but I was all snuggles outside of it. I would never hit a woman just to assert my dominance, I only spanked and nibbled to bring pleasure. No choking or any of that shit, hell I didn’t even like to see a girl choke on my cock as she’s blowing me. That’s not sexy at all to me.  
 
    There was something about her that brought out my more dominant side though. I could imagine how the sex with her would be. All wild and animalistic. None of that flowery shit. 
 
    My cock was straining against my jeans, the thought of sliding between Lexi’s legs into her tight, wet pussy was almost too much to bare. With a mumbled excuse I hurried out of the living room beelining for my room. It was time for a shower. An extremely cold one. If that didn’t work, I guess I would have to have Ms. Rosie Palm pay a visit. 
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    Waking up groggy from my impromptu nap, I looked around. I had sat on the couch with the intention of waiting for the guys to come in so I could ask them questions. Next thing I knew, I was waking up with a blanket covering me and it was dark outside. I panicked a little thinking I may have slept all day, but as my eyes found the window I could see it was only dark because of cloud cover. It looked like it was going to rain. I loved the rain, hearing it patter against the roof was soothing for me. No matter how much sleep I may have gotten, the rain always made me want to drift off to dreamland again.  
 
    I looked around the living room, the fire had gone down some but it was still warm in here, there were two end tables on either side of the couch with lamps on them. They are both turned on but the light was still dim, giving just enough illumination to see the rest of the room.  
 
    There were two recliners sitting off to either side of the couch. That way whoever was sitting in them wouldn’t block the T.V. Not that I could see that as a problem, they had the biggest TV I had ever seen. It had to be at least 72 inches.  
 
    I rolled my eyes, boys and their toys. I was just about to get up and go searching for the guys I could hear somewhere in the house when Colter strolled into the room. He looked so good and smelled even better. His pants were just the right amount of tight and loose in all the right places; his dark red t-shirt fit him like a glove, showing off his biceps and chest muscles. But what really made my mouth water was the cup of coffee he had in his hands and the BLT sandwich on a plate.  
 
    “Mmmm, I think I’m in love,” I said as he handed me both, setting cream and sugar on the coffee table. Where the hell did he keep those? 
 
    “I get that a lot.” He winked at me, and my panties got damp again. At this rate I’m going to need new panties every fucking hour with them around.  
 
    “I was talking to the coffee and sandwich.” I told him before taking a massive bite out of the sandwich, groaning at how good it tasted. 
 
    “Lexi,” Colter groaned with me, “If you keep making those sounds, I’m going to have to have my way with you just to hear them again as my cock is buried deep inside of you.” 
 
    I nearly choked on my sandwich, hastily swallowing the bite I just took. “How do you know I make sounds? I could be really quiet in the bedroom.” I took a big gulp of the coffee, cursing in my head as it scalded my mouth.  
 
    “If you’re quiet then the guy is doing it wrong. And trust me, baby-- I’m never wrong.” He gave me a salacious look sitting down next to me. I very nearly chucked my plate and coffee to the floor and climbed in his lap. That would be coffee abuse though and I never abused my coffee. 
 
    “We’ll just have to see won’t we?” I flirted right back with a wink of my own, I tried to make it sexy but I’m sure it came off as deranged. I had never been a very good winker.  
 
    “Oh, we will.” He purred while running a finger down the side of my neck, I’m sure he could feel my fluttering heart and I couldn’t suppress the shiver that ran down my spine. I wanted him so bad right then. I started to lean forward and set my empty plate and coffee on the table when my lungs seized up, I coughed so hard that my plate fell out of my hands and bounced on the floor. I was happy it didn’t break, for about half of a second, as it came down a second time and shattered.  
 
    Well fuck. Way to be a terrible house guest, Lex. Not only are you lusting after all four men in the house but now you break their dishes.  
 
    “What happened? Are you alright, Lexi?” Thorne ran into the room, looking between Colter, me and the shattered plate. I was still coughing and couldn’t answer him.  
 
    “She had a coughing fit while trying to put her plate on the table.” Colter answered for me and I shot him a grateful look as my coughing finally subsided.  
 
    I fell back against the cushions, once again tired already. I growled at myself for feeling so weak. I never was a very good patient according to Roxy.  
 
    Thorne and Colter looked at me like I was crazy; I waved my hand around weakly and told them, “I just hate feeling so fucking weak. I just woke up and yet one coughing fit and I’m ready to fall back asleep. I’ve only been awake for what an hour, less than? It’s ridiculous.” I wasn’t sure if they caught the last part through the big yawn I couldn’t keep at bay. 
 
    Suspicion crawled up my spine when Thorne looked down sheepishly, and began to clean up the mess. I glanced at Colter who also had a slightly guilty look on his face.  
 
    What the fuck is going on here? It dawned on me that I shouldn’t feel this tired. Earlier I had coughing fits in the bedroom and didn’t feel this tired afterward. It wasn’t until I ate breakfast that I was so tired I couldn’t keep my eyes open, and now 40 minutes after eating lunch and here I was ready to fall back asleep. 
 
    I smelled a rat. A rat named Thorne, with his mouse sidekick Colt. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at them crossing my arms over my chest, “Which one of you fucking drugged me?”  
 
    “Now Lexi, It’s--” Thorne started to say but I cut him off with a hard shake of my head. 
 
    “Don’t you ‘Now Lexi’ me mister. Why the fuck are you drugging me? Do I need to be worried here?” 
 
    “What? NO!” Thorne and Colter both shouted.  
 
    “I put a pain pill into your drink, okay. You have to take it with food, and I didn’t think you would take pills from a virtual stranger, so I made the call to hide them from you. They tend to make you sleepy. You don’t cough as much when you’re sleeping, Lexi. Your ribs still need to heal, and coughing isn’t helping. You had to of noticed that you’re not in nearly the amount of pain you should be for what you went through. You’re still sick and need as much rest as you can get.” Thorne at least had the decency to look ashamed.  
 
    “But I just fucking woke up! I would have liked to be awake just a little longer before you send me off to lala land again, you ass. You could've just asked Thorne. Just because you’re an EMT doesn’t mean you get to make the calls for me.”  I tried to sound stern but my menacing look was interrupted by a loud and long yawn, shaking my head a little at the end, trying to fight my closing eyelids. “Damn, this shit works fast.” I said, but I’m sure it came out mumbled or slurred as I lost the fight and my eyes close again.  
 
    My last thought before drifting off to sleep was, I am never taking a drink from them again. Even if they mean well.  
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    I woke up with a strangled scream clogging my throat hours later. My heart was beating wildly in my chest, and I could feel the sweat drying on my skin. I was terrified and didn’t really have an idea why. I just knew my body was in fight or flight mode, and they were warring with each other. On the one hand, after I did a quick scan of the room, I knew I was safe so I didn’t have to flee. The other hand, however, was telling me I was in danger and I needed to fight my way out of here.  
 
    A hand lightly landed on my shoulder. Yelping, I grabbed the hand and twisted the wrist, just like I was taught, sliding off the couch and spinning my body away from my attacker. It was so smooth I had just a moment of pride in myself. 
 
    “Ouch! Damnit, Lexi it’s me! Stop trying to break my wrist!” Shane was standing behind the couch, well bent over it, looking pissed off, concerned, and proud all at once. I quickly dropped his wrist, watching as he massaged it a little, 
 
    “Fuck. I’m sorry, Shane.” I ran my hand through my hair, heaving a frustrated and irritated sigh when my hand once again got caught in the knots. I lost the hair tie somewhere. 
 
    I rolled my eyes up to give my hair an evil glare. I really needed to brush the tangled mess out. 
 
    Thorne, Colter, and Connor ran into the room, they all had knives in their hands and looked ready to kill something--or someone. 
 
    I immediately started panicking again, my breathing coming out in gasps, “Why do you have those! I won’t go down easy motherfuckers!” I started to back up, never turning my back to them, my eyes darting around the room wildly as I looked for something to defend myself with. It may not have worked out so well last time, but this time I would be damned if the fucker will succeed in killing me.  
 
    Wait. What the fuck? I stopped my search as I was assaulted by memories. 
 
    “Lex? Cariño, everything is fine. We weren’t attacking you. We rushed in here to defend you when you screamed.” Thorne’s soothing and calm voice broke me out of my mind. I looked at them again with wide eyes, my heart rate finally slowing down when it registered they weren’t going to hurt me. I had known all along, deep down, that I was finally safe. It’s why I was immediately comfortable around them. But with my memories came my irrational fear. 
 
    “I remember.” Was all I said, my voice trembling a little. I explored each of the guys, for what I didn’t know. All I knew was, I felt like my world was crumbling yet again.  
 
    Roxy. Brit. 
 
    I know I heard both of their voices in those woods. How the hell would Brit’s voice be there? Then that guy with the mask came out of nowhere. Christian--yet it wasn’t him. I knew him inside and out, or at least thought I did. But the guy that attacked me wasn’t quite Christian, he had the same build and eyes but it was the mouth and voice that were off, in my memory. Did I somehow replace the real attacker’s face with one of Christian, because I had been afraid of him when I left Salem? Or was it really him, and he had been able to hide the monster inside for a year?  
 
    My thoughts were nothing but a jumbled mess. I couldn’t concentrate on any one thing, I just kept bouncing from one thought to another. Connor snapped his fingers in front of my face bringing me back to the present.  
 
    “What?” my voice was sharp even to my own ears, I winced, “I’m sorry Connor. I’m stressed, panicked and confused. I hate all of those feelings. I lashed out. Forgive me?” I gave him my best sad puppy dog look and he chuckled.  
 
    Amusement was dancing in his eyes, “What will you give me?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If I forgive you, what will you give me as a--gift, shall we say for being the bigger man?” 
 
    “Not sure if that really qualifies you as being the bigger man if you’re trying to get something out of it.” I smirked at him crossing my arms, knowing I have him now. 
 
    “Touché. However I still want something.” 
 
    I rubbed the bridge of my nose, looking up at him exasperated, “What do you want?”  
 
    I realized my mistake as soon as the words were out of my mouth and wanted to snatch them back. But, it was too late. His hazel eyes turned predatory as he stalked closer to me, un-able to help myself, I backed up again until my ass hit the wall. I was more turned on than afraid. The wall shifted slightly and I frowned. Either the earth already moved before he kissed me...or... glancing over my shoulder I looked right into Shane’s brilliant green eyes.  
 
    Oh, fuck I’m caught now and why are all of these guys built like walls? 
 
    “Mmm, just where I want you, Lex. Right between Shane and I.” My heart stuttered then slammed into my chest, heat flooding my system, damping my panties yet again. I groaned, wiggling a little against Shane trying to relieve the pressure between my legs.  
 
    Shane’s hands clamped down on my hips as Connor reaches me, he slowly looked me up and down. The heat in his eyes sent another flood between my thighs and I groaned again. These four were going to be the death of me.  
 
    “I want a kiss,” He whispered right before his mouth crashed against mine.  
 
    My lady bits took over, moaning softly I opened my mouth to his seeking tongue. Shane’s hands tightened around my hips and I arched into him as his friend devoured my mouth. I had never done anything like this and it had me so fucking hot I wanted to rip off their clothes and have my way with both of them. Right here, right now as their other friends watched.  
 
    I moaned again, louder this time at the images in my head, burying my hands in his long, thick hair so I could kiss him harder. Connor reached up, angling my head to the side to get better access to my mouth, I jumped slightly when I felt another set of lips on my neck.  
 
    Oh god! This feels so fucking amazing and we haven’t even really done anything yet. But damn do I want to. 
 
    Connor ripped his mouth from mine, turning me slowly so that I was facing Shane, “Kiss him, Macushla, and hold on.” I wanted to ask him what he just called me, but my demanding hormones wouldn’t let me. My lady bits needed to be satisfied.  
 
    I leaned forward slightly, my mouth still tingling from Connor’s kiss, my skin felt like it was on fire as Shane looked at me like a man starved.  
 
    I brushed my mouth over Shane’s while Connor pushed his rock hard cock against my ass, running his hand lightly down my back. I moaned and arched my back into Connor’s touch, my back was always sensitive. I leaned back slightly, looking at Shane, making sure he was okay.  
 
    Shane’s emerald green eyes darkened to a hunter green as he lightly gripped my face and angled my head, “What are you doing to me, mi pequeño guerrero?” He mused before sealing his lips to mine.  
 
    I couldn’t think of anything other than getting these two into bed. My pussy was dripping wet, I could feel both of their hard as hell cocks. Connor was thrusting against my ass sealing his lips to the back of my neck, driving me crazy. Meanwhile, Shane was moving against my lady bits. I could feel everything through my leggings, whoever invented these was a fucking genius. I wanted to beg them to continue, to never stop, to fuck me hard.  
 
    “Fuck.” I heard someone whisper, opening my eyes I turned my head looking over to the side as Shane moved to the other side of my neck, his hands came up to cup my breast.  
 
    I knew I should stop this. But it had been so long since I had felt this wanted. In the past 6 months I never really wanted to sleep with Christian. It was getting stale and boring. Plus he never made me feel this way. I felt like I was going to explode. 
 
    I kept my eyes locked onto Colter and Thorne, my breathing coming in pants, Shane was rubbing my nipple, and kneading my breast in just the right way.  
 
    The front door slammed open, “Honey, I’m hooommmeee!” Brit’s voice sang out. 
 
    The lust induced fog cleared. What the fuck am I doing?  
 
    I had never been this brazen and bold. But damn, if it also wasn’t the hottest fucking thing I had ever been a part of.  
 
    “Well, boys, I see you are making my best friend feel great. However, I need some time alone with my girl. So back up and let the girl breathe. Unless, I can watch. I’m a voyeur.” I cleared my throat pushing against Shane’s chest, he immediately backed up. I could see everything in his eyes, all of his warring emotions. Desire. Lust. Confusion. Wonder. And finally anger, it was the anger that made me hesitate in saying anything to Brit. I didn't know if Shane was angry at me, what we just did, or himself, but I didn’t like it.  
 
    “Well…” I cleared my throat again, slowly side stepping out from between them, “That was certainly some kiss. Now if you’ll excuse me. I need some air.” I turned, grabbing Brit’s hand as I  practically ran out of the house like the hounds of hell were chasing me.  
 
    I kept running until I hit the forest line, slowing down I stopped dragging Brit behind me. At least  
 
    But holy fucking shit! What the hell just happened? I leaned back against a tree as my mind replayed everything. I didn’t want to stop that was for sure. It was so fucking hot having both of them touch me while the others watched.  
 
    I moaned softly, lightly hitting my head against the tree. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.” 
 
    Brit laughed, “Honey, if what I just walked in on makes you stupid, then dumb my toned ass down, I want to be stupid too.” 
 
    I shook my head, chuckling, leave it to my best friend to put my shit in perspective. I slowly straightened and started walking around the forest looking at all of the colors, there are more now than there was when I was attacked.  
 
    Now that my mind was clear of the desire I could think about the attack. But no matter how much I thought on it, I couldn’t find a reason why Christian would attack me. It just didn’t make sense. No, I had to of imagined that it was him, which made me worry. If it wasn’t him then who the fuck would want me dead? I no longer had any doubt that was the man's goal.  
 
    “Girl are you okay?” 
 
    Glancing at Brit, I smiled softly, “Yeah, just beat.” 
 
    “And horny. Don’t forget horny.” 
 
    “I highly doubt I will ever be able to forget that with them around.” 
 
    “Them? Girl are you taking after your grandmother?” 
 
    I chuckled, “Guess so. I want all of them, Brit. I can’t explain it.” 
 
    “No need to explain it to me girl. Do you think it’s just you wanting to experiment...like collage? Or could it turn into something more?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I want to find out. Does that make me a slut?” 
 
    “Oh honey, you’ve never been a slut. Don’t start slut shaming yourself now. If you have feelings for all of them, or are drawn to all of them, then why deny yourself? That is if they are okay with it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you're right. This is pointless unless I know where they stand.” I bit my lower lip. 
 
    I felt someone's eyes on me, someone not Brit. Spinning around I searched the forest. There was no one there, I must have been getting paranoid thinking about my attack. The woods no longer gave me the feeling of peace I once enjoyed. As raindrops started to fall Brit and I ran back to the cabin laughing. We hit the porch steps just as the heavens opened up and let loose a torrent of water.  
 
    None of the guys are around but I could hear them in the house. There was music blaring somewhere, and pots and pans were rattling around in the kitchen. I dragged Brit back to the room I was given, I needed another shower and some girl time before dinner.  
 
    Shutting my bedroom door, Brit strode into the bathroom, “Okay, let’s get this show on the road. The guys already filled me in on everything that happened and why they want you to stay here. Frankly I agree with them. But we have got to do something about that hair! Good thing I’m like a girl scout and came prepared.” 
 
    “Pretty sure that was the boy scout motto.” 
 
    “Girl are you gonna hop your pretty little ass in this gorgeous shower so we can get this hair right or keep correcting me?”  
 
    I held up my hands, “I’m jumping, I’m jumping.” 
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    Lexi and her friend Brittany didn’t see me even though they had looked around. I chuckled at the thought of them thinking they would’ve seen me, or any one of us.  
 
    When I didn’t want to be seen I wasn’t, plain and simple. Same with the other guys, we were trained by the best, and became the best after that.  
 
    I almost revealed myself though, listening to their conversation. I wanted to grab her and fuck her against the tree. I couldn’t believe she wanted all of us. Could I do that though? Wasn’t that the same damn thing I ran from with Amy? 
 
    But, Fuck. She is so fucking hot.  I hadn’t really been with a woman since Amy. They were just one night stands that I usually ended up sharing with Con-man. Less chance of developing feelings for another woman who would screw me over.  
 
    But hearing Lexi say she wanted all of us, for more than a one night stand, had me harder than ever. I had to grip a tree to keep myself from striding over there and burying myself deep inside her. The look of disappointment as she searched the forest made me want to go hold her.  
 
    Now I was standing out in the torrential downpour waiting for her room light to come on. I knew that was where she would retreat to think about everything that she had remembered and have some girl time. I moved swiftly to the back door when I saw it come on, stepping into the kitchen I saw Connor doing the dishes. He always cleaned when he was thinking through things. I shook my head and smirked, “You’re going to make someone a great wife someday, bro.”  
 
    Connor lobbed a wet washcloth in my direction that I ducked easily, making my way out of the kitchen laughing. We have been playing this game since we were kids. His mom and dad were still happily married after 42 years. They were like second parents to me. I would always sneak over to their house to drive my then foster parents nuts. Of course his mom, Sue, would always feed me and make us boys do the dishes before she would drive me to whatever foster house I was at.  
 
    It wasn’t until the Hawkston’s that I felt a part of a real family and even then, I tried my damndest to fuck it up at first. But they never gave up on me; for that I will always be thankful. 
 
    Striding to my bed after closing the door I laid down, not caring that I was soaking wet. Crossing my hands behind my head, I stared at the ceiling. My thoughts going back to my adoptive parents, I should call them soon and let them know I’m okay.  
 
    Smiling I recalled how much of a little shit I was to them at first. 
 
    Stealing from Mom’s purse, breaking Dad’s favorite coffee mug. I even stole their car when I was 10 and went on a joy ride. If It wasn’t for the fact that Dad had friends on the force my ass would have been in juvie. The day they sat me down, I was sure that was it, they were going to send me away. Part of me was relieved, but a bigger part was pissed off. The entire 2 years I had been there they had always told me they would never give up on me, and here they were about to tell me that it was over. They couldn’t handle it anymore and were giving me away. Everyone always did. 
 
    But then they told me they wanted to adopt me, and my world shifted. It was the only time in my life that I had cried. 
 
    The shower in the other room turned on breaking me out of my thoughts. I groaned and slung an arm over my eyes. Lexi’s room was right next to mine, her bathroom was on the other side of my bedroom wall. Normally I like it as I got to have my peace and quiet. Now I was starting to hate it, the walls may have been made of wood but they still carried sound through. It was how I knew she was up and moving around earlier, I could hear her groaning in pain.  
 
    My thoughts quickly left my parents and went to her wet, naked body sliding under the shower head. Her lush curves, even if she was really skinny now, were etched into my mind. Her long black hair plastered to her head as she washed her hair again, trying to get the knots out. Her expressive light blue eyes closed in pleasure.  
 
    Fuck, now I wanted to get into the shower with her.  
 
    My cock was punching against my zipper uncomfortably, I adjusted it, groaning as my hand brushed over my cock. Not even thinking about what I was doing I unzipped my pants and worked my cock free. Imagining Lexi pleasuring herself in the shower, whether she was or not, I started to stroke myself.  
 
    Moaning softly, I slid my hand up and down my hard shaft. Lexi’s sweet face, her mouth parted on a gasp as she slides her hand down to her clit, runs through my head and I stroked faster. Groaning when she moaned in my head, I couldn’t stop myself from replacing her hand with mine in my head. I could feel my orgasm building, I quickened my fingers on her sweet little pussy.  
 
    Her and I climaxed together in my head, my eyes closed in pleasure as it swept through me. I had to bite my lip to keep myself from shouting out her name. Laying back against my pillows I panted softly, before reaching for the nightstand and grabbing the towel there to clean up the mess.  
 
    Shit. It had been a long time since I had cum that hard, and that was just from picturing her in my head. I could imagine how much sweeter it would be when I finally had her beneath me.  
 
    There’s no doubt in my mind that I wanted her. I wanted her so fucking bad.  
 
    I knew my brothers all wanted her too, so Lexi wanting all of us wouldn’t be a problem except for me. Though the thought of her with all of us was surprisingly okay with me. After Amy, I would never have thought I would be capable of sharing, but I find with Lexi it just feels right if she is with all of us. Plus it would be different if that was the arrangement from the start. Instead of me walking in to find her with them when I had been thinking the entire time she was with me and only me. 
 
    Now, I just needed to convince her of that. I had been kind of an ass towards her earlier. But... did I really want to go down that road with a woman again? What if I fell for her and she decided she didn’t want me? I don’t think I could recover from that this time. There’s something different about Lexi, something Amy never had. It made me want to try with her. But could I protect my heart at the same time? I scrubbed a hand down my face groaning, I was so conflicted. I wanted Lexi, in a bad way, and would probably jump at the chance to sleep with her. I also wanted to run in the opposite direction.   
 
    Well, hell. What the fuck am I going to do now?  
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    After Britt and I had our heart to heart while she brushed my hair, I decided to nut up and face the guys, but chickened out and hid in my room for a while after she left. Eventually, I got up the nerve to leave my room, I needed to tell them what I remembered anyways.  
 
    Why? I had no clue, but they made me feel safe. With my fingernail in my mouth I walked down the hallway, my head down.  
 
    Turning into the kitchen that seemed to be the central hub, where everyone always gathered, I ran into Colter who was on his way out. Being flush against his body as he gripped my arms to steady me, made me suddenly nervous. I could feel it coming on again. Word vomit. 
 
    “Oomph. Sorry Colter, I didn’t see you there. That will teach me to walk with my head down right? Wow! What smells fabulous in here? I never knew guys could cook, I mean none of my other boyfriends could, and when it’s just me, I tend to order takeout a lot. I can cook, sorta, I mean I can cook one meal, but it’s a really great meal. I used to have dinner parties at my house one a week. ‘Course I would always make the same thing, because you know, the one dish thing and all. But everyone loved my roasted chicken with mashed potatoes and yams. Whoever said you could only have yams and green bean casserole on thanksgiving was an idiot if you…” 
 
    Colter’s rumbling laugh finally stopped my tirade, thank god. Why can I never seem to stop that shit on my own? 
 
    “Take a breath, gorgeous. I was just about to come get you, dinner is almost ready.” He grabbed a piece of my hair and rubbed it between his fingers, “Beautiful.” He murmured, his eyes flashing with heat. 
 
    “Oh. Okay, cool, thanks I’m starved.” I spied Thorne over Colts shoulder smirking at us. I narrowed my eyes at him, lightly pushing against Colter to release me. I stomped fully into the kitchen and put my hands on my hips. “But I’m not sure I should eat anything in this house, considering y’all have drugged me--Twice!”  
 
    Thorne at least had the good sense to look contrite while Colter just grinned, leaning back against the doorframe. 
 
    “Lexi, I’m sorry about that. You’re right, I should have asked you if you wanted to take the medicine instead of just putting it into your drink. I promise I won’t make that mistake again.” Thorne said walking over to me. My heart rate kicked into overdrive at how close he was, I was too young for a heart attack. But at this rate it was bound to happen.  
 
    Damn these men! Why the hell do they all have to be so sinfully handsome? 
 
    Thorne’s mouth kicked up into a grin as he stepped even closer and I heard Colter give a dark chuckle.  
 
    Wait. Did I just… 
 
    “So you think we’re all sinfully handsome huh?” Thorne gave me a sexy wink.  
 
    Well, fuckballs, I did just say that out loud. Way to go, Lexi. I mentally rolled my eyes at myself.  
 
    I jumped a little when I felt another person step close behind me. My irritation at them was fading away like water through a sieve. These men loved sandwiching me in between them. Not that I’m complaining... for now. Hell, who the fuck am I kidding, I would never complain about being sandwiched between them. Any of them. 
 
    I could tell it was Colter as I caught a whiff of his scent. It was like a mix of sawdust and cherries. Thorne smelled like vanilla and cinnamon, earlier I noticed that Connor smelled more like paper and ink mixed with a hint of peppermint. Shane--I inwardly sighed--he smelled like crisp clean apples and nutmeg. All of them made my mouth water, whenever they were near I just wanted to take a bite out of them.  
 
    My body flushed at my thoughts, clearing my throat, I slid out from between them. “Yes, well, you all know you are. I’m not telling you anything you probably haven’t heard from every single woman that you have ever met, and I'm sure it has gotten a lot of said women into your bed.”  
 
    I stopped abruptly to control the flash of white hot jealousy the speared through me at the thought of them having other women in their lives. 
 
    Whoa! Where the hell did that come from?  It wasn’t like I had a claim on them. I shook my head to clear it, as Shane and Connor walked into the kitchen. Connors’ hair was wet like he had just gotten out of the shower, and Shane looked relaxed and even gave me a small smile.  
 
    Shit, there go my freaking panties again. Shane’s smile warmed my insides and the way Connor was looking at me, like I was a rare and priceless jewel, made me feel loved. Which was nothing more than fantasy. They didn’t love me, get a grip. 
 
    I cleared my throat again, I was about to tell them what I remembered when Connor spoke up sitting down at the island table, “So what did we miss? Why is she flushed again?” 
 
    “She thinks we are all sinfully handsome. And hot.” Colter told his twin. 
 
    “I never said you were hot!” I spluttered. 
 
    Colter shrugged and grinned at me wickedly, “No, but it was implied.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at them, as they all chuckled, ignoring the way my lady parts clenched. Down girl!  
 
    Waving my hand around I looked at anything other than the guys, “Yes, well. Whatever. That’s beside the point. Is dinner done yet? I’m starving and don’t you all want to hear what I remember?” 
 
    In an instant they all got serious looks on their faces, though Shane looked more deadly than any of the others. I gulped, turning around and reminding myself to never piss him off.  
 
    As we set the table and dished up the yummy lasagna that Connor made, I told them all about my boss being murdered and how I felt scared of Christian at the end. I told them everything including the voices of Brit and Roxy that I swore I heard in the woods. 
 
    I knew I probably sounded crazy at that point or paranoid, but I also knew what I heard. 
 
    “Do you have any idea who attacked you?” Shane was staring at me intensely, it made me nervous and I started to squirm a little bit.  
 
    “Maybe.” I shuffled the last little bit of lasagna on my plate around, keeping my eyes focused on it. I really didn’t want them to think I was crazy.  
 
    One of the guys reached over and put a finger under my chin tilting my face up to theirs, It’s Thorne. His steel blue eyes searched mine and I couldn’t help but get lost in them.  
 
    He whispered, “You can tell us, Cariño. We won’t think you’re crazy. Promise.”  
 
    It was like he could read my mind. It was scary how well he seemed to know me already. Especially when I had only really known him for less than a day. I couldn’t handle this, so I backed away, I could analyze my feelings later. 
 
    Leaning back slightly I looked around at the others, they all nodded their heads at me to continue, I took a deep breath, and plunged ahead. “The eyes and mouth looked like Christian’s, so did the build, but they felt off. So was his voice. Unless he made it sound different to throw me off, or I was finally seeing the real him, I don’t know. But that’s just crazy, even though I was afraid of him, I don’t think Christian would try to kill me! And anyways I may have blown things out of proportion with him, I just don’t see the reason why he would do that.”  
 
    Connor scowled at me, “Lexi, from what I saw that day I ran into you at the Witch’s Brew, he was a controlling bastard and you didn’t blow things out of proportion with him. I’ve seen it before, he thinks he owns you and if he can’t have you then no one can.” 
 
    I could feel all the blood rush out of my head, leaving me pale and shaking. Obsessed. That’s what Connor was saying...Christian was obsessed with me. He had gotten jealous over me spending time with any of my other friends, and would crash in on us whenever we hung out. It got to the point that all of my friends but Brit bailed on me and stopped inviting me to things, because they knew he would just show up anyways. Usually making disparaging remarks about all of them and basically ruining the evening. 
 
    But murder? Or attempted murder in this case. 
 
    I just couldn’t see it. Call me naive but I really don’t think it was Christian.  
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    I watched her closely as Lexi struggled with her thoughts, I knew she didn’t want to believe what Connor said. That would mean she missed the signs for a year that her boyfriend may be a psychopath. Well ex-boyfriend now.  
 
    Her beauty took my breath away, I had to stifle a moan as she put her fingernail in her mouth. I’ve noticed she did that when she was deep in thought. I never thought I would find that attractive, but damn, it’s sexy as hell when she does it. I really just wanted to clear this table and bend her over it, to hear her moan and scream my name as I took her from behind.  
 
    I shifted in my seat as my cock hardens, and tried to get my thoughts on anything else but the sexy, raven haired beauty sitting next to me. 
 
    It’s not just her looks that drew me in either, it was the total package. From what I have seen of her so far she was witty, funny, adorably cute when she was nervous and started randomly talking about things, not to mention brave. I couldn’t believe she fought him off, most people who haven’t had any training wouldn’t last nearly as long as she did. My chest expanded in pride. Pride of her. Of what she had accomplished.  
 
