
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      Finding Serenity

      Silver Lining | Book 2

    

    
      
        Amanda Perry

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Covey Publishing, LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      FINDING SERENITY

      COVEY PUBLISHING, LLC

      Published by Covey Publishing, LLC

      PO Box 550219, Gastonia, NC 28055-0219

      Copyright © 2018 by Amanda Perry

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the writer, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      Cover Design Copyright © 2018 Covey Publishing, LLC

      Book Design by Covey Publishing, www.coveypublishing.com

      Copy Editing by Covey Publishing, LLC

      Printed in the United States of America.

      ISBN: 978-1-948185-46-2

      First Printing, 2018

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Amanda Perry

          

        

      

    

    
      Silver Lining

      Fostering Hope

      Finding Serenity

      

      Chosen Storm

      Hidden Embers

      

      Fangers, Furries, and Fruitflies

      On the Edge of Forever

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

      

      
        
          Note from Publisher

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Fostering Hope

        

        
          Her Reasons

        

        
          Somewhere to Belong

        

        
          Sweet, Sweet Surprise

        

      

    

    


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          Taylor

        

      

    

    
      “I’m way too sober for this crap.” With a deep sigh, I rub the bridge of my nose.

      On a normal Friday night, a fruity, alcoholic beverage would be in my hand while Evelyn nurses a beer and Michelle sips wine. My two best friends refuse to allow a Friday night to go to waste. Sitting in a dark office instead of laughing and gossiping with them sucks, but Michelle insists I finish the project I spent all week on. Michelle acts like a big sister even though she’s no older than Evelyn and me. She makes sure we remember to buy groceries and pay our electric bills. We like to bitch at her for being a nag, but in truth, we’d be lost without her.

      Sometimes, I wish the three of us still shared an apartment. For three years after high school, we lived together until Michelle decided to get married and leave us. If I didn’t love the hell out of her husband, Dylan, I’d hate his guts for taking my friend. Evelyn and I wanted to stay together, but around the time Michelle got married, Evelyn’s mom got sick so she moved back home. Her mom is doing a lot better now, but she still needs a lot of help and support from Evelyn. It’s a good thing Eve went into the medical field; she’s a natural caretaker. It contrasts completely with the crude jokes and cursing, but we wouldn’t change her for anything.

      About a month ago, Michelle started her first teaching job at the local elementary school, and she loves it. Over the past few weeks, Michelle quit insisting that the three of us get together every Friday, and the reason brings a smile to my face. She assumes I don’t know, but I’m not stupid. I’ll let her keep her secret for now. Knowing her, she’ll plan a big reveal.

      Evelyn couldn’t make it for our usual Friday girls’ night anyway. Her family decided on a small dinner to celebrate the end of her mom’s treatments. They’ll do a large party and announcement when the tests come back clear that she’s cancer free. I say when, never if. According to the numbers on her last lab results, the probability of her being in the clear is high. Evelyn’s dad will likely contact me to arrange the big celebration. When a party needs to happen, everyone comes to me.

      Organization has always been my thing. Michelle possesses the patience needed for working with kids, and Evelyn makes the perfect nurse with her hidden sensitive side and no-nonsense attitude. I’m the only one of us who can sit behind a desk for hours at a time and not go insane. It only made sense to go for a degree in accounting. With only a few more years of schooling, I’ll earn my master’s degree and can open my own firm as a CPA.

      My cell phone buzzing in the silent office pulls my wandering mind from my friends. The caller ID flashes, and I snort.

      Pressing the green button, I place the phone to my ear. “Hey.”

      “Taylor Lewis! Where in the hell ya at? It’s midnight ‘n I know for a damn fact ya ain’t with Michelle ‘n Evelyn ‘cause I called ‘em.” His grouchy, rough twang wraps around me like a warm hug.

      “Hello to you, too, Grumpy.”

      A long pause on the other end tells me he’s probably taking deep breaths and debating whether he wants to yell at me more or not. Finally, he lets out a heavy breath. “Are ya alright, Tayter-Tot?”

      I nod, then remember he can’t see me. “I’m fine, just finishing up some reports at work. I’ll be home soon.”

      “Gimme a holler when ya get home safe, ya hear?” The demand in his deep southern tone leaves no room for argument.

      I huff but agree. “I will if you stop checking the GPS on my damn cell phone to make sure I’m alive every five seconds.”

      He hesitates a beat before grumbling his indignant response, “I dunno what yer talkin’ ‘bout.”

      My eye roll is so heavy he can probably hear it. “You’re a shitty liar, Grumpy.”

      “I ain’t talkin’ to ya no more.” Gone is the grouch who called me, a pouting whiner in his place.

      I giggle silently and shake my head. “I love you, too.”

      The phone clicks off after a few extra grumbles. Leaning back in my desk chair, I glance at the computer screen. Staying late means I got most of the reports finished, and the few I didn’t will keep until Monday morning.

      Decision made, I shut the computer down and pack up my bag. On my way to the elevator, I notice another office light still on around the corner. Taking a few extra seconds to investigate, I poke my head around the door and find Tim tapping away on his keyboard.

      “Hey, Tim,” I call softly, hoping not to startle him. “Working late again, I see.”

      My attempts to not frighten him fail miserably. Poor Tim jumps five feet in his chair, knocking his knee hard on the bottom of the desk. He hisses in pain, but the shock vanishes when he realizes who scared him. “Taylor, you startled me. Why are you here so late?”

      “I had some stuff to finish up tonight. I figured if I had no other plans, then why not make Monday morning a little easier for myself, you know?”

      “You don’t have plans on a Friday night?” His shock at my admission makes me uncomfortable. Does it surprise him that I’d opt to work late rather than go out? Not that I had anyone to go out with, but he doesn’t know that.

      My cheeks darken slightly, and I shrug. “Nope, just some work and studying.”

      Tim taps his fingers quickly on the surface of his desk and chews on the end of his pen. “Maybe next Friday we could make plans?”

      Tim and I have been working together for a while, and he’s a good guy. He’s decent looking, too. He keeps his thick blond hair short and clean cut. His suits are always nicely pressed, and his ties match every time. Nothing gets to me more than watching one of the guys in the office walk around with a bright orange tie and a lime green shirt. It makes me wonder if they close their eyes when they pick their clothes in the morning.

      Evelyn and Michelle keep coaxing me to ask Tim out for a drink, but I can’t bring myself to be the asker. Nothing against women who ask men out, but I don’t have the courage or the charm. I’d likely insult them or embarrass myself in the process. I never expected Tim to ask me, though.

      “Taylor?” Tim’s voice pulls me from my thoughts, and my gaze darts up to meet his. His eyes fill with insecurity and uncertainty, and I can’t bring myself to say no to him. What could a few drinks or dinner hurt?

      “Sorry, yeah I’d like that. You have my number, right? Text me, and we can make some plans.”

      He smiles wide and nods. “Sounds great. Talk to you later, Taylor.”

      Turning on my heel, I wave to Tim and leave his office doorway. “See you later!”

      Tim normally wouldn’t be the kind of guy I’d go on a date with. If I’m being honest with myself, I don’t have a specific type. I had a few casual boyfriends in high school, but things never became more serious than second base after prom or homecoming. My focus was on my grades and my friends. It was hard to care about guys and serious relationships. During my first few years of college, I met Cody. He and I got along great, and we had fun together. We dated for a few years before I caught him with another girl. He insisted they were only friends, but I can’t say I’d allow my friends to have a naked sleepover in bed with me.

      The moment I found Cody and the girl together I realized I didn’t love him. I thought I had for a while, but when I wasn’t hurt or heartbroken after the break up, I realized I was settling. I assumed it was what everyone did. You go to college, meet a guy, date for a while, get married, have kids, along with a white picket fence and a dog named Bingo. I’d always wanted a normal life since mine started out as anything but normal.

      I learned soon after Cody that I couldn’t handle normal. I didn’t want to do things the way everyone else did them. I wanted different, but a good different. I have no idea what that means, but I know I can’t stand the idea of settling for some guy I’d call good enough. I want to be wowed. Tim won’t be my wow, but I’m not opposed to fun while I wait for the right person.

      My thoughts are still on Tim and my lackluster dating history when I reach my VW beetle—Lady is what I call her. The old car always brings a smile to my face. I bought her when I turned sixteen, after years of babysitting and saving chore money. She’s an old car, but I love her because she’s all mine. When I first got her, the paint was a boring, dull red, but with some love, I brightened the red and added some black dots all over to make her look like a ladybug. The silly design gets me some odd stares, but it’s fun and different.

      Sliding into the driver’s seat, I stick the key into the ignition and turn. At first, I only hear a clicking sound and panic. I don’t want to call someone for a ride at such a late hour, but if my car doesn't start, I’ll have no choice.

      “Come on, Lady. Come on, come on,” I whisper the plea over and over while turning the key again. On the fourth attempt, the engine turns over and roars to life. I breathe a sigh of relief. It might be time to trade in my bug for something more reliable. Lady is overdue for retirement.

      Cranking up the radio when Rihanna comes on, I cruise down the road toward my little apartment a few miles away. I make it about four blocks before I hit a red light, and as soon as I stop, the car dies.

      “Son of a bitch.”

      Resting my head on the steering wheel, I silently weed through my options. I could call Michelle or Evelyn to come pick me up. Either one would be here in a second if I needed them. I could call Mr. Grumpy, but I don’t want the long talk that would undoubtedly accompany the ride home. A tow truck would cost me a pretty penny, and I don’t even have an ugly penny to spare at the moment. If I was willing to live at home instead of my apartment, my pockets would be a lot fuller. But staying in my own apartment trumps extra cash any day.

      After making a few last desperate attempts to start the car again, I give up and hit my hand on the steering wheel. “Stupid piece of crap. You couldn’t get me home? Really, Lady? It’s not that far. This is because I thought about trading you in, isn’t it?”

      With an overly dramatic growl, I pull the latch to pop the hood and drag myself from the front seat. I lock my doors as I round the car. It may be late with no people around, but with my purse and laptop on the passenger seat, I don’t want to take any chances. I stuff my keys into my pocket and stare down at the engine and other random crap that makes the car go vroom vroom, or at least should.

      “Right, Taylor. You know next to nothing about cars, but you think you can fix this thing by staring at it. Good job.”

      Slamming the hood down, I pull my keys from my pocket again and fumble for the old-style key. As my finger wraps around it, a high-pitched scream pierces the dead night air, sending shivers down my back and my heart into overdrive. There are times when you hear a person scream and you wonder if they’re really in trouble. Maybe they’re messing around with friends, maybe they saw a spider, or they simply got angry. This was not one of those times. The blood-curdling screams are a clear cry for help. Without hesitation, my feet move in the direction of the now muffled sound, and I come around the corner of a large building in time to witness a man attempt to shove a young girl, maybe sixteen years old, into the back of his car. She puts up a good fight, but she’s much smaller than him.

      A smart person would get the license plate number, call 911, and report what they saw. A smart person would hide in the shadows with some form of self-preservation. No one ever accused me of being smart, though.

      “Hey, what the hell are you doing?” Rushing up to the psycho, I push him hard from the side. It startles him, and he loses his balance, falling on his ass. Without a word, I grab the scared girl’s arm and pull her from the car, running as fast as I can back the way I came. Unfortunately, the girl and I don’t run fast enough. The man catches us quickly, and the car he was shoving her into speeds up right behind him. I didn’t notice another man in the driver seat before, but I do now, and I know we’re screwed. These guys don’t strike me as the type to take us out to a movie and talk about the weather.

      I fight with everything in me to get myself and the other girl free from the man. He grabs fists full of hair from each of us while the driver steps out and helps his accomplice. All hope of escape vanishes. They’re too strong, and I can’t break away. Before I can scream out for help, I’m thrown nearly on top of the other girl in the back seat, and the door slams shut.

      “Open the damned door, asshole!” I push, pull, kick, and hit the doors to get them open, but nothing happens.

      The two men hop into the front seats, and if it not for the steel cage separating them from us, I’d likely strangle the pair. “Don’t bother trying to get free, bitch. The doors are rigged to not open from the inside.”

      Stunned by the driver’s words, I pause in my escape attempts for a moment. “What kind of sick fucks would plan this shit? Are you kidding me? Let us go!”

      The men laugh and share a dark look. “Yeah, we’ll pull over at the next stop and let the two of you head home. We’re nice guys like that.”

      “Fuck you.” I hit the cage hard with my palm. It rattles and startles them.

      The passenger, the one who originally pushed the young girl into the back seat, spins around and glares. “That’s not up to me, but if it were, I’d say hell yes let’s go at it right here, right now.”

      A small gasp of surprise escapes me. “You’re disgusting. I wouldn’t touch you with a ten-foot pole,” I sneer at him.

      He turns red and opens his mouth to reply, but a cell phone rings which stops him. He fumbles around in his pocket for a second before pulling a phone out and answering it. “Hey, boss.”

      Without hesitation, I start to scream for help, hoping and praying whoever called will hear and save us. “They’re completely insane! Call the police!”

      “Shut up, you idiot,” the driver growls, glancing at me in the rear-view mirror. “The boss won’t save you. If anything, he’ll be the one to get rid of your stupid ass.”

      I glare back at him, full of hatred and anger. A small sniffle to my right draws my attention, and I turn away from the pricks. The girl’s light blonde hair is pulled back into a messy ponytail, and her clothes have seen better days. I wonder if this girl lives on the streets. Her eyes dart from the driver to the passenger and back again, pure fear showing in the form of tears as they stream down her cheeks.

      “Hey,” I whisper, setting my hand on top of hers in the middle seat. She startles but doesn’t pull away. Her focus turns to me, and I do my best to give her a reassuring smile. “We’ll be fine. Don’t be scared, I’ll get us out of here.”

      She nods, though it’s clear in her eyes she doesn’t believe me. I try again to distract her and keep her calm. “What’s your name? I’m Taylor.”

      “Jenna,” she whispers back.

      Before I can respond, the man on the phone shouts, stalling my conversation with Jenna. “I said I’d take care of it, boss. We got the girl you requested, plus one more. What the hell is the big deal?”

      Requested? I highly doubt this child is a prostitute or an escort the dude found online and hired for a date. Not only is she incredibly young, but she’s also terrified with clearly no idea what the hell is happening.

      I don’t hear what the man on the other end of the phone says, but I can tell he’s yelling even from the back seat. “Yeah, okay. I’ll log her in like the rest of them. She’s a little older, but I’m sure she’ll sell fine.”

      “Sell!” My voice reaches an octave I didn’t realize I was capable of. “What the hell do you mean sell? Are you seriously that crazed? What the flying fuck is wrong with you? Let us out, now!”

      The guy hangs up his phone and shoves it back into his pocket as he addresses me, completely ignoring my questions. “Do you have a cell phone on you?”

      “Do you really think I’d tell you if I did?” I roll my eyes, though he isn’t paying attention.

      He spins around and pins me with an evil glare. “If you don’t answer me with the truth, I’ll search every part of your body until I’m satisfied you don’t have one.”

      My spine stiffens and chills race through me, but I refuse to show this bastard any fear. “I left it in my car. If you let me out right here, I can go grab it.”

      “Maybe I’ll search you when we get to where we’re going anyway, just in case.”

      Bile rises in my throat, and my stomach twists.

      “What about you? You got a phone on you?” he halfheartedly asks Jenna as if he knows her answer before she speaks it.

      “No.” The poor girl can’t speak above a whisper. Reaching my hand out, I grab hers and hold it tightly in silent assurance she’s not alone.

      The douchebag nods, turning back to face front. “Figured as much. You street rats never have shit except for a good enough body.”

      Jenna shrinks in her seat. The fucker clearly upset her more, and it pisses me off. “Ignore him, he’s probably just acting all high and mighty because he has a micro-dick.” Jenna’s eyes widen, and I smirk.

      The sides of her mouth turn up slightly, my mission accomplished. The poor girl is terrified out of her mind, and if I succumb to my fear, she’ll have no one. My whole focus remains on her so I don’t break down.

      We don’t get a chance to say anything more because the car comes to a hard stop, and we lurch forward. Glancing around, I find us in a deserted parking garage, a plain white van parked beside us is the only other vehicle. The men get out of the car and stand on Jenna’s side to talk. They start out at a normal volume, but quickly escalate in volume, hollering at each other. It’s hard to make out what they’re saying, but I manage to get, “unexpected problem,” and “boss was mad.” I assume they mean I’m the unexpected problem and their wonderful employer wasn’t all that happy I came along for the ride. They probably won’t be getting their Christmas bonus this year.

      Before long, they settle their little tiff and turn back toward Jenna’s door. I ready myself for them to open her door, pushing her behind me, and sneering at them. They simply smile back. One nods to the other, and the door swings open. I kick out hard, landing a good shot in one idiot’s gut. His buddy slips around the door, and a painful pinch in my thigh draws my attention. Glancing down at my leg, I find a syringe sticking out of my pants.

      “Oh, shit.” My speech slurs, and my mind clouds almost instantly. I have no idea what they put in my body, but it can’t be good. The last thing I remember is Jenna screaming as my eyes close.
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      “Totally worth it,” I spit out, blood trickling down my chin from my split lip.

      Jenna shakes her head sadly, her eyes welling up with tears. “If you keep that up, they’re going to kill you one of these times, Taylor.”

      “You’ve been saying that for two weeks. It’s not going to change anything.” Pressing my bare back against the cold, hard wall, I slide down until my butt meets the ground. My body hurts, and I’d give my entire savings for a nice hot bath.

      Jenna plops down next to me, resting her head on my shoulder. Even though I only met her two weeks ago, I already care about her a lot. When I started to come around from whatever drugs the fuckers gave me, I realized they shoved me into the van with Jenna. She was unconscious, but neither of us were hurt. A quick glance at my wristwatch revealed little time had passed. Jenna didn’t wake up for several more hours. My guess as to why I woke quickly was my high tolerance for medications. I remember getting my tonsils removed when I was twelve, and the doctors told me I needed more pain medicine than the average person. Who knew it would come in handy?

      I stayed awake the rest for the ride, but my body was weak. When they opened the van door, I wanted badly to sock one of them in the balls, but I could barely lift myself into a sitting position. They dragged us into different rooms, stripped us to our bras and panties, took every piece of our jewelry, including our earrings and my watch. They took pictures of our bodies, threw us into a tiny room together, and left us.

      Jenna woke not long later, and I managed to keep her calm while I explained what happened during the time she was out. Most days since the first follow the same pattern. We get fed once a day—a horrid microwave dinner meal they cook until it becomes rubbery. They give us one bottle of water to last us the whole day. Three men come in and out of the rooms every day. They call each other by name—Track, Randolf, and Lopez. The boss from the phone call never shows up.

      They won’t allow us to wear any clothing aside from our bras and underwear. We have access to a bathroom, if you can call it that—just a toilet and a broken sink. We use watered down hand soap in the sink to wash our bodies and scant amount of clothing.

      Three other girls have been in the room with us over the last few weeks. All of them come from similar backgrounds and supposedly have no one who will look for them. I suspect it’s why the douchebags picked them to kidnap and bring here. While they’re with me and Jenna, I’m able to protect them somewhat from the three perverted men, but eventually, they team up and take the girls away. Despite my efforts, I can’t fight them off. Jenna worries about me every time it happens because the men get some good hits in. I end up in bad shape, but it’s worth it to keep the girls safe even if it is just for a moment.

      Today, they came to take Jenna away. I made a big enough fuss they gave up for now, leaving me with a fat lip and a few bruised ribs. Jenna easily became the little sister I never had. I’ll do whatever necessary to protect her.

      They have yet to separate us since the first time when we got our pictures taken. They wanted to on the first day, but I managed to get a good nut shot in with Track, the idiot taking pictures. He fell to the ground, and I did my best to run while my body was still sluggish. If Jenna couldn’t get out on her own, I’d find help and get her. I took a few turns and ended up in a makeshift office. An older man with salt and pepper hair, in a pressed suit and loafers stood with his back to me. He yelled at one of the other guys who I now know as Randolf. I didn’t catch his words, but when Randolf noticed me, he turned white. His widened eyes tipped the older man off to an intruder. He spun around, and I caught a quick glimpse of his face before Track tackled me from behind and dragged me back to the picture room.

      Since then, Jenna and I stay together, and I’m glad for it. Unfortunately, the three men continue to mention their boss’s interest in me. According to them, I’m not his normal type, but he liked what he saw. The whole situation disgusts me. I don’t know how, but I need to get Jenna and me out of this hell hole.

      “Do you have family?” Jenna asks, seizing my thoughts of getting out. We’ve spent a good amount of time talking about ourselves and escape ideas, but nothing about family. Anytime the subject would come up, Jenna would change it.

      Her abrupt question surprises me, but I nod. “Yeah, I have family. Do you?”

      “Nope.” She sighs, lifting her head from my shoulder. “My parents abandoned me when I was small. I’ve been in the system since then. Honestly, my current foster family probably doesn’t even know I’m missing. I would spend a lot of time on the streets. I always found it easier and less stressful than staying in the foster homes.”

      “That’s horrible, Jenna. No wonder you don’t want to talk about family.” I wrap my arm around her shoulder and hug her to my side. I figured her situation was similar to the other girls we met so far, but I held a small bit of hope I was wrong and she had a loving family at home. “You’ll have me from now on, though. I’ll help you out. I’ll be your family.”

      “If we ever get out of here,” she counters, her chin wobbling.

      I make a tsk noise and squeeze her gently. “We’ll get out of here. I’m sure my Grumpy has already called the national guard and my two best friends, Michelle and Evelyn, will be looking for me, too. They’ll find us, and I’ll keep us safe until they do.”

      “Tell me about them,” she urges, clearly aiming to change the subject. “What’s your family like?”

      A smile lifts my lips as I think of them. “Michelle and Evelyn have been my best friends for so long I hardly remember life without them. They’re amazing. Michelle is the responsible one and wiser than her years. Evelyn is fierce and closed off from most people, but once she comes out of her shell, she’s the funniest person you’ll ever meet. My Grumpy is the best man I’ve ever known. I gave him the nickname because everyone else sees him as an asshole and sometimes they’re right. He is constantly bitching about something, but he also has the biggest heart, and he’d do anything for me.”

      “You don’t have parents?” Her question is straightforward and without hesitation.

      It doesn’t hurt me to answer, not like it used to when I was young. “I do...  somewhere. My biological father took off the minute he found out my mom was pregnant. She was only nineteen, and he was in his twenties. He never wanted kids, and he refused to have anything to do with either of us after that. I’ve never met him, and I don’t want to.”

      She frowns. “What a jerk.”

      “Yeah.” I chuckle. Shifting a bit in my seated position, I wince at the pain in my side. Jenna notices, but before she can scold me again, I continue, “My mom tried, I think. She was sort of there for the first few years, but she loved her social life. She wanted to spend time with her friends and date. She didn’t want to be tied down with a kid. She left me with babysitters a lot. At first, it was just during the day, then overnight. The overnight stays became weekends, and before long, she was away for weeks or months at a time. My grandparents figured out what was happening when I was around five or six, and they took me in. They always let my mom see me when she came around, but they kept me with them. My mom never protested. I think she was glad to be free of the responsibility. The older I got, the worse she became, though.”

      “I’m glad you had your grandparents.” Jenna softens. “You had a happy home for the most part it seems.”

      “I did. They were the best examples I could have ever asked for.”

      She frowns. “Where are they now?”

      My smile fades slightly. “Grammy passed away three years ago. My mom barely stayed long enough for the funeral and the reading of her will. She left everything to my grandfather and me. Mom was pissed, and I haven’t seen her since.”

      Jenna’s frown deepens. “What about your grandpa?”

      As I open my mouth to answer, the door swings wide and draws our attention. Track and Lopez come into the room with evil smirks. “Okay, bitch. It’s time.”

      “Aw, is it your time of the month? Having some cramps?”

      Track wraps his disgusting hand around my bicep and jerks me to standing. Lopez backhands me as soon as I’m on my feet. I assume it’s because he doesn’t appreciate my sarcasm.

      With a bruising grip on my arm, Track drags me through the open door. “You’re coming with us, you stupid shit. The boss decided he’ll keep you for himself rather than put you up for sale. He’s on his way here to pick up his newest pet.”

      “Do I look like a fucking chihuahua? I don’t have a damn owner. Now, get your nasty hands off me.” I tug on my arm in hopes of breaking free. The only thing I manage to accomplish is bruising myself further, but I refuse to give up. Pulling with all the strength I have, I finally manage to twist hard and free my arm from his grasp. He spins toward me, grabbing at the air in hopes of catching me. I’m smaller and faster, though. I duck down and elbow him in the groin. It’s an old trick, but it works wonders. Track bends at the waist and screams out like a little bitch.

      Spinning on my heel, I race in the opposite direction that Track dragged me. I’m only three strides into my sprint when a sharp sting in my arm startles me. Stumbling over my feet, I seek out the source of the sting. A syringe sticks out from my upper arm, and the moment the needle registers in my mind, my feet refuse to cooperate with me.

      Of course, the douchebags would drug me again. They’re probably afraid I’ll hurt or outsmart them. I’m not sure if I say or think the string of profanities that runs through my mind, but they’re cut off by strange sounds coming from the other side of the building. Without giving me a second thought, Track and Lopez take off in a rush toward the noise. In their haste, they leave the door to our room unlocked, and Jenna is able to get out.

      She hurries to my side, holding me up as I sag toward the ground. My limbs become heavy fast, but I do my best to push through the lethargy that threatens to overtake my body. “Jenna, get out of here. Run fast and don’t stop.”

      Jenna pins me with a look of disbelief. “I’m not leaving you here, Taylor.”

      “You are. You’re going to find help, and you can tell them I’m here. I’ll be fine. Jenna, this could be our only chance to get out.” My speech slurs, and my vision loses focus. “Please do this for me. I need you to.”

      Jenna breaks down into a fit of sobs, hugging me tightly. “I’ll get help, and I’ll come back for you, I swear.”

      My arm manages to slide around her for a quick hug before pushing her toward the hall. She hurries away without a word. When she rounds the corner and I lose sight of her, I drag my uncooperative body around a corner and down a hallway, finding my way to the makeshift office I accidentally ran into two weeks ago. With no other options, I use the last of my consciousness to drop myself behind the ragged sofa in the corner. My only hope is they won’t find me before I come around, and I can sneak out.

      A loud bang and cursing is the last thing to register before I fall unconscious.
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      “What a fucking nightmare!” Lowering my weapon, I relax my stance and lean against the dirty concrete wall of the warehouse we raided tonight.

      Maverick, our team lead, pulls his eye protection off and pinches the bridge of his nose. “We took care of the problem. We got the girls out. The Harper-Smith family got their girl back. All we can do is hope Lochlan, Collin, and Parker will pull through and be alright.”

      Marak nods at Maverick, then smirks. “Agreed, but next time Dominic and Lochlan call you and say they need a favor, pretend you lost signal and hang up.”

      “I like that idea, do that.” I fist-bump Marak while Maverick rolls his eyes and Allistar shakes his head with a grin.

      The four of us take a few moments of silence to calm ourselves and catch our breath. After a raid, too much adrenaline always pumps through our bodies. It takes a while to relax and regroup.

      My eyes roam around the nasty room we found ourselves in after the last ambulance left. We told the Harper-Smith clan to get lost, and we’d do a final sweep of the place. When the team we work with constantly called and asked for help rescuing their girl, we didn’t hesitate. We’re SWAT, and they’re like our extended family. It’s what we do.

      Two of their men got hurt during the raid, and the girl they’ve all taken a liking to was in rough shape when we showed up. Their place is at the hospital right now, not here clearing rooms. We took care of everything for them after sending them away.

      Movement in the far corner catches my attention, and I draw my weapon on instinct. The guys follow suit without hesitation, aiming in the general direction I have my gun trained on.

      Maverick curses under his breath, and I know he found what caught my eye. He goes straight into commander mode. “Come out slowly with your hands raised!”

      The foot sticking out from behind the couch doesn’t move. With only a quick glance in my direction, I know Maverick wants me to proceed forward. He and the guys have my six, so I’m not concerned about going in alone. When I’m with my team, I’m never alone.

      “I’m coming to you. If you move suddenly, I will not hesitate to shoot you.” My warning does nothing to the figure behind the couch. The person remains motionless.

      My steps are slow and measured as I continue my approach. My stomach drops as more of the person comes into view. A dirty pair of feet lead up to curvy, bare thighs and hips. Her torso is completely bare and excessively bruised. Her bare arms cover her chest, but it’s clear she’s only got a bra and panties on like the rest of the girls we found. “Holy shit.”

      My gaze locks on a female lying motionless on the filthy ground, and I hope to high hell she’s only unconscious. Immediately, I lower my weapon and rush to her side. The guys follow my lead, coming around the side of the couch.

      Allistar inhales sharply. “Jesus, how’d we miss her?”

      “She’s behind a couch. We didn’t have any furniture to look behind or under in any other room. This one got past us, somehow.” Maverick already blames himself for missing the girl, and I know we’ll need to talk to him later. He may be our leader, but we all take responsibility for the team’s actions.

      Normal protocol for a situation like this would be to pat the person down before checking for injuries. We can skip the pat down for this girl because she’s basically naked. My pointer and middle finger go to the pulse point on her neck, and I let out the breath I was holding. “She’s alive. Her pulse is strong, too.”

      “The last of the ambulances left. I don’t want to wait on another one to show up to get her checked. Let’s use our truck and transport her.” Maverick, Allistar, and Marak move without another word spoken. The four of us work like a well-oiled machine, always one step ahead of the other.

      While the guys roundup our transportation, I go about securing the girl as best I can. She’s older than the other girls we found. Her auburn hair covers her face in a tangled, dirty mess. Bruises and cuts cover her body, and sickness settles in the pit of my stomach when I think of what she must have been through.

      She doesn’t appear to have any major injuries, but with my medical training, I know better than to jostle her too much. Without a gurney and with painful slowness, I pick her up myself. I take each step as if walking barefoot on glass. If she has a spinal injury, one wrong move could paralyze this girl, or worse.

      Marak waits for me, holding the front door open. Maverick sits in the driver’s seat of the truck with the engine going. Allistar stands with the back door to the truck open. The three of them remain quiet and patient, no sign of agitation or jitters. They all know how important going slow and steady can be. Ironically, I’m the one who hates to wait for anything, except in this type of situation.

      It probably only takes minutes, but it feels like hours pass before I reach the truck and deposit the girl in the back seat. Marak hops into the passenger seat while Allistar slides into the back, careful not to touch the girl. I squeeze myself into the back, doing my best to keep her still. The second my door shuts, Maverick takes off like a bat out of hell.

      The back seat is cramped with the girl spread out. Allistar and I do our best to refrain from touching her. Still, I’m able to wiggle out of my jacket and cover her with it, giving her some modesty. The moment my jacket touches the girl she sucks in a harsh breath, scaring the absolute fuck out of Allistar and me.

      I quickly regain my composure and remember my medical training. “Miss, can you hear me? Can you open your eyes for me?”

      Her eyes flutter a few times before finally cracking open a fraction. She absorbs her surroundings, though it’s clear she’s still out of it by the way her pupils dilate and her eyelids struggle to stay up. Her gaze lands in my direction with a squint as if attempting to focus. Hard determination crosses her features mere seconds before she juts out her knee, nailing me directly in the family jewels. The air rushes from my lungs, and I cup myself in a feeble attempt to ease the searing pain.