    Trying to get the subject back onto a happier note and needing a break from all the attempted murder talk, as all that made me want to do is fucking go kill something. Or someone. I shared a look with the guys and got up from the table to clear it, “How about we table this for tomorrow? Why don’t we watch a movie tonight? Is that okay with you Lov--Lexi?” I stopped myself from calling her lovely, even though she was, it was also too early for pet names, even if Cariño has slipped out a couple of times. None of the guys have remarked on it me calling her sweetie in Italian, at least not yet.  
 
    Whatever was happening between all of us was still so new that I didn’t want to rush into anything and scare her off. I mean she just got out of one relationship, and probably didn't want to rush into another one. Especially if it did turn out that her ex tried to kill her. That would put anyone off of relationships, we may be doomed before we even got off the ground.  
 
    “Huh? Oh yeah, sure. What movie do you have in mind?” 
 
    “How about I show you our collection while the other guys clean up a bit?” 
 
    “If that’s okay with them.” 
 
    Lexi looked around at the guys, they all nodded and made shooing motions. She bit her lip as she stood up, and I had to stifle another groan. Damn, she didn’t even know how fucking beautiful she was. Long black hair, high cheekbones, straight petit nose, and eyes the lightest blue I had ever seen. She was tall too, only two or three inches shorter than my own six foot frame and her curves were killer.  
 
    I walked slightly behind her on the way to the living room so I could watch her perfect heart shaped ass sway enticingly. I have had a massive hard on ever since Connor and Shane showed up with her and I didn’t see it going away anytime soon. Who needed Viagra when you had Lexi standing in front of you.  
 
    What is it about this woman that draws all of us in? 
 
    I shook my head as I followed behind her, I would think more on that later. Instead I wanted to focus on the here and now, and get to know her a little better. See if the attraction I felt was warranted. Or if it was the result of me being celibate for the last two years. I was too focused on making sure the guys were okay and that my career was on the right track to worry about getting a woman between my sheets. But now, I was thinking it might be high time to get back in the saddle. 
 
    I placed my hand on the small of her back, guiding her over to the bookshelves in the living room. Most would have the shelves stuffed with books, and we had a few, thanks to Colt and Connor who loved to read. Mainly the shelves were filled with movies of all kinds and video games. I was a big movie buff, and Hawk played video games whenever he had a spare minute. 
 
    I heard her small gasp as she took in our collection, I moved so I could see her face. Her eyes were wide and her mouth was open into a perfect O. Damn, what I wouldn’t give to see that mouth wrapped around my cock.  
 
    Get it together, Thorne! I chastised myself and chuckled, rocking back on my heels I asked her, “See anything you like?” 
 
    Lexi snapped her mouth closed and gave me a heated sideways glance, “Maybe.” Her voice took on a husky quality that made my blood heat up.  
 
    She put her finger on the seam of her closed lips and assessed the shelves again. She giggled as she pulled out one of my movies, “Really? Love, Actually? You guys are into Rom Coms? I wouldn’t have pegged you as the type to like those.” 
 
    I felt the blush staining my cheeks, “It’s, ah, mine actually. I like them but the other guys don’t. So I usually end up watching them myself.”  
 
    She turned to me, a small smile gracing her beautiful lips, “Well, I happen to love them. So, next time you’re in the mood for one. It’s you and me, okay big boy?” 
 
    “Sounds great.” It sounded better than great. To wrap her in my arms and nibble on her neck as we watched the sappiness play out on the big screen. That sounded like heaven to my war torn heart. 
 
    “Now what else do we have here?”  
 
    She put the movie back right where she got it from; I sighed in relief, I had a small OCD problem and liked to keep everything organized. Hazards left over from the war. It was chaos overseas, I didn’t need, or want, that following me home. Plus, 14 years in the Marines left its mark. 
 
    I saw her eyes light up as she reached for--not a movie but a video game. Huh, who knew? I wouldn’t have pegged her as a gamer. But seeing the way her eyes lit up, add in the fact she was practically drooling over the cover, stroking it softly and making small cooing noises, I would wager she was a hard core gamer.  
 
    “Umm...Lexi? You okay there, babe?” 
 
    Her eyes were excited as they crashed into mine, taking my breath away. They turned more of a baby blue color than their normal ice blue. I’ve always been an eye and ass man. ‘The eyes are the windows to the soul’ as my grandfather used to say. Right now, I believed him. Lexi’s soul was screaming at me that she was mine and my brothers. 
 
    “I can’t believe you guys have the new Assassin's Creed!” She practically squealed and bounced on her toes as her eyes flitted back to our shelves. She gasped again, her hand darting out like a snake. “Ohmygod! And the newest Tomb Raider! All of the Prince of Persia’s? Oh and old school Tekken! I love it! Can we play Tekken instead of watching a movie, please?”  
 
    She turned, batting her lashes, and pouting her pretty lips at me, I chuckled and brought my hands up to help her with the games piled in her arms, “If you’re sure you’re up for it. Shane is the champion; we can never beat him.” 
 
    Her eyes got a mischievous glint, “Oh. Let’s do this! He hasn’t played with me yet.” 
 
    “Can I play with you?” Connor strolled into the room, giving Lexi a heated glance that left no doubt just what kind of playing he had in mind.  
 
    Shit. Now I’m thinking of playing like that!  
 
    I smiled, turning back to the shelves, and put back the other games, I also took the opportunity to reach down and adjust myself.  
 
    Damn, this woman is giving me a serious case of blue balls.  
 
    “I want to play Tekken 6 instead of watching a movie.” 
 
    “Well If you want to play you have to beat the king.” Shane said sending a smirk Lexi’s way. I saw the blush rise up from her chest, not that I was staring at her chest or anything. However, I was so busy being mesmerized by her flushed skin that I almost missed the determined smile that lit up her face. 
 
    “Bring it on, Hawky.” 
 
    I burst out laughing along with Con and Colt at Shane’s face. It was part scowl, part astonishment that she would dare call him that.  
 
    “Oh, this is going to be good.” I took the game from her, going over to our game console. We had everything from the original PlayStation and Xbox to the newest ones in both. Okay, we all liked to play from time to time. It was a great way to unwind after a hard day, or if we couldn’t sleep. I was eager to see how she fared. No one could beat us, or keep up with us.  
 
    “Let’s get this party started!” Lexi whooped, coming over to sit down on the couch. 
 
    Let’s get it started indeed. 
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    I stretched, getting up from the couch, smirking at Shane as he pouted. I had kicked his ass 9 out of 10 rounds in Tekken. Only reason he won the 10th was because Connor distracted me by running his fingers up and down my arm.  
 
    Now Colter and Thorne were duking it out on the screen. I made my way to the kitchen; I was hungry for a snack and thirsty. It had been a couple of hours since dinner and I was really craving some ice cream or something sweet. My mind flashed with images of taking the guys into my mouth. Wonder if they would taste sweet. 
 
    Shaking my head, I searched for the cupboard with glasses. When I had asked earlier if I could get some coffee, Thorne had told me to make myself at home, then proceeded to make me a cup. I chuckled at my thoughts, all of them were sweet and caring, making sure I was okay. I had only had a few coughing fits, and was generally feeling a lot better. Thorne was a magic worker, I bet he would have magic hands as well.  
 
    Whenever I started coughing all of the guys would look at me to make sure I was feeling okay, Thorne checked my temperature at least twice to make sure my fever didn’t come back when I asked if they had a blanket. I tried telling him I was fine, I just couldn’t sit without a blanket covering me. He of course didn’t listen to his patient and insisted on sitting with me in his lap. To make sure I really was okay he had said. I smiled, shaking my head and chuckling. 
 
    Finally finding the glass’s, I got a glass of water, taking a drink just as Connor strolled in looking like sin.  
 
    “Whatcha lookin’ for gorgeous’?” 
 
    “Well I got a drink and now I’m on the hunt for something sweet. Got any chocolate ice cream?”  
 
    Connor looked sheepish for a second, “No. See we take turns doing the grocery shopping because none of us like doing it. But we tend to get things that only we like for our weeks. And well… It was my week last week and I don’t like ice cream.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open. What the ever loving fuck? “I’m trying not to judge you right now, but I may fail-- scratch that I am failing. Who the hell doesn’t like ice cream?” 
 
    Connor smirked, “I’ve never been fond of it, Colter on the other hand loves the stuff. Another reason I refuse to get any when I shop. It pisses him off but not enough to where he will go to the store to get some.” He chuckled. 
 
    I shook my head, turning to go to the pantry, I said over my shoulder, “I’m not sure we can be friends anymore, Con.”  
 
    Just as I stepped into the walk in pantry, I felt Connor at my back. His heat seared into me, making me feel warm all over. What was it about all four of these men that instantly got me hot and bothered? Granted Christian wasn’t the best sex I ever had and we had stopped having regular sex months before the breakup. It had gotten to feel like a damn chore, a chore I didn’t want.  
 
    Maybe that was why all of these men affected me this way, but I didn’t truly think it was. There was something about these men that drew me in, like a moth to a flame. Something primal, animalistic almost.  
 
    I gasped, snapped out of my thoughts, when Connor brushed up against me. I watched his strong, muscular arm with fascination as it reached slightly over my head, moving aside a jar of spaghetti sauce. My breathing was shallow and my heart was beating fast watching him reach behind the jar as he pulled out---.  
 
    A bag of milk chocolate covered pretzels.  
 
    Nuzzling the side of my neck, he breathed into my ear, sending shivers down my spine, “Now these on the other hand. These are my weakness.” 
 
    I couldn’t catch my breath again but this had nothing to do with illness, and everything to do with the sexy man standing close to me. I could feel the brush of his erection on my ass. He was making me nervous and hot all at the same time.  
 
    I knew what was going to happen as soon as I slowly turned around and was inches from Connor.  
 
    “Now those I can get behind. I love putting those on top of a nice big bowl of chocolate ice cream. Something about the sweet and salty combo does it for me every time. But never white chocolate I mean who came up with that crap? Chocolate is supposed to be brown, not white or red or whatever other fucking color they want to make it. But funny enough I can’t stand dark chocolate either. Well on most things, there’s these Milano cookies that have dark chocolate on the inside but it’s a very thin layer so it mixes well with the cookie ratio. Not too much--”  
 
    Thankfully Connor stopped my nervous rambling with a searing kiss. Damn, this man can kiss. It was our second one and I was already like an addict craving more. I needed his lips on mine like I needed air to breathe.  
 
    He pulled back slightly, the kiss was too short in my opinion. I tried to pull him back for one more kiss but he firmly held my hands, and looked at me with such passion and desire that my knees started to shake.  
 
    “I really like how you just spout random shit when you’re nervous. I never know what is going to come out of that pretty little mouth of yours. A mouth I desperately want wrapped around my cock. But I can’t. Lexi, my brothers and I are closer than most blood brothers. We grew up together. But more than that, we were forged in war, and that bond is stronger than anything on this planet. Now Thorne, says that if you only want one of us then the others would be happy for him. Problem is, Cariño, I will never be able to be without you. Once I make you mine, I would never be able to see you with one of my brothers and not me too. And I know that would threaten to tear us apart. So it’s all of us, or nothing. I know they are all attracted to you, even that asshole Hawk. So If you can’t handle that type of relationship then tell me now and I will let them know that you are off limits.” 
 
    Against my wishes my mouth opened, I was going to stay silent and not say a word. To think it over, but Grams rule number two screamed at me, “Find a man, or men you love and who are good in bed. Never let them go.” I whispered mostly to myself.  
 
    Connor’s eyes lit up like the Fourth of July, “What was that, Cariño?” 
 
    I pushed on his chest slightly to get him to back out of the pantry, as I repeated louder. “ First...don’t call me, Cariño, I don’t even know what that means. Second, I said, find a man or men that you love, and who are good in bed. Never let them go.” 
 
    “Where did you hear that? Don’t tell me you love us already?” He looked so adorable tilting his head to the side in confusion, that I couldn’t help but smile at him.  
 
    Walking around him, I grabbed the water that I had left by the sink, replying, “Just one of my Grams rules. She had five of them for a successful and happy life. That was rule number two. My Grams wasn’t like normal grandmas. She always had 4 or 5 lovers at one time. Never married, and never, ever had just one guy. She didn’t believe in monogamy. She said it went back to our caveman days to have more than one mate. 
 
    “She was with three of them for over 40 years. The other two only about 10 before she died. I had five grandfathers growing up. So when you tell me it’s either all four of you or nothing, that doesn’t scare me off, Con. What pisses me off however, is that one,” I ticked them off on my fingers as I told him my points of aggravation. “You guys just assume that I’m attracted to all of you. Never mind that it’s true. Two, either you’re assuming again for the other guys, or you have discussed this behind my back and have determined that you all want me. I don’t like being kept in the dark about stuff and I especially hate being talked about behind my back.” I paused to take a deep breath, but didn’t let him get a word in edgewise.  
 
    “What if one of you changes your mind? Huh? Decide that they don’t want me or aren't willing to try? Then none of us could be together? Is that it Con? What If one or two of you were the loves of my life and you decided that if all of you couldn’t have me then none of you will, like some parents deciding the same damn thing for all of their children. The oldest fucked up and racked up a high phone bill so the other children won’t even be allowed to have phones. Don’t want to make the same mistake twice even though everyone is their own fucking person! You,” I jabbed a finger in his direction, I knew I was yelling, but I hated it when people tried to make my fucking decisions about my life, for me. It was one of the biggest sore spots between Christian and I when we were together. I would always fight him on it, then he would change tactics to get me to do what he wanted.  
 
    “You have no fucking right to tell me who I can and cannot be with, Con. You also can’t tell the guys that! They are grown ass men and can decide what the hell they want by themselves. What if one of the guys and I just don’t get along? What if they have never and will never like me that way? Then it’s just over for all of us? That’s such bullshit.” 
 
    I was breathing heavy and my vision was blurred from tears. I swiped at them angrily, I hated that I was a fucking angry crier, it was pointless. Through my blurry eyes I could see the other guys standing in the doorway to the kitchen, and I felt ashamed. Connor was just looking out for his friends, he didn’t want them to get hurt, or for his family to break apart. I got it but it still hurt like the very devil was sitting on my chest, squeezing the breath out of my body. Slowly killing me.  
 
    I shook my head when Colter went to open his mouth, I couldn't take anymore tonight. I’ve been on overload since waking up this morning and my brain has had enough. Except for playing the game and a few comments Shane had all but ignored me, Thorne kept finding little ways to touch me and Connor and Colter kept vying for my attention. I had had enough; I was still sick and exhaustion hit me hard.  
 
    “I’m going to bed.” I announced quickly, bolting past the guy, speed walking to my room. Shutting the door, I saw that it had a lock and flipped it, leaning my back against the door I let my tears finally fall.  
 
    Yes, I wanted all of them, but there is no way all of them wanted me. Shane was hot one minute and cold the next. One kiss didn't mean he was suddenly in love with me. According to their stupid fucking rules if he didn’t want me then none of them could have me.  
 
    Men! Why are they so dumb sometimes? I kicked the dresser by the door, hanging my head dejectedly, I got ready for bed, while the tears dripped silently down my cheeks.  
 
    It had felt like we were starting something special, but now it’s over before it really had a chance to form.  
 
    I firmed my jaw, grinding my teeth as I laid in bed staring out my window, “Oh well. Get over it, Lexi, it’s not like you want a new relationship anyways. Besides you just met the men for heaven's sake!”  
 
    I stared into the dark listening to the guys mumbling voices, for what felt like hours before my eyes finally closed. I drifted into a restless sleep filled with all sorts of delicious  sex with my men. Then someone started stalking me, before taking it all away. Taking them away. 
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    I watched her lithe body walk down the hallway, desire punching me in the gut. After she closes her door, I turned around to glare at my twin. What the fuck was he thinking saying that shit to her now! We had only just spent one fucking day with her and now he went and fucked it all up.  
 
    “Way to go genius.” I couldn’t help my snide tone.  
 
    My anger rose as her face flashed across my mind. The tears gathering in her eye’s, the devastated look in them. She didn’t believe that we would all want her, and who could blame her with the way Hawk treated her. Blowing hot one minute, kissing her senseless, then becoming ice cold the next, ignoring her. Now add in my idiotic brother… it would be a miracle if she didn't run for the hills after this. I raked my hands through my hair in frustration.   
 
    Con threw his hands up in the air, “What the fuck did you expect me to do when Thorne made that proclamation like some damn king! We all know Hawk won’t be able to get his head out of his ass long enough to give her a chance. I, for one, can’t see her with any of you but not me. I want her so fucking bad that it hurts. I also love you fuckers so much that I can’t imagine you not being in my life. I know I wouldn’t be able to be in this house, or where the fuck ever we end up, and see her with any of you and be happy about it. So I would have to leave and that would tear our family apart. That’s something I’m not willing to risk. So, yeah, I thought honesty was the best way to go, so she didn’t feel like we were stringing her along! But also because I don’t want any of us to fall in love with her and end up broken.”  
 
    My brothers chest was heaving as he got done talking. That’s the most feeling shit I had ever heard from him. At least in regard to us, usually he lays it on thick and heavy with the girls, but says little of his feelings to us.  
 
    I stared at him, thinking through everything, the others stayed quiet. After a couple of minutes, I said, “What if we all spent one on one time with her and get to know her a little more. Let her get to know us. Then we can see if we even like her and if she would fit into our group. If things happen to progress into sex then so be it. But,” I held up my hand to stop Hawk’s retort. “We all have to agree to this. And actually try! No half assed shit, no just hanging out and not saying anything. Got it? We need to see if all of us are even compatible to her, or even like her once we get to know her better. Shit, she could be the biggest bitch on the east coast for all we know.” 
 
    “I’m in.” Connor said without hesitation like I knew he would. No way would he pass on the opportunity to get to know our girl.  
 
    Whoa...hold your horses man. She is not our girl, yet. 
 
    “I’m in too. I already like her way more than I should.” Thorne said in a hushed voice, almost like he didn’t want Lexi to hear us. Which, now that I think about it-- it’s probably a good thing if she doesn’t. 
 
    We all turned our heads to eye Hawk, the stubborn ass-hole. I loved the big man with everything in me, but if he said no, and passed on this opportunity--I may just have to kick his ass.  
 
    “I don’t think this is a good idea.” 
 
    Connor groaned and punched the wall; Thorne shook his head and I glared at him. “You heard Con-Man, Hawk. It’s all or nothing.”  
 
    “I don’t know, okay? Fuck.” He turned on his heel military style and stomped off to his room once again.  
 
    “Fuck him, I’m going to kick his ass” I started after him.  
 
    “I say we do as he says.” 
 
    “What the fuck, Thorne? You’re really going to leave our brother out in the cold like that?” I stopped and gawked at Thorne 
 
    Thorne shook his head with a smirk, I instantly straightened up at that look. He had something cooking in that brain of his. I stood there, staring at him, waiting for him to elaborate.  
 
    Instead Thorne sent us a wicked smile, turning around and heading to his own room for the night.  
 
    What the hell? Well shit. He did that on purpose, knowing I was going to be obsessing on what the fuck he had planned. I never was one for surprises or secrets. I hated secrets. Secrets eat away at your soul, allowing darkness to corrupt you. Depending on the secret that you’re keeping from your loved ones anyways. I did acknowledge that sometimes a secret can bring a smile to your face and send anticipation running through your blood. However, my experience with them had always been bad. Secrets tore families apart faster than any female ever could.  
 
    I sighed, sending a glance over Con’s way. “What do you think he has cooking?”  
 
    Connor was thoughtful for a moment, his eyes far away as he thought on my question. I went about cleaning up for the night and waited him out. I knew my brother wouldn’t walk away without telling me his thoughts. Con always was a slow thinker though, he liked to think through every possibility on a problem to come up with the best solution and about ten others as backups. Drove me batty, once upon a time, but he was our best strategist in the unit. His backup plans had saved our bacon more than once, so now I just let him do his thing. 
 
    Finally, as I was finishing up the last dish and wiping down the counters, he spoke to me, “I think he wants to prove Hawk wrong.” 
 
    “What do you mean brother?” 
 
    “Hawk claims he wants nothing to do with her right?” He continued after I nodded, getting an excited gleam in his eyes. “Well, that kiss earlier today was not a kiss of a man that wants nothing to do with a woman. The opposite in fact. So, Thorne is thinking if he sees her with us, then he will be more likely to change his tune. Now It’s only a matter of finding excuses to keep her here willingly instead of her going back to her life.” 
 
    “That should be easy. She’s still sick, no matter how she tries to fight it, she still gets tired easily. Add in the fact that we still have no idea who attacked her, even if she thinks it wasn’t her ex. We still need to check him out.” I shrugged.  
 
    In my mind it was an easy solution, who in their right mind would want to leave and go back to a house where they’re all alone, when someone could be after them.  
 
    “I’m already working on a plan for that one. I’m gonna talk to Britt tomorrow. She knows Lexi’s ex; she can give me some insight into him hopefully. Then I may just pay a visit to the man in question. Get a read on him myself.” He replied a little too excitedly. I could tell he wanted to do more than get a read on her ex. 
 
    “You got any appointments with clients tomorrow that I need to reschedule?” My brother and I owned a security and construction business together. We called it Blueprint Security.  
 
    I build them, and he installs all of the security for the joint. My crew and I had just gotten done with a new law firm down in Boston that was going to need security soon. I couldn’t remember when Con said he had set up the appointment. 
 
    “Nope. I have Jenson and Associates, next week Monday. My crew is finishing up the new camera’s and shit for the high school, then moving on to the other schools here in Salem. I’ll swing by tomorrow or the day after to make sure everything is going well.”  
 
    I nodded my head and grabbed a beer from the fridge. I was feeling more unsettled then I was normally, and needed to take the edge off if I wanted any hope of sleeping tonight. There was this feeling of impending disaster in the air, like shit was about to hit the fan and I couldn’t see where it was coming from to fend it off. It was setting my teeth on edge. I used to get the same feeling right before there would be a massive shootout on missions. I shook my head and downed my beer, taking deep pulls, I needed to get my head on straight. We weren’t on a mission, and we were safe. 
 
    “You okay, brother?” Connor was looking at me with concern and worry in his eyes.  
 
    Wiping my mouth I smiled ruefully, “Yeah, just on edge tonight. I’ll be alright.”  
 
    “Okay, well let me know if you need anything from me.” 
 
    “I think I may take Lexi shopping in the next couple of days. She wants more clothes, and ice cream. And since someone is the jackass that did the shopping and didn’t get any I get to play hero and get her some.”  I smirked at Con when he flipped me off. 
 
    His smile fell and he got serious, “You think we can convince her to stay that long?” 
 
    “I hope so.” I said ruefully as I finished off my beer and set it on the counter. I slapped Connor on the back passing him and heading to bed myself on the second floor.  
 
    It was going to take all of our combined skills to keep that head strong woman here. But damn if I wasn’t excited about the challenge. 
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    “Shane will you stop trying to grind my ass into the ground please!” I was frustrated and ready to lash out at someone. The guys had all taken turns with my self-defense training as they called it. I called it kicking my ass for laughs. 
 
    “I’m not. You need to counter my move, not just go with it. I’ve already killed you six times, mi pequeño guerrero. Focus okay, if I swing at you from the left, twist your body, grab my wrist and finish twisting, bending over in the process so you throw me over your shoulder.” 
 
    I blew out a breath, “This is never going to work. You’re like 80 pounds heavier than me. I would just fall over.” 
 
    “Not if you do it right. Trust me, this is the same shit they teach the female marines. And they are some of the baddest and scariest chicks I know.” 
 
    “Good for them.” I mumbled, kicking a rock.  
 
    We were in the forest by a stream, we had been here for hours now going over the same things. Shane was the best for hand to hand combat Thorne had said. Thorne was teaching me guns, and the twins were teaching me knife skills. I had thought I was proficient in hand to hand, but with Shane I was finding out I was sorely lacking.  
 
    To make matters worse, all of the guys had hit on me, teasing me with subtle brushes against my breasts, kissing my neck as they got close to show me how to stand. Every one of them had done this, except Shane. He was cold. Professional. Nothing fazed him.  
 
    Well I still had a few tricks up my sleeve to ruffle his feathers. I have no idea why I wanted to see him snap so badly, but I did. I grabbed the bottom of my tank top, watching Shane closely, I inched it up. His eyes followed my every move, he gulped, “What.. what are you doing, Lex?”  
 
    I smirked and whisked my shirt off, dabbing at my sweaty chest, “I’m hot. We’ve been at this for hours. How about we take a break and go for a swim?” My voice was husky, like I was a two pack a day smoker.  
 
    His caramel colored eyes darkened to more of a chocolate brown as he eyed my flowered sports bra. Britt had been kind enough to grab me some of my own clothes the other day. She had been over almost every day, getting to know the guys and tell us the latest gossip. Everyone in town thought I had run because I killed David. She was stemming the tide but if I stayed away much longer we were going to have to think of something else.  
 
    Shane ran his hands through his hair, drawing my attention to his muscular, tanned arms. “Fine we can take a break if you need it. 15 minutes only. I wouldn’t get wet if I were you though. It may make your muscles seize up since the water is so cold.” 
 
    I sauntered over to him, running my hands up his chest, smiling at his sharp intake of breath. Yeah, big man wasn’t as unaffected as I thought. “I’m game if you are.” 
 
    His hands grasped my hips, tightening slightly, I ginned and shimmied them a bit. His smile lit up the sun dappled forest like we were in the middle of a desert. 
 
    Shane leaned closer; my eyes closed momentarily, only to snap back open a moment later when loud salsa music started playing. What the hell? 
 
    “The best way to stay limber is to keep the muscles warm.” Shane started to expertly move me.  
 
    “What the hell? Where did you learn to salsa?” 
 
    He smiled and shrugged, “My abuela, grandmother. She was too old to raise a child when my parents died, so I was put into foster care. I would always run away and go to her house though. It was one of the reasons I was kept here and not shipped out to a family across the country. Abuela made sure I stayed near her, so she could be in my life. When the Hawkston’s adopted me she was so happy she threw a party and taught everyone to salsa. I’m proud of my Cuben roots, but don’t flaunt them.” 
 
    I was fascinated by his story. “Wow. I can’t even imagine having someone love you so much that even if they can’t raise you they still make sure to be a part of your life. After my sister died, my mom turned even more heavily to drinking and dad left. I was on my own. After mom died I sold everything I could and moved out here. I never looked back.” 
 
    “How old were you?” 
 
    “22” 
 
    He reached up, cupping my face, his eyes searched mine, for what I didn’t know, he must have found something as he smiled, “You are so fucking brave, Lexi. Strong and beautiful. You really are mi pequeño guerrero, my little warrior.” 
 
    His lips crashed against mine before I could question him. Soon I forgot everything else but him. His soft and pliable lips on mine, coaxing sounds, I didn’t even know I could make, from me.  
 
    His hands swept my body, stopping to cup my breasts, flicking my nipples until they pebbled. I groaned and wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him closer. I couldn’t get enough of him. I was drowning in his scent, his touch, the feelings he was bringing out of me. 
 
    I whimpered when he tore his mouth from mine, only to groan as he swept his mouth lower and lower, heading for my aching breasts. All of my senses were heightened, the last 2 days of torture from the guys led to an explosion of need. A need that once unleashed wouldn’t be denied.  
 
    I grabbed his tank top and nearly tore it in my haste to get him bare. I needed him to be naked like yesterday. I swept my hands up his muscular chest scraping my short nails across his nipples. He groaned and yanked me closer, my head fell back as his hot mouth latched onto my breast through my sports bra.  
 
    It wasn’t enough, I needed more. Throwing myself backwards I yanked off my bra and shorts. Standing in front of Shane, naked as the day I was born, I gave him my best come hither smile and walked into the stream to cool off. I barely got waist deep before i felt his hands lightly skimming the new scars on my back. The shivers that racked my body had nothing to do with the cool water rushing by us.  
 
    Suddenly nervous I opened my mouth to say something sexy, that is not what came out. “Did you know that Superman didn’t always fly?” 
 
    “Really? That’s interesting.” His voice was raspy, he swept my hair aside and kissed my neck. 
 
    “No, It wasn’t until the 1940’s when the animators got tired of having to dr...draw him bending his kn...knees all the time to jump. So they decided he would fly and make their jobs ea...easier.” I really should learn when to shut my mouth. But once I started something I had to finish it; I blame Grams for that. 
 
    “Lexi?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “Shut up and let me have you.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Shane turned me around, my mouth parted on a gasp at the fire in his eyes. He was so commanding and gentle at the same time; it was a heady mixture that went straight to my girly bits. 
 
    He wasted no time in getting my body primed and ready for him, not that it was hard to do from the start.  Most days I felt like I was walking around in a constant state of readiness. Just waiting for one or more of them to take me. 
 
    Shane laid back on the bank of the stream his cock jutting up towards his stomach in all its glory. Kneeling beside him I couldn’t decide what I wanted to do, mount him and ride him like a cowgirl or take him into my mouth and make him scream my name. 
 
    “Lexi, if you don't get on top of me soon I will be forced to finish this myself.” 
 
    “Okay.” Decision made I swept my leg over him, positioning him at my entrance, I slowly guided him inside my core. We both moaned at the feeling of him gliding inside me. Shane grabbed onto my hips, thrusting upwards burying himself deep inside me.  
 
    The feeling was exquisite, I threw my head back, moaning as I began to ride him. Somewhere deep inside was a small voice saying I was being a horny idiot, but I ignored it. I couldn’t imagine myself anywhere else but here with Shane, having him thrust deep inside hitting spots I didn’t even know I had.  
 
    “Yes! Mmmm...Just like that. Don’t stop.” I had no idea what I was saying, but keeping quiet was not an option with how good he felt. 
 
    Shane reared up, wrapping his arms around my back, bringing me closer so he could take my breast in his mouth. The duel pushing and pulling sensations from top to bottom flung me off the edge. A strangled scream broke through my closed mouth, I was trying not to alert the entire forest as to what we were doing.  
 
    Shane grabbed my head and kissed me long and deep as my orgasm seemed to go on forever. After what felt like an eternity, Shane groaned and stiffened, lifting me off of him so he slipped out he still held me in a hug and kissed me as he came all over our stomachs.  
 
    Slipping boneless to the ground, I watched dazed as he washed off in the river, marveling at his tanned and toned body. His tight ass that I suddenly had the urge to bite when he bent over to pick up his clothes. I wanted to weep as he continued to cover his perfect body.  
 
    “You know, it’s a waste that you guys cover yourselves all the time. We should just form our own nudist colony and stay naked all the time.” 
 