      The girl screams at the top of her lungs while wiggling and squirming away from me, only to bump into Allistar. She obviously doesn’t have her wits about her fully because she can’t pull herself to a seated position. The pitch she manages to hit with her scream makes my ears ring, though. “Let me go! I’m not a goddamn toy! Let me out of here!”

      Her words slur and make little sense, but I can’t suck in enough air to help her calm down. Luckily Allistar takes over, putting his hands gently on her shoulders to keep her from thrashing around. If she has any internal injuries, the movement could be fatal. “Hey, we aren’t going to hurt you. We want to help you. Just calm down, please.”

      Allistar easily coaxes the girl back down again. His quiet voice eases her panic somewhat. She shakes her head slowly from side to side, tears slipping from her half-closed eyes. “Where’s Jenna? Let us go . . .. I want to go home. Just let me go home.”

      “We’re taking you to the hospital. You can call your family from there. You’ll get home soon, I promise. Just relax,” Allister assures her, but she slips into unconsciousness before there’s time for his promise to register.

      “What the hell was that?” Maverick shouts from the front seat, obviously not happy about his lack of power over the situation in the back seat. The man needs to work on his control freak tendencies. He’s been a commanding fuck since high school. Normally, it isn’t a big deal, but sometimes, he needs to take a few breaths and calm the hell down. He can’t regulate and dominate everything.

      Allistar plops back into his seat and runs a hand down his face. His eyes dart to mine, and he takes in my pathetic state. My right knee rests awkwardly on the floorboard while I hold my sore junk and take short, painful breaths. I know what’s coming before it even happens.

      My eyes narrow into slits as Allistar bursts into laughter. “She kneed him in the balls. Holy shit, that was hilarious. He didn’t even see it coming! That was a good one, too. She wasn’t even fully with it, and she managed a direct hit.”

      Marak snorts, and Maverick coughs, though it sounds suspiciously like a laugh being covered up. “Fuck you all. That shit hurt. I had no prep time. She just lashed out! Who the hell does that?”

      “Someone who was kidnapped and beaten, and God knows what else,” Maverick replies as we pull up to the ambulance bay at the hospital. It sobers us all up. We divert back to business as Maverick and Allistar hurry inside to find some help. Marak opens my door, and we help the EMT’s transfer the girl when they race up to the truck with a gurney.

      They rush off with her, but not before Maverick calls out to them, “I want an update when she’s stable.”

      It’s not a request. Maverick now considers this case personal since he thinks he’s the reason we missed her. He doesn’t have to tell us what he’s thinking. We’ve all been friends long enough to know his thought process. In his mind, he should have thought to look behind the only couch in the entire building. If she doesn’t survive, he’ll never forgive himself.

      Marak, Allistar, and I share a long sideways glance with each other. The three of us need to talk to Maverick. He’s no more responsible for missing the girl than the rest of us. We have to be sure he understands our logic and doesn’t do anything crazy, like name himself her new protector or some shit.

      “Hey, Mav, let’s grab our bags and find a place to change. Then we can get an update from the Harper-Smith’s. I’m sure it’ll be a bit before they update us on that girl, but we can find out about the rest of them.” Allistar places a hand on Maverick’s shoulder. He’s always making sure the three of us take care of ourselves.

      Maverick remains silent, staring ahead at the ambulance bay for a long time. We wait for him. We know he’s sorting out his thoughts, and while he heard Allistar, he won’t respond until he’s ready. Marak and Allistar don’t mind Maverick’s silent, deep thinking process, but it kills me to wait. If I had my way, I’d take him by the shoulders and shake him, telling him to knock his shit off and listen to us. I don’t, though. He hit me in the jaw the one time I did that— fond high school memories.

      “Okay.” Maverick finally nods, though I think it’s more to himself and whatever plan he just came up with in his mind. “Let’s get changed and updated. Then, we can check on the girl.”

      “I wish we could have asked for her name before she passed out again.” Allistar frowns deeply as we all head back to the truck to park it and grab our bags.

      With a dismissive shrug, I pull the back door open and reach for the duffle under the seat. “We can ask her when she wakes up. No big deal.” I force myself to remain positive about the situation with her and the rest of the girls.

      “If she wakes up.” Maverick’s tone is hushed, but we all hear him.

      All the girls we found were in bad shape, some worse than others. This girl wasn’t the only one unconscious, and a few were barely hanging on. The only thing to do now is wait and hope.
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      My head throbs like someone threw a few hundred bricks at it, and my body aches from top to bottom. Consciousness slowly creeps in, and I wish it would stop—being asleep hurts less. Unless this is what death feels like, but I don’t remember dying. Memories of why I hurt invade my mind, and I remember Jenna. If I only had to worry about me, I might be tempted to go back to sleep, but I need to wake up for Jenna.

      Blinking my eyes open, I hesitate when my vision doesn’t clear right away. It takes a moment for my mind to catch up with me. The last thing I remember was fighting with Track and Lopez as they tried to take me away. I remember being told someone was on their way to pick me up. I remember the douche bags drugging me, again. I remember forcing Jenna to run and hoping like hell she would find help, and then I guess I blacked out. I started to come around at some point, and I was moving. Whoever came for me, clearly found me. I did my best to fight them off but couldn’t gain enough strength. Whatever they used to drug me dragged me under again. It was stronger this time than the stuff they first used.

      The realization that I’m no longer moving hits me, and I sit up, swaying heavily in my drug-induced, foggy haze. Squinting my eyes, I scan the room in hopes to find anything familiar. My vision still won’t focus enough for me to figure out where I am, though. The stark white walls come into focus for a second, only to blur again. A faux leather chair in the corner tilts and turns, while my eyes desperately search for focus. A machine beeps next to me, but I can’t make out the words on the screen. Panic rises in my chest when I reach up to brush my hair from my face and something tugs lightly on my arm. These crazy bastards are injecting drugs into me to keep me sedated. Maybe they decided to experiment on me or some other crazy crap. I wouldn’t put it past the sick freaks.

      My vision comes back to me enough, and I can make out two doors in the room. After a deep breath, I pull the IV out. Blood runs down my arm and drips from my hand, but I ignore it and toss the blanket off my body. Shuffling for the first door, I find a small bathroom and curse myself for wasting time. My hand rests on the wall for support while I push myself to the next door and test the handle. The handle turns easily, and I send a silent thank you up to anyone that may be listening. The second it’s open, I take off.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” An unfamiliar deep voice sounds to my left, and my stomach drops. It figures they appointed someone to guard their property.

      Without a response, I use my hands on the wall and push myself to get away from the psycho guard dog. Arms wrap around my waist with surprising gentleness. It’s useless, but I still fight with every bit of strength in me. I scream, kick, and scratch the person holding me as he drags me back toward the room I vacated. The screams come out muted, the kicks hold no strength behind them, and it’s anyone’s guess if I get any good scratches in. The lack of success doesn’t stop me. He says something, though his words don’t penetrate my frantic mind.

      The sound of footsteps rushing toward me increases my panic. Others are coming, and my slim chance of escape just became nonexistent. Tears spring from my eyes. After weeks of doing everything in my power to escape this hell, I now have no hope of getting out.

      “What happened?” A loud, demanding shout comes from behind me and the man holding me.

      A gasp comes from a different male, “Holy shit, why’s she bleeding?”

      “Excuse me, gentlemen. Set her down on the bed and allow me to check her over please.” This time it’s a female voice. Hope lights within me again, only for me to instantly stamp it down. Maybe she’ll help me get out of here, but it’s likely she’s working with them.

      I’m set down on a soft mattress and instantly lash out at the man who held me. I manage to elbow him hard in his twig and giggle-berries, and he drops to one knee on the floor.

      Before I can get off the bed, the woman in the room steps forward. “Hey, I’m Doctor Lenny. We’re here to help you, miss. We won’t hurt you. Please, calm down so we don’t have to sedate you. From your labs, it’s clear you’ve been sedated enough recently.”

      I freeze, not understanding her at first. With my vision finally clear, I’m able to scrutinize her. She has her black, curly hair pulled up into a smooth ponytail that frizzes in the back. The stark white doctor coat she wears is a complete contrast to her dark chocolate-colored skin. Her dark eyes appear gentle and patient, waiting for me to make a judgment about her. My eyes jump from her, searching the strange room. This time, I’m able to make out more details of the room. I could believe I’m in a hospital room, but I’m not ready to accept that yet. There are plenty of ways to make a room look like one thing when in reality, it’s something completely different. It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if I was in some basement of a house in the middle of nowhere.

      After giving the room a quick once-over, my gaze lands on the two strange men who whisper quietly in the corner. My body tenses without permission as I look the two of them over. The first one obviously spends a lot of time at the gym and the tattoo parlor. Tattoos cover his insanely muscular arms, and I idly wonder if he’d rip his shirt by flexing. His buzzed head turns in my direction, and I freeze. His buddy places a hand on muscle man’s arm, grabbing his attention once more and mine as well.

      The second man must have been the one who stopped me. He holds a cloth on his arm, and I find myself wondering if I hurt him. I can’t stop my eyes from wandering over him. His medium-brown hair falls to his chin with a slight wave. The top half of it is pulled up, away from his creamy beige face, and a short, neatly trimmed, dark beard covers his jaw. My gaze rakes over his defined chest, covered by a tight blue shirt, down to his lean, jean-clad hips, landing on a pair of black combat boots, then travel back up and meets his hazel green stare. Heat rushes to my cheeks at the intensity of his stare.

      “Can you tell me your name, miss?” the female, supposed doctor, speaks up, and I manage to break eye contact with the stranger.

      Before I can answer her, the door swings open, and two more men rush into the room. They stop abruptly, falling over each other when they notice me sitting on the bed. The first one in the door, a younger, athletic guy with mocha skin and honey eyes, catches himself before falling to the ground. He spins and glares at the second guy. He’s older—though they all appear to be in their late twenties or early thirties—closer to the age of the two men already in the room. A light stubble covers his nicely chiseled jaw, and a gray beanie hides his hair. He’s a few inches shorter than the two giants in the room, and his build is slender, though I have no doubt he would win a fight against most people, especially me.

      His icy gray eyes land on me after he mumbles a half-assed apology to the younger guy he nearly ran over. “You’re awake.”

      Ignoring him, I narrow my gaze at the doctor. “I don’t believe you. These men wouldn’t be here if you were trying to help me.”

      “Okay, that’s probably our cue to get lost,” the younger, honey-eyed guy speaks up, motioning for the men to leave.

      Tattoo man heads for the door without a backward glance, but his friend doesn’t budge. “I’ll stay behind.”

      “Marak, you coming or going?” the tattooed guy asks the one wearing a beanie, standing in the doorway.

      His gaze shoots to me again, then back. “I’ll stay. Thanks, Lochlan, thanks, Talen. You both should get back to your family.”

      Two of them leave without another word as the guy with the beanie, Marak, goes to stand beside the one with the long hair.

      The long-haired one leans his hip against the counter and crosses his arms, ditching the cloth he’d been pressing against the scratches I made. “Tell us your name, please.”

      He doesn’t phrase it as a question, and I find myself wishing I could hit him in the balls again. “No.”

      To my surprise, he doesn’t get angry, though he clearly isn’t pleased with my response. He simply tightens his lips and nods once. “Alright. I’m Maverick, and this is Marak. We’re here because we wanted to make sure you’re all right. We took you out of that warehouse and brought you to this hospital.”

      “I’m going to need to fix your IV site and insert another one, dear. You’re rather dehydrated.” The doctor makes a move toward me, and I scoot away.

      “Don’t touch me.” My warning rings clear. I don’t want to be touched right now, not by her or anyone.

      While the doctor backs up a step, the two men come toward me a step. The one with the beanie, Marak, speaks up this time, “Listen, Red, you’re bleeding all over the place. If Allistar comes in here, he’ll likely pass out. The man is a sissy when it comes to blood. I don’t know about you, but I don’t feel like picking his pansy ass up off the floor. So, what’s it going to take for you to trust the doc enough to fix you up?”

      My response needs no forethought. “Let me go.”

      Marak snorts and shakes his head. “I would, really. Except you’re in a hospital. You can’t just waltz out of a hospital without a doctor saying it’s okay. Plus, what are you going to do? Hitchhike in your lovely green hospital gown, showing your backside to the whole world?”

      My eyes divert to the gown covering my body. I hadn’t realized earlier I’d been dressed in a hospital gown. The last I remember, I was in my undies and my bra.

      Marak continues rambling on, a slight smile lifting his lips as he speaks. “We already had a pretty exciting day with the whole raid and rescue stuff. Don’t make us go rescuing you again. Just because we’re SWAT doesn’t mean we like so much excitement. We’re boring people honestly.”

      “Oh my god, stop talking!” I raise my hand, palm out, hoping he quits his crazy rant. Turning my attention to the long-haired one, Maverick, I huff loudly, “Is he always like that?”

      Maverick nods only once. “Yeah, generally.”

      “Will you please let the doctor fix you?” Marak pouts, and I get the urge to grin at him but hold it back.

      Instead, I shake my head. “If you’re all for real, let me use a phone, and I’ll let the doctor do her thing.”

      Maverick doesn’t hesitate. He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a cell phone. He hands it directly to me and takes a step away. Before I can even dial, Dr. Lenny takes my arm and begins patching me up. I quickly go about dialing the first number that comes to mind. It rings twice before a thick southern accent answers on the other line, and I burst into tears at the sound of his voice.

      “Grumpy,” I sob into the phone, hoping he can understand me as I blubber and sniffle. “I’m at the hospital. I don’t know which one. I’m okay, I’m alive.”

      “Taylor Lewis! I’m gonna beat yer butt when I get to ya! Tell me what hospital yer at right damned now so I can yell at ya face ta face.” The fear and worry in his tone isn’t lost on me, and I break down a little more.

      Holding the phone to my shoulder, I turn to Maverick. “What hospital is this?”

      Maverick frowns at the phone, but answers anyway. “Cedar Valley. Tell him you’re on the third floor, room 309.”

      “Did you get that?” I sniffle, attempting to pull myself together. “Cedar Valley.”

      “Ya, I got it. I’m on ma way. I swear to god, girl, if you move so much as an inch I’m gonna . . . I dunno what I’m gonna do, but ya ain’t gonna like it.” The other end goes silent, but I know he hasn’t hung up yet.

      A small smile lifts my lips. “I love you, Grumpy.”

      A quiet sob reaches my ears, and my heart breaks. “I love ya so much, Tayter-Tot. Stay put. I’m on ma way.”

      When the line goes dead, I hold the phone out to Maverick. He takes it from me, still frowning. “Does that guy talk to you like that often?”

      I snort. “I should have known you’d hear him. He only has one volume. And, yes. He’s perpetually grumpy.”

      Maverick opens his mouth to reply, but as Marak elbows him lightly, he goes silent. Before I can ask about the odd exchange, Marak distracts me. “Now that you know we’re legit, will you promise not to knee any of us in the balls again? As funny as it is when you play whack-a-mole with the guys’ nuts, I don’t want to be next.”

      At first, I cringe but quickly straighten my spine. “They got what they deserved. You don’t restrain people like that without explaining crap to them first.”

      Maverick raises one brow, clearly not amused. “If you’d have given me three seconds, I would have given you a full explanation.”

      I narrow my eyes at Maverick. “Sorry, I guess I should have stopped to chat with the person I thought was trying to use me as a toy.”

      He surprises me again when he doesn’t yell back. Instead, he deflates. “Fair enough. You did the right thing by trying to run. At least, you believe us now, correct?”

      “I want to see the other girls,” I demand. Reality crashes on me hard, and I wonder if they made it out. If Jenna didn’t make it out, I don’t know what I’ll do.

      Maverick startles at my swift command. “Pardon?”

      “I mean, you let me use the phone and that’s great. But if you could get me out of there, then you’d have gotten them out, also. So, where are they?” Maverick and Marak exchange a glance, and my stomach drops.

      The doctor pats my hand gently, setting it on the bed with a wide smile. “You’re all fixed up, dear. We will need to put a new IV in the other side. You’re very dehydrated, as I said. Also, as far as those other girls, they’re here for the most part. We did have to transfer some of the more severely injured ones to Inglemoor General. They’re doing as well as can be expected from what I’ve been told.”

      “I have a friend. A girl I tried to help before she was taken. We were kidnapped together. Her name is Jenna. Is she . . . I mean did she—” The words won’t come out. I desperately want to ask if Jenna made it out okay. I need to know if she’s alive. But if the answer is no, I don’t think I could handle the news.

      “Oh, Jenna!” The doctor lights up. “Yes, she’s doing very well.  I can ask her if she wants to see you if you’d like.”

      I nod vigorously before she even finishes talking. “Yeah, I need to see her.”

      “We’ll go get her,” Marak offers, pulling on Maverick’s forearm. “It’ll be a few minutes. I think she was up next to talk with some of the officers, but we’ll bring her back as soon as she’s finished. You should rest while we’re gone.”

      “Actually, can I shower?” My question is directed at the doctor, who nods kindly.

      “Of course, dear. I’ll get you some towels and an extra gown.” She hurries out of the room, and the two men leave without another word.

      Once alone, I allow myself to relax a bit. The last few weeks were complete hell. I started to think I’d never make it out of that hell hole, or if I did, it would be into something far worse. My body shakes at the idea of what would have happened if the man who wanted me had gotten to me. The shaking always takes over when something upsetting happens—the more upset I am, the harder my body quakes.

      When I get into the shower, I’ll allow myself a good, long cry, but if I start I may never stop. Instead, I let my mind to drift to Jenna. She made it out; she’s safe. I kept my promise to her, and it brings a minute sense of relief. The horror of the last two weeks is over.
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      The hot water of the shower does wonders for my sore body. At first, I want to hurry so I don’t miss Jenna when she comes in or Grumpy when he shows up. But as soon as the water hits me, I’m stuck. I have no self-control, and I end up staying under the spray for longer than I mean to. While in the safety of the shower, I allow myself to wonder about the horrible men who took me, Jenna, and the rest of the girls. No one told me what happened to them.

      Questions race through my mind at a sickening speed. Are they alive? Did they go to jail? Will they stay in jail or get released on bail? What if they come after us again? What if they escaped and are planning their revenge? Staying in the shower won’t give me answers, but I need to get a grip before I have to deal with people again.

      I allow myself a good, long cry while the water washes away the tears. It’s therapeutic somehow, like washing away all the bad crap. No matter what happened to those men, I know to be more careful and watchful in the future. I can’t do anything about them, but I can make the choice to be happy I got away and can live my life.

      When my fingers become wrinkled, I reluctantly turn the water off and grab a towel to wrap around my body. Dr. Lenny managed to track down a hairbrush for me which I’m grateful for. My hair is a disaster. All the conditioner in the world won’t help the rat’s nest on my head. I start to brush out the tangles, but my arms quickly tire. My growl of frustration echoes off the bathroom tile. My body is too weak. Even brushing my hair is a daunting task. Maybe I can bribe Grumpy to brush it for me when he gets here. Then again, I want to have hair once he’s done. The man may be good at a lot of things, but he sucks at brushing hair and anything to do with being a girl.

      The bathroom door swings open, scaring the ever-loving hell out of me. I spin around and screech like a banshee at the invasion, throwing the hairbrush at the intruder. Maverick searches the bathroom frantically, his eyes landing on me. “I heard you cry out. What happened?” Ignoring the brush as it bounces off his arm, he rushes toward me without warning, and I take a step back, confused and embarrassed.

      “Oh my god, Maverick. I’m fine, get out!”

      He invades my personal space in his rush to me. I press my palms against his chest and give him my hardest shove.

      He barely takes two steps backward, which I’m sure comes more from shock than my incredibly puny push. “If you’re fine, then why’d you yell?”

      My cheeks heat, and I turn my back to him. Oddly enough, standing in nothing but a towel in front of Maverick doesn’t bother me as much as admitting to him—to anyone—that my body is weak.

      Heat radiates off Maverick, warming my back as he steps closer to me. “Taylor, answer me. Why’d you yell?”

      Our eyes meet in the mirror, and I lose my train of thought. For a second, I think I see a flash of heat cross his features, but it’s gone so fast I’m sure I made it up. I don’t even know the guy. Of course, he’s attractive--I’m not blind--but that’s all there is to it. Shaking myself of my silliness, I take a second to remember his question.

      Something he said registers with me, and I stiffen. “Hey, how’d you know my name?”

      Maverick huffs, his mouth quirking up on one side. “The guy you called said your name loud enough for everyone in the hospital to hear. Now, answer me, Taylor.”

      “Freaking Grumpy and his big mouth,” I grumble. I make the decision to tell him my issue as a distraction for myself. My name on his lips does funny things to me, and I can’t handle it at the moment. “Fine, I yelled because I’m pissed I can’t brush my hair. My arms are too tired, and my hair is too messy. Are you happy now, Mr. Bossy?”

      “Oh.” He relaxes his tense stance. “We can fix that.”

      “We? Fix?” I spin again to face him, and this time, he takes a step back without my assistance. “What the hell are you talking about? Are you going to shave my head?”

      “You’ve got a visitor, Red!” Marak’s shout from the hospital room draws our attention.

      Maverick rolls his eyes, though it isn’t clear whether it’s at me or Marak. He heads toward the door while he says, “We aren’t going to shave your head. Come on, Jenna is here to see you.”

      Ratty hair forgotten, I rush past Maverick. Jenna sits cross-legged on the end of the bed. She’s clearly showered, and someone gave her normal clothes. Her eyes light up when she sees me come out of the bathroom.

      She jumps up as I pull her into a firm hug, whispering to her, “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      “It was the craziest thing, Taylor.” She sniffles and laughs at the same time. “Some of the girls had already gotten out, and they were running toward the woods. I followed them, and a bunch of cops were hiding out like they were ready to raid the place. They got us out of there so fast my head was spinning. By the time I was able to ask someone if you’d been found, we’d already made it to the hospital... I’m sorry it took so long to ask. I tried, but there was so much chaos. Then, no one knew you by name. Dr. Lenny came in and said someone was asking for me, I just knew it had to be you.”

      “Hey, shut up, crazy girl.” I pull back, locking eyes with hers. “I’m fine, I made it out.”

      “We both did, just like you promised.” She sniffles again, but her smile remains. She shakes her head like she’s shaking the bad thoughts away. “Hey, I heard the hair brushing issue. Can I do it for you?”

      “Uh...” I bite my bottom lip and glance around the room. Maverick and Marak stand in the far corner, talking quietly together. With them distracted and Grumpy not here yet, I don’t see why we can’t relax. “Hold that thought.”

      I rush back into the bathroom, close the door, and dress in the horrible green gown. Dr. Lenny found a matching green robe for me as well. At least, my ass will be covered.

      With a quick push of my foot, my towel slides to the corner of the bathroom. After scooping up the brush from the bathroom floor, I throw the door open again and toss it to Jenna, who already sits comfortably back on the hospital bed. Quickly making my way over to her, I drop down on the bed in front of her, presenting my messy hair. “Go for it.”

      The two of us spend the next twenty minutes chatting about hair, the luxury of a hot shower, and real soap, while she carefully takes the tangles from my hair. When the conversation fades, I muster up the courage to ask Jenna some questions I need to know the answers to. “Jenna, do you need a place to stay? I have my apartment. It’s a one bedroom, but it’s not a crap-hole. You’re welcome to come to my place.”

      “Oh, Taylor.” She hugs me tightly from her position behind me, and I chuckle at the awkward angle. “You’re the best person I’ve ever known. I adore you for the offer, but I found out some things since I got here yesterday. They have a ton of people working with us to get us settled, and they looked up my family history. I have an aunt in Mississippi. She didn’t know about me until they called her earlier.”

      “What’d she say?” I hold my breath for the answer, hoping her aunt didn’t dismiss her. The girl had enough bad things happen to her in her short life. She deserves nothing but the best from now on, and if this aunt of hers isn’t willing to give it to her, I will.

      Jenna brightens, bouncing slightly in her seat. “She wants me! She said she’s flying out to meet me as soon as there’s an available seat. She was so shocked to learn about me, just like I was to learn about her. But she said I’m family and she wants me to stay with her.”

      “Honey, that’s amazing. I’m so happy for you.” My shoulders relax, and I hold her arm tight as she continues to hug me from behind. Jenna deserves a happy home, and hopefully, this aunt of hers can give her one. A thought occurs to me, though. “But please, never ever hesitate to call me if you need me, Jenna. If things don’t work out in Mississippi, you’ve always got a place with me, okay?”

      “You’re the best, Taylor. Thank you for everything, and I promise I’ll keep in touch.” She sets the brush down next to me on the bed and gives me one more hug. “I’m going to get back to my room. My aunt said she’d call me soon with her flight info, and I don’t want to miss her call. I’ll come back and see you before I leave. My aunt wanted to meet you and thank you for keeping me safe.”

      She skips out of the room, and my heart squeezes with joy. Watching her smile and laugh is the best I’ve felt in over two weeks. I lean back and rest my eyes for a few seconds, but it quickly gets interrupted by a tapping on my door. I perk up, hoping Grumpy finally made it, but deflate when Dr. Lenny comes in followed by two unfamiliar men. They’re similar in age to Maverick and Marak.

      The three of them are deep in conversation, so I’m able to look over the two newcomers silently. With Dr. Lenny speaking casually to them, I know they aren’t a threat, but I still watch them and their interactions. The first man stands about as tall as Maverick, and he has the same amount of muscle. His shoulders are broad, and his hips are narrow. His dark blond hair is shaved on the sides and nicely combed back on top, not a strand out of place. His face is free of facial hair, showing off smooth, perfect skin most people would die for. His eyes glow chartreuse green. His style is preppy but classy at the same time, with a burgundy sweater covering his ivory button-up shirt and dark tan slacks.

      Behind him, the second man walks in and his hair grabs my attention before anything else. His longer hair is a complete mess atop his head, but it works well for him. The messiness isn’t what draws me in and brings out a smirk. It’s the fact his hair is blue—not an obnoxious neon blue, but a softer, sexy silver blue. The color matches his eyes exactly, and I wonder if he did it on purpose. He clearly spends plenty of time outside if his tanned skin is any indication. His eyebrows give away the fact his natural hair is nearly black in color. His style is simple with a gray shirt under an open plaid button-up shirt and some dark-wash jeans.

      “All I’m saying is I won’t tell if you don’t,” The blue-haired man speaks up, humor in his voice.

      Dr. Lenny shakes her head. “I’m not letting you borrow scrubs to get a staff discount at the cafeteria, Syn. You’re crazy if you think I would.”

      I snort at her scolding, and the two new men turn their attention to me. “Hey, you’re awake!”

      Marak throws his hands in the air. “You assholes never check your phones. Mav and I texted you over an hour ago to say she woke up.”

      “If we’re being honest, I have no idea where my phone even is,” the blue-haired one, Syn as Dr. Lenny called him, admits with no remorse while patting at his empty pockets. “But, it’s good you’re up. Do we know your name yet?”

      “They do,” I inform him, pointing to Marak and Maverick. “You don’t.”

      Marak hoots with laughter, and the other new one chuckles as he introduces himself and his friend. “I’m Allistar, that’s Syn.”

      “I’m—”

      “Taylor!” Hearing my name shouted by that irate voice brings tears to my eyes once more, and I hop off the bed quickly.

      The four men in the room must mistake my excitement for fear because they swarm the door, refusing to allow the source of the shouting in. “Get yer overgrown paws offa me ‘fore I break yer damn hand, boy!”

      “It’s fine!” I call out to them and rush over to the door. I’m oddly touched by their unnecessary protectiveness. I just met them all, yet they’re willing to keep me safe from potential harm.

      “He’s not a bad guy, he’s fine.” I place my hand on Marak’s back as I reach him first, and he spins around, eyes wide. His reaction startles me, and I jump away from him, wondering if I crossed some weird line by touching his back.

      I don’t have time to analyze Marak’s weird behavior before Grumpy pushes his way past the four men and scoops me into his arms. “Tayter-Tot, holy hell I near had a damned cow these last few weeks. What in the devil happened to ya? Are ya hurt? Are they takin’ good care of ya here? Who’re those four yahoos tryin’ ta keep me outta here? Can I hit ‘em?”

      I hug him tighter for a second before pulling away and holding him at arm's length. “Grumpy! Calm down. You’re giving me a headache.”

      “I’m givin’ you a headache? I should make ya go pick yer own damned switch fer scarin’ the ever-lovin’ hell outta a little ol’ man. Now answer my questions ‘fore I lose my damn mind more’n I already have.” He leads me over to the bed and sits down at the same time I do, refusing to let my hand go.

      Taking a long, dramatic breath, I launch into a short and not-so-sweet explanation. “I’m not hurt, the doctor and these guys are helping me. It’s kind of a long story, but I was on my way home from work that night you called me. My car stopped running. I have any idea why and don’t even start in with the I told you to get a new car crap. I wanted to try to fix it before I called you for help, but as soon as I opened the hood, I realized it was a dumb idea.”

      “Yeah, yer a damn talented gal, but ya don’t know yer ass from yer elbow ‘bout cars, Tayter-Tot.” I glare at him for interrupting, but he isn’t fazed. “Also, I told ya ta git a new car.”

      “Anyway,” I emphasize the word with an eye roll, “I heard some yelling and thought maybe I could help. Some jerk was trying to push a young girl into the back of his car. I managed to get him in the nads, and we tried to run, but there was a second guy in the driver's seat of the car. He cut us off, and they took us both.”

      “Where’d they take ya?” Grumpy’s tone is serious and scared now. He doesn’t want to hear what I’m saying as much as I don’t want to talk about it, but he should know. Maverick and Marak are part of the people who rescued us girls; maybe this can count as my statement so I don’t have to repeat myself.

      “They drugged us, but it didn’t work well on me. I was out of it but awake. They shoved us into a van and drove forever until we got to a warehouse.” My body vibrates as I remember the next part. Grumpy takes my hand in his, holding onto me firmly.

      “They took our clothes, then photographed us. I managed to get away for a split second, but I took a wrong turn. I went into some office where one of the freaks was talking to some older man. It slowed me down enough for them to catch me.” Grumpy’s grip on my hand tightens but not painfully. “There were a bunch of other girls they were trying to sell to perverted bastards. Jenna, the girl taken with me, was the only one that stayed with me the whole time. I did my best to keep the both of us safe. I think it helped they hated me. They also said some guy had picked me, and on the last day I was there, he was supposed to come for me.”

      “Ya got gumption, Tayter-Tot.” Grumpy smirks, obviously hoping to lighten the mood. The sadness in his eyes remains, though.

      “I get that from Grammy,” I quip with a light nudge to his shoulder.

      Grumpy sobers up, as do I. “Did they hurt ya, Taylor?” His tone turns deadly.

      “They hit me,” I admit with a deep sigh, avoiding the real meaning behind his question. “It was mostly some beatings when I tried to protect the other girls, but it was worth it.”

      “I hate to interrupt,” Dr. Lenny murmurs quietly from the corner of the room where she and the four men remained while I talked with Grumpy. “I really need to get this IV into Taylor. She’s quite dehydrated, and we really need to get some fluids into her.”

      “Well, what in tarnation ya waitin’ fer?” Grumpy shouts, startling the poor doctor. “Git the girl set up with tha good stuff. Why in the hell don’t she already got one of them tubes givin’ her what she needs.”

      “She did until she woke up and tore it out,” Maverick pipes up. He doesn’t budge even as I pin him with my meanest glare.