    Shane chuckled, turning around he grinned, “Oh I can’t see that flying with Thorne. Maybe if we wore loincloths or something, no way in hell would he want to see all the sausage hanging out.”  
 
    I laughed and let him help me up so I could dress, “I can be very persuasive. I’ll just have to ask him about the idea when he’s at his most vulnerable.”  
 
    I winked at Shane, but his eyes became guarded and stormy. “Hey, did I say something wrong?” 
 
    “No, but we should be getting back. Don’t want the others to worry that something happened to us.”  
 
    “Okay.” The warm afterglow I had faded fast in the wake of his distance. I know I said something wrong, but for the life of me I couldn’t figure out what.  
 
    The rest of the day, Shane avoided me. I tried not to let his actions hurt me, brushing it off saying we were just having fun, we were both adults, we could handle this. But Connors ultimatum rang throughout my head. I saw the worried glances the others gave me as I left my dinner barely touched and went to my room, claiming exhaustion.  
 
    Tomorrow was a new day, I would sleep on it and figure out what the hell was Shane’s problem, even if I had to kick his ass. 
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    “Anyone want to clue me in on why the hell our girl looks to be on the verge of crying?” I ground my teeth together to keep my voice low. It was what I always did, habit from when missions would go sideways and I couldn’t yell. 
 
    Colter shrugged, “I have no idea. She hasn’t talked to me, but Shane was acting squirrely around her after their lesson.” 
 
    Connor cleared the table giving us his opinion. “My guess is he said something to her in his normal jackass fashion and she doesn’t know how to process it.”  
 
    My eyes snapped to the doorway when Britt spoke. I swear that girl really was a witch, showing up out of the blue, sneaky as fuck I never knew when she would be around a corner. “Oh please. I know what happened and I just got here. But by your comments, they slept together and she, being Lexi, started talking non-stop and said something to him. Which in turn he said something off hand to her and she took it personally.”  
 
    “You think?” I gazed out the window into the backyard where Shane was chopping wood. He only chopped wood when he was angry about something and trying to work it out instead of going off on any of us.  
 
    I glanced back at Britt in time to see her roll her eyes, “I don’t have to think. Just give me five minutes with him.” She flashed a wicked smile and pushed off the doorframe. 
 
    “Uh.. Brit, I don’t,” Colter tried to stop her and I cringed, I was man enough to admit she scared the living daylights out of me.  
 
    I liked her like a sister, but just like a sister who knows all of your deep, dark secrets I also never wanted her wrath aimed at me. 
 
    “You don’t, what, Pony boy? I got this handled, you just go back to pumping iron or whatever it is you do.” She brushed past him. 
 
    I covered my mouth with my hand to stifle my laughter, I was going to tease him mercilessly about that nickname she just gave him.  
 
    “Did she just, seriously call me Pony Boy?” Colter looked at us with amazement on his face. 
 
    I chuckled, turning to keep an eye on the proceedings outside, making sure there would be no bloodshed. “Yep. She did. I like it, it suits you. Don’t you think Con-man?” 
 
    Conner snickered, “I knew I liked her. She’s like the sister I never had.” 
 
    “Same and she’s good for Lex. I’m glad we let her know Lexi was okay. I think all of this would be harder on her if she was alone.” I winced, “Damn, that had to hurt.” 
 
    “What? What just happened?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes; the twins had a bad habit of talking in unison without realizing it. Both moved to stand behind me watching the show outside. 
 
    Britt had slapped Shane and was now proceeding to lecture him by the looks of it. “I wouldn’t want to be him right now. Britt is like a mama bear with a cub when it involves Lex.” 
 
    We all scattered, trying to act natural as she turned on her heel and stomped inside, her face a mask of rage. She slammed through the back door, “Your friend out there is a complete fucking idiot if he can’t see that Lexi is not his ex. In fact I’m convinced she’s as far removed from his ex as a fucking orange and a potato is. I’m going to talk to Lexi, all of you leave her the hell alone.” 
 
    We all stared dumbfounded as she stomped off in a huff. “Hawk!” I bellowed after a min. 
 
    “I’m right here, no need to summon me, Sarge.”  
 
    Oh, I could tell this was going to be one of the times I have to hold myself back from killing him. He only called me Sarge, when he had his panties in a twist. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I slept with her. Okay! Like a fucking idiot I slept with Lexi, and afterwards she was saying how it’s a shame we all have to cover our bodies and we should make our own nudists colony. I told her you wouldn't go for it, and she said she could be persuasive and would ask you at your most vulnerable. I knew she meant when you guys were in bed and it immediately pissed me off. Here we were, on the bank of the river, just finishing fucking each other’s brains out and she was already thinking about you!” 
 
    I held up my hand to silence him. If he said one more thing I was going to punch his fucking face threw the wall, “First, we are all fucking adults and are going into this with our eyes wide open. So It’s a completely different situation than Amy. Who was two fucking years ago! Get the fuck over it man! Second, she was probably joking! Granted we should have warned her you have no sense of humor! Damnit Hawk, I swear to whoever runs this shit show we call life if you have fucked up our chances with Lexi, I will kill you slowly and painfully!” 
 
    “Over a broad? Really?” 
 
    “No over your own stupid ego and hurt pride. We all know you want her and like her just as much as we do. Are you really going to screw up your chance at happiness with us because you can’t let Amy go?” 
 
    His eyes got hooded and he walked off without answering. I growled and grabbed my gear, “I got the late shift tonight. See you in the morning.” 
 
    I strode out in a foul mood, hopefully my shift was quiet and I could work out my anger in the station gym. I felt the need to hit something. 
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    The day dawned bright and clear, but I had been up for hours. It was hard to fall asleep last night, and once I finally did, I was plagued with bad dreams all night. Waking up in a cold sweat, heart racing, hands clenched. I don’t remember what caused this feeling of dread in the pit of my stomach, but it refused to go away.  
 
    I kept telling myself it had nothing to do with Britt’s revelation about Shane last night, but I wasn’t fooling myself this time. 
 
    Standing in front of my window watching the sunrise, I had to admit Thorne was an excellent EMT, or makeshift doctor. I felt a hundred times better than I did when I woke up yesterday. I must have slept through the worst of everything. Not to mention the sexual healing I got from Shane yesterday, I snickered to myself, then sobered up. 
 
    Feeling my back, I brushed my hands along my wounds, the stitches in my back only pulled slightly, and my ribs were only slightly tender. I probed them lightly while I thought.  
 
     I knew something was plaguing my mind, something I should be focused on and worried about. But no matter how hard I strived to gain just a glimpse of it, the harder it was to hold on to. Slipping through my fingers like water through a sieve. I sighed and rubbed my temples, trying to get rid of the monster headache I brought on myself.  
 
    What I needed was coffee, aspirin and food. In that order. Turning around I got dressed in my faded and worn blue jeans, with a light teal tank top and heavy black cardigan sweater. It was one of my favorite outfits, and I needed something of mine right now. I was missing the comforts of home just a little.  
 
    Looking in the mirror hanging on the back of the door, I winced, my hair was so tangled, from tossing and turning so much, it would make this migraine worse right now. I once again tossed my hair up into a loose messy bun and brushed my teeth. I’ll deal with my hair another time. 
 
    Taking a closer look at myself in the mirror, I made a face at myself. The circle’s under my eyes were still dark; my skin looked pale and sickly. I had no idea how anyone could be attracted to me like this. But to each their own I guess.  
 
    I may have felt better but I certainly had a way to go before I looked better. I shook my head lightly and took out the small bag of makeup Britt had brought me last night. I had a feeling I would need my face armor for today. 
 
    Now I just had to come up with a reason to leave, I wasn’t in any hurry to though, honestly, I didn't want to leave at all. I had nothing waiting for me but an empty house, granted I loved my house, but it was still lonely. I hadn’t realized how lonely and quiet it was until being here for close to three weeks now.  Oh, add in the fact that someone was supposedly trying to kill me---  
 
    What are you talking about? It was probably a fluke thing, some physco in the woods. You were an easy target nothing more. Someone is not out to get you. Besides you have Brit and you love your house, you just like having four hot guys fawn over you. Now, nut up and stop being a big ‘giner.  
 
    I chided myself and turned away from the mirror after one last long look. Yeah, denial was not just a river in Egypt. I was going to deny, deny, deny that anyone was after me until the day I died. 
 
    I was as good as I was going to get, time to face the guys. Squaring my shoulders I pulled open my door, prepared to march into the kitchen and ignore the sinfully gorgeous men in the house. Instead I received a knock on my forehead.  
 
    I rub my forehead lightly, “Shit. I’m awake already, Thorne. What sense are you trying to knock into me?” I huffed out. 
 
    A grin crossed his lips so fast, I told myself that I imagined it, “Sorry, Lexi. You did open the door and step out like your room was on fire. I didn’t have a chance to stop my knock.” My panties got wet just hearing his low sexy chuckle. Sweet baby Jesus, I was seriously deprived, or just one horny bitch. I was voting for the second option. 
 
    Fuck! Not 20 minutes into the day and already I need a new pair.  
 
    I blew out a breath ruffling my bangs a bit, crossing my arms over my chest, I told him, “Not my fault you’re lurking in front of my door like Lurch.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Thorne narrowed his eyes, “I do not lurk! Nor do I in any way, shape, or form resemble Lurch.” 
 
    “Sure, whatever you say, Lurch.” I gave him a patronizing pat on his muscled chest and pushed past him.  
 
    My core clenched at the small contact, it felt like lighting ran through my body. Begging me to haul his ass back into the room they gave me and have my wicked way with him.  
 
    Down, you greedy little bitch. 
 
    I walked down the hallway keenly aware of him at my back. He was so close I could smell his woodsy and mint scent. I tried to discreetly take a deep breath, but failed if him chuckling was anything to go by.  
 
    His breath was hot on my neck as he leaned in and whispered in my ear, “Like what you smell, Cupcake?” 
 
    Even though shivers were racing up and down my spine, I didn’t show his effect on me. His brother made it very fucking clear what was going to happen. Which was nothing. Absolutely fucking nothing. Unless one of these jackass’s could knock some sense into Shane’s thick skull.  
 
    I shook my head and smiled ruefully at my thoughts, knowing he couldn’t see my smile, “I don't smell any cupcakes! Do you have some? Because I’m dying for some chocolate here!” 
 
    I could hear the scowl in his voice, “No, I was calling you, Cupcake.”  
 
    “Oh I know Thorny, I’m not stupid. However, I’m also not a fucking cupcake. Cupcakes are delicious and made for eatin….” I trailed off when my words registered in my head. What the fuck did you just say, Lexi? 
 
    I let out a small yelp when Thorne grabbed my waist from behind, pulling me back against his rock hard chest, his arms sliding around my front holding me close.  
 
    He nipped my ear, making me shiver and my core clenched again hard. “Who says I don’t want to eat you, Cupcake?” 
 
    I nearly groaned as he tilted my head to the side and kissed my neck. Christian was never like this; he was always more of the wham-bam-thank-you-mamn variety. He never was one for cuddling, or showing affection, and in bed he was more about getting off then foreplay.  
 
    How the hell did I put up with that for a fucking year? 
 
    I had never been very aggressive in getting what I wanted out of a bed partner. Figuring it was their job to know what the fuck to do and make sure I got off. But ever since I’ve been reading those Reverse Harems that Britt has been giving me--I’m starting to wonder if I should be more assertive in what I want.  
 
    Don’t forget it worked yesterday too.  
 
    That’s right! 
 
    So what do you want right now?` 
 
    Right now I wanted to feel Thorne’s lips against mine and my body pressed flush to his. Feeling his erection rubbing against my stomach, see how much he wants me.  
 
    Maybe if I’m assertive enough, Connor will come around. Then I can have all four of them. At the same time. 
 
    I moaned at the image in my head. Suddenly I’m spun around and my back is pressed against the wall. It was almost as if he could read my thoughts and know what I wanted. Thorne grabbed the back of my neck and lowered his mouth to mine. Nibbling softly before sliding his tongue along the seam of my lips soothing the sting. I gasped and he took that opportunity to slide his tongue into my mouth. My hips arched forward of their own accord, seeking his hardness pressed into my softness.  
 
    We both moaned as our tongues continued to duel with each other. One of his hands slid down my curves to cup my breast, squeezing lightly, testing the weight before rolling the nipple between his fingers. I have never been a fan of padded bras, seeing how I had more than enough to fill them out, I didn’t need the padding. Right then I was so glad I didn’t too, as I could feel everything through my shirt and bra. It felt amazing. 
 
    I ran my hands over his chest, gripping the back of his neck and pulled him even closer to me.  
 
    I know we’ll have to come up for air soon, but before we do, I needed to feel him. I snaked one of my hands back down his hard muscled chest and lightly grazed my nails over his erection. He felt so big through his jeans, I shuddered. It was his turn to gasp as I slowly glided my hand back and forth over the front of his jeans.  
 
    That didn’t satisfy me nearly as much as I thought it would, so I deftly snapped open his pants, tugging on the zipper. Before he even knew what was happening, my hand was wrapped, as far as it could go, around his hard cock as it sprang free.   
 
    He was so wide, I could barely get my hand around him, he groaned and thrusted into my hand. One of his hands started wandering down my curves again and he did the same thing I just pulled on him. I panted, thrusting my hips as soon as he cupped my heated center. Groaning, I let my head fall back as I continued to stroke him, Not caring where we were. 
 
    “Tell me to stop, Lexi. Tell me to leave you alone.” He whispered in my ear. 
 
    I shook my head back and forth wildly, “No! Don’t stop! Don’t you dare leave me alone, Thorne.” 
 
    Thorne’s head dropped to my shoulder, where he stroked my neck with his tongue and continued his love bites. I was so aroused I could feel myself getting soaked, as he expertly rubbed his finger in circles over my very sensitive clit.  
 
    My hand moved faster up and down his hard length. I loved hearing his moans and gasping breaths as I worked him over. It made me feel empowered, and sexy. I arched my back on a strangled scream when he slowly pushed a finger into me, still somehow circling my clit. My body was smothered in pleasure, I was lost to everything. 
 
    “Come for me, Lexi. Let me see that gorgeous face of yours alight with pleasure.” I vaguely heard Thorne say. 
 
    I opened my eyes, my head falling to the side, giving his wandering mouth even easier access to my neck. I saw Colter and Shane standing at the entrance to the hallway. Both of their eyes were liquid fire as they watched me with their friend. I felt a thrill run up my spine as I noticed they were hard too. Their faces were a mix of pain and pleasure. Of hunger and lust.  
 
    Maybe Shane isn’t as unaffected as he pretends to be. Maybe he was just spooked yesterday.  
 
    Seeing Colter slowly lick his lips, sent me over the edge. I came. Hard. The pleasure was so intense that I nearly blacked out as wave after wave hit me. I turned my head, just in time to see Thornes face fall slack with bliss, grunting his release into my hand and over the floor. His slate blue eyes were half lidded as he looked at me with a wicked smile, withdrawing his hand from my body and pants.   
 
    I let out a little whimper at the aching loss of him, my eyes flying wide as he raised his hand and licked it clean. It was the hottest thing I had ever seen, he let out a growl and closed his eyes as if he was savoring my taste. 
 
    “I was right. You do taste like cupcakes.” His voice was rough and gritty, his chocolate brown hair mussed like he just rolled out of bed. Or, like he almost just had sex in a hallway. I didn’t even try to stop the giggle that bubbled up my throat.  
 
    “I get to taste her next.” Colter’s voice rang out, husky and low. Both Thorne and I turned our heads to see him casually propped up against the wall, muscled arms crossed over his chest, a wicked grin on his lips. He threw me a small hand towel, I flashed him a grateful smile as I wiped my hand off. 
 
    Shane was still looking at us with heat in his eyes, but no smile graced his face. I licked my lips, feeling the urge to taste him again. To taste all of them.  
 
    I gulped silently, my body heating again at his words and my own lustful thoughts. In the span of 24 hours I had, had not one but two of the best orgasms of my life and here I was like a greedy bitch already panting after yet another man.  
 
    Damn. My body must’ve been missing more than I thought, if I’m reacting this way. Thorne and I didn’t even fully have sex! Jesus… would I even survive sex with all of them at once? 
 
    I cleared my throat, buttoning up my pants and adjusting my clothing, I started moving down the hallway again, my nose thrust up into the air. Trying to act indifferent when all I wanted to do was throw myself at all of them and beg them to take me. 
 
    Shane’s unhappy yet lustful face looms in my vision as I get closer and my good mood evaporates quickly. He will be the end to all of this. 
 
    “Who says there’ll be a next time?” I glared at Shane as I walked by him. It may not be right, but it felt good to lay all of the blame for my mood and everything in between squarely at his feet.  
 
    I marched into the kitchen, heading straight for the sink and washed my hands, Thorne did the same. Next I headed to the coffee pot, pouring myself a cup, doctoring it the way I liked, sweet and light. I turned around and slowly brought the cup to my lips, blowing softly before taking a sip. I noticed my headache was gone. Damn, Thorne has magic fingers in more ways than one.   
 
    You got that right, sista! 
 
    Oh, shut up you! 
 
    I didn't miss the way all of their eyes heated up again as I blew on my coffee. I shook it off like the well balanced and responsible adult I was. The hallway and forest were mistakes, one’s that shouldn’t, no couldn’t happen again. So I might as well get on with it, and figure out where the hell my car was and where the Doc’s thoughts were on when I could leave.  
 
    “Is Connor still sleeping?” I looked around realizing for the first time that he was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Which was just as well. If he had seen what just happened, I'm sure he would’ve had a few choice words for my behavior. My mood plummeted even further south, I scowled and glared at my cup like it was him right in front of me.  
 
    “Why the change in mood, pequeño guerrero? Thorne not give you a good enough orgasm?” Little did they know I knew some Spanish. Shane just called me little warrior, again. 
 
    I turned my scowl onto Shane, but before I could open my mouth to give him the scathing retort I so badly wanted to give him, Thorne threw a wet towel at Shane.  
 
    I didn’t say anything as I rummaged around the fridge, trying to decide what was safe for me to make. I’m not much of a cook, I’m a better baker then a cook, but I think I could manage eggs… or toast, I’ve done toast before. 
 
    “Here let me.” Thorne nudged me gently out of the way, reaching in the fridge to gather ingredients for an omelet it looked like. 
 
    “Connor went into town; he’s going to talk with Britt about Christian again see if he’s been acting weird.” 
 
    That feeling of dread bloomed in my stomach again, but I refused to acknowledge it. It had to be just that stupid dream that I couldn’t even remember. Mother always said I was a bit of a drama queen when it came to my nightmares.  
 
    “Soooo.” I drew the word out and pursed my lips, sitting down at the island to watch Thorne work. Trying to think through my words, it was never my strong suit but I was really trying to stop constantly spewing out word vomit. 
 
    “So, what?” Colter asked, leaning against the counter, casually handing items to Thorne. 
 
    I shook myself lightly, getting out of my head and start, “So, about what Connor said the other day and what just occurred in the hallway. And the forest,” I mumbled the last part but the guys grinned and glanced at each other. I could feel Shane hovering in the background. “That can’t happen again. I know you hate me, or what the fuck ever, I represent to you Shane and you would never be on board with anything like that. That’s fine. But just hear me out. As I said before, my grandmother had five men that she was seeing, and sleeping with, for as long as I can remember. So I’m not as closed minded as others would be to that type of relationship. Hell in many ways they were essentially married, and had a damn better marriage then my own mother and father.  
 
    “However with that said, I also just got out of a long term relationship and am not ready to jump back in the saddle. So If you guys want to keep seeing me when I leave that is up to you. However, I will not break up your family here. So you have no fear from me on that end. Honestly, you’re all pretty great, at least what I know of you guys so far. I mean you rescued a perfect stranger and nursed me back to health. I really appreciate that, but I’m not convinced that someone is actually out to get me and that I wasn’t just an easy target. I was hiking in the woods, alone. Not to mention, I was so absorbed in my camera that I tuned everything out. Now with all of that said, I want to go home. Today.” 
 
    All three men froze at the end of my speech. So much for not spewing words. Good one, again, Lex. It’s a wonder they don't think you’re a total nutcase.  
 
    But once I started, I couldn’t help it. I wanted all of them, and If I continued to stay here, things would escalate between one or all of us. I wasn’t willing to risk their life-long friendship just because I wanted them. What kind of woman would that make me if I did? 
 
    I pushed off the stool and turned away, walking fast back to my room, so I didn’t have to see their reactions. All I had to do now was pack what little I had and go back home. After I either hiked back to my car, assuming I could find it or asked one of the guys for a lift. Or I could call Britt, though she probably wouldn’t come get me. She wanted me to be with all four of them. To bad not all of them felt the same way.  
 
    I really didn't want to go home to an empty house. But I had no choice. I had the same problem with my willpower as I did with keeping my words to myself. Meaning I had none. Maybe I should get a dog, protection and company. 
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    I stood there like an idiot and watched her walk away. I knew I had been a bit of an ass to her, but I honestly didn’t think she would leave. I could feel the dagger like looks my brothers were sending me. Slicing through skin and bone, straight to my heart. If looks could kill--- damn straight, I would be laying on this floor, with no breath. 
 
    They all blamed me for this. Just because I couldn’t make up my mind where she was concerned. I have to admit, I’ve been flip-flopping so fast that I was starting to think I was going to give myself whiplash if I kept it up. I wanted to try; I really did. But fuck if Amy didn’t fuck with my head worse than I thought.  
 
    I thought yesterday would've gotten Lexi out of my system. Especially since she started talking about the other guys almost as soon as we were done. And then again today with what happened in the hallway with Thorne. I thought I would feel jealous, and I did yesterday for a brief second. But today seeing her and Thorne, I was jealous that I wasn’t a part of what they were doing. I wanted to taste Lexi too, I wanted to have her moaning... 
 
    “Damnit. Lexi, hold up!” Colter called out, grabbing a plate with food he rushed out to chase after her.  
 
    I sighed and rubbed my hand down my face, going to the back door I pulled it open just as Thorne handed me a water bottle. I looked at him over my shoulder, the worry and frustration I could see etched on his face pisses me off.  
 
    “Don’t look at me like that, Thorne. I’m fine.” 
 
    “No, you’re not, brother. I can see it. Con and Colt can see it. And by what Lexi, said, she can see it as well. When will you? Amy fucked you over so did Adam, but you have even said yourself that you felt relief… or was that just a cover?” 
 
    Before I could reply he turned away, heading back to the stove. “I don’t know anymore.” I mumbled to myself and headed out into the woods. It was scary how observant Thorne was, always had been. He knew I needed to blow off some steam and thing shit over; he knew I would head for the woods on a run. 
 
    I had been telling myself and everyone around me ever since it happened that I felt nothing but relief that she was gone. Jogging alone in the woods, I felt a sense of calm and peace wash over me as I admitted for the first time that I had felt betrayed. Betrayed by her and my brother.  
 
    Our parents had died when I was 12. Adam was 8, and took it harder than I did. I was privy to their fights, I sheltered Adam as much as I could. So he only knew that I didn’t cry at the funeral, he thought I was indifferent to it all. He couldn’t be more wrong; I was devastated by Mom’s death. I never wanted her to die, but my father.. him I couldn’t care less. I took the beatings he gave like a man, I never cried out or alerted anyone else to what was happening.  
 
    During one of our parents fights I had come out of my room and yelled at Dad that if he touched our mother I would kill him. That was the only thing Adam remembers that I told Dad I would kill him. Both died in a car accident a week later.  
 
    Adam has never forgiven me. While I was rebellious and acted out at the foster homes, he was sweet as pie. Until the Hawkston’s adopted us, then he showed his true colors. He used to compete with me in everything. He would break all of my school records, to prove he was better than me. Only thing he never did was follow me into the military. For that I’m grateful, the things I saw over there...the things I had to do. I would never want my little brother to see or do those things. 
 
    I was almost back to the house when the sound of a car leaving made my heart squeeze in my chest. She’s gone. I let my stupid fucking past get in the way of what should have been a wonderful thing. Now it’s too late. I stopped at the edge of the woods, drinking water watching the taillights fade. 
 
    “Damnit Shane, Stop feeling sorry for yourself and get your ass back to the house!” Thorne hollered. 
 
    I chuckled and started walking again, ever since we were kids all of us had unofficially made Thorne our leader. It was still that way, so when Thorne told you to get your ass back, you got your ass back. 
 
    “What?” I huffed a little as I came up the back porch steps. Guess I had been running faster than I thought. 
 
    “Colter and Lexi just left to go do some shopping in Boston. Figured whoever was after her wouldn’t find her there.”  
 
    The wave of relief I felt at his words nearly made me stagger. She didn’t leave for good; she was coming back. 
 
    “He convinced her to stay?” 
 
    “For now. But you need to figure out what you want, brother. Because you are flirting with her, sleeping with her, giving her the cold shoulder, then looking at her like you did when she was with me. Yeah I saw you, then turning away and ignoring her, again--- it’s not cool man. Look I know they did you wrong, but it’s been two fucking years, Hawk. Time to move the fuck on. It’s not like we’re asking you to marry Lexi. All we are asking is that you give it a try, see if we can make this thing work.”  
 
    I nodded, “I hear what you’re saying. I’m trying, okay. I thought the shit with Amy didn't fuck with me so bad. But now I’m thinking it did.” 
 
    “No shit, you think?” He smirked at me, I punched him in the arm and scowl. “Hey, remember when we were kids?” 
 
    “Yeah, what of it? We got into some trouble.” I smiled. 
 
    Thorne chuckled, “Yeah, we did. That’s not what I’m talking about. I’m talking about the fact that we used to talk about what we wanted in a girl. When we discovered that we all liked and wanted the same things, we joked that someday we were going to find that one woman for all of us.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Thorne! We were kids, for Christ sake! Do you honestly believe Lexi is that one girl for all of us? What about society huh? Salem is not a forward thinking town! What would happen to your job if they found out you were in a relationship with one girl and three other guys?” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn! What others think is their business. My relationships have no bearing on how I do my job.” 
 
    “I know that. But will others?” 
 
    “We can cross that bridge when we come to it. All I’m asking you now, is do you want her?” 
 
    I stared at Thorne; did I want Lexi? God, yes. She’s sweet, funny, sassy, smart and beautiful. But I have worked my ass off to get my Vet practice up and running. This was the first year that we were actually getting new clients. I didn't want to see that disappear because of nosy, gossiping busybodies.  
 
    I made one last plea to Thorne. “If we lose our jobs, how will we be able to support Lexi? Ourselves?” 
 
    He gave me a scathing look, “Brother, when the fuck have you ever known me not have a contingency plan?” 
 
    I chuckled, Thorne always had a contingency plan and then another contingency plan after that. Saved our asses more than once in seemingly no-win situations. “Care to share with the class?” 
 
    “Nope. Just know it’s there, and make up your fucking mind. What does your heart and body want?” 
 
    “Lexi.” I said without hesitation. At least I could admit that. It was the moving forward part I didn’t know how to deal with.   
 
    “Then, let’s get her and keep her brother.” 
 
    I smiled, nodding, as we walked into the kitchen I saw Lexi’s camera still sitting on the island. “What do you make of this? She got so upset when we mentioned it the other day.” 
 
    “I checked it out, there’s an engraving on the bottom.” 
 
    I picked it up carefully as it was pretty smashed up, turning it over I read the inscription. “Show the world the real you, Lex. Love Roxy. Who’s Roxy?” 
 
    “I don’t know but it means a lot to our girl.”  
 
    “Our girl, huh?” 
 
    “If you give it a chance, she could be.” 
 
    I nodded again, walking away, I was still holding the camera, I had a buddy in Boston that repairs cameras. I felt bad for being kind’ve a yo-yo dick to Lexi. Getting her camera fixed for her would go a long way to repairing the damage I did to our relationship. Hopefully.  
 
    The guys were right, I should give it a try. Now if only I could keep my tongue in check.  
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    Colter and I were flying down the highway towards Boston. He had convinced me to go shopping with him instead of leaving like I originally planned. He was so sweet and kind, always chasing after me and apologizing for his asshat companions. At first I told him no way in fucking hell, but then he said we would make a weekend getaway out of it and stated that Boston would be safest. I still didn’t think that someone was after me, but I played along as I didn’t really want to leave the guys just yet. 
 
    Turning down the music Colter glanced at me, grinning, “So. I know you like to hike and take pictures, what else do you like to do?” 
 
    I chuckled, “So we’re onto the twenty questions portion of our relationship now? Okay I’ll play. I like to read and dance. You?” 
 
    “I read as well! See we have so much in common already. I like to bowl, and play softball in the summer.  Any siblings?” 
 
    My heart clenched and I Iooked out the window at the passing scenery. I never knew how to answer this question. Did I say I had a sister, and then deal with the questions? Or did I simply say yes, one and leave it at that? Or do I deny her altogether? 
 
    Sighing, I answered, “Yes, one. Names Roxanne. We called her Roxy.” 
 
    “Called her?” I could feel the quick glance Colter sent my way; I was hoping he wouldn’t of caught that. But it felt wrong to refer to her like she was still alive. And no way in hell could I deny she existed.  
 
    “Yes. She’s dead. Seven years now.” I winced at the curtness in my voice. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. I’ve never actually lost anyone in my family. But I have lost brothers in arms. Guys I worked with for years, friends, colleagues, people I respected and admired. Some even died in my arms. I’m not going to say I know how it feels, I hated when others would tell me that. And I’m not going to say it’ll be okay, because who the hell knows if it will be. But I am going to say that I’m here if you need to talk. No questions, no judgement. Promise. Just a willing ear.” 
 
    Colter grabbed my hand, raising it, he gave it a quick kiss that sent a shockwave through my body and straight to my lady bits. I flashed him a quick smile, turning my head to stare out of the window again.  
 
    The rest of the drive passed quickly and before I knew it, we were in Boston. This was only my second time in Boston. I loved the old world architecture blended with the new. Boston had an energy, a feel all its own. I loved the little shops, especially the antique shops. My house was a mix of old and new, eccentric and boring.  
 
    I couldn’t resist going into the antique shops. Colter and I talked the entire time. He was easy to talk and flirt with, but I still didn’t bring up Roxy. After my woods ordeal, and the anniversary of her death coming up, it was all too much for me to take.  
 