      Grumpy lightly presses my shoulder, making me lie down on the bed. He then goes about tucking the blanket in from my feet to my waist. Dr. Lenny proceeds with the IV in my good arm and sends amused glances to Grumpy. All the while, I laugh at Grumpy for making me into a burrito with the blanket. If the man had a staple gun on him, I have no doubt he’d staple the blanket down so I can’t get up. As a kid, any time I had an injury or illness, Grumpy would tuck me into a blanket as tight as possible. For a while, I thought it was a secret cure-all. The older I got, the more I came to realize he had no idea what would make me better, so he rolled me up and told me he’d go get Grammy. The real cure-all was the love he and Grammy gave me and how they simply cared for me when I was hurt or sick.

      Dr. Lenny finishes the IV, then stands. “It was a pleasure to kind of meet you, Grumpy. I’ll be back to check on Taylor later.”

      She sends a wide smile to Grumpy, who turns red and drops his eyes to the ground. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say Grumpy blushed at Dr. Lenny’s attention—something I’ve never seen him do.

      As soon as she’s gone, Maverick takes her spot on the stool sitting to the left of my bed. “Do you know the name of the man who was supposed to come for you?”

      Maverick doesn’t appear to be the type to wait for a convenient time to do things. He wants information, and he’s going to get it. I can appreciate impatience. I have a hard time waiting for a Hot Pocket in the microwave.

      “Nope.” I shake my head for emphasis. “They kept calling him the big boss. It’s the guy I saw when I tried to run that first day.”

      Marak’s head shoots up. “You saw his face?”

      “Yeah, he turned around when I ran into the area.” Lying my head back, I close my eyes as exhaustion hits me hard. “I guess he decided he liked me after seeing me. Sick bastard.”

      “Fuck.” My eyes pop open again at Marak’s muted curse. I raise a brow, silently asking him to explain. “Taylor, you need to be careful. This guy is still out there, and we don’t know what his role in the whole thing is or was.”

      My stomach drops at the news. “You didn’t catch him?”

      “No.” Allistar enters the conversation, coming up with Syn to stand at the end of my bed. “We didn’t know about him until now. The other three men won’t be an issue ever again, but we didn’t know this one existed. The others didn’t make it out of that warehouse to tell us about him. I’m going to call the bureau now and let them know. We have security set up all over this floor, so you’re safe and so are the other girls.”

      “Wait just one cotton pickin’ minute now, boy.” Grumpy holds up a hand to stop Allistar from talking. “If ya didn’t know ‘bout tha other guy, why the damn security, ‘n can someone tell me who in the hell y’all boys is?”

      Maverick stands, holding a hand out to Grumpy. “I’m Maverick Harding. This is my team, Marak, Syn, and Allistar. We’re SWAT, and we helped in the retrieval of Taylor and the other girls who were being held against their will. We didn’t plan to take any risks until we were able to interview all the girls and ensure no one else was involved.”

      Grumpy eyes Maverick for a while before finally grabbing his hand in a firm shake. “Thank y’all fer savin’ ma’ girl.”

      “Our pleasure.” Maverick nods to Grumpy as Marak winks my way.

      It surprises me, and I find myself wondering what it means. The only time I’ve ever been winked at was by lewd construction workers on my way to work as a teenager. One of them pinched my ass, and I socked him in the nuggets. No one winked after that day. Marak isn’t lewd or a construction worker, though.

      Before I can give it much thought, Syn distracts me by tapping a light rhythm on my blanket-covered toes. I ignore him and listen to Maverick and Grumpy chatting, but Syn continues to tap in a rhythm almost like he’s playing a tune only he can hear. I finally look up and find him completely spaced out as he taps on my toes. He must not even realize what he’s doing. Marak notices Syn’s odd tapping, and at first, he smirks at his friend. His eyes shoot to mine and widen. I stiffen, wondering what could be wrong and watch as Marak pushes on Syn to gain his attention.

      Marak glares at Syn, who stops his drum-tapping and pulls his hands away like I unexpectedly caught fire. “Sorry. It’s a habit.” He backs away a few steps, stuffing his hands into his pockets.

      “What?” I look from Syn to Marak, searching for answers to their odd behavior.

      Allistar answers for them, “He knows better than to touch you. He’s generally more vigilant of his fidgeting habits when we’re working.”

      My brow wrinkles in confusion. “Is that a SWAT thing or something?” It sounds like an odd rule, but I won’t pretend to know anything about SWAT and how any kind of law enforcement works.

      “It’s part of our training.” Allistar shoots Syn a meaningful look. He sounds like he’s reading from a textbook as he continues, “You don’t touch a victim of abuse without permission, especially someone who has been through sexual trauma.”

      “Syn should know that more than any of us since he’s our team’s medic.” Maverick shoots Syn a hard stare, and the poor guy blushes.

      I raise my hand like I’m in a classroom. “Erm, I wasn’t . . . I mean, I didn’t go through . . . They didn’t touch me like that.” Saying the words out loud is harder than I anticipated. I can’t imagine how difficult it must be for some of the girls who weren’t nearly as lucky as me.

      “Are you sure about that? You could have been unconscious or drugged.” Syn’s tone is soft, and he remains at a distance. It doesn't sit well with me. I liked him drumming away on my toes to a song in his head more.

      I nod to him, a blush staining my cheeks. “I’m sure. I was never unconscious long enough. Except for that last time when you guys found me. They gave me something different that time, something stronger.”

      “Maybe we oughta get that lady doctor to check on ya’, Tayter-Tot. Just in case n’ all.” Grumpy frowns down at his hands; his shoulders tense.

      I relent easily because I’d rather have proof from a doctor also. There’s always a small chance that I don’t remember. “We can ask her, but I’d rather not have everyone in the room for it.” I avoid eye contact with everyone.

      “Yer darn tootin’!” Grump sputters, much to my amusement. “Ya know I’d never let ‘em boys stay ‘round fer somethin’ like ‘at. Yer barely legal for Christ’s sake.”

      I roll my eyes and press the call button for the doctor. “I’m nearly twenty-five, Grumpy. Nice try though.”

      “The hell ya are,” he grumbles, standing up from his seat. “Ya won’t never be more’n a day over twelve ta me, girl.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I wave him off but laugh when he sticks his tongue out at me like a child. “Which one of us is twelve again?”

      “Hush up, or I’ll make ya pick yer own switch when we get ya home.” If I had a nickel for every time Grumpy threatened to make me pick my own switch, I’d be able to use the money to buy myself a brand-new car. Of course, he’s never once followed through with his threat, but he loves to use it. My theory is he thinks it makes him sound tough. In truth, he’s a big, mushy, teddy bear, at least when it comes to me.

      Dr. Lenny comes into the room as me and the four guys chuckle at Grumpy’s antics. He’s much less amused than we are, but it doesn’t stop me. “What can I do for you, Taylor?” She sends a quick wink to Grumpy who sputters, then pretends to not notice. What the hell is happening to him?

      “My grandfather and these guys think I should get checked... Erm--” I hesitate for a moment, mortified to be talking about this in front of four strange men—four sexy strange men at that. I might have gone through a rough two weeks, but I’m not blind or dead. Even if I was, I’d probably still notice the four of them. “Get checked for trauma I might have missed.”

      “Let’s step out, men. We could all use a cup of coffee anyway.” Maverick stands and ushers everyone out the door. Grumpy clearly wants to stay, but one look at my bright red cheeks, he follows the four men into the hall.

      Dr. Lenny pats my arm gently as the door closes. “We already did an exam on you when you first showed up, Taylor. It’s standard for cases like yours and the other girls. We also did some labs. There was no sign of any sexual trauma.”

      Even though I was pretty sure that was the case, I deflate at the confirmation. “That’s good news.”

      Dr. Lenny nods her agreement, heads for the door, stops a few feet away, and turns back to me. “Your grandpa seems like a nice guy.”

      Words elude me. All I can manage is a nod. Where is she going with this?

      She chews on her lip for a second, then changes directions with the conversation. “Do you know Maverick and his team? Have you met them before?”

      “Not before today, why?” I frown at her odd question even as my curiosity piques.

      She waves her hand dismissively. “Just curious. I’ve known those boys for a long time. I used to babysit Marak when he was a baby. He introduced me to Maverick, Allistar, and Syn. They’re like surrogate nephews to me.”

      “Oh.” I don’t say more because I’m not sure why she’s telling me about this.

      Dr. Lenny leans against the door frame and crosses her arms, a small smile playing on her lips. “I just find it interesting the four of them have stuck around here all night and day.”

      Her words strike me hard, my frown deepening. “Should I tell them to go home? Do you not want them around me or something?” Just because I was kidnapped and came in a dirty mess doesn’t mean I’m a piece of trash.

      “No!” Her volume startles me, and I think she shocks herself as well. “I don’t think it’s a bad thing at all, Taylor. It just surprises me a bit. They’re a great group of guys. It’s not typical for them to hang around, that’s all. They usually make sure the people brought in are going to be okay, then they go home. I think they might want to befriend you, which doesn’t surprise me. You’re a nice girl. Just don’t get scared off by their weirdness and how close they are. The four of them can be crazy sometimes. I love them to death, of course. They’re family to me—”

      “What are you rambling about, Trish?” Marak strolls into the room with a big coffee in one hand and a brown bag in the other. “You only do that when you’re nervous.”

      “Shut it, Marak. I’ve got to go check on my other patients.” Dr. Lenny—Trish—spins around and rushes out of the room without another word.

      Marak watches her leave and chuckles. “She’s fun to mess with. I love that lady.”

      “She mentioned she was your babysitter when you were little.” I eye the bag, wishing I’d asked Grumpy to grab me something.

      Marak plops down in the chair next to my bed. “Yeah, she watched me nearly every day until I started kindergarten. She was married then, and her husband wanted her home rather than working. She found a way around it by babysitting me. Our families are close, and she came to stay with us for a while after she ditched the douche she was married to.” He pauses long enough to take a sip of the coffee. “What did she say?”

      For a second, I think he’s asking about her questions involving him and his friends, but I realize by his abrupt seriousness he means the exam she was supposed to do. “Oh, I was right, and everything’s fine. Apparently, she checked when you guys brought me in.”

      Marak’s shoulders sag visibly. “That’s good news.”

      “What’s good news?” Syn strolls into the room along with Grumpy, Maverick, and Allistar.

      Marak takes another quick sip of his coffee before responding, “Trish said everything’s fine.”

      “Oh, good!” Syn smiles widely, and my cheeks darken. It’s embarrassing to talk about such a thing with all of them.

      “Thank the Lord fer that,” Grumpy agrees, clearly as uncomfortable as me. He changes the subject quickly by holding out a brown bag to me. “I gotcha food, Tayter-Tot. They didn’t have nothin’ fancy, but I got ya one a ‘em turkey sammiches on the fancy bread ya like so much. They had cheese fries, too, ‘n I know you’d live on ‘em greasy things if ya could.”

      “You’re the best ever.” I snatch the bag from him and peek inside, inhaling the savory aroma of fries and a turkey croissant sandwich. I glance back up at Grumpy for a second and bite my lip. “Did you happen to find any—”

      “I got yer damned diet crap,” he grumbles, pulling a bottle from his jacket pocket and handing it over to me. “That poison’s gonna be the death of ya. ‘N if ya hadn’t just gone through hell, I’d’ve never bought that shit.”

      Waving off his complaints, I open the soda, take a long swig, then moan out loud. “Oh god, that’s so freaking good.”

      “Well, damn, I never wished I was a beverage until now.” Syn smirks and wiggles his eyebrows, making me laugh.

      Maverick elbows him in the side, and Grumpy pins him with a glare. “Watch it, boy. I may be old, but I can still tan yer hide if ya get outta line.”

      Syn clears his throat, appearing contrite though also failing to hide his laughter. “Sorry, sir. Won’t happen again.”

      I snort my disbelief, and Syn winks at me when Grumpy turns away.

      “Alright, guys,” Maverick calls out with a roll of his eyes. “Taylor’s had a long day and so have we. We should give her and her grandfather some time to rest while we get some sleep.”

      “Thank you all,” I mutter, picking at invisible lint from my sheet. “Thanks for saving me and for hanging around for a while.”

      Allistar straightens up. “We can come back later if you’d like.” Normally, I’d assume his offer is only to be polite, but Allistar seems sincere. Marak and Syn nod eagerly at the idea. Maverick’s face remains impassive as he watches me, waiting for an answer.

      Something about them piques my interest. They’re nice, and they rescued me, sure. But it’s the way they are together that makes me want to spend more time with them. They’re not like a typical group of friends. From what I’ve seen, they’re more like family. It reminds me of the relationship I have with Evelyn and Michelle. Maybe Dr. Lenny was right, and they want to be my friends. I could always use more friends, and if four hot men want to hang around with me, who am I to deny them?

      Without diving deeper into my interest in them, I find myself nodding. “Yeah, if you guys want to come back and hang out, I’d like that.”

      They agree to show up when they know I’ve had time to rest and relax. I thank them again before they leave and settle back into bed, holding my bag of food and soda close. Grumpy rolls his eyes at me as I take another long drink of my soda before touching my food.

      “Yer impossible, Tayter-Tot.” He watches me shove an extra cheesy fry into my mouth. “Ya just had a horrible go of it, ‘n yer eatin’ fries like it ain’t no big deal. I’m fixin’ ta lose my mind if ya don’t talk ta me soon.”

      “I’m fine, Grumpy,” I mumble around another bite of fries. I swallow hard and meet his gaze. “It sucked, it was terrifying, I was worried. It was all a big mess, but I made it out. The other girls made it out. It ended in the best way possible. You know I’m not going to sit here and think about all the bad things when there are too many good things to focus on right now. If I focus on the bad stuff, I’ll just turn into a jittery mess, and it won’t be good for anyone.”

      “Ya always were a glass a sweet tea half-full kinda gal,” he muses with a rare grin. “Just like yer Grammy.”

      “When life gives you lemons,” I start, knowing he’ll finish for me.

      He doesn’t disappoint. “Put a slice in yer sweet tea.”

      “She loved to say that when things weren’t great.” My chest tightens the way it always does when I think of my grandmother.

      It took a long time for Grumpy and me to be able to speak of Grammy without tears, but we never stopped talking about her. She was the only mother figure I ever truly had, and I would never dishonor her by pushing her from my mind and memory. Grumpy agreed with me and never got upset when I wanted to talk about her. It was hard on him; they were married for forty-three years when she passed away. I know him well enough to know he would have rather run from the hurt he felt when we lost her, but he didn’t. We made a pact to remember her in every way we could and speak of her often.

      “Ya always were just alike.” Grumpy sighs, rubbing at the stress lines on his forehead. “I know yer strong as hell, ‘n I know yer gonna bounce back real fast from this whole thing. But ya ain’t bulletproof, Tayter-Tot. Ya know ya’ve always got me ta talk at if ya need someone. I don’t care what ya need ta talk ‘bout or how uncomfortable it might-could get. Ya need me, I’m there.”

      “I know, Grumpy, and I love you to the holler and back for that.” With a long sigh, I drop back onto my pillows. “Right now, all I want to do is eat this food, down this soda, give you a long hug, call Evelyn and Michelle, and then sleep. I’m really just too tired to think or talk about much more at this point.”

      “Fair ‘nough.” He pulls his phone from his pocket with a wicked grin. “I’m gonna call ‘em two brats ‘n put on the speaker so I can hear ‘em yellin’ at ya fer waitin’ so dang long ta call ‘em, though.”

      I glare angrily at him as he dials Michelle’s number. “You’re such a mean old man.”

      An hour later, Michelle and Evelyn have finally finish yelling at me for not calling them first thing. Tears were shed by them and me. They relented on coming to visit right away, agreeing I need to get some sleep. They made me promise I’d call as soon as I woke up, so they can come see I’m not dead for themselves.