    After a couple hours, I could tell Colter was lagging, as much as he tried to hide it. I chuckled, nudging him with my hip, “How about we stop for lunch somewhere? I’m starved.” 
 
    “I was already headed that way. You, woman, can shop! I have never seen anyone haggle so much over prices.” He flashed me a sexy lopsided grin and I couldn’t help but smile back. He helped raise my spirits back into my happy realm. 
 
    “What can I say? It’s in my blood. Besides those antique shop owners love to haggle just as much as I do. If not more.” 
 
    Colter stopped and held open a door for me, shaking his head. “But you bested nearly every single one of them. Except for that first one.” 
 
    I made a face as I swept past him, “Don’t remind me. I’m still sore about it.” 
 
    I stopped in my tracks when I saw that we were in a fancy restaurant. We were not dressed for this. But, what the hell. Time to channel my inner Grams. She would always tell me, act like you belong somewhere and no one will question you.  
 
    I often wondered if Grams was a spy in her youth. She had way too many secrets and knew too much to just be a rich widower with five lovers. 
 
    I could tell right away the concierge didn’t want to let us anywhere near his tables. I stood up to my full height, put on my best haughty mask and whispered out of the corner of my mouth to Colter, “I got this.”    
 
    Before he could respond I strode forward, quickly I noted his name tag. How original, Francois. I checked the urge to roll my eyes at him. “Ahh, Francois! Bonjour, ravi de vous revoir!”  
 
    I didn’t stop until I was right next to him and gave him an air kiss on both cheeks. I could see him pale a bit, my hunch that he wouldn’t know a lick of French, despite his name, was correct. Poor guy had no idea I told him it was nice to see him again. For all he knew I could have asked how his wife and kids were.  
 
    He cleared his throat, “Ah, oui, madam, sir! We had no idea you would be joining us today! Zee, usual table for two?”  
 
    His French accent was so bad I almost wept. If anyone from France was to eat here they would be offended.  
 
    I didn’t let any of this show, giving him my best smile. “Oui, mais bien sur! Vous salaud.” 
 
    He motioned us to follow him, I could hear Colter snickering behind me. I dropped back, elbowing him in the stomach, “Shhh.. you’ll blow our cover!”  
 
    The concierge stopped at an intimate table for two. I smiled brilliantly “Génial, merci!” I slid into my seat, the poor man bowed and practically made a run for it. I shook my head and laughed, picking up the menu I asked Colter, “What in heaven's name made you pick this place? You realize we are seriously underdressed don’t you?” 
 
     “Yes, but it was worth it to see you in action like that. I had no idea you speak French. By the way, what on earth did you say to him?” 
 
    I chuckled and glanced up at him from under my lashes, “First, I simply acted like I knew him, telling him it was good to see him again.” I shrugged. “After he replied in that ghastly French accent, I knew he didn't speak a word of it. So, when he asked for the usual table I told him ‘but, of course. You swine.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows at me in disbelief. “What?! It really was horrible! If someone came in here that was actually from France they would be so offended by the way he was talking they would leave immediately."  
 
    "I can't believe you could tell it was a fake accent. The fact that you speak fluent French just ups your hotness factor, you know." Colter’s voice had a sexy rasp, and his eyes had a mischievous twinkle in them, before I could ask him what he was thinking a deep voice spoke up from behind me. “Well, shit I thought that was a real accent. I’ll have to fire him and find someone else.” 
 
     I squeaked a little, jumping in my seat as Colter laughed boisterously. Blushing profusely, I turned in my seat to see a striking older gentleman. His salt and pepper hair suited his rugged handsomeness to perfection. I couldn’t imagine him being any other way. My boarding school education kicked in, but I was also nervous. I just knew he was the owner of the restaurant.   
 
    “I’m sorry if I offended you. I didn't mean to. It’s just that I went to boarding school in France, so I can tell a fake one from a real one. Most Americans won’t know the difference. So you’re safe in that regard. It’s very hard to get any accent right but for some reason French is the hardest. I basically grew up in France and even though I speak it fluently, the natives can tell I’m American. You have a beautiful restaurant by the way. I’ve always wanted to eat here but never have. I have no idea why, of course this is also only my second trip to Boston…”  Colter’s hand descended over my mouth, effectively silencing me  
 
    I could feel my blush deepen. I must have looked like an overripe tomato at this point. Colter and the man were chuckling. “You’re right son, she is cute when she does that. Reminds me of your mother.”  
 
    My eyes bugged out of my head, holy fuckballs! This was Connor and Colter’s dad? Why the fuck would he bring me here? And why the hell would he be telling his dad, or parents about me? What the fuck was he playing at? Was he trying to impress me that his family owned a very nice restaurant? But then why didn't the concierge recognize him? As the boss’s son shouldn’t he have known who Colter was? No wonder he was confident when he walked in here! But I didn’t appreciate being made fun of. And that was how I felt right now. Rational or not. 
 
    I nipped his hand over my mouth, turning in my seat I glared at Colter.  
 
    “What? Why do you look upset, Asthore?”  
 
    I narrowed my eyes farther, trying not to swoon at the endearment he just called me in front of his father. I did not like surprises, let’s see him talk his way out of this one. 
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    The betrayal and hurt I saw on Lexi’s face, even though she was trying to mask it behind anger, took my breath away. I had no idea what I did to get her so upset. Then I did what my mother always told me to do when a female was upset. Look at it from her point of view.  
 
    I brought her to a nice restaurant, underdressed. I didn't tell her I knew the owners or that she would end up meeting my dad. She essentially took charge as if to save me from the embarrassment of being turned away. The concierge was new so he didn’t know who I was, but she wouldn’t have known that. She probably thought this was some stunt I pulled on all of the girls I brought here. Granted I hadn’t ever brought a girl to any of my family restaurants, of which we owned several. But again, she wouldn’t know that. 
 
    My family was Irish, French, German, and Italian. My parents always made us study the history of everything we were. Food was a big part of that. They knew that a restaurant that served everything from those countries would be next to impossible to get off the ground. So they started with a little Irish pub that blossomed, after that they opened a restaurant for every country we came from. If someone was to marry into the family, they would look into their background as well, and probably open more restaurants if they found a different nationality.   
 
    But she didn’t know any of that, because I never said a word to her of it. Well, fuck. Of course she felt hurt and betrayed. Especially since Dad and I are standing here laughing. Colt you are a world class idiot! 
 
    Staring into her pale blue eyes, I ran my hand down her cheek as I squatted down, “Lexi. I swear, this was not a tactic to embarrass you, or impress you. I had some business to discuss with my dad and thought you'd like the food here. If the concierge wasn’t new he would’ve recognized me right away. Then I was so enthralled with the perfect way you slid into speaking French that I got lost just watching you. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. Or give you a heads up that you would be meeting my dad. This was not a... bring you home to meet the parents type of thing. Okay? This was simply a... I needed to talk to my dad and you needed to eat, type of thing.” 
 
    My dad wisely stayed silent; he’s had way more practice than me with the whole upset female thing. Smiling brilliantly she said something in French. I had no idea what she just said but I was pretty sure she cussed me out. My father, who did speak French, laughed and replied. Her face lit up as her and my father strike up a conversation in French.  
 
    I sat back in my seat, and just watched her, she really was captivating. There was a light that radiated from her. It drew the eye of every red-blooded male within 50 feet. She had no idea how utterly ravishing she was. That was the best part.  
 
    Thorne and Britt did an amazing job when they picked out clothes for her. The hip-hugging, black, skinny jeans and tall black leather boots, paired with a red and white striped long sleeved shirt, fit her to perfection. She was making my mouth water. 
 
    She looked amazing. However, as good as the clothes looked on her, I wanted nothing more than to rip them off and bend her over this table. Or take her back to mine and Connor’s apartment that we keep in the city, and make love to her there.  
 
    I was watching her closely, so closely that she couldn’t hide the small grimace as she shifted in her seat. She had healed so amazingly that I completely forgot she was severely injured a little over two weeks ago.  
 
    I couldn’t help but interrupt their conversation. “Dad, I think I need to feed my woman and get her home. We’ve had a long day and she is just getting over bronchitis.” 
 
    “Well hell, shit of course, here I am monopolizing her time. When you came here to be with this beautiful lady. Not have your old man chat her up. Sorry son.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Dad. How about we order then you and I can go talk some business before the food comes.” I looked at Lexi, “I promise to only be a few minutes.” 
 
    The smile she sent me was radiant. I kept hold of the growl I want to let loose after I heard a couple of guys take deep breaths at her smile. “Of course! I know how important work can be. I’ll be fine here on my own.” 
 
    I smiled, signaling the waiter. “Hello, John. How’s the new wife treating you?” 
 
    “She’s great. She just landed her first showing.” 
 
    “That’s awesome! You’ll have to let Connor and I know when it is. We would love to see it!” 
 
    “Will do Mr. Jones. Now does the lady know what she would like?” 
 
    We all looked expectantly at Lexi, I saw her swallow sharply like she was nervous. I got ready to clamp a hand over her mouth, just in case her mouth ran away again, not because I liked the effect it had on me and her.  
 
    I actually loved it when she started talking a mile a minute. It was adorable. But she composed herself and was able to talk normally. Much to my disappointment. 
 
    “I’ll have the Cognac shrimp with beurre blanc, lobster bisque and a niçoise salad , please. Oh, does that come with breadsticks, by any chance?” 
 
    “Yes, Mam’n all you can eat.” 
 
    “Perfect! Thank you.” She turned her big light blue eyes onto me. I gave her what I knew was a megawatt smile. You could tell a lot about a woman by what she ordered and how. If she was quiet and orders something small and simple, that was not what she really wanted and was trying to impress her date. If she ordered like Lexi did, with confidence, asking questions, and was enthusiastic, that was how she normally eats and didn’t care what others thought. As well she shouldn't. She looked fantastic. 
 
    “Good choice, Lexi.” I said beaming, little did she know she had just ordered my usual dinner.  
 
    “The usual sir?” 
 
    “Yes, please. Oh and let’s have a bottle of the house red.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I hope you’re not planning on drinking and driving, son.” My dad was frowning at me, I felt 15 again, when he caught Connor and I sneaking out of the house to go meet up with some girls. I managed to suppress the urge to squirm. Just barely. 
 
    “No, Dad. Lexi and I plan on crashing at the apartment here. I’m not up for the drive home. Plus, it’s my turn for one on one time with her and I’m going to make the most of it. We’ll take a taxi and then pick up the car tomorrow. Is that okay?”     
 
    “Of course. Now why don’t you and I slip away to the office for a few moments and talk shop.” 
 
    “Now that I've thought about it, can we discuss it tomorrow? I shouldn’t just leave Lexi here by herself. That would be rude.” In reality I’ve seen all the men eyeing her, and I didn't want someone else to come along and try to pounce on my girl.  
 
    “Non-sense, she looks like she can handle herself. Besides who said she would be alone? “I wasn’t fast enough to hide my cringe as my mother's voice sounded over my shoulder.  
 
    My father just grinned at me while Mom, who I swear knew everything on this planet when it came to her boys, smacked me on the back of the head. 
 
    “I saw that, Colter Andrew! Shame on you! Now, go talk with your Father. I can keep this lovely young woman company.” 
 
    That was the last thing I wanted! My mother would grill Lexi to the point of no return, I glanced at my dad, pleading with my eyes for him to help me. No such luck, the dodgy old bastard just kept grinning and stood up. Taking Lexi’s hand he kissed the back and said something in French that made her smile and giggle.  
 
    I really need to learn that damn language.  
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    I covered my mouth with my hand, faking a cough to cover up the giggling I was doing. Colter’s face was a mix of pain, pleading, and begging for forgiveness. I couldn’t help laughing at him as his father practically dragged him away.  
 
    My laughter quickly dried up when his mother sat down. Oh, crapola. I don't want this right now! Shoo, go away mother of two of the four men I want to fuck for the rest of my life. Wait, what? Where did that come from?  Wisely I kept my grin in place and hid my thoughts. That was not something I wanted a mom to know.  
 
    “So, You’re my son’s new friend. The one they rescued from a bear?” 
 
    I stuttered, panicking, Colter didn’t tell me what they told his parents! Hell, he never even mentioned telling them anything!  
 
    Shit, shit, shit, you fuckerhead I will get you back for this! 
 
    “Uh, Yeah. Something like that.” I grabbed my water, taking a quick sip to try and quench my suddenly parched throat.  
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I like to think I saved myself for the most part. They just came along and finished the job for me.” 
 
    “Ah, a smart and independent woman. I like that. Oh, how rude of me. My name is Susan and my husband’s name is John.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you both. How long have you owned this restaurant? It’s fabulous.”  
 
    “We’ve had this one for 10 years. The others are newer, about 8 or so years. The pub is the oldest at 14 years.” 
 
    “Others?” 
 
    “Yes, we own a total of 5. But they’re all different cuisine. With different names. No one would ever know they were owned by the same people, just by looking at them. My husband and I are very proud of them.” Her smile was radiant, I could see where the guys got their smiles from. 
 
    “Wow that’s amazing!” I’m blown away, though I didn’t know why. Both Connor and Colter were hardworking people, stood to reason that their parents would be as well. Them owning their own business made a lot more sense as well.  
 
    “Yes, well enough about me. I want to know more about you, dear.”  
 
    Well shit, my diverting tactic didn’t work. I cast my glance the way Colter went, no luck. He’s already gone, I was on my own. Me and my big fat fucking mouth again. Why the hell did I encourage him to go? 
 
    I rubbed my temples; I could feel a headache coming on. “Uh, sure what do you want to know?” 
 
    “Any siblings?” 
 
    “I had a sister.” 
 
    “Had?” 
 
    “Yes, she passed away. 7 years ago.” 
 
    “Oh, dear, I am so sorry to hear that. Your parents must have been devastated as were you I’m sure. I don’t mean to pry, but was it an accident?” 
 
    Fuck a duck… this was the question I always dreaded. Not because I was ashamed of my sister, never that. But, honestly, when people asked this question or asked how you were holding up--they didn’t really want to hear the answer. Instead they wanted some platitudes of how you were being strong and are holding it together. No one ever wanted to hear that you were falling apart, and had no idea how the hell you were going to come back from that.  
 
    I took a deep breath and went with the truth, but shortened it as I didn’t want to talk about this here and ruin my day with Colter. “The police and everyone else, think it was a bad batch of honey.” 
 
    “But you don’t.” I’m taken back a little, how did she know that? It wasn’t a question so much as a forceful statement. 
 
    “Why would you say that?” I cautiously asked. Like I said no one actually wanted to be dumped on with this shit. Plus, if I ever wanted to have a shot in hell at being with her sons, I didn’t want to seem like a crazy person in front of this woman.  
 
    Whoa, nelly hold your fucking horses! Who said anything like that? Not I. 
 
    Yes, you did. Ever since meeting them! 
 
    I don’t know what you are talking about. 
 
    I mentally eye rolled myself. Maybe Susan wouldn’t be so off the mark if she thought I was crazy. 
 
    “Because of the way you phrased it, dear. Tell me why you don’t believe it was an accident?” 
 
    With that simple sentence it was as if the dam broke, the words just came flooding out. “She was the only person affected, out of 50 people who bought honey at that farmers stand the day she got it. Granted she put honey on practically everything, but she had been sick off and on for 2 weeks before she bought the honey and another 2 weeks before she died. Her boyfriend at the time, wasn’t home he was on some business trip,” I air quoted business trip, waving my hands around in agitation. “Why would he conveniently leave when she was so sick? She didn’t call me until she was dying. She took her last breath on the phone with me. Her boyfriend didn’t even show up for her funeral. I never met him, there were no pictures of him and her in the house. The police said she had to of been making him up. But I know I saw bruises on her arms. I think her boyfriend went to great lengths to hide from us, so no I don’t believe it was an accident. I think she was murdered and my sister never got justice for what was done to her,” 
 
    I took a deep breath and grabbed my water, gulping it down, I berated myself. What the fuck are you thinking dumping all of that onto her?  
 
    Susan cocked her head to the right, looking at me curiously. “You feel strongly about justice don’t you?” 
 
    I nodded my head slowly, concentrating on keeping my breathing even and not blowing up again. “There is no greater shame in the world then to not have justice served. Without justice, or checks and balances if you will, then the world falls into chaos. If chaos rules then the world falls. Justice is the only thing standing between us and utter destruction.” 
 
    “Now where did you come up with that? It’s brilliant.” 
 
    “Grams used to say that all the time. I grew up hearing it.” 
 
    “Who was your Grandmother?” 
 
    “Alexandria Sanderson. I’m named after her.” 
 
    Susan sat back in her seat, staring at me dumbfounded, I’m used to that look when people find out who my grandmother was. “Sanderson? As in Judge Sanderson? From the T.V show?” 
 
    I nodded my head, chuckling. I loved my grandmother, but it had made it hard for us to go out when people were recognizing her all the time from her T.V show. Over the years I had stopped telling people who she was. Not because I was ashamed of her, but because then I could avoid the whole legal conversation. The ‘If I ended up in front of her, you would be able to help me out right? Put in a good word for me?’ I hated that.  
 
    I had accidentally stabbed a guy in the hand with my fork when he asked if I would be able to get him off for ripping off his first girlfriend. In my opinion I did the female population a favor by stabbing him. It was a justified stabbing. I chuckled, and Colter’s mom grinned at me.  
 
    “I can imagine what is running through your head. Don’t worry I won’t ask for any legal advice. I was deeply saddened to hear of her passing. And not just because I lost a good show to watch. But also because of the changes she was trying to make. To make it legal for a woman to marry more than one man. Hell if those Mormons can do it with women why can’t we with men?” 
 
    Oh shit. I could feel it rising… this was one subject people did not want to bring up with me. I took a deep breath and clenched my hands in my lap, casting my gaze frantically around the room, hoping the food was going to be coming soon. I needed saving, or rather, Susan was about to need saving from my runaway mouth. 
 
    I have no will power; it didn’t take long for the words to pour out again. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear you say that, as I really like both of your sons, Thorne and Shane. So that’s nice. Actually, did you know that they have found remains with a female caveman surrounded by four males? They concluded that they were her protectors’, her family. In my opinion she was banging all of them. They were her husbands, and it makes since, the bigger her harem the more likely she and her children were to survive. If the ice age hadn’t of happened. Then back in the 15th century the kings decided that was too much power for a woman. But then again this was the era where you couldn’t have sex for the sole purpose of having a child. Coincidentally enough that is how we got the word fuck. It’s actually an acronym. Did you know that? Who would’ve thought fuck was an acronym that we just plum forgot about? Now we use it for everything. Fuck this-- fuck that hurt.” 
 
    My brain was screaming at me to shut the fuck up! But I couldn’t! This was so much worse than anything else I had ever done. I was saying fuck so often it would’ve made even the worst potty mouth blush, and to Colter and Connors Mother of all people. Not to mention I told her I liked both her sons and their friends. I was so doomed.  
 
    Someone, please, kill me now! 
 
    Since no one did...I kept going, “Fuck you. And then there are the variations we got from it, fucking hell, you are so fucked. Fucknut, fuckwit, I don’t give two flying fucks. Who are you fucking? Those kinds of thin…” Finally a hand clamped over my mouth. I looked up into the dancing eyes of Colter. I tried to give him a wide smile but his hand was blocking it.  While I was grateful as fuck, no pun intended, to Colter, right now I just wanted to crawl into a hole and hide. 
 
    “Colter! Let go of her mouth! What on earth are you doing?”  
 
    “Trust me, Mom, I just saved your ears. Although I would like to know how the subject of fucking came up.” 
 
    I mumbled behind his hand, “It wasn’t fucking but the word fuck.” but it only came out garbled. 
 
    “Colter, I, for one, want to know the original meaning of fuck, it sounds fascinating! Let go of her mouth.” 
 
    “There’s something I never thought I’d hear your mother say.” His dad was rocking back on his heels and laughing.  Without missing a beat, she swatted him, barely avoiding his dangly bits.  
 
    Crap, now I had an image of her smacking his dangly bits in my mind. I did NOT need to be thinking of the guys I wanted to sleep with father’s dangly bits!  How rude of me.  
 
    Not to mention the ick factor. 
 
    We’re not mentioning that, we’re acting like everything is perfectly normal. 
 
    Is it though? 
 
    Yes, now hush! 
 
    Colter released my mouth and I casted him an imploring look. The brat just shook his head, smiling at me, “You got yourself into this Macu--” He cleared his throat, when his mom and dad both gave him sharp looks. “uh...Lex. So tell us, where does fuck come from?” 
 
    I sighed, “Fornication Under Consent of the King.” 
 
    “Huh? What does that mean?” His dad sat down just as the servers brought our food to the table.  
 
    I dug into my lobster bisque, practically moaning at how delicious it was. After taking a couple bites I took a sip of my water, and answered Colter’s dad, John. 
 
    “That’s what the word fuck actually derives from. Back in the black plaque days of the 15h century, they were trying to keep the population down so less people would get sick. Plus food supplies were not as plentiful as they are now. So, if people, in the villages under the kings rule, wanted to have a child, they had to get special permission from the king. Then they would have to display a sign that said ‘Fornication Under Consent of the King, somewhere where everyone could see it. Well, as you know, not many could read or write back in those days so they shortened it to F.U.C.K. It was easier to teach people to write four letters, then a whole slew of them. Oh and they were only given a week at most. Then they would have to wait a couple of months to see if his seed had taken root.” 
 
    I had avoided looking at anyone while talking, preferring to pick apart a breadstick and pop little pieces into my mouth. I was starving and really just wanted to go back to eating.  
 
    I couldn't avoid glancing around any longer as there was nothing but silence coming from the table. Colter’s mouth was hanging open and his mom and dad were grinning.  
 
    “What? Do I have something stuck in my teeth? Oh, god is it something I said?” 
 
    “No dear, I am absolutely fascinated by you. How do you know such a thing?” 
 
    I shrug and start to pick at my salad, “I like random facts, that one was a favorite of Grams though. She loved anything to do with old time laws and how they have changed.” 
 
    “It’s simply fascinating. Right Colter?” His mother looked at him and reached over to close his hanging mouth. 
 
    “Completely, and utterly captivating.” He didn’t take his eyes off of me and a little thrill ran up my spine.  
 
    I couldn’t wait until we could be alone. I wondered if he was being honest about both of us staying in their apartment together. I shifted in my chair and the stitches on my back pulled slightly. Blast it all to hell, I forgot about them!  
 
    Well, Shane and I managed, I was sure Colter and I would too. I flashed him a wicked grin and rubbed my foot on his leg, to let him know where my brain was headed. 
 
    “Susan?” 
 
    “Yes, dear?” 
 
    “Are you rubbing my leg?” 
 
    I stopped and quickly excused myself to the bathroom. Could this day get any worse? 
 
    



  
 
   
  
 


 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After lunch, where I managed to dodge the bullet of who rubbed who’s leg, Colter and I shopped a little more. I was finding out so much about him, he was funny, witty, charming, had a great sense of humor and liked a lot of the same things I did. We clicked well together.  
 
    Not to mention all of the little touches here and there throughout the day he did. They left me panting for more. He couldn’t seem to keep his hands off me, not that I was complaining. Not even a little bit. I wanted more. 
 
    By the time he suggested we grabbed some takeout and headed to his apartment I was practically panting like a bitch in heat. I pressed my thighs together trying to relieve some of the ache. If Colter didn’t have a hold of my naughty hand I would’ve started playing right there in the car.  
 
    “So where is this apartment of yours? Why haven’t you guys been staying in it?” 
 
    “Our main residence is the cabin, after we got back from Afghanistan none of us liked loud noises for very long. So we pooled our money and built the cabin. It was supposed to just be a weekend getaway, a place to unwind and recharge. But as time went on we all slowly moved our stuff there. Since Con and I can do our business from anywhere, it was a good move for us. We keep an apartment in the city, for when we have long projects that we need to oversee. It’s better to be close then to drive an hour every day.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be cheaper to just rent a hotel room when you needed it?” 
 
    He chuckled and sent me a heated glance, “It’s a condo, love. It’s already bought and paid for.” 
 
    “Yea, but you still have condo fees. Which I always felt a bit redundant. I mean you pay thousands to hundreds of thousands of dollars for these apartments, or mini houses. But then you also have to pay fees on top of paying your mortgage. It’s stupid.” 
 
    “I agree, but the grounds people, and staff need to get paid too. After that initial money they wouldn’t see anything else.” 
 
    I shrugged still not convinced, “I guess. Still doesn’t make sense to me why people would want to do that instead of just living in an apartment. Or having their own house.”  
 
    “Easy. In an apartment you don’t own the space. You can’t fix it up, design it, or put paint on the walls to show off your personality. In a condo you can tear down walls, paint, upgrade to your heart's desire. It's a house, with no ground maintenance.” 
 
    “Hmm... If you say so. I couldn’t do it. I like mowing my yard, or working in my garden. Speaking of which, I should get back home soon to tend to that.” I mumbled the last part to myself but Colter heard me anyway. 
 
    “Britt’s been doing it. She’s even moved in, per your will.” 
 
    “Wait, what? Come again?” 
 
    “I would, but I haven’t come the first time yet.” He glanced over at me and his hazel eyes looked greener than ever. I could see the hunger in them. Hell I could practically taste it. I shifted in my seat, clenching my thighs together again. 
 
    “Colter, what do you mean per my will?” 
 
    Pulling into an underground parking structure, Colter parked and got out. Continuing our conversation as we headed towards an elevator. He pulled out his phone and shot off a text. I figured it was to the guys to let them know we were all right. They were strangely protective of me. Not that I’m complaining, cuz I’m not. 
 
    “You were declared dead, Lexi.” He swiped a keycard and the doors opened immediately. 
 
    “What the ever loving fucking hell are you talking about? I can’t be declared dead! It’s only been 10 or 11 days since I went hiking! If anything I should still be considered a missing person!” 
 
    “We may have helped out with that… OWW! What the hell was that for Lex?” 
 
    “What the hell do you mean you may have helped with that? What did you do?” 
 
    “Not me, Thorne and, well, Brittany.” 
 
    I growled at him, crossing my arms over my chest, tapping my foot. He was refusing to look at me but I knew he could feel my glare. “Talk. Fast.” 
 
    He rubbed his hand on the back of his neck, “As soon as Thorne saw your injuries, he knew someone meant to kill you. So when Con and I told him we had met you before, he came up with a plan. When Connor went and told Britt that you were still alive, Thorn went with him and talked to her. She had already filed a missing person’s report with the police on Tuesday, when you didn’t show up. So Thorne had a buddy of his in the morgue call him if a body matching your description came in. Luckily one did, a few days later. He and Britt went down there and she ‘identified’ your body.” He put air quotes on identified. I was so mad I could strangle him. Then Brittany. 
 
    “What about that poor woman's body? What about her family? They should know what happened! Not to mention that means Britt already knew everything and didn’t even tell me about the whole being dead thing. We tell each other everything! And Why the fucking hell didn’t ANY of you tell me this until now?” I hit his arm with every question I asked. I was so pissed I couldn’t see straight. I hated being lied to, or manipulated.  
 
    “Calm down. Lexi.” He lightly grabbed me, pulling me into his arms, just as the elevator dinged. I wanted nothing to do with him at that point in time and ripped myself away. I marched out of the elevator, turning right. Intending on storming to his door.  
 
    “Lexi, it’s the other way.” 
 
    Without missing a beat I pivoted, heading in the other direction, passing a smirking Colter leaning against the wall outside of the elevator. As I got to a door I realized there were four doors in the hallway and I had no idea which one was his.  
 
    Colter whistled a joyful tune, unlocking the door opposite of where I was standing. 
 
    Perfect. Batting a thousand today aren’t we Lexi? 
 
    Breezing past him, I stepped into his apartment and momentarily forgot that I was mad at him. It was perfect, with dark hardwood floors running throughout the open concept design, white walls with pops of color, and comfy looking furniture. It felt warm and inviting. But the clincher for me was the wall of windows overlooking the bay. Off to the right and behind the couch was a built in bookshelf that was jam packed full of books. In front of the bookcase facing the incredible view was a hanging chair, that looked more like a small sofa. It was all very sleek and modern with hints of traditional.   
 
    “Who is your decorator? I need their number. I think I’m in love.” I whispered, walking across the floor straight to the windows.  
 
    Colter chuckled, following me to the window seat. I attempted to hop up but the seat swung away and I completely missed. I would have fallen onto the floor if Colter’s strong arms hadn’t of caught me. Staring into his hazel eyes, I wanted to run my fingers through his short brown hair. My breathing picked up; I could feel myself starting to get flustered. So I did the only thing I could--I tried to get away.  
 
    I lifted my leg to move it back, I needed to get better balance.  
 
    “Oomph.” Colter gasped out immediately letting me go. I wasn’t balanced yet so I fell to the ground, Colter was grabbing his crotch and bent over. His face was all red. Oh shit!  
 
    “Oh my god! Did I just... I am so sorry! It was an accident I swear. I was trying to get better balance so I could stand. I must have brought my knee up to fast and to high. Is your dick okay? It’s not going to fall off is it?” At his horrified look I kept going, not knowing what else to do. “It can happen! Well, okay, no it can’t, but you can break it if it was erect. It wasn’t was it? It didn’t feel like it, but then again I did hit it with my knee, so I may have missed the fact that it was hard.” 
 
    “Lexi, if you feel anything for me, please for the love of god, stop talking.” Colter ground out.  
 
    I snapped my mouth closed and slowly got up, careful not to touch him, lest I hurt him again. Which, even though I was still mad at him, wasn’t my intention.  
 
    I carefully climbed up into the seat and gently started to swing, looking out over the water I let my mind drift. Allowing Colter the time he needed to get himself together so he could explain to me what the hell was going on.  
 
    About five minutes later he finally sat next to me, after pressing a button on the wall next to the tall end table and out slid a freaking two step bench. That would have made it easier to get up on the swing. Maybe we could have avoided the whole crushing his nuts debacle. Though, as far as I was concerned, that was his fault.  
 
     “Look, I’m sorry okay?” He ran his hands through his short dark hair. Sad to say I’m jealous of his hand. I wanted to do that.   
 
    “Please tell me why you four, no make that five, took it upon yourselves to fake my death? I have family, and friends, besides Britt. Granted, I’m not very close with my father, hell he could be dead for all I know. Mom is dead and so is grams, and Roxy… okay, so maybe I don’t have a lot of family. But I have friends! It’s only been 13 days since I left.” 
 