      Grumpy was all too happy to listen to their yelling, but eventually, he grew bored and made his way to a table in the corner where a magazine sat. He’ll be occupied for a while, which is good because there’s no staying awake for me. It doesn’t take long after hanging up for me to drift into a deep sleep.
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      “I told you we should have waited for her to call us. She’s going to be pissed if we wake her up. You know how she is when she gets woken up,” Michelle’s nervous whispers break through my sleepy brain, pulling me to consciousness. “She gave us the gist of what happened, and Grumpy already filled in the rest. We’ve seen her, and we know she’s okay. Maybe we should just come back when she wakes up.”

      If I had to guess, I only managed an hour of sleep, and I’m tempted to yell at her to shut up and leave me alone. Her comment about me being pissed over being woken up is an understatement—I’m a total bitch if my sleep gets interrupted.

      “Y’all’re scaredy cats.” Grumpy snorts from somewhere across the room. “Ya came ta see the gal, so wake ‘er up ‘n see ‘er, fer pity’s sake.”

      “I’m already awake, assholes.” My voice—rough from sleep—comes out harsher than I mean it to.

      I crack one eye open, then the other, and blink a few times to clear my vision. Michelle and Evelyn stand to the left of my bed, and Grumpy sits at a small table in the far corner of the room with a newspaper in hand.

      Michelle picks up my hand and squeezes it. “Don’t be mad at us, we wanted to see for ourselves that you’re alive. We were so scared, Tay...” She breaks down before she can finish talking.

      “If you hadn’t gone and gotten kidnapped by crazy psychopathic fuckheads, we wouldn’t have had to wake you up to make sure you’re not dead.” Evelyn doesn’t cry. Of the three of us, she’s the hardest emotionally. She doesn’t allow things to get to her and keeps calm in every situation. When a tear escapes and she angrily swipes it away, I know I can’t be mad at them for waking me.

      “I missed you guys, too. It’s been a really shitty couple weeks.” My two best friends lower down and wrap me in an awkward, but welcome, three-way hug. We cry, laugh, and exchange I love you’s for a while.

      It’s amazing to be back with my best friends, my sisters. My whole family is here now, and I finally believe things will be okay.

      “Okay, nobody move. I need to get a picture of this before it goes away.” The deep voice sounds from the doorway of the hospital room, and I roll my eyes.

      I glare at the newcomer over Michelle’s shoulder. “Who invited the douche biscuit to the party?”

      “I am the party, turd waffle,” he quips back.

      My eyes narrow, and he meets my glare. Evelyn and Michelle back up from our hug, their heads bounce back and forth as they watch the stand-off. Finally, Dylan breaks first, cracking a smile before laughing.

      He strolls over to me, hugging me tightly. “I’m glad you’re okay, Waffle.”

      “Thanks, Biscuit.” I hug him back, truly happy he tagged along. He’s the protective big brother I never wanted, but somehow adore.

      He backs away and wraps his arms around Michelle, lovingly holding her to his side. The two of them are beyond perfect together, and it makes me want to cry happy tears whenever I watch them.

      Dylan whispers something softly in Michelle’s ear, and her eyes grow wide. She spins around, putting her back to me. I can’t make out her angry whispers, but I can clearly see her shake her head at him. Dylan doesn’t possess the ability to keep secrets. I know exactly what he asked Michelle, and I find her attempts at discretion humorous.

      “I’m not stupid, Michelle,” I huff and pull myself to a sitting position in the bed. “I know what you two are arguing about. Might as well come out with it now.”

      Michelle freezes, slowly turning her paling face to me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Evelyn snorts out a laugh. “You’re such a shitty liar.”

      Grumpy hoots with laughter. “Ain’t she? Girl couldn’t lie worth a damn when she’s knee-high to a grasshopper, ‘n it’s only got worse o’er time. Ain’t got a clue what y’all’re bitchin’ ‘bout, but I can tell ya that gal is lyin’ through her teeth ‘bout it.”

      “Shush, old man. You, too, Evelyn! I wanted to do this my way, damn you all.” Michelle rests her hands on her hips and narrows her eyes.

      “You still can, Michelle.” I take her hand in mine, pull it off her hip, and squeeze. “We won’t bother you about it if you want to wait.”

      “It doesn’t count if you all figured it out already,” she whines. “I don’t get it, though. I thought I did so good keeping it a secret.”

      “One a y’all best tell me what in the hell’s goin’ on ‘round here?” Grumpy slams his newspaper down and jumps to his feet. “Y’all’ve been talkin’ in circles fer ten minutes now, ‘n I wanna know what in tarnation y’all’re goin’ on ‘bout!”

      “Calm down, Grumpy.” I chuckle. “You’re going to lose even more hair than you already have, and you can’t afford that.”

      Grumpy jabs his pointer finger in my direction. “Yer pickin’ a switch when I get ya home, Tayter-Tot.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I wave him off and turn my attention back to Michelle. “We’ll wait to get the official news if you want us to wait.”

      “Screw it.” She throws her hands in the air, then pulls her phone from her pocket. She taps on the screen a few times then spins it around to face me and Evelyn.

      I bounce up and down in my seated position. “I knew it, I knew it, I knew it! This is the best news ever.”

      The black and white ultrasound picture takes up the entire screen. I try to hold in my excitement a little bit, but the small squeal I meant to come out ends up a scream. Evelyn joins me.

      Thunderous footsteps sound from the hallway, bringing our excitement to a screeching halt as we watch and wait for whoever may be running and why.

      I develop a small hunch as to who the running feet belong to, and my theory proves correct when Syn and Maverick rush into my room at full speed. Their eyes scan around, completely alert and focused. Maverick finds Dylan right away and takes a quick step toward him.

      Dylan’s a decent looking guy. His blond curls are short and stylish. He only ever wears jeans and band shirts with his black tennis shoes. He’s cute, but he’s my big brother. He’s also not the most built guy in the world, so someone as massive as Maverick heading his way must be like Michael Cera being sought out by Dwayne Johnson.

      Bless Evelyn’s dumb ass for defending our big brother. She steps in front of Dylan, ready to face off with Maverick and now Syn, because he’s noticed Dylan as well. Maverick hesitates, clearly not expecting Evelyn’s silent challenge.

      “Okay!” I hop out of the bed and place myself between my crazy family and my rescuers. “Let’s all take a quick breath to introduce ourselves, shall we?” I continue without waiting for anyone to reply, “Great! I’ll help. These are my best friends, Evelyn Porter and Michelle Christie. This is Dylan Christie, Michelle’s husband and sometimes my friend, depending on the day.”

      Dylan, ever the nice guy, raises his hand to wave at Maverick and Syn. I proceed with the introductions, ignoring the goober. “Guys, this is Maverick and Syn. They’re two of the four guys who saved me.”

      “Oh.” Evelyn deflates, almost as if disappointed in not being able to lay the hurt on the two men. “Well, fine then. You can stay.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Syn says sardonically.

      Grumpy, who was leaning against the far wall watching the show go down, finally pipes up, “Why’d ya two yahoos come runnin’ in here like yer damned heads were on fire, anyhow?”

      Syn scratches the back of his neck nervously. “We heard screams and thought she was in trouble.”

      “My heroes.” I clasp my hands to my heart and sigh dramatically.

      Maverick spins, pinning me with a glare. “When a girl was just rescued from some fucked-up individuals, some of whom aren’t accounted for, screams bloody murder, it tends to put a guy on edge. So, sue us.”

      “It wasn’t a bloody murder scream,” I balk. “It was an excited scream.”

      “Yer hootin’ ‘n hollerin’re the same fer any occasion, Tayter-Tot.” Of course, Grumpy gets his two cents in.

      “What do you mean by that?” Michelle asks, poking her head around Dylan.

      Maverick’s brow scrunches. Why is that attractive to me? “By what?”

      “You said some of them aren’t accounted for,” she presses.

      Maverick drops his head forward, pushing his hands over his hair, tugging at the end of the tied back half ponytail. “Yeah, the person Taylor saw when she first attempted an escape might become an issue. We got a call just after we left earlier. During the interview process, a few of the girls mentioned some talk going around. The man Taylor saw is supposedly behind the entire operation. He saw Taylor and decided he wanted her. He’s not the kind of person to let shit go, so we don’t think he’ll simply disappear without going after what he wants.”

      “So, Taylor’s still in danger from this guy?” Dylan stands taller, jumping straight into his big brother role. “Why can’t you guys just track this bastard down and arrest him or shoot him?”

      Maverick sizes Dylan up before shaking his head. “It’s not that easy, man. Criminals of this caliber don’t just hang around in public with giant signs on their foreheads stating what they’re wanted for.”

      “Then, what do we do?” Michelle’s voice shakes with fear.

      Syn steps forward to stand next to Maverick. “We called in a sketch artist, hoping Taylor could sit down with him and maybe get a better idea of who we’re looking for.”

      The two of them stand less than a foot away from me now and a fleeting thought that they must have showered passes through my mind. They both wear two different colognes, but miraculously, they blend well. Both smell amazing. I probably smell like hospital soap and antiseptic. Of course, I’d be the freak to go around smelling people. I may need some professional help or something.

      Michelle sniffles, drawing me out of my hot male haze. “What if he comes after her before you can find him?”

      “Hey!” I bark. Everyone in the room jumps and turns to me. “You will not get upset over me when you’re busy growing my niece or nephew in that belly. Go get some milk and some broccoli and take a nap or something, or I’ll send Grumpy after you.”

      “Hot damn! Imma be a grampa?” Grumpy easily breaks the tension and seriousness in the room.

      I throw my hands in the air and roll my eyes. “Hello? Remember me? Your only grandchild?”

      Michelle giggles through watery eyes. “You are a grandpa, Grumpy.”

      Grumpy waves me off. “She don’t count. She’s gettin’ too old now. We need little bits ‘round here. ‘Bout damn time. I am gonna be Grampa, right? You ain’t gonna deny a little ol’ man that kinda happiness, would ya?”

      Leave it to Grumpy to lay it on thick with the emotional and hormonal one. As if right on cue, Michelle bursts into happy tears. “Of course, Grumpy. I don’t have grandparents that are around here. The baby needs a great-grandfather.”

      “Darlin’, I may be great, but I ain’t old. The little bambino can call me Grumpy, or Grampy.” He embraces Michelle in a warm hug and whispers in her ear. His voice is too low for me to hear which is shocking, but whatever he says brings more waterworks from Michelle.

      I snort and turn to Dylan. “Yeah, you already have a highly emotional woman. Now, she’s pregnant and hormonal. You might not survive this.”

      Dylan ignores my joke and scrunches his nose in disgust. “Broccoli and milk?”

      I bite my lip to resist cracking a smile. “It’s good for the baby. Now, take her to get something healthy, then go home. I’m not going to let her worry about me.”

      Evelyn nods her agreement. “She’s right, Michelle. Let’s go grab a good lunch, and if you want to do something afterward, we can get her apartment all ready for her to come home.”

      “Oh, we can stock the fridge!” Michelle perks up at the idea, pulling away from Grumpy. “She never has food in her fridge. Mostly Diet Coke and string cheese.”

      “I’m standing right here, you shitheads,” I growl with my hands on my hips. “Get lost, and if you even try to touch my soda, I’ll hurt you all. Except Michelle, I’ll wait until the baby gets here before I whack her.”

      “Thanks, I think.” Michelle winks before giving me a hard hug and heads for the door. “It was nice to meet the two of you. Take care of our girl, please.”

      “She’s safe with us,” Maverick assures her.

      Dylan and Evelyn hug me before following Michelle out of the room. Grumpy grabs his newspaper and folds it up. “I’m fixin’ ta fall asleep’n ‘at crappy ol’ chair, Tayter-Tot. If that happens y’all’re gonna have ta put wheels on tha thing ‘n push me outta here, cause I ain’t ever gettin’ up. While these two fellas’re here with ya, I’m gonna head home fer a little shut-eye. That okay with ya?”

      “Of course.” I wave him off, sit back down on my bed, and smirk. “I don’t need a babysitter, anyway. I’m a grown-up.”

      Grumpy rolls his eyes and huffs in disbelief. “Yer barely twenty-four ‘n goin’ on twelve, lady, don’t exaggerate.”

      “Whatever,” I mumble, slinking down in the bed. Grumpy hugs me quickly before he leaves my room, chuckling at my pouty behavior. Just before he exits, he warns the guys they better keep me safe or else. His threat is funny to me, but not so much to the guys.

      Once the room clears, Syn and Maverick grab chairs and drag them to either side of my bed. “The sketch artist said he’d be here within the hour. Are you okay meeting with him?”

      I shrug. “Yeah, I don’t mind.” I want to say it’s a waste of time for me to meet with a sketch artist, but if it’ll help find that scum-sucking rodent, I’ll do it their way. “So why are the two of you back here and what happened to Marak and Allistar?”

      “We just pulled into our driveway when we got the call about the man you saw,” Maverick explains, leaning back in his chair. “We agreed to grab something to eat and head right back. They got pulled away by some other agents for a few minutes. We told them we’d be in here with you when they were finished.”

      “So, you two drew the short sticks, huh?” I smirk.

      Syn chuckles. “Not quite. I’d much rather be in here with you than deal with work shit.”

      “Well, I will say I’m glad to have you guys here,” I mutter and pick at the blanket beside me. “I don’t really want to be alone yet.”

      “You’re safe with us, Taylor.” The vehemence in Maverick’s voice gives no doubt of his determination to protect me.

      I don’t understand why these men are sticking around and helping me. Dr. Lenny said it isn’t normal for them, but I can’t bring myself to dislike the attention. They saved me from hell, and they’ve been nothing but kind to me. I only have a short time in the hospital before I go home and never see them again. I may as well enjoy my fun while I can. Plus, they’re so nice to look at.

      Marak and Allistar take the brief quiet moment to enter my room. They say hello and go about finding spots to sit. Syn gives up his chair to Allistar, and instead, steals the end of my bed to sit on. Marak hops onto the free counter space near the sink and swings his feet a few times. I grin at him but don’t say anything.

      “Have you made all your calls to family, letting them know you’re all right?” Marak asks after a moment of silence.

      I nod, grateful for the change of subject. If I never have to think or speak about this whole cluster fuck again, I’ll be a happy camper. “Grumpy is my only family in the state. I have some family in Oklahoma, but I’m sure Grumpy called them. Evelyn and Michelle are my two best friends, more like sisters really, and there’s big brother Dylan. That’s everyone, though I will need to call my boss at some point.”

      Allistar straightens up. “What about your parents?”

      I shake my head in the negative.

      Maverick frowns at my response. “What about a boyfriend or something?”

      I shake my head again. “Nope.”

      Syn grins wickedly. “Girlfriend?”

      I reach behind me, grab my pillow, and proceed to toss it at his head. “No, smart ass. I’m single.”

      “No siblings or anyone else?” Maverick continues to frown.

      It puts me on edge. “Why are you so worried about my family situation?”

      “Because you should have a big family with lots of people around you. Maybe if more people were around you all the time, you’d be safer.” His statement surprises me, and at first, I assume he’s kidding. Studying him for a full minute, I conclude he truly believes his logic is justified.

      I can’t help but laugh at him. “Just because my circle is small doesn’t mean it’s any less amazing. I’d rather have the few close relationships I do have than a dozen or more fake ones. Besides, I technically have parents, and I know other people I’d consider friends or acquaintances. I just don’t see those relationships as important enough. Most, if not all, of those people probably didn’t even realize I was gone, so I’m not about to go calling everyone I’ve ever met and tell them my sob story.”

      “Okay, okay,” Maverick puts his hands up in a surrender gesture, “I get it. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      “You didn’t,” I assure him. “Most people think it’s odd I don’t have much in the way of family. It used to bother me, but I love the family I’ve got, and I’d never change them for anything.”