    “We know. But face the facts, Lexi, someone tried to kill you that day. You can’t deny that any longer.”  
 
    “Watch me.” 
 
    Colter gave me a scathing glance, continuing without missing a beat. “We’re trying to flush him out. That’s another reason why we are here this weekend-- your, ah... funeral was today. We hoped that he would show, and we could observe him. But since we have no idea who that is, that’s Britt’s area, Connor went with her. If he knew you were still alive...” Colter shuddered and didn’t finish his sentence. We both stared out into the encroaching twilight. Lost in our own thoughts. I guess I could see why they would go to such extremes, but it still hurt they didn’t think to tell me.  
 
    I jumped as a buzzer sounded loudly throughout the condo. Colter hopped off, heading towards the door. “Must be the Chinese food I ordered earlier.” 
 
    “Mmm.” I made a non-committal sound, still lost in my head.  
 
    Why the hell would someone want to kill me? I’m nobody. A freaking secretary for heaven's sake. And did I really want to fake my death and allow four men to take over my life? It was to try and catch the person responsible. But that wasn’t who I am. I wasn’t some damsel in distress, I’m like fucking Zena. A warrior princess. I fight my battles, not sit on the sidelines and wait for others to do it for me. 
 
    Colter came back and the smell of Chinese food made my mouth water. I eagerly reached for the food; I was starving.  
 
    “I need to talk to Britt. Damnit, why didn’t I think to stop at a phone store.” Since Britt had been coming over to the house practically every day I didn’t even think to replace my old one. 
 
    “We can do that tomorrow. I meant to stop today but time got away from me.” 
 
    I glanced over at him, silently watching as he ate. The setting sun was highlighting his handsome face. Making him glow. I didn’t think he would appreciate me telling him he looked like he was glowing. Like some sort of pregnant woman.  
 
    “Tell me why you four would go through all this trouble for someone you just met?” I watched him as he swallowed and looked out of the window for a period of time.  
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    I didn’t know how to answer Lexi. If I told her the truth, that we had all wanted her from the very beginning, she may run screaming thinking we were psycho's.  
 
    From the first moment that I heard her scream, I knew I would do everything in my power to help. No matter who is was. Granted I never thought I would want to keep her. Well fuck, now I sound like she’s my pet. She’s not. But I want to be hers. 
 
    Instead of telling her the truth, I opted to tell her the reason we all left the Marine Core after 14 years of service.  
 
    My voice was quiet as I started, “We were told to guard this village, it had a school for women. The teachers were Americans. We were there for a good four months. Got to know the locals pretty well. The kids were great, so funny and so willing to learn. They never once showed hatred or disgust for us American heathens.  We had thwarted a few rebel forces trying to burn the school down. But nothing too drastic. A week before we were scheduled to leave, it happened.” I took a deep breath, fighting back the tears. It was still hard to talk about even after 3 years. This was the beginning to the end of our careers in the marine corps. I knew I couldn’t handle it anymore. I still wake up with nightmares, probably would again tonight after talking about it. My carefree, fun-loving attitude covered some deep bleeding wounds.  
 
    “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to Colter.” Lexi’s soft voice caressed and soothed the demons clamoring to get out. They retreated further into my mind at her soft hesitant touch on my shoulder. I leaned into her, not able to resist. She wrapped her arms around me, gently swinging us, we quietly look out over the bay. This was always my favorite spot in the apartment. I wished I had something like this back at the cabin. But the cabin couldn’t compete with this killer view.  
 
    The smell of vanilla and lilacs surrounded me, calming the raging sea of emotions. I just sat there for a moment breathing her in. 
 
    “We were sleeping, we had let our guard down. It had been two months since the last attack, we thought they had finally gotten the message to leave the school alone. That’s why we were set to depart the following week. I don’t remember the exact time, but I do remember it was pitch black. I woke up to the sounds of screaming. Women, children, even a few men. Their high pitched screams will haunt me forever. There were explosions going off all over, they had snuck some of their men in earlier and were able to plant bombs all over the village.” My breath stuttered in my chest and I couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. Lexi didn’t say a word as the tears silently tracked down my face.  
 
    “They set off the bombs and started shooting anyone who left their huts. We were sitting ducks. There was nothing we could do. We fought back, returning fire. Con and Thorne made it out of their hut and killed as many as they could before the rebels fled. When the dust settled, a quiet hush fell over the village. I don’t know how long it lasted, felt like an eternity, before the wails started. All of us rushed around trying to save the wounded. We managed to save 20 people.” 
 
    “But that’s good right?” 
 
    “The village had a total of 150 people and only 20 survived, 5 were adults. The worst part was finding the dead children so we could give them proper burials.” 
 
    I would never forget Fashma and her brother Harim. She was 6 and he was 3, I found them huddled together under a board in their hut. Their father had dug a hole, I don't know when, but he had put blankets, water and some of our MRE’s in with the kids.  The ready to eat meals weren’t the best, but they would have served the kids well. Had they made it. Their hut was on fire, I had just played with them earlier in the day. I ran to their hut, but they had died from smoke inhalation before I could get to them.  
 
    I could feel the tears streaming down my face, my heart breaking all over again, as I thought about Fashma and Harim. Lexi’s arms tightened around me, as if she could squeeze the pain out of me. I appreciated her effort but I really needed to be alone right now. I pulled away, clearing my throat, I set down my orange chicken my appetite gone. I got up turning to Lexi, her beautiful blue eyes were sad and concerned.  
 
    “So to answer your question, once a Marine always a Marine. We were trained to protect the weak. We failed once before; we will be damned if we fail again. No matter what. I’m not feeling hungry anymore. I’m going to hop in the shower. Feel free to wander around. Connor’s bedroom is on the left. I’ll see you in the morning. Good night, Lexi” 
 
    “Colt--” I didn’t look at her as I fled the room like a coward.  
 
    I turned on the water in the huge double jet glass shower we had installed. Stripping down I brushed my teeth, waiting for the water to heat up. I rolled my eyes at my reflection and berated myself. It always was a bad habit of mine to talk to myself in the mirror. “Stupid, stupid, stupid. What the fuck are you doing dumping that on her? Jesus Colt, why don't you just shove her out of the fucking window. That would be a faster way to get her away from you. Which you don’t want you stupid mother fu---” I bent down to spit in the sink and rinse my mouth. 
 
    “Only I’m aloud to call you stupid. Plus, I would greatly appreciate you not tossing me out of the window. It is a long fall after all.” 
 
    My eyes snapped to Lexi’s as I quickly straightened up. My tongue damn near fell out of my head. All of my bad thoughts flew out of my head. She was standing behind me. Naked. Her curves and perky, round breasts were perfect.  What the fuck am I supposed to do now? Well...I know what I want to do. Shaking my head, I never took my eyes off of her perfect figure “What are you doing in here?”  
 
    Shit, that was not what I wanted to say. As her face fell, I immediately regretted my choice of words. She seemed to shake it off, heading towards the shower, her heart shaped ass swaying with every step.  
 
    “I need a shower too, and I figured, we could save water this way. Also I don’t think you should be alone right now. Don’t worry, if you’re afraid your man card or whatever the hell you guys call it will be revoked, It won't be by me. I won’t tell if you won’t. Now get your sexy ass under this water. It feels amazing. Apparently you all love your showers, as even the guest bathroom in the cabin’s shower is better than the one I have at my house.” 
 
    I smirked, walking to the shower door. “After spending years on military bases, and then being in the deserts of Afghanistan, you learn to appreciate the small things. There were times we went weeks without a proper shower. Nothing but sponge baths. The first few weeks home, we felt like we were never going to get clean. Then Con and I upgraded our bathroom to this, never looked back after that.” 
 
    Closing the door with a snap, I leaned against the wall, the warm water slicing over me.  Just looking at Lexi, released tension I didn’t even know I had. Lexi’s eyes flicked down, widening a little. I smothered a chuckle as she swallowed hard, I knew I was larger than the average guy.  
 
    My eyes feasted on her, black hair plastered to her head, wide light blue eyes that looked like a bright blue sky. Full lips that she always licked whenever she started to get nervous, almost like she was preparing them for when she started rambling. High pert breasts, just waiting for my hands to cups them, flat stomach and toned legs.  
 
    “Hold on, what’s this? A black heart? You’re hair down there is shaped like a heart?” 
 
    She flushed, “Yeah, I lost a fucking bet with Brit. Never bet against that woman, she’s terrifyingly accurate. If I didn’t know better, I would swear she was psychic.” 
 
    “Remind me to thank her.” 
 
    I wanted my hands on her, but I didn’t know what prompted her to get in the shower with me. I fisted my hands at my sides, if all she wanted was to really save water and ogle each other I didn’t want to be the one to advance things. No, I would wait for her to make the first move. Even if it killed me. 
 
    She turned around, raising her face to the water, her perfect ass was staring me right in the face. I had always been an ass man, and Lexi’s was just about the most perfect I had ever seen. Just enough curve to give her shape, without looking too big for her small frame. My dick jumped, ready and eager to get the show on the road. I tried thinking of anything else but sliding my dick inside of her. 
 
    “Colt? Can you wash my back for me please?” Her sweet, husky voice snapped me out of my thoughts.  
 
    Fuck. I’m in trouble.  
 
    She turned and gave me a sexy smile, holding out a luffa covered in suds. 
 
    I’ve always loved trouble. 
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    I saw the struggle in his eyes, biting my lip I contemplated if this was one of my brighter ideas. When I came in here, it was to help him get out of his head. I figured if he was attracted to me like he said then he could focus on me and not on his tragic past.  
 
    We all had something in our past that we wished we could move on from, if not forget entirely. His was the war, mine was Roxy. She had been with me for the last seven years. I was never able to forget with Christian, but I think I would be able to forget with Colter, Connor, Shane, and Thorne. Even if only for a few hours.  
 
    I was playing with fire, and praying I didn’t get burned. But fuck if I didn't want him right now.  
 
    Quietly I released the breath I didn’t know I was holding as he slowly moved forward. The first touch of his hands on my skin, nearly sent me to my knees. I had been thinking about him and his brother since I ran into them at Britt’s store.  
 
    The anticipation of what was to come, was driving me crazy. He gently washed my back, tracing the line of small neat stitches his buddy Thorne put in.  
 
    “What do you want, Lexi?” He breathed into my ear, never moving his hands from my back.  
 
    I leaned against him, thrusting my breasts forward, they felt heavy and full. Begging for his touch.  
 
    “I would think that would be obvious by now, Colt.” 
 
    His dark chuckle sent a thrill shooting through me, even as I wanted to scream at him to touch me everywhere. 
 
    “I want to hear you say it. In detail.” 
 
    I swallowed sharply; I have never voiced what I wanted. My core clenched, would I be able to tell him without getting flustered and starting to spout nonsense?  
 
    Come hell or high water, I was going to get what I wanted this time.  
 
    “I want you to touch me, cup my breasts and feel their weight. I want you to kiss me until I don’t know my own name, and I want to feel every inch of your cock as it slides into me. Making me scream and moan your name. Is that good enough for you, Colter?” 
 
    If it was possible, I felt him stiffen even more, I wanted to shout in victory as his hands slowly slid around my body and gently cupped my breasts. 
 
    “Yes, I can take it from here. We will have to be careful; I don’t want to open your stitches.” 
 
    I moaned and shook my head back and forth as he rolled my nipples between his fingers, “I don’t even care about that.” 
 
    “I do. I told myself I wasn’t going to do this. But fuck if I can stop now.”  
 
    Turning me around, he searched my eyes for...what I didn’t know. Shaking his head, he smiled ruggedly, and swept me up in a kiss. 
 
    His lips were soft and yielding, I opened mine on a gasp as he pulled me flush against him. The water slicing over us did nothing to temper our passion as he swept his tongue inside my mouth. Our tongues tangled together in a dance as old as time itself. 
 
    Pulling back slightly, he kissed my nose, “We have to be careful, Lex. I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I tried pulling him back down for another kiss. He had other ideas, grabbing the bottle of shampoo, He squirted some into his hand and started to massage it into my scalp.  
 
    “Mmm...You have amazing hands.” 
 
    “Just wait. This is only the beginning.” 
 
    I pressed my thighs together to ease the ache he created. I’ve always liked my personal space; I had never showered with someone before. I didn’t like the thought of having to share my water. Who knew showering with another person could be so sensual and frustrating at the same time.   
 
    After an eternity of torture with no relief, Colter shut off the water, I squealed a little as he picked me up and carried me to the swing. 
 
    I started to panic, granted we were on the 16th floor, but people could still see us through the big picture window. The intensely private person in me shied away at the thought of having sex where any Tom, Dick or Harry could see my O face. The more reckless side of me embraced the thought. Let them see me getting thoroughly fucked by a hot guy. Hell, maybe I’ll be doing the world of women a favor...maybe their men can learn a thing or two. 
 
    You’re assuming, he actually knows what he’s doing? 
 
    Why wouldn’t he? I hear marines are great with their hands. 
 
    Christian never was. 
 
    He wasn’t a marine either. Now shut the hell up and let me get laid, you naggy bitch. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Colter looked deep into my eyes and everything else just fell away.  
 
    “Yes,” I whispered.  
 
    I didn’t want to talk louder than a whisper and break the spell we were under. 
 
    He set me gently on the swing, kissing me senseless again. A moan slipped past my lips, at the feel of his soft, yet callused hands skimming along my body. I arched into his touch, I wanted more of him. My hands had a mind of their own, caressing his smooth, chiseled chest, and rock hard arms that were as big as small trees. Damn this man is ripped. Hell as far as I can tell all of them are.  
 
    I arched more, nearly doing a backbend, as his mouth skimmed to my breast, crying out as the stiches in my back pulled and tugged hard for the first time.  
 
    Colter immediately reared back, concern written all over his face, “What is it, Lexi? Are you okay?” 
 
    “My back…” I panted. I didn’t want to stop but I couldn’t lay on my back either. 
 
    “Okay, let’s stop then. It’s okay.” 
 
    “I don't want to stop, Colter. Unless you're having second thoughts?” 
 
    “No. But I don’t want to hurt you either.” 
 
    “I have an idea.” I slid off the swing as gracefully as I could, turning us so he was sitting on the swing. “Now help me up.”  
 
    I grinned at him; his eyes lit up when he finally got what I meant to do. I had no idea what he had planned when we came out here, but I was about to rock his world.  
 
    “Mmm...gladly.” My heart was going to beat out of my chest as he reached for me again. I spread my legs in eager anticipation as he lifted my tall and not so skinny frame with ease. 
 
    I purposely didn’t slide him inside of me, I wanted to kiss and explore a little more. Who the hell was I trying to kid? I wanted to torture him some more like he had tortured me in the shower. Denying him what he so clearly wanted, if his rock hard dick was any indication. I squirmed a little feeling his cock jump against my ass.  
 
    “Kiss me.” I breathed, leaning down to capture his lips with mine.  
 
    Our hands were all over each other, learning all the dips and curves each other had. I couldn’t help but kiss his neck and chest. He tasted like heaven, sweet with a bit of spice. I was getting drunk off of him. I couldn't get enough.  
 
    He gently raised me up so he could suckle my breasts. I cried out in ecstasy. This man knew what he was doing, with his hands and mouth.  
 
    I couldn't take anymore, I pushed on his shoulders, when he leaned back I kissed Colt with everything I had in me. Shifting my hips I rode him, my pussy soaking his cock making the glide easier. He didn’t make a move to enter me, instead grabbing my hips and moaning.  
 
    “Oh damn, you feel good, Lex, even if your pussy isn’t wrapped around my hard cock. “ 
 
    His dirty talk turned me on even more and I moaned.  
 
    “We’ll have to rectify that situation.” I panted. 
 
    I’ve always liked sex to be wild and free, just borderline of too rough. Digging my nails into his shoulders, I lifted up slightly positioning his cock at my entrance. We both groaned as I slammed my ass back down on him, burying him as deep as he could go in one smooth motion. Not giving either of us time to catch our breath I started to rock back and forth, up and down in a steady rhythm. Picking up the pace as pleasure swirled in my belly, coiling tighter and tighter. I felt like a powder keg. One spark was all it would take to set me off. Colt spanking my ass was the spark that sent me flying. I moaned loud and long, throwing my head back. Colter’s own groan soon followed me into blissful oblivion.  
 
    I laid my head on his chest panting, Colter rubbed soothing circles on the unmarred part of my back, which now ached fiercely. Well hell, even that little bit was too much for me, but so worth it. 
 
    His chest rumbled with his laughter, “Very worth it.”” 
 
    “I have got to keep my thoughts on the inside. Stupid mouth.” 
 
    “Hey, I love your mouth, don’t call it stupid.” Colter poked me in my side causing giggles to break free.  
 
    A yawn overtook me, I felt my jaw crack with how big it was. “Damn, I am suddenly very tired, what did you do to me?” 
 
    “I’m guessing that was you saying you’re tired. I couldn’t really tell, I don’t speak Lexanese, yet.” 
 
    A small smile slipped over my lips as my eyes closed, Roxy used to always tell me I could go from speaking coherently to speaking a whole other language when I got tired.  
 
    I lost count of the number of times that I was in the middle of a conversation late at night and the next thing I knew I was waking up in the morning. 
 
    “Come on, Cinderella. It’s obviously pumpkin time.” He softly told me, slipping off the swing, Colt carried my sleepy form to a bedroom. I think it was his as the soft sheets smelled like him. 
 
    The last thing I heard was him whispering, “Sweet dreams, M’ionmhas. You really are my treasure.” he brushed back my hair, kissing my temple, before my world faded to black. 
 
    


  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
    The smell of coffee was the first thing my brain registered in the morning. Quickly followed by the smell of bacon, and someone singing. I laid in the bed, smiling, Colter had a wonderful singing voice. He was a smooth baritone, like good old Frank. I loved listening to Frank Sinatra when I was gardening.  
 
    I frowned, I really had to get back to my house, set things straight. I didn’t want people thinking I was dead. It didn’t sit well with me. I’m sure the boys were just being paranoid and cautious. I appreciated it, I really did, but now it was time for me to go home.  
 
    I sighed, stretching sleepily, smiling at the feel of the satin sheets against my skin. But, oh man, the perks of being with these guys. I really need to get some, and I’m not just talking about sex. 
 
    I chuckled and grudgingly got out of bed. After getting dressed and brushing my teeth I headed out to the kitchen. I stopped short when I reached the living room, seeing Colter shaking his hips, and singing ‘Here’s to Us’. That image would always be burned into my memory for as long as I lived. He knew every word to a song that was on the TV show Victorious. A Disney channel show back in the early 2010’s. Not that I watched it myself or anything, nope not at all. 
 
    A grin broke out on my face, I had yet to see him so relaxed. Whatever he was making smelled great too, hopefully he was as good of a cook as Shane. What the hell was I going to do? I’ve only known them for a short while yet my heart was already invested in all of them. 
 
    I shook my head and focused back on the yummy specimen of a man that I had in front of me. If I couldn’t have them all forever, then I would have to make do with the time I did have with them. I would just have to keep my heart out of it as much as I possibly could. I didn’t need to be heartbroken after all of this was over.  
 
    I covered my mouth with my hand trying to stop the laughter as the next song came on, this one also from a Disney channel show or movie, I couldn’t remember which one. But I knew it was Demi Lovato singing with one of the Jonas Brothers.  
 
    Oh, sweet baby Jesus, he’s really getting into it now, stirring something on the stove, shaking his hips as he belted out the song. 
 
    Colt shouted, “Whoo!” spinning around, he saw me standing there with a big ass grin on my face, he stopped dead in his tracks. The pancake batter he was mixing didn’t like that as it sloshed over the side of the bowl and onto his hand.  
 
    He smiled widely, ignoring his hand, “Good morning beautiful! How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Well, I closed my eyes and my body did the rest.” 
 
    He blinked at me for a second before throwing his head back and laughing. “Touché, Lex. I meant did you sleep well?” 
 
    I chuckled and sat down at the island so I could watch him work. “Very well, thank you. Nice moves you got there. I didn’t peg you for a Disney Fan.”  
 
    I was fascinated by the blush that crawled across his cheeks. Turning back to the stove he flipped something in a pan. I didn’t know a man could blush. It was darling, though I highly doubted Colt would like me telling him he looked darling when he blushed.  
 
    “What can I say, I like the heartwarming messages they bring and the music is upbeat. When you’re in a war zone, with people trying to kill you every second of the day you need to find ways to unwind. Get that shit off your mind or you go crazy.”  
 
    He was just to adorable, clearing his throat, he turned around with something in his hand.  
 
    I looked down and it was a phone, puzzled I looked back up at Colter to see him grinning again. Damn that grin made me want to jump his bones right here, right now. Down girl, you just had him last night.  
 
    True keep them around long enough and the vibrator might even get a break. 
 
    Oh shut up! 
 
    I focused on Colter again, he was still grinning at me. ‘What? I snapped, snatching the phone from his hand. 
 
    “Nothing,” He held up his hands, backing away. “I just like watching you do your inner monologue that's all. 
 
    “I don’t...wait how do you know I’m talking to myself?” 
 
    “Because you tend to bite your lip and mumble. So it’s not really to yourself.” 
 
    Shit, I didn’t even realize I did that. It had to be from living alone, sometimes when no-one was there it got a bit to quiet so I talked out loud to myself just to hear someone’s voice. Which was funny when I thought about it. Lately between Christian’s incessant need to be with me 24/7, work and maintaining what little friendships I had left, I had craved the silence. Of course these past couple of weeks have taught me I needed to value the people in my life more. Except Christian, that asswipe could rot in hell for all I cared.   
 
    I shook my head, focusing once again on Colter, I turned the phone over and over in my hand, giving him a quizzical look. ‘It’s yours. I picked it up this morning.” 
 
    “This morning?” I narrowed my eyes at him as he turned and headed back to the stove. “Just how long have you been up?” I set the phone on the counter. 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders like it wasn’t that big of a deal, “Since 5:30. I’m used to getting up early.” 
 
    I was floored, getting up that early just didn’t compute in my brain. “I can’t function before 7am. Hence why I need lots of coffee.” 
 
    “Here I made you a cup.” 
 
    “hmm..’ I made a non-committal noise as I took the cup he pointed too, taking a small sip. Most guys I knew that were in the military took there’s black and strong as hell, assuming everyone else did as well. I’m pleasantly surprised to find that not only was it the perfect temperature but also the perfect balance of bitter to sweet.  
 
    “How the hell did you know how I take my coffee?” I asked, tasting the hint of cinnamon. I always added a dash of cinnamon to my coffee and only used French vanilla creamer. Why mess with perfection, right? 
 
    Again he shrugged, throwing a cocky grin over his shoulder. “Magical powers. Thought I showed you last night that I had some.” 
 
    “Yeah, but only some.” I sniffed, taking another sip to hide my smirk at his pointed glare. 
 
    I couldn’t hold back any longer, giggles started to slip out, soon full-blown laughter was erupting out of me so hard I was snorting, and making a sound like a wheezing chicken. I couldn’t breathe. I grabbed my sides and howled in laughter, almost falling off the chair. Next thing I know I’m covered in pancake batter.  
 
    My laughter dried up quickly as I snapped back up with a gasp, Colter was smirking at me, “That will teach you to laugh at a man’s magical powers” 
 
    I snorted again, wiping the batter out of my eyes just as Colter snapped a picture of me. I narrowed my eyes at him, “Oh, you’re gonna pay for that, Jones. Some day when you least expect it. I will get my revenge.”               
 
    I calmly and slowly picked up the pitcher of orange juice on the counter, I saw Colter flinch, taking a step back. I fought hard to keep the mischievous glint, I knew I had, out of my eyes as I poured myself a glass. Ignoring the batter I felt sliding down my back.  
 
    Oh yes, he is going to get it, they say all is fair in love and war, don’t they? Welp, I’m about to put that to the test.  
 
    Standing up from the island, I threw out a random question. I made sure to leave the pitcher of juice close, but not to close. “So, since you like Disney shows. Do you watch non-cartoon musicals too?”  
 
    He grinned sheepishly, nodding. I quickly grabbed the pitcher and tossed the orange juice in his direction, hoping for a direct hit since he was slightly distracted. To my dismay, he dodged it easily, and it splattered all over the floor.  
 
    “How...but--that’s not possible...You were supposed to get wet.” I sputtered. 
 
    “One, I’m a Marine. You can't sneak up on me or throw shit at me without me knowing. Two, getting wet is what you're supposed to do, sweetheart. Not me, remember?” He winked at me.  
 
    Good God, those winks could make a nun spread her legs.  
 
    Looking into his hazel eyes so full of laughter and light, I made a split second decision, which I should never do, and launched myself at him.  
 
    Just like I knew he would, he caught me, I proceeded to rub my pancake batter wearing body all over him, as I assaulted his mouth.  
 
    His fingers dug into my ass, pulling me closer, moaning at the taste of me. I loved the urgent sounds he made in regard to me. Like he was starving and I was his buffet. He walked forward to set me down on the Island counter, continuing to ravage my mouth.  
 
    Smiling, I gripped his mouth lightly in my teeth. Reaching behind me I grabbed the glass of juice I poured, quickly I let go of his mouth and dumped the orange juice over his head. Giggling, I jumped down as he sputtered and cursed, backing away. Skirting past him I ran back to the bathroom and shut the door.  
 
    I was just stepping under the spray when Colter joined me. I gave him a saucy wink this time, “Now’s who wet?” 
 
    He chuckled and stripped; my mouth dried up. I was parched looking at all the orange juice running down his chest. I wanted to lap it all up, and quench my thirst. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, Jesus girl, calm your tits. I chastised myself.  
 
    “We may both be wet, but I bet I can make you wetter.” 
 
    “Bring it on, Soldier.” 
 
    He gave me a wicked smile and pulled me in close. Yep, I can definitely get used to this. 
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    An hour later I was back in the living room with my coffee once again listening to Colter sing. He delivered on his promise of making me wetter. 
 
    Flopping down onto the couch, I managed not to spill any of my coffee. Score. One point for me, a big fat zero for the coffee.   
 
    Shaking my head at myself, I smiled, looking back down at my new phone, I saw that it had all four of the guys programed in and Britt. A wave of sadness washed over me that I didn’t have many other numbers to add to these when I got home. In a split second anger took over; it was all because of that fuckwad Christian. I jabbed Britt’s name, I had to speak with my best friend, find out why in the hell she was keeping secrets from me. And ask her again what I should do, see if she changed her mind about the guys. 
 
    I never realized how much Christian was able to isolate me. What the fuck was I thinking? How could I let that happen? 
 
    “Idiot” I muttered into the phone just as Britt answered. 
 
    “Brit’s Whore House, you got the dough, I got the hoe. What’s your pleasure? Also, I know I'm not the brightest bulb in the shed at times but no need for name calling, you slut.” 
 
    I chuckled, “Sorry Brit. I wasn’t talking to you. I was calling myself an idiot.” 
 
    “Why? Because you finally realized that you need to start living like your grandmother and shack up with all those hot hunky men?” I could practically see her eyebrows wag. 
 
    I laughed, shaking my head even though she couldn’t see me. Sneaking a glance at Colter still singing and dancing in the kitchen, as he tried to salvage breakfast, I couldn’t help but sigh, “Hmm... you may have a point on that one. But no, I'm calling to chew your skanky ass out!” Scowling into the phone, I snapped “What the fuck, Brit? Why would you go along with this farce?” 
 
    “Um. I’ll have you know that it was four days of agony for me before I even knew what had happened. The fucking cops wouldn’t do anything because you’re an adult and with your recent breakup they said you probably decided on an impromptu trip to clear your head or some shit. The fuckerheads. When I get my hands on Matt’s neck I’m going to choke him more than he likes. Not to mention it really is a brilliant plan. The wannabe killer thinks you’re dead, and the guys can try and find him.” 
 
    “Whoa, TMI Britt. I did not need to know that Detective Matt likes to be choked. Thanks for that fucking image.” I rubbed my eyes, like that would get rid of the picture in my head of Britt in a dominatrix outfit, hanging onto a choke collar, choking Matt. 
 
    “You're totally welcome and consider that payback for leaving me alone to deal with Christian. You rotten little bitch.” 
 
    I stiffened, “What do you mean? He hasn’t tried to hurt you, has he?” 
 
    I heard her snort over the phone and relaxed slightly, “As if. But his mood swings are giving me whiplash. One day he’s mopey and weepy, the next he’s pissed off at the world again. Oh! And they still haven’t found who killed David. I tried to tell Matt that the same guy could have killed you too, but he didn’t follow up. As far as they were concerned, you were the main suspect. At least until your body showed up. The detectives were not very happy when they found out you weren't going on a hike with your boyfriend, but had in fact broken up with him just hours after David was killed. At least that’s how they spun it. The dick suckers. A lot’s happened since I last saw you.” 
 
    “Huh.” Not very articulate but it’s all I got at the moment. I had noticed his mood swings earlier, but trumped it up to him having a bad day as it wasn’t every day that he was like that. And I had absolutely no fucking words for the police thinking of me as a suspect. 
 
    “Huh, that’s all you got?” 
 
    I smirked; she really does know me so well. “Yep, all I got.” 
 
    “Fine, where are you right now?” 
 
    “I’m in Boston with Colter at their apartment here.” 
 
    “Reeaally?” She drew the word out like Ace Ventura did making me laugh. “Please tell me you shagged him?” 
 
    I shook my head, “Why should I tell you, you kept secrets, maybe I want to keep mine.” 
 
    “Touché, you have a point, but tell me anyways, wench.” 
 
    I chuckled, “I have to go, he just got done making breakfast.”   
 
    “Damn girl, he cooks as well as looks like sin on a stick. I’m impressed and where can I find one like that?” 
 
    “I don’t know about the second thing, but don’t be impressed, I still have to taste it.” I hung up to the sound of her laughter, looking up, Colter was staring at me funny.  “What?” I chewed my lower lip thinking I  had said something that would make him mad. Immediately I stiffened at my thoughts, standing up from the couch, I shook my finger at him, “I have the right to talk to whoever I want.” 
 
    He shook his head with a sad look in his eyes, I couldn’t stand it, he caught my arm as I tried to brush past him and forget this ever happened. I shouldn’t have snapped at him, but my pride wouldn’t let me apologize right now.  
 
    “Did he ever hurt you, Macushla?” My eyes snapped to his as he lightly grazed his hand down my face.  
 
    I closed my eyes, shaking my head slightly, “Not physically. I think he would have started, had I stayed with him. No, it was just verbal shit, that I told myself at the time didn’t bother me a damn bit. But I’m realizing now that maybe it did and I just didn’t see it or acknowledge it. Whatever it was, I don’t have to worry about that now.” 
 
    Colter nodded solemnly, heading to the table, I missed our usual banter as we ate in silence. After we ate, we left to go do some more shopping, still not saying a word. It’s been awhile since the phone call and I could tell that he was brooding over something in that sexy head of his. I didn’t want to interrupt his thoughts, I hated when I was trying to solve a problem and everyone and their mother bugged me to pay attention to them. So I would leave him be, for now. But he had better start talking soon or I was going to lose my shit.  
 
    The silence grew so loud I felt like screaming by the time he started talking again as we made our way out of yet another store. I never thought I would say I was getting tired of shopping. But here we were. 
 
    “Let’s head home. I promised the guys I would have you back by noon.” We walked slowly to the car. 
 
    “What? Like, Cinderella.” I glanced sideways at him, catching his smirk. My panties were immediately damp again. Sweet baby Jesus, I was going to have to start going commando and wearing skirts for easy access.  
 
     His deep baritone voice pulled me out of my dirty thoughts. “No, she had till midnight.” 
 
    “Touché.” I replied as he opened my door for me. I smiled and settled into my seat. Colter’s hand was warm and rough on mine as he held it on the drive home. 
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     It didn’t take me long to figure out the bitch was still alive. She thought she was so clever, surrounding herself with four men like the whore I always knew she was. It was probably her idea to fake her death to try and throw me off the trail. But it didn’t work, it would never work. Just like it didn’t for her sister. 
 
    Following Lexi these last couple of days has been too easy. For supposed military men they sucked at covertness. Or spotting danger. I had a buddy of mine look up their records, decorated marines and good soldiers. But, I’m better. I’m not just good, I'm great.  
 
    They won’t see what hit them. I resist the urge to rub my hands together in manacle glee. I’m not some villain. No, I am the sword of vengeance. The avenger of evil. I will rid the world of their evil temptations.  
 
    I perk up and watch avidly as she comes striding out of the shop they went into not long ago. My hungry gaze eating up her striking figure. Her long beautiful legs eating up the distance quickly. Her boy toy following her like a loyal dog that he is.  
 
     The bitch always was good at twisting men around her little finger. Just like her sister, Roxy. One bat of those lashes and men panted after her like a bitch in heat. Now Lexi, was the same way. I couldn’t have that.  
 
    No, I have to put an end to the men suffering and her womanly temptation. Just like I did her cunt sister.  
 
    This time the whoring bitch will die. Too bad I won’t get to see it this time. Oh, well. The memory of her falling off that cliff will just have to keep me warm until my next mission comes along. Besides, I will always have the memory of Roxanne crying to her sister on the phone in between bouts of puking up blood, her last wheezing breath she takes as Lexi screamed into the phone.  
 
    I adjust my growing erection as her perfectly toned ass slides into the passenger seat of the car. I chuckled to myself as I stood up, whistling a jaunty tune. I’ll have to thank Brittany when I get back for her loose lips. 
 
    Not that she knew I was listening in. But still I will find a way to thank her. 
 
    I blow a light kiss at the retreating car, won’t be long now. Poor little Lexi. Such a sad tale, dying before her time. Again. 
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    “Sit down Hawk, I’m sure everything is fine. Quit acting like a worried mother and stop fucking pacing!” 
 
    I growled at Thorne, I could feel it in my bones, something was wrong. They were only 30 minutes late but I knew something was wrong. I felt this way just before our last mission that went sideways. I didn’t listen then, but I sure as shit was going to listen now.  
 
    “I’m telling you, Thorne. We need to go search for them. Something is wrong. Neither one is picking up their phones.” 
 
    “They probably decided to have lunch before coming home and lost track of time. Or Colter’s balls deep in her. I wouldn’t answer my phone either if I had Lexi’s legs wrapped around my waist as I pounded into her. Right, Shane?” Thorne smirked at my obvious discomfort.  
 
    “Naw, Colter would answer just to torment us.” Connor said, striding into the living room from the kitchen. “I agree with Hawk, Thorne. Somethings wrong. My twin sense is going crazy.” 
 
    “Oh for fucks sake. Fine, If it will appease you two mambi pambi’s, let's go.” Thorne threw up his hands, getting off the couch.  
 
    I chuckled as I walked out, making sure to check that my handgun was secured at my back. I grabbed it earlier out of the hall safe, but now I was regretting it. My skin was itchy and I had electricity flowing in my veins. Now that we were doing something, my churning gut settled down, but I was still alert for anything.  
 
    I didn’t miss the fact that Connor was twitchy and packing enough heat to take out a small village. Thorne wasn’t packing but he grabbed his emergency medical kit.  
 
    I scrambled into the bed of Thornes’ truck. “You’re seriously going to ride in the bed of the truck?” Thorne shook his head at me like I’d lost my marbles. Maybe I had but that didn’t stop me. 
 
    “Faster response time from here in case I’m right.” 
 
    ‘We’re right.” Connor said his voice tight with worry.  
 
    I nodded in his direction and settled in; my eyes peeled to the side of the road. If they were driving there was only one way Colt would drive. As much as we tried not to be, we were all creatures of habit.  
 
    As we took off, dirt flying behind us, my thoughts drifted back to the gun stashed at my back, even as my eyes searched the forest. I haven’t touched a gun in two years, four months, one week, and three days. But who’s counting. My skin felt like ants were crawling under it, and my palms were sweaty. Why I grabbed the fucking thing was beyond me. That’s how much I’m willing to risk for Lexi. My eternal soul. If that didn’t tell me anything about her then there really was no hope for me. 
 
    I swore to god I would never pick up another gun after the incident yet here I was, eye’s wild, breathing labored, adrenaline pumping, itching to unleash hell. The guys always knew when I got this way to watch the fuck out because I was about to fuck some shit up, usually with my fist or knives. I have always been dangerous with a gun in my hand. Grandad always said I would be a serial killer or a damn fine marine.   
 
    I hated how holding a gun made me feel, like a damn god one minute holding someone's life in my hands, them never knowing what hit them. Then a complete wreck as the guilt set in. I was guilty of taking someone’s son, brother, husband, and father away from them. Most of the time we had to conveniently forget that the enemy were people too. With families and lives of their own, that they were fighting for their way of life. Or an ideal. Just like we were. Too many damn wars were fought over religion, or way of life. Everyone wanted to be right and if they were right then everyone else was wrong and had to be converted. I just didn’t get it. If people would just stop trying to have everyone be the same, then war would practically be non-existent.  
 
    I was more of a lover than a fighter now, but back then...I shuddered, pushing the thought away. But the past wouldn’t be ignored today and it reared its ugly head again, forcing me to look at it again. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time I had to fire my weapon and kill, but it was a lot of people that day. The day I walked away from someone else's war. The thing that made me drop my gun for good no matter how much the guys pleaded with me to use them for hunting, was the village. Our last mission. I don’t think even the guys knew what I did. I’ve never told anyone. Not even in my incident report.  
 
    I smacked myself in the face to get the fuck out of my head and into the here and now. I had to find Lexi; not laminate over a damn past I couldn't change anyways.  
 
    Standing up, I placed my hands on the roof of the truck, spreading my legs for balance as we raced down the road towards Boston.  
 
    Please, let them be okay. I had no idea who the fuck I was praying to, I lost faith in the Almighty Father a long time ago. But I couldn’t help to send the plea up to the heavens. Hoping someone would hear it and respond. If anything happened to either one of them, I would lose my shit and probably go on a killing spree. Then I would prove Grandad right, twice. 
 
     I squinted my eyes, “I SEE SOMETHING! KEEP GOING, STEP ON IT!” I screamed, the wind snatching my words and carrying them away.  
 
    I don’t know if Thorne heard me or if he saw the same thing I did. Smoke in the distance. Getting closer, my heart froze in my chest, the car was engulfed in flames. It’s Colter’s car, I would recognize that plumb purple color anywhere. I used to razz on him when he first got it for the color. It was almost as bad as Connor’s baby blue Prius he used to drive.  
 
    I gripped the roll bars on top of the roof hard to keep from flying forward as Thorne screeched to a halt. Connor and I hit the ground running at the same time, Thorne not far behind us.  
 
    “Colt? Lexi?” 
 
    “Answer us, damnit!” 
 
    Thorne and Connor’s voices blended to become one in the hot afternoon sun. I stayed quiet, listening for any sounds, any signs that they were still alive. I tried to get close to the car to see if there were bodies inside but the heat was too much. I would’ve risked my flesh searing off if I hadn't heard a rustle in the woods, followed by faint sobbing. My gun was in my hand before I blinked, in the next moment I was running about 50 yards from the car. I could see Lexi, pulling something.  
 
    I stopped short when she leveled a gun at me, she was shaking so bad I was afraid the damn thing would go off before I talked her down. Her pale blue eyes were wild, darting everywhere, looking for a threat. Her beautiful jet black hair was singed, and she had blood running down her face. I noticed all the bleeding cuts on her hands and arms, probably from the glass breaking. 
 
    But what stopped my heart was Colter’s form lying on the ground at her feet. She was standing over him protectively, he had blood everywhere and his breathing was labored.  
 
    I needed to calm her down so we could look at him, or at least get the gun away from her before the car exploded and spooked her into shooting.  
 
    I didn’t feel like dying today.  
 
    “Lex? Sweetie, It’s Shane. You’re okay, put down the gun.” I talked to her like I would an injured animal at the clinic. Calm and sweet. “You did so good getting Colt away from the car. I’m so proud of you, but I need you to lower the gun now okay, mi Pequeño Guerrero. Just give me the gun, you’re safe now. I promise I won't let anything else happen to you.”  
 
    The tears in her eyes, and the heaving sobs that escaped from her perfect mouth shattered my heart as she let the gun drop. I flinched; a gun could easily go off once it hit the ground accidentally shooting someone. It’s how most accidental shootings happened. I leapt forward and grabbed her around her waist as she sank to the ground. Not wanting her to see as Thorne rushed in and started checking Colter.  
 
    My blood started boiling, this should not be happening. We survived 4 tours in Afghanistan and Iraq. Only to be brought down by a car accident. No, he had better be alright or I would find a way to kill him myself. I looked at Thorne over the top of Lexi’s head as she sobbed into my chest and hung on for dear life.  
 
    He nodded his head slightly, confirming that Colter was alive and would be okay. I released the breath I was holding. It would be okay. Lexi was alive and relatively unharmed and Colter was alive. That was all that mattered. At least until I got my hands on the son of a bitch who did this.  
 
    I tried to breathe normally, but the more Lexi clung to me and the more Thorne worked on Colt, the redder my vision became. I needed to get a fucking grip on myself or I was going to lose it. Frantically, I searched for Connor, thinking he would have been right here with us. Instead I saw him with a fire extinguisher trying to battle the flames of the car. What the fuck was he thinking? 
 
    Once again my heart stopped beating. I knew the car was going to blow, we had seen it many times. “CON! GET WAY FROM THERE!”  
 
    Connor threw the extinguisher to the side and started running toward us, just as the car exploded. The force sent him flying, I saw it all in slow motion. The shockwave grabbed his body and lifted him into the air, pushing him towards a massive tree. His body slammed into the tree with such force I thought for sure he was dead.  
 
    The wave rolled over us bringing with it the searing heat, and smoke to coat our lungs making us cough. Thorne had thrown himself on top of Colt, protecting him, while I tried to curve as much of my body around Lexi as I possibly could. Lexi screamed and pushed me away to jump out of my arms. I scrambled to hang onto her, but she was determined. She sprinted towards Con, screaming his name. Getting to my feet I followed after her, first making sure Colt and Thorne were okay.  
 
    “Lexi! Wait!”  
 
    My heart was pounding in my chest, ice started to slide through my veins as she fell to her knees beside him, gently brushing back his hair.  
 
    I don’t know who called in the emergency, but sirens suddenly filled the air, and flashing lights lit up the forest as I reached Con and Lexi. She was clutching his chest and sobbing.  
 
    “Oh god.” Was all I could say as I looked at his battered face, and broken body. Sliding to my knees, there on the forest floor, the memories came rushing back. I clutched my head and screamed. This was not happening; I can’t lose another brother.  
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    My world was crashing down around me, once again going up in flames. I couldn’t stop crying and refused to let go of Connor, the paramedics had to pull me off of him. He was in stable but critical condition and was being taken to Salem General Hospital. The paramedics tried to make me go when they saw all the blood on me. I refused, choosing instead to ride in Thorne’s truck as he anxiously sped behind the ambulance to the hospital.  
 
    Both brothers were in surgery now. Connor had a broken leg, and cracked ribs, he was lucky there wasn’t more damage done. Colter was in stable, but serious condition, with a nasty gash in his forehead, 3 broken ribs, a broken arm, and a piece of glass had stabbed him in the abdomen. Last we heard he had lost a lot of blood, that was hours ago.  
 
    Thorne was terrorizing the nurses for any information, his captain finally told him to shut up and sit down. Shane was in a state of shock or something, he wouldn’t speak to anyone and his eyes had this faraway and glassy look to them. Everyone was giving him a wide berth, leaving him to his own thoughts. I didn’t know if that was wise of them, but couldn’t bring myself to go over to him either.  
 
    Pacing back and forth in the waiting room, I once again looked out over the sea of faces. I was amazed at the amount of people that were here for the brothers. They all came so quickly. Thorne had made a couple of calls on the way to the hospital and some were here before we even got here.  
 
    There was their own crew, from their business and a lot of Thorne’s buddies from the station were here. My head snapped to the door as it whooshed open again, I kept waiting for Britt to walk in the door. I had called her, but she never answered. It wasn’t like her and I was afraid something happened.  
 
    I could feel it in my gut, something still wasn’t right. 
 
    It wasn’t Brittney that rushed through the doors and immediately found me to wrap me in a hug. It was the twin’s mom. I briefly noticed that their dad had a file folder in his hands. This was all so surreal, we had left them not 48 hours ago and here we were in the hospital as their sons fought for life.  
 
    “I’m so sorry!” I sobbed into their mother's shoulder, as her husband greeted Thorne and Shane.  
 
    Susan pulled back and wiped the tears from my eyes, “Love. It’s not your fault. Accidents happen, lord knows my boys always were the type to head into danger rather than from it. It’s why they were so good in the military. It gave them that adrenaline boost they seemed to crave.” She shook her head, a wiry smile tugging at her lips. 
 
    I tried to hold it back and just nod, but once again there was no stopping the word vomit. “Bu...But.. It is my fault. Someone is trying to kill me, I brushed it aside before but I don’t think I can anymore. I can’t ostrich this, I can't keep digging my head in the sand farther and farther just because there is shit I don’t like. I’ve always done that, but not anymore. The brakes failed on the car, I’m sure someone tampered with them, brakes don’t just suddenly stop working. And the little light thingy on the dashboard said we had low brake fluid just before the curve. He tried to slow down but couldn’t break, then we were hit from behind, as the car lurched to the side. The next thing I know we are spinning out of control and he’s yelling at me to hold on. Everyone around me dies, I should have known better then to get close to anyone. Christian was right. I’m a walking disaster. First Roxy, then Mom, then Grams, lord knows, Dad walked out and was never heard from again. Hell he’s probably dead too. and now Colt and Connor are fighting for their lives because I refused to face the fact that someone wanted me dead.” I shook my head at her incredulous face, “No, I’m sorry. But this is my fault and I need to fix it. Tell them not to come after me.” 
 
    “Wha…”  
 
    I turned and ran from the waiting room and down the hall, passing the elevator, I smacked into the door marked stairs with enough force to rattle my teeth. Running down the stairs two a  time trying not to fall flat on my ass, I could hear thundering feet behind me, I knew either Thorne or Shane, or hell both of them, were chasing me. I should have known they wouldn’t listen. But I couldn't stop. If I stopped I would fall apart. I had to be strong for all of them. I would find whoever did this and I was going to get justice. For everyone.  
 
    It was time for me to come back from the dead.. 
 
    No matter what it cost me.  
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    I never took my eyes off Lexi as she ran from me, from us. To my surprise Shane was keeping pace with me. I knew she was hurting, wasn’t thinking straight. I didn’t want her to go off and do something crazy-- like get herself killed. I don’t know what I would do If I lost her along with any of my brothers.  
 
    How the hell did we get to this point?  
 
    Just last month we were happy and together, okay, maybe not happy so much as surviving. It wasn’t until Lexi fell into our lives that we started to wake up. Even the guys at the station noticed a difference in me. They were ribbing me on who the lovely lady was that I suddenly wanted to rush home to after my shift. Even Shane who used to spend all hours of the night and day at his clinic taking care of the animals, was home more often.  
 
    It was a miracle. She was our miracle. We were slowly drifting apart before she came, going our separate ways, never really seeing each other, unless it was for the occasional holiday where we all had it off. Or passing in the hall. We were like roommates but not brothers. each of us in our own little worlds, trying to forget the past. 
 
    I used to try and blame our demanding careers, that we all choose to pursue. But now I know it was us slowly letting go, giving up, just going through the motions until we died. As long as the guys were dying with me I was content. Not anymore. I’m not ready to die and I'll be damned if Lexi or my brothers died either.  
 
    “Lexi, Stop!” I shouted at her retreating back as she darted through the doors. 
 
    “I’m sorry! But I have to do this.” Floated on the wind back to me as she disappeared around the corner. I glanced at Shane and kicked my legs harder. We may have been in shape, but Lexi had the advantage on us. She was quick and probably hyped up on enough adrenaline to power a small building. Where the hell did she think she was going? What the hell was she doing? 
 
    Rounding the corner I stopped short, “Where the hell did she just go?” I spun round in a circle like that would make it easier to find her.  
 
    “Damn that gal sure is fast.” I glanced at the twins dad; He was breathing heavy bent over with his hands on his knees. I wasn’t even aware he had been following us, guess I was slipping in my old age. I noticed the file in his hand as he straightened up.  
 
    “What is she thinking?” 
 
    I shook my head and started to head back to the waiting room, “I have no idea what prompted this reaction from her.”  
 
    “I think I may have an idea boys.” Mr. Jones’ soft spoken voice stopped both of us in our tracks.  
 
    The swarms of people traversing the hospital corridor faded away as I looked at him. My eyes flicked down to the file in his hands again. Something was up, I could feel it.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, when Colt came to see us, he asked me a favor. You boys know I still have contacts within the department.” I nodded my head, anxious for him to get to the point. 
 
    Mr. Jones was a beat reporter in his day. He walked the streets just like the cops and found all the juicy stories. Until he got shot, he was in the wrong place at the wrong time. After that Mrs. Jones didn’t want him risking his life for a story, so he quit reporting and they opened their first restaurant. Some called them crazy for doing something so risky, but since they now had five restaurants with a sixth in the works I'd say it was worth the risk.  
 
    I focused back in on the conversation realizing I missed some, “...convinced her sister was murdered. Bad batch of honey, her sister, Roxy, put it on everything. Funny thing is, I talked to the cop who investigated this, just so happens he retired from the LAPD and moved to Boston to be near his grandkids. Anyways, he says he always had a feeling it was the boyfriend but he could never find him, and there was only one picture of her with him tucked back in her wallet. It got to the point where he decided she had to of been making it up and the photo was photoshopped.” 
 
    He handed me the folder, flipping it open I saw a grainy copy of an old picture of a beautiful couple. The man is taller than the woman by a least 4 inches, and has his arms wrapped around her. His classically handsome face and dark hair look familiar, but I can’t place him. Before I dwelled on it too much further my eyes were drawn to Roxy, Lexi’s sister was beautiful just like her. Where Lexi’s hair was long, straight, and almost midnight in color, Roxy had short, curly black hair with bright blue streaks running through it. It was hard to see her eye color, but she had a beautiful smile. I could tell she was the life of the party; Lexi was the same way. She lit up any room she walked into. All eyes traveled to her, at least mine and my brothers did. Frankly I didn’t give a shit about anyone else. They could all go take a flying leap off a tall building.  
 
    She was ours, no matter what Connor said or what Shane thought. I’ll beat some sense into them if I have too. She was the best thing to ever happen to us and I'll be damned if I’m going to let her go. Tension coiled in my limbs making me feel edgy and stiff.  
 
    First I had to find her before she did something crazy.  
 
    Pulling out my phone as we walked back to the waiting room for Connor and Colt, I called her. Luckily, she still had the new phone Con got her, he texted us from her number before she woke up this morning. Damn, was it really only this morning?  
 
    “Damnit, Lex. Come back. Don’t do anything stupid. What are you hoping to accomplish?” I cursed a blue streak as I hung up. 
 
    “Where could she of gone?” I could hear the worry in Shane's voice. 
 
    I shook my head, “I don’t know, but wherever she went can't be good.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Shane glanced at me. 
 
    “I have a bad feeling about it.” 
 
    “Fuck.” I nodded my head, face grim. Each of us have learned to follow our instincts and mine were screaming at me to stick with Lexi. 
 
    Come hell or high water, that's what I was going to do.  
 
    “Come on, let’s go see if our boys are out of surgery. Maybe she ran home to get a change of clothes and will be back soon.” Shane’s look said I was headed for the looney bin thinking like that. I knew he was right but I couldn’t help it. I had to believe it was something mundane and not her leaving us. 
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    Standing outside the hospital I smiled slightly, I knew there would be cabs just sitting here. I quickly grabbed the nearest one, diving in, practically scaring the driver into a heart attack. 
 
    “You okay miss?” He was looking at me like I’m crazy. I couldn’t blame him either, my hair was a mess, I still had my bloody clothes on. I’m sure I looked like a maniac serial killer.  
 
    I gave him a small apologetic smile, “Yes, I’m fine. Sorry in  a bit of a hurry. I want to be there when my husband wakes up but I need new clothes and there's no one to bring me any.” I really didn’t want a million questions. I just wanted to get home, change and talk to Britt. She had to have some sort of idea on who was doing this to me, she had her ear to the ground and never missed a trick. 
 
    I knew I was running on borrowed time, the guys would find me eventually, and I wanted to have some answers when they did. I was able to escape them by ducking into a room and waiting for them to stop chasing me. Little did they know, I was in the room right next to them. I heard what Connor and Colter’s dad had said.  
 
    I knew Roxy’s death wasn’t an accident. How the hell I was going to prove that I didn't know yet. But I knew I was going to try and this time I wouldn’t stop until I found the person responsible. Right after I got rid of my own asswipe. 
 
    My phone lit up, vibrating in my hand, I cringed looking down, expecting it to be Thorne or Shane again. Instead Britt’s name popped up.  
 
    I rushed to answer it, frantic to hear her voice. My stomach was still in knots, and that feeling of dread settled over me like a blanket.  
 
    “Britt?! Thank god. Where the hell have you been? I’ve been trying to reach you for hours now. Is everything okay? Did you get my messages?”  
 
    She interrupted me when I finally took a deep breath. “Girl calm down. I’m fine. I’ve been blaring music and getting ready for my Halloween party. You haven’t forgotten have you?” 
 
    Shit, I had. Britt started her Halloween shit early. She always had a Halloween Party the first week of October and the day before Halloween.  
 
    Breathing a sigh of relief I settled back into the cab and tell the driver my address before focusing back on Britt. 
 
    “Well shit, I did, but I have a good fucking reason. Connor and I got into an accident this afternoon coming back from Boston.” 
 
    “What?! Are you guys okay?”  
 
    “Connor and Colt are in surgery. I’m fine, well for the most part.” I sighed, “It’s a long story. To shorten it, I think you guys were right and someone is trying to kill me. Why I have no clue. But I’m about to come back from the dead. And your party is the perfect place to do it.” 
 
    “Lex, do you think that’s a good idea? Are Shane and Thorne with you?” 
 
    “No, and they won’t be. I don’t want them hurt anymore because of me. I somehow created this mess, and I have to fix it.” My voice was firm and cold. I didn’t care if I sounded like a bitch. I had to be a stone cold bitch right now, or I would fall apart.  
 
    “Okay, hun I got ya. What do you need from me?” 
 
    “Just to make sure you’re safe. I wouldn’t be able to handle it if anything happens to you.”  
 
    “You stay safe to sweets. Okay?”  
 
    I turned my head to look out the window, not really seeing anything as the scenery flew past. 
 
    “I will. Christian hasn’t been bothering you anymore has he?” 
 
    “No. Not since I told him I would send Matt after him. That boy has a screw loose. How did we not see this?” 
 
    I shrugged even though she couldn’t see me, “Evil has always been able to hide in plain sight. Ted Bundy, Charles Manson, everyone always said they were nice, even charming. I still don’t think Christian is behind this though.” 
 
    She sighed, “Yeah, you never hear anyone say, ‘Oh I knew they were a crazy serial killer. Makes dating scary as hell.” 
 
    “Wait you date? Since when?” 
 
    “Ha, ha, wench. I date all the time.” 
 
    “No, you have flavors. Two to four weeks is not dating, honey pie. It’s shopping.” 
 
    “You know how much I like shopping, in all forms.” I could practically see her wink even now. I chuckled and shook my head as we pulled up to my house.  
 
    “I love you, even if you are a serial shopper. I just got home; I’ll see you at the party tonight. Luckily, I had already gotten my costume before all of this clusterfuck happened.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s wise to come tonight?”  
 
    “I promised you I would be there. Plus I’ll be in costume, it would be hard for anyone to single me out, but maybe, just maybe I will be able to eavesdrop and find out a few things.”  
 
    I pulled out Thorne’s wallet to pay the cabbie. Glad someone still carried cash around. Guilt tried to eat at me for pickpocketing him and taking it earlier, but I squashed it down.  
 
    Standing on the sidewalk, I looked at my house, it still looked the same. Beautiful stone, wide front porch, red wooden door with an oval window. I took a deep breath, glad to be home after all this time.  
 
    “HELLOO!!!” I pulled my phone away from my ear cringing at Britt’s yell. 
 
    “Owwww!! What the fuck?” 
 
    Her chuckle sounded sinister, “Well you weren’t paying attention to me. I was saying I will be over in a few min to unlock your door. Since you don’t have your keys, nitwit. And I love you too.” 
 
    “I ca…” The phone clicked and I pulled it back scowling, “I hate it when she does that!” I said into the wind.  
 
    She always hung up without the conversation actually being over. Shaking my head I made my way to the back. I didn’t get the chance to tell her that I never was able to get the sliding door fixed. The lock didn’t engage all the way, if you knew what to do it would slide free.  
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief once I was in my own space. I loved my time with the guys, but damn if I didn't miss my house. Making my way up the stairs I racked my brain for anyone who wanted to kill me, but came up empty again. And was David’s death a coincidence or part of a more sinister plot involving me? Was Roxy the beginning? Did someone kill her to get to me? Or was that just a coincidence too? Did death really follow me around?  
 
    I shook my head, I sounded like a paranoid conspiracy theorist.  
 
    I scowled at my bedroom, it looked like a fucking bomb went off, why I agreed to have Britt stay here during my absence was beyond me.  
 
    Deciding that I didn’t actually see a mess in my usually clean bedroom, I moved to the bathroom to take a shower. I had to get all of the blood off of me.  
 
    I finally caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror and cringed on a gasp. “Damn, no wonder the cabbie thought I needed help. I look like I'm an extra in a slasher film.” 
 
    My voice sounded creepy even to me, hollowed out and fragile. Shaking my head I turned on the radio that I always kept in here. Music ran my life; I couldn't do anything without music. I flinched as rock music poured out of the speakers, I forgot that the last time I was here I was pissed at Cristian. Britt always said my music was my mood ring. She could always tell what mood I was in just by the music I was listening to.  
 
    Britt could do with or without music, and she never listened to it in the shower. After watching Alfred Hitchcock’s, Psycho, she couldn’t stand shower curtains and there had to be no noise other than the shower.  
 
    I chuckled, sliding under the blistering hot water. After shampooing twice and scrubbing myself raw, I stayed under the water until the hot water ran out.  
 
    Frowning, I stepped out, fully expecting Britt to be here already. She only lived 10 minutes from me by walking.  
 
    “Britt?” I called out, turning off the radio.  
 
    Silence greeted me, a shiver ran the length of my spine, “Oh stop being silly. Your just being paranoid because you were thinking about that damn movie.” I berated myself, stomping over to my closet I grabbed the undergarments to my costume. I was going as a Japanese Geisha. The makeup alone was going to take at least an hour.  
 
    Glancing at the clock, I hurried to gather everything. I would just get ready at Britt’s place.  
 
    Where was she?  
 
    Hearing a noise from downstairs, I paused, calling out, “Britt is that you? Took you long enough. What did you do, finish setting up for the party? Or have a quick shag before meeting me? It’s a good thing I was able to break into my own house you know. Me standing outside covered in blood would’ve made for an interesting conversation with the police.” 
 
    I hurried downstairs, smiling, still jabbering away about nonsense, I had missed my best friend. Going from hanging out almost every day to hardly seeing each other just felt wrong. 
 
    I stopped at the bottom of the stairs, looking around, my smile slowly fell from my face, “Britt? Come on, don’t do this. It’s not funny, just say something then we can go.” 
 
    Turning towards the kitchen, I quietly snuck towards the other dining room door that led off of the kitchen. Britt liked to hide there when she was being an ass and trying to scare me.  
 
    “Oof.” My body was thrown forward into the wall. I cried out as my head hit the frame. My vision was blurry as I turned around, hands up ready to fight whoever hit me. I knew it wasn’t Britt, and only hoped she had gotten held up and wasn’t here.  
 
    “Why won’t you just die, you stupid little bitch!”  The words were growled, but I knew that voice. My brain was to foggy from the blow to come up with a name. 
 
    I saw him reaching for me again and threw myself sideways in an attempt to grab a knife off of the island, all I managed to do was push everything off the other side.  
 
    “No!” I cried out, kicking in the direction he was last.  
 
    The last thing I heard was a dark and sinister laugh as I’m hit over the head again and my world went black. 
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    “What the fuck do you mean she’s gone?” I growled at Thorne. Thankfully our injuries weren’t as bad as everyone thought. Damn doctors freaking everyone out and not telling them a damn thing. I have a broken arm, and a mild concussion, with cuts everywhere from the explosion. 
 
    “She took off running after talking to Mom,”  
 
    “You didn’t go after her?” 
 