      “You said you’ve got parents, technically?” Allistar asks, his brow scrunched. “What do you mean by that? Are they not in the picture?”

      “Nope, not really.” I sigh, leaning back on my hands. “My father was some twenty-something kid with a drug addiction and a thing for teenage girls. He and my mother started dating, and she took off with him when she was eighteen and her parents couldn’t stop her. She got pregnant fast, and he told her to get rid of me. She couldn’t do it, so here I am.”

      “She wanted to keep you, and he didn’t?” Marak reiterates.

      I laugh humorously. “She totally didn’t want to keep me.”

      Marak’s brow draws together in confusion. “But you just said—”

      “I said she couldn’t get rid of me,” I repeat slower. “It wasn’t because she didn’t want to. She was all for it. She just didn’t have the money and neither did my father. By the time they were able to steal enough to pay for the procedure, she was too far along, and the clinic wouldn’t allow it. If what she told me when I was younger was true, she tried other ways, like drugs and alcohol, but it didn’t work, obviously.”

      “That’s really fucked up,” Syn breathes, his eyes wide with surprise. “But did they at least change their ways and become loving parents or some Hallmark bullshit?”

      “Not even close.” I roll my eyes at the idea. “My father took off not long after. I know he’s in and out of prison right now for drug charges. Grumpy keeps tabs on him and updates me occasionally, but I don’t care much. My mother shows up from time to time. She pretends to want to be in my life and be a good mom, but then she asks for money or steals it, and she’s gone again.”

      “Why would she do something like that?” Allistar shakes his head in disbelief.

      I shrug. “How do I know? She’s screwed in the head. This is the same woman who came to my Grammy’s funeral, her own mother, and caused a scene when she was told she wasn’t in Grammy’s will. She was taken away by cops because of the fit she threw. Grammy left everything to me and Grumpy. My mother was livid. It’s the last time I saw her.”

      “I could understand why your grandmother didn’t leave anything to her. She sounds like a total bitch,” Syn spits out. His anger isn’t directed at me, rather for me, which warms me.

      Maverick elbows Syn hard in the side. “You can’t just call her mother names. It’s still her mom.”

      “Oh, no,” I put up a hand to stop Maverick, “he’s right. She’s a total bitch.”

      Syn and Marak laugh with me. Allistar rubs his mouth, hiding a smile as well. Maverick drops his head back in exasperation. “Even if you agree with him, he can’t go around saying shit like that.”

      “I can’t be the only one with a messed-up family,” I prompt, hoping to take the spotlight off me and learn more about the four of them. “Some of you must have some crazy relatives.”

      “Not me.” Allistar shakes his head and crosses his arms. “My family is annoyingly normal.”

      “How can a family be annoyingly normal?” I want to know all about Allistar and his family.

      While his friends snicker at him, Allistar’s cheeks darken slightly. “My parents are completely stereotypical. My mom is a homemaker, my dad is a lawyer. They both come from nice families. My grandparents are amazing, and they’ve always gotten along great. I have a ton of aunts and uncles on both sides who are all married with two or three children each. My mom had me first, then two years later, had my little sister.” He shifts uncomfortably in his seat. “We grew up in a nice house, going to good schools. We had the dog and the white fence. It was like living in a sitcom.”

      I raise a brow in disbelief. “And that’s bad?” His family and upbringing sound great to me, but maybe there’s more to it.

      He shakes his head quickly. “No, it was great. I love my parents, I love my whole family. My childhood was great. It was just sort of boring, I suppose. It’s why I joined the military right out of high school instead of going straight to college. That and Maverick, but that’s another story. I needed some excitement. It didn’t take long for me to realize that military life wasn’t for me, and then I was recruited for SWAT and never looked back.”

      “Wow.” I blink a few times. “You did have a pretty boring life.”

      The snickers from the other guys turn into full belly laughs, and I join them. “I’m sorry, Allistar, it just sounds like a horribly dull sitcom from the eighties or something.”

      “It does,” he agrees with a small grin. His eyes light up as I laugh with his friends, and I can’t force myself to look away. The unique chartreuse green color demands to be studied in great detail. It may make him uncomfortable if I get up close and personal, though.

      “Ms. Lewis?” The sudden and unfamiliar sound of my name has me jumping in my seat. I pull my gaze away from Allistar with guilt rising in my chest, though all I was doing was looking at his eyes. I shouldn’t feel guilty about that. Of course, I was kind of starting to picture what he’d look like all up close and personal, but he can’t have known that and neither could the newcomer calling my name.

      The strange older man stands in the doorway of the room with a briefcase in hand. He nods politely at me and the guys before introducing himself. “I’m Roger Whitehouse. I’m the sketch artist someone called in?”

      “Oh.” Marak hops off the counter and greets the man with a firm handshake. “Hello, Mr. Whitehouse. I’m the one that called you. Thank you for getting here so quickly.”

      “Not a problem at all.” He waves Marak’s thanks off. “I would like to get started now, though. The sooner I get to it, the more accurate the sketch usually ends up.”

      “Fair enough. We’ll go grab some coffee or something and let you work.” Allistar gets to his feet, and Maverick and Syn follow suit.

      Panic rises in my chest at the idea of being left alone with a strange man. He might work for the guys, but I don’t trust him worth a damn. Something about him doesn’t sit well with me. I grab Syn’s hand before he can fully make it off the bed and give him a hard tug, causing him to fall back onto the bed. He spins around and stares at me in wide-eyed disbelief.

      My fear must be clear because understanding dawns quickly. “Actually,” he mutters, adjusting himself back into place on the foot of the bed. “I’ll hang around. I’ve had too much coffee anyway.”

      Maverick eyes Syn skeptically for a few seconds, but when Syn gives a minute shake of his head, Maverick simply leaves with the others. The artist, Roger, sits in Maverick’s vacated seat and sets his briefcase down. He pulls his supplies out and settles in.

      “Okay, Ms. Lewis,” he taps the end of his pencil on his sketch pad, “are you ready?”

      “Yeah, I suppose.” I don’t particularly want to remember the sick bastard, but if it means saving other girls and myself, then I’ll suck it up and deal with the memory for a while.

      Roger proceeds to ask me question after question about the man I saw. He asks me to recall every part of his features. At some point during the process, Maverick, Marak, and Allistar return with coffees and a Diet Coke for me. It’s a mystery to me how they knew I needed one, but I don’t have a chance to say more than a quick thank you before Roger is back to his questions.

      Over an hour later, Roger sets his pencil down and studies his work. “Alright, Ms. Lewis, is this the man you saw?”

      He spins the book around, and I ready myself to see the man's face again. Except the man Roger drew isn’t even close to the one I saw. I wrinkle my nose at the image and shake my head. “No, that’s completely wrong.”

      “Are you sure you’re not getting confused now?” Roger snaps, pulling his sketch closer to his chest. “This is who you described to me. Maybe it’s been too long, and you can’t recall what he looks like now.”

      “Watch yourself, Mr. Whitehouse.” Maverick’s voice is hard and clear, and he stands stone still beside my bed, his arms crossed over his chest.

      While I appreciate Maverick sticking up for me, I don’t necessarily need him to. My bitchy side rears her ugly head, and I give Roger a sickly-sweet smile while I hold my hand out for his sketch pad. “May I?”

      He fumes silently, but hands over the book and pencils. At first, I attempt to rework his sketch, but it’s completely hopeless. Instead, I flip to a new page and go about drawing the face burned into my memory. Maverick watches for a while before Syn leans awkwardly over the pad to watch me upside down. Marak and Allistar allow their curiosity to lead them over to me, and soon, I’m surrounded by four incredibly sexy men, causing me to have a hard time concentrating on my work. It takes me twice as long to finish the job as it should. I’ll never admit aloud I savored every minute of four hot men surrounding me.

      When I’m happy with my sketch, I hand it to Maverick. My hands shake as I let the book go, and I need to look away from the horrible face on the pad. “That’s him.”

      Maverick tears the paper out with a quick nod and leaves the room. I want to thank him for taking it away. It may only be a drawing, but it makes my gut twist and my heart squeeze to look at.

      Before Roger storms out of the room to follow Maverick, he throws me a hateful glare—as if it’s my fault the guy sucks at his job. Allistar hops to his feet and follows after him, calling out for Maverick to wait for him.

      “Get some rest, Red,” Marak murmurs softly as he pats my blanket-covered leg. “You’re tired. We’ll stay with you.”

      Even as I lay back in the bed with a big yawn, I challenge him, “How do you know if I’m tired or not?”

      My eyelids grow heavy and close without my permission as my head hits the pillow. I hear Marak chuckle even as I snuggle down into the blanket. “It’s just a guess.”
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      The next time I wake, it’s morning, and Grumpy is back in his chair with a fresh newspaper in hand. “Morning, Tayter-Tot,” he calls as I roll out of bed and head for the bathroom.

      I mumble a semi-coherent hello and drag myself to the bathroom.

      He simply chuckles. “Yer a peach in tha mornin’.”

      I stamp down an overwhelming urge to flip him off. He’d ground me for it, which is bullshit since I don’t even live at home anymore. Before I shut the door, Grumpy shouts out to me, “Them crazy friends a yers packed ya a bag a crap. Told ‘em ta stick it in there.”

      My mood perks up when I spot the blue duffle bag. After sifting through it, I confirm Evelyn and Michelle thought of everything. My comfy clothes, some undies, slippers, my tooth brush and some toothpaste, and my shower stuff. I stop digging when I find those things because I only want a shower right now. I’ll search through the bag for what else they packed after I’m clean again.

      My shower takes longer than I planned, the pressure of the spray relaxing my muscles. Normally, I don’t hang around in the shower. I get myself clean, and I’m done. Not this time. It takes effort, but I reluctantly switch the water off and go about drying and getting dressed in my soft pink and black leggings and matching pink tank top. It’s my favorite for lounging because of the built-in bra.

      After discarding my horrible hospital gown and robe, I search for my hairbrush in my bag and find multiple other things shoved into the pockets and zippers. My makeup, which I put on to appear slightly human again. I only ever wear mascara and eyeliner, but it always boosts my confidence.

      Searching deeper, I find my phone and charger. I try to turn the phone on, but the battery is dead. The girls threw a bottle of Diet Coke into the bag also which makes me laugh—they know me too well. My brush is tucked in a side pocket, and I find my mini hair dryer as well. Evelyn and Michelle are getting the biggest Christmas gift ever this year for remembering everything. I brush my teeth, dry my hair, and add a little bit of leave in conditioner to my naturally loose waves.

      Once satisfied with my appearance for the first time in weeks, I stuff my things back into the bag, grab my phone and charger, and exit the bathroom. I stop short when I survey the room and find all four sexy as hell SWAT men. When did they show up?

      Marak notices me first, his eyes widening when he spots me. He clears his throat twice before speaking. “Hey, Red, have a nice shower?”

      “Erm.” My brain short-circuits for a second as a mischievous smile plays on his pouty lips. “Oh, yeah, it was good.”

      I’m saved from further embarrassment when Dr. Lenny strolls into the room with pep in her step. “I have good news for you, Miss Taylor.”

      I shuffle across the room, plug in my phone, and sit on the edge of the freshly made hospital bed. I hope to high heaven someone who works here came in and did that. If one of the guys changed my dirty sheets, I might die. “You won the lottery, and you’ve decided to donate the winnings to me?”

      “Not even close,” she scoffs. “You do get to go home today, though.”

      “Hallelujah!” I jump back to my feet while fist pumping the air and do a little dance before remembering the men in the room and stop mid hip shake. “I mean, that’s cool.”

      “Ya know, Tayter-Tot.” Grumpy folds his newspaper, sets it on the small table in front of him, then stands. “Maybe it’d be a good idea fer ya ta come ‘n stay with me. You’d be a heck of a lot safer back home.”

      Folding my arms in defiance, I shake my head. “There’s no way in hell I’m letting that douche nozzle scare me away. I’m going back to my apartment.”

      “It’s not a terrible idea, Taylor,” Allistar presses. “We don’t want to scare you, but we want to keep you safe.”

      “Nope, not happening. I like my apartment. I like my job. Most of all, I like my freedom. I’m not going to move back home and have Grumpy babysit me.” Pointing to Grumpy for emphasis, my voice grows a little louder. “The man is a tyrant when it comes to crap like that.”

      “The hell I am!” he yells back. Of course, the guilty expression he fails to hide gives away his lie.

      Ignoring him, I lower my accusing pointer finger and place my hand on my hip. “I won’t even be able to pee alone.”

      “Now, yer just bein’ dramatic, lady.” Grumpy rolls his eyes and drops back into his chair. “I never followed ya ta the damned bathroom fer cryin’ out loud.”

      I spin around, facing Grumpy completely. “You stood outside the bathroom door when I sprained my ankle, Grumpy. It’s basically the same thing. I cannot pee with an audience.”

      “Okay, enough,” Maverick pipes up, his tone demanding everyone to shut up and listen. “Taylor is an adult, and she can make her own choices.”

      “She ain’t hardly legal,” Grumpy mumbles indignantly.

      Maverick continues before I can yell at Grumpy for his comment. “My suggestion is for us to have an officer drive by her house a few times per day as a precaution.”

      “That ain’t gonna do crap ta protect ‘er,” Grumpy argues. “What’ll happ’n between tha drivin’ by? She’ll be all alone and ain’t no one gonna be ‘round ta protect her.”

      “What if we had an officer sit at her house?” Syn’s suggestion breaks the tension in the room, and he expands on his idea, “It’s the best solution, I think. Someone would be able to watch Taylor at all times without having to be in her space. She can stay at her place, and no one has to worry about her being unprotected.”

      “I’m good with that plan,” I relent easily. The small bit of protection would put me at ease, and I’d maintain my freedom.

      Grumpy huffs and puffs for a few minutes, but finally agrees. “Fine, I ain’t gonna get tha girl ta agree ta nothin’ else, anyhow. Stubborn brat.”

      I gasp, firing back quickly, “Grouchy bastard.”

      “Tayter-Tot, I swear I’m gonna end up pickin’ ‘at switch fer ya ‘n I’ll pick a real flimsy one that’ll leave a good mark.” Grumpy stands once again and shakes his finger at me.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I roll my eyes and turn my attention to Dr. Lenny who has been waiting patiently for us to finish our disagreement. By the amusement twinkling in her eyes, I think she enjoyed the show. Most of her attention goes to Grumpy, though. I’m not sure I like her attention on him. “Can I leave now?” She turns back to me.

      “Not right this second, Taylor.” She chuckles. “We have a bit of paperwork to get done, but after that, you’ll be able to go home. Just sit tight for a bit longer.”

      Syn pushes himself off the wall he was leaning on. “I’m going to go make a call and get an officer on your place, Taylor. I’ll need the address, though.”

      I jot it down quickly on the pad of paper he holds out to me. He disappears through the door with his cell phone in hand. I may or may not have checked out his ass on his way out. It isn’t illegal to check out a hot man’s ass. I’ve watched enough episodes of Cops to know my rights.

      “Taylor?” Marak waves a hand in front of my face.

      I shake myself and give Marak my attention. “Huh?”

      “I asked if you needed anything.” He smirks knowingly. If he saw me checking out Syn and mentions it in front of everyone, I’ll need the floor to open and swallow me. “Maybe something to eat?”

      “Yeah, that’d be cool,” I mutter, dropping down onto the bed. “Thanks.”

      “No problem. I’ll text Maverick with their selection when I get to the cafeteria, you can pick then.”

      He heads for the door, but I stop him. “Why not just text me?”

      He spins around. “I don’t have your number, silly girl.”

      “Oh, right.” I grab my phone from its charger on the bedside table and press the power button while rattling the phone number off to Marak. “It’s charging, but there’s enough battery for it to turn on now, so you can text me if you want.”

      Glancing up to be sure Marak heard me, I notice all the guys with their phones out. “Did you all just take my number?”