    “Of course we did you jackass. We lost her in the crowd.” Shane mumbled. 
 
    “We are Marines, for heaven’s sake. It was our job to follow people without them noticing or slipping us.”  
 
    “We weren’t trying to be discreet.” Thorne rubbed his hand over his face. I know he’s upset and worried just like I am. But, dammit he let her go.  
 
    “Where would she go?” 
 
    “Her house, or Britt.” Colter spoke up from the doorway where he was in a wheelchair. I scowled at my pig headed brother. 
 
    “You are not supposed to be out of bed, young man!” I smirked as our mother descended on him, trying to turn him around. 
 
    “Mom, I’m fine. It’s just flesh wounds.” 
 
    “Everything is just a flesh wound to you! Colter Andrew Jones, you get back to your room! You had a piece of glass cut open your abdomen and you have a broken leg!”  
 
    I shook my head, grinning when he just threw her a wink and a smile, patting her hand. 
 
    “I will in a minute, Ma. But first we have to find Lexi. I don’t know about them but I’m falling for her.” We all nodded in agreement; Mrs. Jones mouth fell open for a split second before she grinned.  
 
    “Well it’s about damned time. Granted I never thought you would all fall for the same girl. It will take some getting used to, the lifestyle you want to have. And I’m sure people will shun you for it, or even go out of their way to make your life difficult. You tell them to go shove it where the sun doesn’t shine and just be happy.” 
 
    I turned my head away and sneakily wiped the tears out of my eyes. Colt and I had worried a lot over the weeks about what mom and dad would think. We were a close knit family and didn’t want to have to either hide it from them or worse lose them because of it.  
 
    “Thanks, Mama.” Colter’s voice sounded suspiciously hoarse.  
 
    “Con-Man… are you...crying?” Shane’s grinning face popped up in my line of sight.  
 
    I pushed him back, sniffling, “I’m not crying, you are. We all know you’re the biggest sap there is.” 
 
    Laughter filled the room and my heart swelled. This was my family, my smile quickly fell, well not all of them. We were missing one. If we weren’t careful or quick enough we may end up losing her for good. I refused to let that happen. 
 
    “Mom, what were you two talking about?” 
 
    “I didn’t do any talking, I tried to but it was very hard to get her to take a breath. She was rambling,” 
 
    Thorne chuckled, “That’s our Lexi. She rambles when she’s nervous or upset it seems. Though you do learn the most interesting facts.” 
 
    Mom rolled her eyes at him, “Anyway, she was going on about how this is her fault, because she wouldn’t listen about someone trying to kill her. Then about her sister dying, and her boss. Said death followed her.”  
 
    My dad strode into the room and all eyes turned towards him, he always had that commanding air about him, when he spoke, you shut the fuck up and listened.  
 
    “Maybe it does. But not in the way she thinks. Have either of you boys seen this man around her?” 
 
    Dad handed Colt a small photo, he stared at it for a while before shaking his head and handing it to me.  
 
    “He seems familiar but I can’t pace him…” 
 
    “What the fuck?” I shouted, cutting Colt off. “What kind of joke is this?” 
 
    “What son? Do you recognize him?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s Christian her piece of shit ex-boyfriend. But that is not Lexi he’s with. And his hair is blonde now.” 
 
    “No, that’s her sister Roxy. She was murdered 7 years ago. Poisoned.”   
 
    “Is he the one that did it?” Thorne asked, snatching the picture from me. 
 
    “Like I said earlier son, the cops ruled it an accidental ingestion of the poison from honey. But the lead cop has his doubts.” 
 
    Ice slid through my veins, chilling me from the inside out. I never thought it was a coincidence that I witnessed Lexi and Christians breakup and a couple of days later she was attacked. If she hadn’t of been on our land she may have ended up dead instead of alive and well. If he killed her sister, and then came after her years later, got close to her...I shuddered at the thoughts swirling in my head. 
 
    I started ripping the IV and wires that were attached to me out with the one good hand I had at the moment, “We have to get to her. NOW.” 
 
    Mom was yelling at me to stop, but I tuned her out like I’ve done ever since I became a teen. We needed a plan. Nurses and doctors rushed into the room and tried to secure me back to the bed. But Shane and Thorne tell them in no uncertain terms that we are leaving here. Even Colt.  
 
    Standing up the room spun a bit, and I felt like I was going to hurl. I forgot how fun concussions can be. “Damn,” I whispered.  
 
    Arms slid around me, supporting me, “I got you, brother.” Shane’s voice was low in my ear. I nodded slightly and opened my eyes.  
 
    “Let’s go get our girl.” Thorne’s voice was hard and firm.  
 
    Dad was trying to calm Mom down, as we all made our way from the room. Shane helping to support me and Thorne pushing Colt. He won’t be able to do much but keep a lookout. But we are brothers in arms. We leave no man behind. Or woman for that matter. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity we made it to Thorne’s truck. I groaned; the damn thing was so fucking tall I  would have to jump to get in. I did not feel like jumping at the moment. 
 
    “How the fuck are we getting in this monster?” 
 
    “Easy.” I could hear the amusement in Thorne’s voice as he opened the driver’s side, pushing a button. Bottom rails slid out from underneath the four doors.  
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” Colter growled. “You’ve had these fuckers there the whole time! Why the fuck have you never used them before?” 
 
    “It was funnier to see y’all jump.” 
 
    Grunts and cuss words flowed freely as we got into the truck. Colt and Thorne were up front, Shane and I were in the back. I kept shifting to get comfortable, “Where too, Con-man?” My eyes met Thornes in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Lexi’s house. She would want to go there first. Then we can try Britt’s. Didn’t she say something about a party tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah, her Halloween kickoff party. Like it’s the damn super bowl or something.” Shane’s voice was dry as he stared out the window, but I could still see the smirk on his face. 
 
    “To Britt it is the Superbowl.” Colt shuddered and we all laughed as Thorne took off towards Lexi’s house.  
 
    We had gone to her place right after the first attack, well after we had convinced Brittney that we weren’t serial killers.  
 
    My gut was telling me that we were missing something about the whole picture and had missed something the last time we were there. The place had been tossed; it was professional with very little disturbed. But a trained eye could see it. Even if we didn’t know her back then as well as we do now. Britt had made some remarks about things being out of place.   
 
    It was the subtle things that were moved. Obvious dust free spots to mark where something sat that was no longer there or moved over. Some trash on the floor next to the bin, Lexi can’t stand that. She always made a habit of picking it up and putting it in the bin at our house. My guess would be that she would do the same at home, it was second nature to her now. Little things like that, caught our attention the first time.  
 
    I started praying that we would find her there, talking to Britt before the party.  Something in my gut told me that wouldn't be the case. 
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    Thorne  screeched to a halt outside of a two story stone house.  This was my first time at our girls house, Thorne came here with Britt when we were trying to find out who was after Lexi. The house suited her, with a wide front porch, a dark blue swing, and a small patio set off to the side. I could see her sitting on the swing drinking coffee first thing in the morning. And at night she would be at the table and chairs with a glass of wine.  
 
    Everything looked quiet, I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw Britt's car in the driveway. Maybe we were overreacting, she was fine. She ran because she got spooked.  
 
    "Colt, maybe you should stay out here." I glared at Shane and flipped him off.  
 
    "Like hell I'm staying in the truck like a goddamn watchdog." I bit my inner cheek to stop myself from crying out in pain as I tried to slide over to the door. My abdomen had been throbbing and burning since we left the hospital. I probably pulled some stitches. Not enough to bleed but enough to let me know I was a supreme idiot for being out here instead of resting in the hospital. I was not about to let the guys know that; they would leave me on the side of the road.  
 
    "Dude, you can barely move, let alone walk. We don't have any crutches or a fucking wheelchair. If things go sideways we are going to need you here. Luckily you broke your left leg so you can still drive."  
 
    Fuck. I hated it when my brother was right. I waved my hand at him, "You're not looking so fit and fiddle yourself, sparky. What help can you be?" 
 
    He pulled a gun out from under his seat, "I can still shoot a motherfucker." He grinned at me as I rolled my eyes at him.  
 
    "Fine. Someone help me get my gimpy ass over to the driver's seat. Thorne, do you still have that spare set of earwigs in here?" 
 
    He flashed a wicked smile and opened the glove box. Taking out a small box he flicked open the lid. Nestled inside where four wireless communicators. The cop shows had it all wrong, why anyone would want to talk into their wrist was beyond me. We attached the microphones to our shirt collars; they were strong enough that we could whisper and the sound would be crystal clear in the ear buds everyone wore.  
 
    Thorne grabbed a gun from the center console, while Shane un-rolled his knife kit. You could take the man out of the Marines but you could never take the Marines out of the man. We all kept weapons stashed in every vehicle we owned. 
 
    "Uh...any chance y'all are overreacting?"  
 
    A chorus of, "No's." Rang out in the cab of the truck.  
 
    "Okay then, let's get the party started." I ground my teeth together as Thorne hauled my sorry ass over the console to the driver’s side.  
 
    For the first time in my life, I watched as my brothers made entry into a building without me.  
 
    I swallowed down the bile that tried to rise, whether it was from the pain in my abdominal, that felt like someone was trying to barbeque me with a fucking flame-thrower, or the unease skittering down my back I didn't know.  
 
    Either way I didn't fucking like it. 
 
    "Lexi? Are you here? We're coming in." Thorne's tense voice over the ear wig pulled me from my thoughts.   
 
    All pain was forgotten as I listened intently to them clearing the house.  
 
    "Kitchen is a mess. There was a struggle." I didn't think it was possible for Thorne's voice to get more tense than it already was. But it did.  
 
    "There's blood over here!" Hawk called out. 
 
    I could almost see Connor in my head as he looked around the kitchen. "Shit. Looks like she at least gave as good as she got. Fuck, I'm glad we gave her those lessons." 
 
    "Oh, fuck, no, no, no!" Hawk's strangled voice had me clutching the steering wheel.  
 
    "What?! What's going on? Someone had better fucking talk to me!" I growled down the line.  
 
    Their words were all tangled together, I could barely understand what they were saying. 
 
    "Fuck. Does she have a pulse?" 
 
    "There's so much blood. I don't know how anyone could survive that." 
 
    "I need my kit. Hawk go grab it from the truck. Con finish checking the house." 
 
    "I WILL HAUL MY ASS OUT OF THIS TRUCK IF SOMEONE DOESN'T FUCKING TELL ME WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON IN THERE!" I practically screamed at them. 
 
    Hawk flinched, stumbling as he ran to the truck, grabbed Thorne's bag and scrambled back to the house.  
 
    "Jesus fucking Christ, Colt. Calm your tits. It's not Lexi. It's Brittany, her throat was cut. Looks like the assailant surprised her from behind. She's in the living room. Pulse is thready, I have to stop the bleeding before we can move her to…" 
 
    I cut Thorne off, "No, we are not waiting to go after Lex. I'm making the call." 
 
    "Shit, yeah okay." 
 
    I dialed 911 and told them what was going on as I listened to the guys chatter.  
 
    "No one else is here. But the shower curtain is wet. We can't be that far behind them." 
 
    "I would estimate that we're no more than 5 to 7 minutes behind them. While she lost a shit ton of blood her carotid arteries are still intact. Her jugular vein and trachea were cut though. I'm more worried about her drowning in her own blood at the moment." 
 
    My heart froze in my chest, if we lost Britt...shit, I didn't even want to think about what would happen. She had to survive end of story.  
 
    I'm not sure Lexi would survive losing her best friend.  
 
    We may not of known her as long as Lex, but I know she has grown on us. She's quirky, and out there. Not afraid to tell you like it was. Plus I'm about 80% sure she’s a real witch and scares the hell out of me. If anyone could survive this she could. Hell she probably cast a protection spell on herself. I hoped she did, she was like the sister I never had.  
 
    I also hoped she thought to cast one on Lexi. I had a feeling our girl was going to need it.  
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    The pounding in my head woke me up. I was positive an evil gnome had taken up residence in my brain and was currently trying his skills out with a fucking jackhammer. I licked my dry lips, and tried to swallow past my dry mouth.  
 
    I was afraid to open my eyes, if I did then everything would become real. Why I was still alive I didn't know and to be honest didn't want to.  
 
    I was also regretting my choice to run out and leave the guys behind.   
 
    Yeah, dumbass, there is a difference to being strong and brave and just plain fucking stupid.  
 
    I flinched, and groaned from the pain. Damnit, even my conscience was being bitchy.  
 
    Now how the hell am I going to get out of this?  
 
    I took as deep a breath as I could trying to quell my panic so I could think straight. I was sitting in a comfortable chair, it felt like a recliner, but unable to move. I didn't feel any ropes or anything so I wasn't tied down. Then why the fuck can't I move? My head was resting against the back of the chair, I tried to lift it and started to panic even further when it didn't cooperate.  
 
    Oh my god! The blow paralyzed me! The pain in my head intensified as my breathing became erratic. My eyes flew open and I quickly looked around. The room was dim and small, maybe 8 feet by 8 feet with a single bulb hanging from the ceiling. It looked like a cellar pantry that was missing the shelves, all dark grey concrete and cold.  
 
    I shivered, looking down I confirmed I was in a recliner type of chair and not tied down. My arms laid comfortably on the armrests. Anxiety and terror mixed creating a nauseating concoction that had me swallowing down bile. I groaned lightly as the fucking gnome amped up his jackhammer.  
 
    There was only one door that I could see, it was partially open allowing me to see a small portion of the room beyond. What I saw terrified me even more. It looked like something straight out of Dexter. Three sides were covered in heavy duty plastic and a steel table sat in the middle with a smaller table off the side. I could barely see what was on the rolling table but I knew it wasn't something warm and fuzzy.  
 
    I tried to make my fingers move, I nearly shouted with glee when the pinky finger moved. I was drugged! I needed it to wear off soon, I had to get the fuck out of here! 
 
    I tensed and went as still as stone as heavy footsteps sounded on the stairs I couldn't see. I slammed my eyes shut and held my breath as voices started talking, getting closer.  
 
    "Are you sure you got the dosage right? I would've thought she would be awake by now and screaming." 
 
    "You obviously don't know her very well. She never was the type to scream when scared." 
 
    A gasp slipped out and my eyes flew open again. I fucking knew both of those voices! But why in the hell would either of them want me dead? 
 
    A deep male chuckle resonated around the room, seeming to grow in volume until I wanted to scream.  
 
    "Ahh...she's awake. See I told you, son, she's tougher than you give her credit for."  
 
    Swallowing hard, I glared as they parted the heavy plastic and came into view. Betrayal, terror, anger and gut wrenching sadness ping ponged inside me until I thought I would pass out as I sat unmoving and glared at the men standing there.  
 
    One I had called lover for a year.  
 
    The other I had called Dad. 
 
    "Don't glare at me Alexandria, you brought this on yourself."  
 
    I choose to ignore my father...ex-father, for the time being and kept my gaze on Christian. My brain didn't know how to compute this new information.  
 
    "Did you attack me in the woods, Christian? Why? What the fuck is wrong with you?" I was proud that my voice sounded strong, even though my insides were shaking. 
 
    His laughter sent chills snaking down my spine. "You mean other than the fact I'm not Christian? Probably a whole host of things I'm sure. I think my last therapist said I was a psychopathic narcissistic asshole before I killed her. I was 12." 
 
    My jaw popped open and I spluttered, "What do you mean, not Christian. I think I would know my own ex-boyfriend! What game are you playing?" 
 
    His face contorted into evil glee and he glanced at my father, "Thought you said she was smart."  
 
    "She is but your condition still isn't widely documented, Antoni." 
 
    My mind was spinning, slogging through the rush of information and trying to make sense of it all. Christian had a twin? 
 
    "Twins? You’re his twin?" 
 
    Chris--Antoni, whoever the fuck he was, smirked and laughed again. He could give a horror movie villain a run for their money with how fucking creepy he sounded.  
 
    The room was plunged into silence so fast I could still hear the echo of his laughter as he hung his head for a moment.  
 
    I glanced at my father when he sighed and shook his head, walking to the far wall, mumbling under his breath, "We don't have time for this shit. So hurry the hell up and make your little show." 
 
    "Lexi? What are you doing here?" My eyes snapped back to Antoni, widening when I saw his physical demeanor had changed. Instead of standing straight and puffing out his chest, he was slightly slouched. More like how Christian stood, and his eyes were kind and caring instead of cocky and menacing. Then there was his voice, it was slightly deeper and smoother; his cadence of speech slower.  
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    "C...Christian? What in the holy ever loving Christ is going on here? What the fuck is happening?"  
 
    I felt dimwitted as fuck right now, I couldn't even begin to navigate the twists and turns of this information rollercoaster.  
 
    He turned in a slow circle until his eyes landed on my father. Quickly spinning back to me he looked me over more closely.  
 
    "What did you give her?" He didn't even bother to look away from me. 
 
    "Relax, it was a small dose.”  
 
     "Did they hurt you?" 
 
    "They who? Christian please tell me what is going on? Why are you doing this to me?" 
 
    "I'm not. Who was talking earlier?" 
 
    "What?" It clicked in my head just then. My dad had talked about a new clients case when I was little saying it was fascinating. Oh my fucking god! "Multiple personality disorder… you have MPD?" 
 
    My father finally spoke up and walked back towards us. "It's technically called Dissociative Identity Disorder, my dear." 
 
    I continued to sneakily try and get my body to follow my commands. I was able to wiggle one of my pinkies and toes.  
 
    "Now, Christian, do be a good lad and let Antoni come back. You don't want to see this part son."  
 
    "Please tell me he is not your actual son, Dad. Cuz that's a whole 'nother level of fucked up that I can't handle right now." 
 
    "Does step-son count?" My dad grinned at me, cringing away I looked at Christian again. Thankfully he hadn't listened to my dad and was still in control.  
 
    "My mom married him 6 years ago. But they had been seeing each other for 2 years before that. You see, Lex-Mex," I scowled at his use of the horrid nickname he gave me, "Tom was my therapist. Ever since I was 12 and it became apparent that I was... broken. I couldn't keep the others at bay anymore."  
 
    I was going to be sick. Dad had been having an affair before Roxy died. I glared daggers at my father. And interrupted Christian, "Did you use Roxy's death as an excuse to leave us and go be with your mistress?" 
 
    "Use? You still don't get it do you? I orchestrated the entire thing! You stupid little bitch.” I gasped at the contempt in my father's voice. He had never spoken to me like that in my entire life. “All I ever wanted was a son, but your drunk of a mother couldn’t even handle that small task. I knew from the very beginning that Christian was special. The only documented DID patient to have not one but three different violent personalities. Each one more sadistic than the last. I nurtured and cultivated them all. Helping them to bloom and grow like the rarest of flowers." 
 
    I quickly got over my shock and rolled my eyes, I had forgotten how obsessed with flowers my father was. He always used stupid fucking flower analogies whenever he was trying to make a point.  
 
    The blow came out of nowhere, slamming across my face like a freight train. My head snapped to the side, my lip split and I could feel the crunch of bone. I bit my inner cheek to keep from crying out, I refused to give these sick sons of bitches the satisfaction. 
 
    My hands twitched with the need to cradle my cheek. I blocked out the part where he had said he orchestrated it all. Denial wasn't just a river in Egypt.  
 
    "Shit! Tom, you said you wouldn't hurt her. You promised that she wouldn't die like Roxy did. Look at her! She’s immobile and now she’s bleeding." Christian screamed at my father. Coming closer to investigate the damage. I tried to wrench my head to the side away from him. But he gently caught my chin to inspect it, not that I was able to move it anyways.  
 
    "I'm so sorry about this. I tried to stop them." he whispered, his lips barely moving.  
 
    "So help me now." I pleaded softly. Wincing with every movement I made, shit my lip hurts. "You know as well as I do that they don't intend to let me live."  
 
    "I can't. They are too strong now. Just be glad you haven't met Charlie yet. 
 
    You haven't have you?" 
 
    I gave him an incredulous look; he really was fucking nuts. "No. Not that I know of." 
 
    He grimaced, "Trust me you would know." 
 
    He stood back up, his face going blank before a truly terrifying smile slid across his face like oil on the ground.  
 
    Fear like I have never known froze my entire body. Even my heart skittered to a stop for a split second. His posture, face, and even his eyes were completely different than the last two. His voice was deeper than I had ever heard it. His eyes, slightly darker than Christian’s own blue ones, lit up in glee. There was a promise of pain in them, a promise I desperately wanted him to break. It felt like the devil had come home to roost on Christians face.  
 
    “Oh goody, a new playmate. She’s stunning too. Shame on you for not letting me play with her earlier, Dad.” This whole thing was creeping me the fuck out. 
 
    “Charlie, you can’t play yet. Christian knew better than to say your name. Let Antoni or James back out now.” 
 
    “No! I want to play. It’s been so long!” His voice slashed out like a knife, childlike in his temper tantrum as he stamped his foot.  
 
    I had no idea who the fuck Charlie was, or what his vice was, but I really didn’t want him to stick around. Every hair on my body was standing at attention and every instinct I had was telling me to get the fuck out of dodge. Only one problem with that. I was still held immobile by whatever fucking drug they gave me.  
 
    I had to keep them both talking until either by some miracle the guys found me or the drug wore off. Whichever came first. Okay Lex, time to put on the big girl panties and pretend I'm not completely revolted by both of them.  
 
    This was going to hurt, but I had to get them talking about Roxy.  
 
    My heart clenched, and my eyes filled with tears as I looked over at my father, “D..Dad. Did you kill Roxy?” 
 
    "I didn't personally, no. I did, however, influence James too. See Christian is special, he houses 3 active serial killers inside himself. After years of being raped, and brutally tortured by his biological mom, he killed her. Thus Antoni was born. The strangler. The one who likes to watch their life fade. Afterwards he was given to his mother’s sister, Melody, my wife. By the time he was 12 and brought to me, he already had them all. James is the one who prefers the accidental methods.  Poisoned honey, or brake failure for instance. Then there's Charlie, the slicer. His work with knives is artistic. Like watching Picasso paint a masterpiece." The glowing pride on my father's face shattered me.  
 
    Christian was his creation, his puppet.  
 
    "But why? Why kill Roxy? We are your daughters for FUCKS SAKE! YOU'RE SUPPOSED TO PROTECT US FROM MONSTERS LIKE HIM! NOT FEED US TO THEM!" I was screaming by the end of my tirade; I couldn’t help it. I wanted to kill my father, and would if I ever got free.  
 
    I tried again to move my toes and my whole foot moved. I bit down on my tongue to contain my victory shout. I could feel the drugs wearing off now. It was almost like the feeling I got when my foot fell asleep. I had just contributed the tingles I was feeling to my almost overwhelming fear.  
 
    I remembered what Roxy told me once when I was 10. I was afraid of the diving board, and was getting harassed by some kids. I told her I wished I wasn't afraid, like her. She always tried new things and wasn't afraid of anything. She smirked and said, "Courage is not the absence of fear, sweets, but the triumph over it. It's not brave to have no fear, but to conquer it." I thought she was a wise buddha or something.  
 
    Didn't find out till years later that Eleanor Roosevelt had been the first one to say that.  
 
    Searing pain blazed down my arm, ripping my mind out of the past and into the present.  
 
    "AHHHH!!! FUCK! YOU BASTARD!" I screamed.   
 
    Looking down at my arm there was a thin red line. Just a small cut, that took up my entire arm. Almost like a paper cut.  
 
    I glared at Christian...er...Charlie.  
 
    His laugh drove my terror to new heights. "That's what you get for screaming at us, and then disappearing inside your head. You have to pay attention to us, or that will happen again and again ...on second thought, I really do love the 1000 cuts method of killing someone. So go right ahead and ignore us. I'm dying to cut you again like I did your friend." 
 
    My heart leapt into my chest, "Wha...what do you mean my friend?" A sickening realization dawned on me and my eyes widened.  
 
    Before I could ask, he leaned down close to whisper, "That purple haired bitch. I sliced her throat wide open; it was beautiful seeing all the red blood flow down her body before she fell. You almost caught me, luckily you didn't look into the living room before going to the kitchen." 
 
    I was so enraged I didn't even stop to think. I just reared back and head butted him as hard as I could. I was overjoyed that I could move my head that much. The satisfying crunch of his nose breaking rang out in the cramped room giving me another hit of joy. Blood spurted, coating my chest. I was sure if I got out of here alive it was going to be months of intense scrubbing in the shower before I felt clean. And therapy, couldn’t forget all the fucking therapy I was going to need. 
 
    "I will gut you for that, you fucking cunt!" 
 
    "Hey! Don't call my daughter that! Charlie, let Antoni out, he deals with pain better. Alexandria, you need to play nice." 
 
    I sucked back the tears that wanted to fall in rivers. I pushed the pain of losing Britt to the back of my mind and buried it under mounds of sand. I was totally going to ostrich that information. I could break down after I got out of here. 
 
    Mustering up every ounce of contempt I could I snarled at my father, "Play nice? You want me to fucking play nice with the sick son of a bitch who killed not only my sister but my best friend as well?" I scoffed at him, "You're just as fucking sick and delusional as he is! Tell me right now, why you are doing this? What did we ever do to deserve this?" 
 
    "You seriously have no clue do you?" 
 
    "Clue about what, you maniac?" 
 
    "Tsk, tsk. That's no way to talk to your father. It's all her fault, she got these notions into your girls heads." He started to pace, I kept a wary eye on Charlie as he backed up and gave my...No, Tom room.  
 
    "Gloria and all her men." He spit out like it left a foul taste in his mouth.  
 
    What the fuck does my grandmother have to do with this?  
 
    "Roxy was headed that way too. She got tired of never seeing James. She met 3 guys at a bar one night. I watched her with them and I knew, I knew she wanted all of them." 
 
    "So the fuck what?! It was her life!" He didn't even glance at me as he walked by and casually backhanded me. The blow rocked me to the side. 
 
    "Marriage, relationships are only a man and a woman. And the woman is supposed to stay at home and keep it running smoothly for the man. Cooking, keeping the kids in line, making sure he never wants for anything. It says so right in the bible."  
 
    I spit out the blood that had gathered from biting my tongue and scoffed at my father. It was hard to stop calling him that.  
 
    "Really? What fucking century are you living in?" 
 
    He stopped in front of me and grabbed my chin hard, forcing me to look at him. 
 
    "Watch your tone girl. Roxy got all high and mighty too." 
 
    "So, because your daughter didn't follow your standards you had her killed? You're fucking pathetic. No wonder mom was always drinking." 
 
    He sneered and the hatred I saw in his eyes took my breath away. "Ahh, yes, my weak first wife. She knew what she was getting into. Not my fault she couldn't handle it. I knew I should have taken care of her after she failed to give me any sons. Her drinking got her before I could though. Pity that." 
 
    I was so repulsed by him; I spit at him once again to get him the hell away from me.  
 
    Calmly he wiped it away and gave me a chilling smile. "Who wants to play with her first? Antoni or Charlie? James is always so passive in his skills." 
 
    "It's my turn." The higher pitched voice of Antoni came out of Christian's mouth. I shivered, yep, I was going to need a fortunes worth of therapy after this.  
 
    I shook my head as he slowly walked closer, trying to bite his hands as he wrapped them around my throat.  
 
    "There's an art to strangling someone. To bring them so close to death only to pull back at just the right moment. It's exquisite. Some say they see loved ones, others Angel's, you'll have to tell me what you see, Lexi. I'm curious to know." 
 
    My vision was dimming as he slowly cut off my oxygen supply.  
 
    I'm so sorry guys, my soul seemed to cry out for the men in my life as the blackness consumed me.  
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    "Where the fuck could she be?!" Roared Thorne. I had never seen our unofficial leader this agitated.  
 
    "I don't fucking know! Get the fuck off my back! I'm going as fast as I can!" Con-man snapped back. "Her phone was left at the house; I'm trying to get a trace on Christian's phone. It's not as easy as they make it out on T.V." 
 
    "Yeah, he's no Magee." I quipped to try and break the tension.  
 
    We had raced back to the house to grab the rest of our gear and try to find our girl after the ambulance took Brittney away. We had no clue if she made it or not. But we couldn't focus on that right now, all of our thoughts were on finding Lexi and killing the bastard that took her.  
 
    We were all ready to go, locked and loaded for bear. Thorne was pacing the living room in his usual fashion. Con was trying to ping Christian's phone, saying he would be faster than me. Colt was rechecking his weapons even though he wouldn't be leaving the truck, I wasn't about to tell him that though. We all had our coping mechanisms, case in point, I was sharpening my blades for the third time. They were so wickedly sharp at this point; I could slice through anything and it wouldn't move for a split second. Like in those old Kung Fu movies I liked so much. 
 
    "GOT IT!" Con yelled, slamming his hand on the table and bounding up. 
 
    "Where to?" Thorne picked up Colt like it was no big deal and headed to the truck. I snickered and side eyed Con as we strode behind them. His lips twitched, but other than that his face was stoic.  
 
    "155 Nablock Lane. About 15 minutes outside of town the other way. We should be there in about 45 minutes." He said throwing his stuff in the back and hoping into the truck, wincing as his arm was jarred.  
 
    “Do you need a pain pill?” I asked, we had hoped the meds from the hospital would last a little bit longer. But we also didn’t plan on going on a rescue mission either, we had all planned to be home snuggling our girl on the couch watching movies.  
 
    I scrambled to fully get into the truck as Colt gunned it. "Make that 20." I grunted.  
 
    I wasn't complaining, but fuck if my ass didn't clench when he reached 105 miles per hour. I ground my jaw to keep the girlie squeak from escaping. I tried to breathe and calm my racing heart. I was a fucking Marine; I shouldn't be acting like a pussy. Instead, I grabbed the 'oh shit handle' above my window as Colt drifted through a curve like he was an extra in the movie Tokyo Drift. 
 
    "Fuck, Colt, do you really need to drive it like you stole it?" 
 
    "Keep your panties on, Thorne. I won't put a scratch on your baby." 
 
    "Not saying that. But considering you were just in a car accident you think you would take it easy." 
 
    "That fucker has had her for over 2 hours now. I'm not waiting any longer. God only knows what he's doing to her." 
 
    My heart clenched, ever since she ran at the hospital I have felt like I'm going insane. We've all seen how depraved humanity can get. Seen the worst of the worst. I couldn't allow myself to think about what was happening to our girl, or I would lose my shit and burn this fucking world to the ground. They say hell hath no fury like a woman scorned...I would make them look like saints if anything happened to her.  
 
    I just hoped she could come back from whatever hell she had been in. If she couldn't fully come back? Well, we would be there to pick up all the broken pieces and hold them for her until she could carry them herself. If that never happened? So fucking be it.  
 
    "Just so you know, Colt, I don't give two flying fucks about your ultimatum.  She's mine, I'll share her with you fuckerheads if I have too, but I'm not letting her go." I stared at each of them in turn, letting them see how serious I was. I know they were worried about me with her, how I would handle sharing her with them after Amy basically tried to do the same. Hell, I worried about myself. But I was done flip-flopping, I wanted her. She was the best thing to fall into my life and the lives of my brothers. I wasn't about to keep them from happiness just because my ex fucked with my head. Besides, I couldn’t explain it but it was different with her and them. 
 
    Con-man grinned and slapped me on the back before bracing himself for another curve that Colt drifted around. He yelled above the noise of screeching tires, "Knew you'd come around, brother." 
 
    "Yeah, we had already decided we were gonna keep her if she wanted us. Glad to know you're on the same page as us though." 
 
    Thorne turned in his seat to fist bump me as we squealed to a stop next to a patch of woods. "Let's go get our girl. Coms hot." Thorne threw open his door and hopped out. “Keep the car running, Honey. We may need to leave in a hurry.” Thorne winked and shut his door.  
 
    I clicked on my ear wig and microphone as we all checked in. I got on my tablet, clicking away. "House is about half a click away from here, due east. I have no recon images, so I have no idea what we’re going to be walking into. Eyes open, ears sharp, boys. I've notified the local police, so we have about 20 minutes to clean house."  
 
    Con’s eyes were dark and stormy as he looked at me, "No one but our girl and us make it out." 
 
    "Understood." I swallowed hard; I knew what I had to do.  
 
    I hated killing, but for Lexi I would gut, and bleed every motherfucker that hurt her and bathe in their blood.  
 
    "Stay liquid." Thorne smirked and took off. 
 
    "How many times have we told you to stop stealing S.W.A.T.s lines!" Colt’s voice flowed down the coms line as we took off. 
 
    I heard Thorne’s chuckle as I flanked him. 
 
    Hold on mi pequeño guerrero, we're coming for you. 
 
    







Lexi 
 
    
  
 
    I groaned as I came to, I had lost count of the number of times I had almost died only to be brought back again and again. A sob escaped my mouth as I thought of the guys. I am so sorry; I should have told you that I loved you all. 
 
    “It’s too late even if I thought you were talking about me.” Antoni’s higher pitched voice grated on my nerves. I wanted to slap the smirk off his face. “Well, it’s been fun, but Charlie is clawing to be let out.” His wicked smile sent chills down my spine. 
 
    As much as I hated being choked repeatedly, even in my delirious state, I was sure I was in, I knew Charlie was worse. 
 
    I started to thrash around trying as hard as I could to get my body to fucking respond to anything I told it to do. If I could just get enough function to run or grab something I just might have a chance. I flopped down onto the ground, sobbing when Charlie’s cruel face came into view. I had moved my body but it wasn’t enough. I lifted my hand and raked my nails down his face as hard as I could. Howling he reared back, I tried to crawl away, but he kicked me in the chest sending me crashing into the wall. My head cracked against the hard stone and I saw stars. 
 
    Disoriented, I laid there trying to catch my breath for a second, how the fuck did I not notice he had three other people living inside of him all this time?  
 
    He hid his crazy very well, that’s how. 
 
    I realize that now. Thanks inner me. Still I should have sensed or seen something. 
 
    You did. You started to avoid time alone with him, you stopped sleeping with him… should I go on? 
 
    No, I get it. Doesn’t fucking help me now though does it? 
 
    No, but hold on a little longer.  
 
    Great. I wonder if this was how it started for Christian. Him getting abused and broken, he retreated into his own mind to get away from it. Soon the ones he heard in his head turned real for him and he had to give them true voices.  
 
    Cold metal searing across my naked back brought me back into the moment. Fuck, I had spaced out so long that he had moved and stripped me. Now I was lying on top of the terrifying table that I had seen earlier with the plastic surrounding it. My arms and legs were now tired down.  
 
    So much for my escape attempt. This is it; I’m going to die here. 
 
    I flinched as a hand softly brushed against my temple, I blinked to clear my blurry eyes, only now realizing that I was crying. “Don’t worry Little Lexi, it will all be over soon. But I had to let Charlie have his fun too, or he would have rebelled and it would be so much worse. You understand, don’t you?” 
 
    “G...go to h...hell, y...you as...asswipe.” I could barely talk I was shivering so bad. Fuck, it was colder than I thought in this basement.  
 
    "Now, now, that's no way to talk to your father." Charlie’s childlike voice slithered across my skin, and I bucked trying to physically dislodge the feeling.  
 
    "AHHHHHH!!!!" the scream ripped from my throat without my permission. The pain was so intense my body arched up off the metal slab. Wave after wave of excruciating pain flowed through me, it felt like an eternity before I could think clearly.  I lifted my head and looked at my chest.  
 
    I dry heaved when I saw the 3 inch long slice on the top of my left breast.  I saw a hand with a scalpel reaching for my right side.  
 
    "NO!" instead of the scream I wanted, only a whimper came out and I tried to shift my body away, the drugs no longer in my system. It occurred to me this wasn’t the first time they had done something like this, it was too precise, too well planned. 
 
    A hand patted my head, and my father's voice cracked like a whip across the room, “See you’re weak! You should have a higher pain tolerance than that if you are going to bear his children! We need to cut the weakness out of you! We already took care of the weak people surrounding you. Roxy, Your mother, Your grandmother, that purple haired witch, your boss.” 
 
    Wait, what? My father is more cray, cray than I thought. They both have to die. 
 
    Charlie’s voice tried for soothing, but fell flat. “Don’t blame her just yet, I soak all of my knives in a stinging nettle liquid. The plants needles secrete a very painful liquid, burns like holy fire and only lasts a couple of minutes. The worst of the pain fading after a few hours. The fact that she stopped screaming before she passed out is a testament to how strong she is. Let’s see how fast she stops screaming this time, shall we, Tom?”  
 
     His hand snakes out so fast I barely saw it. “FUUCC--AHHHHH!!!!”  
 
    Five separate places on my body bloom with pain. I turned my head to the side and vomited, my body was stiff with pain. My vision and hearing dimmed, and came back, like an ocean wave kissing the sand and retreating. Only this wasn't pleasant at all. 
 
    "Isn't it wonderful? All the things you can buy on the internet and have shipped right to your door." 
 
    "Fu...fuck y...you." My voice was tight with pain, but I fought through it to shoot daggers at him with my eyes. If looks could kill he would be dead a million times over.  
 
    "Hold on a second, Charlie." My father's face swam into my vision. "Willingly submit to his domain over you. Say you'll marry him, bear and raise his children and this will all stop." 
 
    “Never!” 
 
    “So be it.” My father brushed back my hair from my sweaty scalp, “You would have made strong sons for him.” 
 
    "Hey, Dickbag, she's ours." 
 
    "Step the fuck away from our girl." 
 
    "Fuck this shit."  
 
    I thought I was hallucinating, or had retreated into a daydream to escape the pain at the sound of my guys voices. 
 
    Shots, cries of pain and thuds rang out. The sounds of heavy breathing and whimpers filled the air next. The whimpers were from me. 
 
    "Cupcake? Lexi, can you hear me?" 
 
    "Thorny?" I whispered his name not wanting to believe that he was really here only to have my perfect dream shattered.  
 
    Through my blurry eyes I saw his beautiful face come into view, followed by Shane and finally Connor. My eyes rolled around looking for Colt, please let him be okay. 
 
    "Colt sends his regards, love. he's out in the truck." It was like Shane read my mind. "Colt, bring the truck to the house."  
 
    I couldn't focus, everything around me was swirling in a chaotic pattern. I knew my body was going into shock.  
 
    The straps holding me prisoner went slack, "I'm taking her away from this shit storm. Make sure there's no one else in the house."  
 
    I cried out as I was jostled slightly. Everything hurt, even my teeth hurt. But the quick stab of pain helped me focus. "Shhh… I know, Cupcake. I'm sorry but I have to cover you." 
 
    Small whimpers escaped my lips as a warm blanket or jacket was draped over my nakedness. Even though I was grateful for the warmth, the pain was growing with each slide of the fabric across my cuts as we started to move. 
 
    I vaguely heard Connor ask, "Is she going to be okay?" 
 
    Blackness was creeping in on my vision again, but had I to know something. "Thorne?" My voice cracked. 
 
    "Yes, Cupcake?" 
 
    "What exactly is a dickbag? A bag full of dildo's or like a bag Lorena Bobbitt would have?" 
 
    The last thing I heard was Thorne's chuckle and him saying, "Yeah, I think she'll be just fine." 
 
    A light kiss to my forehead followed me into the darkness. 
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    It's been hours since we rescued Lexi and I could still hear her gut wrenching screams ringing in my ears.  
 
    We were no more than 20ft from the house when the first one had ripped apart the silence. We had taken off after that, we were lucky there wasn't any more combatants in the house. Our entry was sloppy and loud, only her screams muffled the sounds of our footsteps.   
 
    Seeing and hearing that man tell her to submit would haunt me forever.  
 
    I jumped and whirled around as a heavy hand landed on my shoulder. "Easy son, it's just me."  
 
    I grunted at John, the twins' father, and in many ways a second father to Hawk and I. His eyes were weary and sad as he solemnly looked at Lexi lying on the hospital bed. The rhythmic beeping of the heart monitor, my only solace. 
 
    She had 3 broken ribs, a collapsed lung, a broken nose, a hairline fracture in her skull and 103 stitches from all the cuts and gashes that bastard had inflicted on her. Not to mention the ring of bruises around her neck from being repeatedly choked. I wished I could bring the bastard back so I could kill him all over again.  
 
    My heart stuttered as the image of her lying on that table restrained, covered in so much blood you could barely see her creamy milk white skin, flooded my mind, causing me to shiver.   
 
    I stared at her on the bed, looking so frail and small. Colt was in a bed of his own, right next to her, he made the staff push the bed flush with hers so he could hold her hand. He was hooked up to An IV of fluids and had to have his own stitches re-done. 
 
    Shane was sitting at the foot of her bed, his hand on her feet, and Con was sitting in a chair next to her holding her other hand. I was standing vigil between her and the door, no one would get past me to hurt her ever again. I wouldn't be letting her out of my sight for a long time.  
 
    I slid a glance to John, “Any news on who the fuck they were?” 
 
    “Yeah, just came from talking with the chief. It’s bad, Thorne. She’s going to need help processing everything, and she may not want you all there for it. If you catch my drift.” 
 
    My eyes went into slits, “If she needs space, then space she’ll get, but only for a little while. I know I can’t live without her, and looking at my brothers they feel the same. Are you okay with that, Pops?” 
 
    The twinkle in his eyes as he slapped me on the back with a wide grin told me everything I needed to know. Just from spending time with her and talking to her I know she would be devastated if we lost our families over her. But what she didn’t understand was in time our families would come around, we could do without them for a few years if needed. We couldn’t live even a week without her.  
 
    “Who was the other guy with Christian? What the fuck was wrong with that guy anyway? Also are they going to press charges against us?” 
 
    “No, you four are in the clear. Based on your accounts, and her condition the chief decided there was no other choice you could have made. As for the other gentleman,” 
 
    “He was my father.” 
 
    Gasps sounded around the room, and all eyes flocked to the bed where Lexi was awake and gazing at the ceiling.  
 
    Before I knew what I was doing my feet were moving me towards her, she was the yin to my yang, the magnet that drew all of us in.  
 
    “Your father? Oh, mi pequeño guerrero, I am so sorry. How are you holding up? Is there anything we can do?” Shane’s gaze was concerned, which was good, Lexi wasn’t the type to handle pity well. 
 
    She shook her head and looked at all of us with tears in her eyes, “Just tell me Britt is okay?” 
 
    I heaved a sigh and ran my fingers through my short, brown hair, I hated that I would be the one to shatter her. But as leader of the group, it was my job to deliver that hard news. “Cupcake, I’m so sorry. She didn’t make it. We found her at your house and tried to save her but she didn’t survive the trip to the hospital.”  
 
    My soul shuddered as I said the words. Britt was our friend too; we had gotten to know her very well over the weeks. Life would be just a little bit duller without her around. She was always so bubbly and spoke her mind. 
 
    I have never in my entire life seen anyone check out, that was still alive, but that is what happened to our girl. Her eyes dimmed, then went blank before gut wrenching sobs wracked her body. Her grief was so intense that she curled in on herself, she pulled away from all of us.  
 
    Please don’t ask us to leave, cupcake. Please don’t ask… 
 
    My heart plummeted to my toes at her whispered, “Please, leave me alone.” 
 
    I glanced at Colt, ensuring that he would still be here for her. Poor guy wouldn’t be able to get away from her sobs and wouldn’t be able to comfort her either. He gave a sharp nod, I mouthed I’m sorry as I rolled his bed back across the room to his side and slightly shut the curtain.  
 
    We trudged from her room slowly, the sound of her breaking apart following us out. I glanced back one last time before the door shut, she looked so small curled up in the middle of her bed crying. Colt was staring at the partially shut curtain silent tears tracking down his face.  
 
    I rested my head against the door as soon as it shut, resisting the urge to rip it back open, scoop her into my arms and take away her pain. 
 
    Connor’s ranting pulled me away from her to the private waiting room we had wrangled.  
 
    “What the fuck? That sick fuck telling her to submit to Christian and bare his children was her own fucking father!? And just what the fuck was Christian doing? I mean I only had the pleasure of meeting him once before I put a bullet between his eyes, but she never once hinted that he was as deranged as he seemed in there!” 
 
    “Calm down, son. Yelling won’t solve anything.” Con snarled at his father, I flinched I remember Pops laying down the law when we were being disrespectful idiots growing up.  
 
    I rocked back on my heels, a small smirk breaking free of my somberness.  
 
    “You’re not too old for me to back hand you across this room young man. I suggest you sit your ass down and shut the hell up so I can answer your questions. Or would you rather snarl and pace like a wounded bear?” 
 
    Con stopped short and did an about face to stomp over to the couch. Throwing himself down onto the plush cushions, he scrubbed a hand down his face, “I’m sorry, sir. I just can’t imagine what she went through. I’m scared for her, how is she going to come back from this?” 
 
    Shane and I sat down on the couch ourselves, quietly waiting for the answers we so desperately craved.  
 
    Pops started to pace, “So this is what I know. Her father was a therapist. He became Christian’s therapist when he was 12 years old after years of abuse and killing his other therapist. He nurtured and even encouraged Christian to let the others out more.” 
 
    “Wait, Dad. I think you skipped a step. Let the others out? Who? What others?” 
 
    Pops stopped and looked us dead in the eyes, “Christian had Multiple Personality Disorder. They found the doctors notes in the house you took her away from. Seems he was writing a paper and waiting for the right time to publish it. He was waiting for Christian to get caught, would be my guess. Anyways seems Christian was the only documented case of MPD, or rather DID, to have 3 active serial killers, each with their own signature kill, living inside himself. His death and all the papers they found in the house is going to close a lot of open cases. Help get some justice for those families.”  
 
    We all shuddered, it was hard for me to imagine that Lexi had been with that guy for a year and not notice. 
 
    “How the hell did he keep that a secret so well? How did she not know?” Shane voiced the questions I didn’t have the nerve to ask.  
 
    Trust him to get right to the heart of the matter. 
 
    “Same way no one suspected Bundy or Ramirez, he was charming and charismatic while as Christian. Basically boys, he hid his shit well. We may never actually know what happened or what was going through their minds.” He stopped and pointed a finger at us, “But I will tell you this. That girl in there is stronger than y’all give her credit for. However, this is ten times a load of fucked up shit that no one would ever dream of. She is going to need y’all in the next coming weeks and months, so don't you dare think of abandoning her now. I will kick all of your asses. Hear me?” 
 
    “John! You will do no such thing! Besides it’s not their call don’t you think? It’s up to Lexi now.” Pops winced as Mama Sue came up behind him and slapped him lightly on the ass. Connor rolled his eyes and groaned, while Hawk and I stifled our chuckles any way we could.  
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that Mr. and Mrs. Jones. If they still want me, I still want them. All of them, I can’t imagine my life without them.” 
 
    We all jumped up from the couch and made our way to our girl, standing awkwardly in the doorway. I knew she was in pain; she was breathing heavy and leaning on the doorframe for support. I tsked at her and gently took her into my arms. Carrying her back to bed where she belonged.  
 
    “I’m insulted that you would ever think we wouldn’t want you, Cupcake.” 
 
    “Remind me when you’re better to punish you, Cariño.” Even I could hear the heat in Connor’s husky voice. I shook my head and smiled, leave it to him to bring something like this back to sex. Not that I'm complaining or anything, the stolen moment in the hallway we had together wasn’t enough. I needed her like I needed to breathe. 
 
    Colt’s voice filled with elation ripped me from the dirty fantasy I was having, “I told her to stay in bed, but she’s about as stubborn as I am. Which should make things very interesting in the future.” He held out his arms for her and I reluctantly settled her onto his bed, careful of her IV lines.  
 
    He wrapped his arms around her gently and whispered, “M’ionmhas, I am so sorry about Britt. We all are. She was our friend too. If you need time or space we’ll give it to you. But please don’t push us away again.” 
 
    Tears rolled down her cheeks, a silent testament to her feelings, she sniffled and rubbed her cheek against his chest. “I won’t. I promise. But are you sure you still want me? I mean, what does that say about me ...about my family...that m..my own father orchestrated everything. The death of my sister…” Her eyes grew wide and she started to breathe heavily, gulping in lungful’s of air. “Oh God! I slept with my sisters killer! I think I’m going to be sick.” 
 
    This must have occurred to Hawk already as he had a bucket ready for her, he calmly held it and stroked her hair back while I stood there helpless as she puked her guts out.  
 
    “Mi pequeño guerrero, was it Christian that killed her?” 
 
    Lexi hiccupped and flushed her mouth with mouthwash Con brought her, shaking her head, “No. They said it was James. He liked to poison people; it was also him that cut the brakes on the car.”  
 
    I squatted down so I was eye to eye with her, cupping the back of her neck I made her look at me so she could see the sincerity in my eyes. “I know it’s hard to think like this, but technically it wasn’t Christian. He happened to host 3 different...” 
 
    “Four, if you count himself.” Colt chimed in, I shot him an annoyed look but Lexi was smiling slightly when I brought my eyes back to her beautiful sky blue eyes. 
 
    I huffed “Fine, four different people. So you slept with Christian. Not James, not Roxy’s killer. Okay?” 
 
    I let out the breath I didn’t even realize I was holding when she nodded her head slightly and closed her eyes. Laying her head back down on Colt’s chest, she looked so lost, my heart broke all over again for her.  
 
    “It will be a long road ahead, but you’re mi pequeño guerrero, my little warrior, and you will survive this.” Shane’s eyes were fierce as he looked at our girl, refusing to believe anything else. 
 
    As her breathing deepened and she drifted off to sleep, I walked over to the window to stare outside at the brilliant sunset. I knew that with our help, Hawk was right. She would survive this. We all would.  
 
    


  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lexi 
 
    Six months later 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, have a wonderful day. I hope your wife enjoys her present.” I smiled at the cute little old man as he grabbed one of my pictures from the waterfall and headed out of the shop. I breathed a sigh of relief; he was the last customer of the day. 
 
    Brittany, that sly devil, left me everything. Well her shop and her money, which was a lot. 
 
    Her house she had left to the town of Salem, they were calling it Britt’s House and had made it into a safe house for at risk youth that had nowhere else to go.  
 
    I looked up at the large picture I had handing behind the register of The Witch’s Brew, Britt was in her Halloween costume from last year. “You always did make such a beautiful witch, Britt. I hope you’re smiling down and liking what I’m doing.” I kissed my fingers lightly touching them to the portrait, “I miss you so damn much.”  
 
    Sighing I turned and started to close up the shop. Other than adding my photos that I took and making them for sale I didn’t change anything at the shop.  
 
    “Ready to go home, Cupcake?” I giggled and turned to Thorne, sliding my hands up his chest and wrapping my arms around his neck.  
 
    “Always, Thorny.” I smiled at his scowl, bringing him down for a heated kiss. 
 
    It had been hard to pick up the pieces of my life without Britt. I had broken down at Christmas when the guys gave me a gift from her that she had ordered. It was a brand new state of the art camera, with a note that read, “Capture the moments that take our breath away for the world to see. Don’t ever stop taking pictures! I love you my sister from another mister.”  
 
    That had been a double edged sword, but with the help of the guys I pushed through and came out stronger. Now spring was edging her way in on winter, new things were blooming all over the place. Giving me hope for the future, as long as my guys were there. 
 
    Things with the guys were going swimmingly, even though I moved in with them at the cabin I still had my stone house here in town. It gave me my space that I still needed on occasion, which I usually took when I was working in the dark room. I would work late into the night and crash there, only to wake up and have breakfast in bed waiting for me, courtesy of Shane. The old softie.  
 
    I chuckled as we drove home, it was rare that we all had the same weekend off, though I had my suspicions that the guys arranged for it this weekend. 
 
    Pulling up to the house my breath catches on a small gasp. Standing outside are my guys, dressed to the nines, I look over at Thorne and see that he is too. How the hell did I miss that? 
 
    “Well you were more interested in getting your tongue down my throat to worry about what I was wearing, Cupcake.” 
 
    I blushed and shook my head, I really needed to work on keeping my thoughts inside my head. 
 
    Colter opened my door and handed me a dozen red roses, “Welcome home, M’ionmhas. I missed you, my treasure.” He swept me from my seat, careful not to smash the roses, he gave me a lingering sweet kiss that had me wanting more. 
 
    “Hey, no hogging our girl! My turn!” Connor snagged me from his brothers arms, spinning me around he dipped me, giving me a toe curling kiss.  
 
    “How was your day, Cariño?” He whispered against my lips, I smiled and raked my hands through his mid-length dark brown hair that I loved. I never thought Connor would be the one to pick such a simple pet name, but I loved being his sweetie. Didn’t hurt that the Gaelic he and Colter spoke was so sexy it didn’t matter what they said.  
 
    I laughed as Connor lifted me out of the dip and spun me into Shane’s waiting arms. “Well, well, well, look what dropped into my arms.” 
 
    “Spun, actually. But thank you for catching me.” 
 
    “I’ll always catch you, mi pequeño guerrero. Not that my little warrior couldn’t handle it herself.” Shane winked at me, and crushed me to his chest, giving me yet another soul searing kiss.  
 
    Fuck these men sure can kiss!  
 
    They could kiss the panties off of a nun. 
 
    Shut up.  
 
    He slipped from my arms so quickly I didn’t even have time to open my eyes. After a beat, I slowly opened my eyes, gasping, my hand flew up to cover my mouth. 
 
    There on their knees in front of me were my four handsome Marines each holding out a ring. The soft spring breeze blew the scent of fresh flowers and it almost felt like Britt was standing right next to me. 
 
    In such perfect unison, that they had to of practiced it, they spoke with such love and devotion that I almost didn’t pay attention. “Alexandria Ann Adams make us the happiest men in the world and say you’ll marry us. We love you, and always will, until the last rose dies.” 
 
    Tears sprang unbidden to my eyes, as I nodded yes, then their words registered, but before I could question what they meant, Thorne swept me off my feet and carried me into the house. 
 
    Kissing his face and neck, wherever I could reach, I didn’t notice as someone took the roses from me. 
 
    “I need you all. Now.” My voice was nearly a growl as Thorne set me on my feet and I wasted no time getting naked. Luckily my men felt the same, in no time at all I was standing in front of four hot, naked men.  
 
    “Touch me.” I breathed softly. 
 
    “Ah, you know the drill, Cariño.” 
 
    I snarled at Connor, I was so fucking horny and here he was inserting his dominance into sexy time when all I wanted him to be inserting was his dick into my wet pussy. 
 
    Shane chuckled and drifted over to me, grazing his palm over my pebbled nipple. “Seems you are making her mad Con.” 
 
    “One of my many talents. But she’ll get over it soon enough. Won’t you, Lex?” 
 
    Shane dipped down and captured my left breast into his mouth, as Colter strode over and wasted no time capturing the right. Both men suckled at the same time, a whimper fell from my lips as my head fell back. I loved it when they did this, they were in such perfect unison, playing my body to their tune. 
 
    I squealed, snapping my head back down to watch as Thorne picked me up and set me on his shoulders so he could bury his head between my thighs. Damn, I always forget how strong he is. 
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted at the first long stroke of his tongue up my wet slit.  
 
    “We intend to, Cariño. But first we are going to watch as Thorne eats you out and makes you fall apart all over his face. Aren’t we boys?” 
 
    “Sure am.” 
 
    “Yes, but he better make it fast. My dick is throbbing so bad it hurts.”  
 
    I opened my eyes to slits to watch as the guys sit on the bed and stroke themselves as they watch Thorne suck, lick and flick my pussy. I felt something at the entrance to my ass, I moaned loud and long as Thorne slowly pushed the butt plug inside. Getting me ready for his friends. My head was thrashing from side to side, all of it felt so fucking good, I couldn’t keep the moans and whimpers at bay.  
 
    “Come for him, Lexi.” Connor’s quiet command sent me flying over the edge. Thorne groaned and buries his head as far as he could go lapping at my cream as I screamed his name and came apart on his face. 
 
    “Good girl. Now set her on the bed, Thorne.” 
 
    In my blissed out mind I’m vaguely aware of the soft mattress hitting my back. “Are you ready for more play?” Connor whispers in my ear.  
 
    I nod my head eagerly, opening my eyes to look at all of my sexy men. Connor and Shane, crawl up the bed towards me, I grabbed Shane and kiss him as I rolled him over to his back. I position myself over him and quickly impale myself on his cock, we both groan in unison as he fills me to the brink. I rock my hips a couple of times, then stay still and arch my back, pushing my ass out, waiting. I knew Connor would take charge soon as he always does.  
 
    He didn’t make me wait long this time, pulling the plug out he rubbed my ass and smacked it, before rubbing it again. The quick sting of pain, followed by him slowly pushing inside, damn near made me pass out from pleasure. 
 
    “That’s right, take all of us, Lexi.” Connor’s voice was husky and strained as he held himself back from slamming inside of me like I knew he wanted.  
 
    “Yes, yes, yes.” I panted, inch by slow inch he pushed inside until he was seated to the hilt.  
 
    As one they started to move, in and out, slow at first then faster as my moans grew louder. I could only hang on for the ride as they pounded into me, the friction of them moving swiftly brought me to completion again, and again.  
 
    “Fuck, you’re so tight. I can’t hold on any longer, Con I‘m going to come!” Shane grunted and pulled me close, groaning as he came. Not long after Con stiffened and moaned as he finished.  
 
    We collapsed into a sweaty heap on the bed, “Not so fast, Cupcake.” I smiled as I felt Thorne lift me again. He really does like to carry me, I snuggled close as we made our way to the bathroom where Colter already had the shower running. The warm steam settled over my already slick skin, soothing any aches I had. 
 
    “Are you up for us, love? Or do you want to wait?” 
 
    I grinned, patting Colter’s cheek, he always was the more sensitive one to my needs. But tonight after getting engaged to the four hottest Marines on the planet I needed all of them.  
 
    “Bring it on, big boy.” I winked at him as Thorne set me down. 
 
    “Buckle up, Buttercup. We’re about to rock your world.” My laughter at his corny line quickly turned into moans of pleasure as the boys, washed me clean, only to make me dirty again.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 


 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hours later I was laying in bed with Connor, admiring my ring. They had them specially made; each ring fit together perfectly to form one when it was put together. It was rose gold, each band had a diamond in the center, which happened to be my birthstone, and each guys birthstone around the band. Thorne’s band of garnet, and Shane’s band of emerald were in the middle of Colter and Connor’s bands of sapphire. Even though they were born in the same month they each gave me their own.  
 
    It was stunning, but I still recalled their words. We’ll love you until the last rose dies… I just couldn’t let it go until I checked.  
 
    Slowly sliding from the bed so I wouldn’t wake Connor, I padded barefoot out to the living room where the roses sat in a vase. Nervously biting my lip I checked each rose, there nestled in the very center was four silk roses. 
 
    I laughed and shook my head, “Silly, sweet Marines.” I murmured and turned to go back to bed, only to run into a wall. 
 
    “We really should stop meeting like this.” Connor’s hazel eyes sparkled in the low light and his chest shook in silent laughter. 
 
    “We really should, then again are you really complaining? I mean I guess you could if I hurt you, I didn’t hurt you did I? Thank you all for the flowers, I had to check. I should've trusted you guys to do something like that. But I was worried that there wouldn’t be a fake one in there, so I had to check. How did you guys know that one of my grandfathers did the same thing with my grandmother? I always thought it was so sweet of him, and here you all are each with your own rose that will…” 
 
    I’m cut off as a hand slides across my mouth, effectively shutting me up. Shane’s sent envelopes me as he leaned close to whisper, “I knew you wouldn’t let it go. I win the bet. We get to cuddle. ” I threw my head back and laughed, Shane really did like to cuddle. 
 
    I continued to giggle as they lead me back to the room, Connor grinning from ear to ear and Shane nibbling my neck. 
 
    I could almost hear Roxy and Britt high fiving in the background, with Britt saying, “Go get ‘em girl. Ride those Marines good.” 
 
    I heard Roxy whisper, “Thank you for getting justice for all of us. Take care of yourself, little sister.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, telling them I would. 
 
    A peace like I have never known settled over me as Connor and Shane laid me down on the bed, wrapping me in their arms.  
 
    I knew everything would be alright now that I had my four sexy protectors, helping me keep to my grams five rules for life. 
 
    One: Find a job you love, check, I have that now, thanks to my best friend.  
 
    Two: Find a man, or men, that you don’t get tired of (and are good in bed), definitely have that and I’m never letting them go. 
 
    Three: Always work hard. I have never not done that. 
 
    Four: Be dedicated and finish what you start. Always. I already did that. 
 
    Five: Don’t take anyone’s shit and make sure you get justice. I did all that and more, Grams. Hope you’re proud. 
 
    I fell asleep wrapped in the arms of two of the four men that I loved with all my heart and soul a smile on my face. 
 
    Life couldn’t get any happier. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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