      Maverick nods once, not looking away from his cell phone. “Just in case you need us, you can call us.”

      My phone lights up to show it turned on fully before I have any time to think through how I feel about them having my number. Someone will probably share it with Syn also. Four hot men with access to my number and the ability to call or text me whenever they please. The idea brings butterflies to my stomach, but I push them away. They’re doing their job, nothing more. Of course, they aren’t going to sit there texting me about the latest movies or the weather.

      “Okay, I texted you with my name, so you can put me in your phone,” Marak calls as he makes his way to the door. “I’ll text you with the selection in a few.”

      Right on cue, my phone pings with a message. Then another. Then another. I drop the thing on my bed when it doesn’t stop pinging and vibrating. “Holy shit.”

      “What in the hell’s wrong with yer phone, girl?” Grumpy stares down at the small device as if his signature knock it off glare will shut the thing up.

      “I’m just loveable, I suppose.” Grumpy rolls his eyes, and I grin cheekily.

      After a few more notification sounds, I pick the finally silent phone up and scroll through all of my messages and phone calls. Fifteen missed calls from Michelle, twenty from Evelyn, five from Dylan, forty-three from Grumpy, and seven from work. “Shit. Did anyone call my boss and explain why I wasn’t at work?”

      “Yeah, I took care ‘a it fer ya.” Grumpy waves me off, picking up his newspaper again. “Ya still got yer borin’ ass, fancy pants job.”

      “Gee, thanks.” I make a mental note to call work as soon as I get home. I need to be sure Grumpy didn’t scare them when he called, and I truly do have my job still. I notice two missed calls from Tim—I completely forgot about him and our date. Hopefully, someone at work filled him in so he doesn’t think I stood him up or quit my job and skipped town to avoid him. I’ll need to get in touch with him at some point, but he isn’t a priority.

      My text message count proves worse than my missed calls. There’s easily over a hundred messages each from the girls and Grumpy. Dylan sent a good chunk of them as well, and one from Tim asking if I was alright.

      A number I don’t recognize pops up as most recent, and I click on it. Marak’s name is the only content of the message, and I know it’s him sending me his number. While adding it to my contacts, I receive two other messages with Allistar’s and Maverick’s names. I add them quickly, then finish scrolling the miscellaneous messages from people who probably didn’t even know I was missing. The last message catches my attention, and I see red immediately. If steam could physically come out of my ears, it would right now.

      “What in the holy fucking hell were you thinking?” I shout at Grumpy while jumping to my feet. “Are you insane? Have you completely lost all of your senses? What the actual fucking fuck, Grumpy!”

      Maverick swoops in as I step toward Grumpy. He slides his hand around my waist and holds me in place. “Whoa, killer. Let’s not attack anyone today, okay?”

      “Are you kidding me right now?” Spinning on my heel, I break Maverick’s hold on me and pin him with a glare. He remains undeterred, with a hand on my side as if ready to pull me back if I go after the old bastard again. “You don’t even know what he did. Where’s your gun? I’ll shoot him myself.”

      “Oh, stop yer bitchin’, Tayter-Tot,” Grumpy huffs. He slams his newspaper down on the table and stands. “I’s worried ‘bout yer crazy ass. Sue me fer doin’ everythin’ in ma power ta try ‘n find ya. I called ‘er, I asked if she’d seen ya, ‘n that’s the end of it. She don’t know squat ‘bout nothin’ else, so calm yer tail down.”

      “Anyone want to fill us in?” Allistar asks, raising his hand to gain our attention.

      “No!” Grumpy and I yell to Allistar at the same time.

      His eyes grow wide, and he drops his hand. “Okay, then.”

      At the moment, my temper won’t allow me to calmly explain the situation to them. Instead, I drop the subject after one last glower to Grumpy. The logical side of my brain knows he only called her because he didn’t know what else to do when he couldn’t find me. I’d have done the same thing in his position, though I’d never admit that to him. The emotional side of me wants to smack him upside his stupid head for even thinking of calling her.

      Debra Lewis isn’t the kind of mother to come running when something happens to her daughter. She would throw me off a cliff if it meant she would get paid in either money or drugs. She hasn’t always been as terrible as she is now. She played the role of mother when I was first born, though it didn’t even last a year. She willingly gave full custody to Grumpy and Grammy once they discovered her neglect. The older I got, the less involved she became. After Grammy died and left her with nothing, she snapped.

      The little girl in me would like to think my kidnapping turned her around so she realizes what she missed out on while I was growing up. She would move back to our hometown and get involved in my life in a good and healthy way. She would stop drinking and using drugs. She would tell me she was proud of me and she loved me for the first time. But from the text she sent me, I know none of those things will ever happen. She’s as selfish and cold as ever, maybe even more so now.

      Debra: Have you found yourself a rich man and run away with him? I won’t tell Dad if you did, it can be our secret. I sure miss my girl! Give your mama a call.

      No question of my safety, no concern for me whatsoever. Her goal has always been and will always be to take, take, take. It’s no coincidence she asked if I found myself a rich man in the same text as telling me she supposedly misses me. Of course, I won’t answer her. She probably forgot all about Grumpy asking if she saw me and the text she sent by now. The message is dated four days ago, and if she hasn’t gotten the money for her next fix from me, she’s surely moved on to finding another source.

      “Taylor?” Maverick calling my name breaks me free of my deep thoughts, and I look to him expectantly. He raises his cell phone and waves it slightly. “Marak said he texted you a list of options and hasn’t heard back. Did you get the text?”

      When Maverick’s words click into place, I scoop up my phone. After reading the text from my mother, any thought of Marak and food flew out the window. Opening the screen, his name pops up with four unread messages. I scan them over and snort at the contents.

      Marak: Okay, they have turkey, ham, or roast beef sandwiches. They have tuna also, but I don’t recommend that. I’m half sure it isn’t real fish.

      Marak: If those sound shitty, they have salads. Caesar, chef, and the kind with dried fruit and nuts in it. I have no clue what that one is called. It looks decent, though.

      Marak: I hope you’re not being silent because I said they have salad. I know chicks get really weird about that crap. If you want seven sandwiches, I’ll get you seven sandwiches. I don’t care what you eat.

      Marak: Not that I don’t care, I do. I think you should eat a good healthy meal.

      “Oh, god, men are so dumb sometimes.” I snicker as I type out a response to him. Maverick and Allistar share quizzical glances, but don’t ask me to elaborate.

      Grumpy sulks while clutching his stupid newspaper. He won’t talk to me until he thinks I’ve had enough of the silent treatment, and I won’t talk to him until he speaks first.

      Taylor: I’m highly offended by your insinuation I’m fat and need to eat a salad. How rude. That being said, I’ll take a turkey sandwich and a Diet Coke, please.

      Roughly five minutes later, Marak walks into the room with his arms loaded with food and drinks. He sets the contents on the counter and spins to face me. “I didn’t mean it like that, I swear. It came out all wrong in the text.”

      “Didn’t mean what?” Allistar raises a brow at Marak. “What’d you say?”

      “He said I’m fat,” I answer. A little instigation never hurt anyone, right?

      Maverick spins on his heel, facing Marak head on. I don’t have a view of Maverick’s face, but by the widening of Marak’s eyes and the step he takes backward, it can’t be good.

      I scramble off the bed and pull on Maverick’s arm. He stiffens under my touch, but the second he spots me pulling on his arm, he relaxes. “I’m kidding, Maverick. He only thinks he called me fat, he didn’t really.”

      “He... What?” He shakes his head slowly, his brow furrowing.

      I hand him my phone, showing him the texts from Marak already pulled up on the screen. Maverick scans them quickly before barking out a surprised laugh. “Jesus, Marak. Sometimes you’re as bad as Syn.”

      Marak frowns. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you don’t know when to shut up,” Allistar elaborates while distractedly scanning the messages on my phone Maverick handed him.

      “I resent that.” All heads turn to the doorway at Syn’s complaint. “I mean, I resemble it, too. But, mostly, I resent it. I can shut up sometimes, if I need to.”

      Allistar rolls his eyes heavily. “You’re not helping yourself, Syn.”

      While the men bicker back and forth, I grab my precious Diet Coke from where Marak dropped it on the counter. As an afterthought, I snatch up the wrapped turkey sandwich and sit down on the bed to dig in. While unwrapping the sandwich, I tune back into their conversation.

      “Did you ensure someone will be sitting at Taylor’s house at all times until we find this guy?” Maverick’s tone is all business, and my spine stiffens as I wait for Syn’s response.

      Syn picks up a bag of chips from Marak’s food pile and pops them open. “Yeah, they’ll have someone outside her place twenty-four seven.”

      Maverick simply nods once, and the subject drops, which is perfect timing because the doctor enters the room thirty seconds later. She has a folder in her hands and excitement bubbles in my chest. The idea of being in my home makes sitting still nearly impossible, so I shift repeatedly in my seated position.

      “Okay, Taylor, I have your discharge papers here.” She hands the packet to me, pointing out all the fine print and crap no one ever pays attention to. “There’s also a number here for some outpatient counseling if you find you need it. They have a wonderful team of counselors and therapists who will be available to help you and the other girls at any time. Do you have any questions for me?”

      “Nope, I’m good.” I jump to my feet and wrap up my half-eaten sandwich. I’ll eat the rest in the car, on my way home.

      Dr. Lenny chuckles. “Okay, dear. You’re free to go. Take care of yourself.”

      “Thank you, doc.” I gather my things quickly as she strides to Grumpy.

      She holds something out to him, and he takes it. “That’s my card. If you need anything or have any questions, call me.”

      He blinks, dumbstruck and unable to speak. She giggles and exits the room. Holy shit, she hit on Grumpy. She’s quite a bit younger than him, I think, but she seems nice. Then again, this is Grumpy. He can’t date; That’d be too weird.

      Pushing Dr. Lenny and Grumpy aside, I turn to the guys. The only bummer about leaving is the probability I’ll never see Marak, Allistar, Syn, or Maverick again.

      Grumpy folds his newspaper under his arm and stands, stretching for a long moment. He grabs my bag and turns toward the guys. “Imma gonna get tha car ‘n bring it ‘round.” He doesn’t make eye contact with me when he speaks or even as he leaves the room, but I know his comment was made for me to hear. He’ll refuse to speak to me directly for a few more hours, probably. Stubborn ol’ bastard. Unfortunately, it means I can’t bug him about Dr. Lenny.

      As soon as Grumpy exits the room, Marak speaks up, his eyes on the door Grumpy exited through. “He’s pretty mad, huh?”

      “Not really.” I shrug, a smirk tugging at my lips. “He’s a stubborn ass, and he refuses to say he’s sorry when he’s wrong.”

      Maverick tilts his head curiously to the side. “Do you say you’re sorry when you’re wrong?”

      “I’m never wrong, so I don’t have to say I’m sorry.” The four of them laugh even though I was only sort of joking.

      “Trish seems to like him.” Marak grins, and I wrinkle my nose. “Any thoughts on that?”

      I shake my head hard. “Not even going there.”

      Marak chuckles. “Fair enough. It’s a little odd.”

      I shrug and change the subject. “I guess I should get downstairs to Grumpy before he gets any bitchier than he already is.” Everything I had with me went into my bag, so the only things I need to carry are my bottle of Diet Coke, my half eaten sandwich, and my phone and charger, which I shove into my pocket. “Thank you all, for everything. I’m glad I met you guys.”

      “I’m sure we’ll see you again, Taylor.” Allistar frowns. “It’s not like we disappear into thin air the moment you walk out the door.”

      While the thought of befriending the four, overly sexy men in front of me is thrilling, I halt my enthusiasm before it shows. Their job with me is done. There’s not a reason to come around anymore. They have more important and interesting things to occupy their time with.

      Syn steps forward, wrapping his arms around me and hugging me tight to his body. The man smells like fresh rain during a summer storm, and I don’t want him to let me go. “Take care of yourself, okay?”

      While pressed against him, words become too difficult to form, so I settle for a small nod. The rest of the guys say their goodbyes quickly and with a few quick side hugs. Although none of them hold me the same way Syn did, and I find myself somewhat disappointed. Maybe I should give Tim a call sooner rather than later. If throwing myself at these four seems like such a good idea, I might really need to get back into dating.

      After I make my way to the car, Grumpy remains mute on the ride home, as do I. Part of me feels good about the two of us being back to our old antics. A larger part remains focused on the four hot men I left in the hospital room. If Evelyn was with me, she’d tell me to go out with one of them and have some fun. She isn’t shy about taking sexy men home or allowing sexy men to take her home. She likes fun and isn’t ashamed of it. Michelle, even before she was married, only looked for serious relationships. Her outlook on men and dating was, “If you don’t see yourself spending forever with the guy, why bother with him?”

      My take on men and dating is complicated. I can appreciate a good-looking guy and dating can be fun, but men have a hard time keeping my interest. Maybe I’m too picky or high maintenance. While it’s hard for me to decide on what I want, I know what I don’t like and what I don’t want. It turns a lot of guys off for me to be straightforward about it.

      Grumpy drops me off at my place, waiting for me to enter my apartment before he drives away. Everything in my apartment is as I left it when I went to work the day I was taken. Even my ladybug beetle sits idly in my driveway, mocking me with her lack of power. The only difference about going home is the cop car sitting on the opposite side of my street. The officer inside has a book in his hands, but on occasion, he glances up and scans his surroundings.

      With nothing better to do, I sit on my loveseat and watch him for a while. He isn’t nearly as interesting as my SWAT men. Wait... mine? What the hell is wrong with me? The four of them were only doing their job by saving me and checking up on me. We don't even know each other, not really. Even their ages are a mystery to me. They probably all have girlfriends anyway, or wives; though, I might have glanced at a few ring fingers and found them bare. Grumpy never wears his wedding ring when he works on his garage building crap. Over the years he decided to put it on a chain and wears it around his neck instead. Maybe they don't wear theirs to work for safety reasons.

      The fact that their relationship statuses interests me is annoying. Sure, they gave me their numbers, except for Syn. But only to use in case of emergencies. At least, I'm pretty sure that's why they did it. No other logical reason comes to mind.

      Then, there's Tim. He and I still have a date to go on, and I can't bail on him, even if I sort of want to now. Tim is a great guy, and I don't want to hurt him or make things at work awkward by brushing him off. There’s nothing to lose by going out with him one time.

      Mind made up, I grab my phone from the side table and pull up my messages with Tim.

      Taylor: Hey, Tim. Some crazy things happened these past few weeks. I haven't been ignoring you, I promise. Maybe we could get a few drinks and talk?

      Without thinking too hard about the message, I hit send. Hopefully, a date with Tim will help me forget all about the four sexy men who won't leave my mind.
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      A little over a week after getting home, I find myself staring out my window at the newest cop sitting in his patrol vehicle across the street. The first guy read books all day. The second one kept a Gameboy in his hands, and if the angry scowl was any indication, he lost every game he played. About five officers rotate shifts, and currently, Gameboy guy is switching shifts with one of the newer guys.

      On a normal weekday, I'd immerse myself in studies and work. When I called my boss, I learned Grumpy didn’t get me fired. My boss knew the bare minimum of what happened and suggested I take time from work to regroup and rest. He assured me it wasn't a big issue for me to take some time off, and my job will be there when I'm ready to come back. He agreed to give me an advance on my vacation time to avoid dipping into my meager savings.

      My professors were equally understanding when I talked to them about the missed classes. They suggested I take the rest of the semester off and pick up where I left off next semester. It gives me a few months of free time I don't normally have, and I'm already bored out of my mind.

      Evelyn can't come hang out because her mother finally announced the good news of being cancer free, and their whole family decided to take an extended vacation. They'll be gone for a few months, first on a cruise and then spending some time traveling around Europe.

      Michelle ditched me also. She and Dylan decided to fly to Michigan to surprise his parents and tell them the news about the baby. Neither of the girls wanted to go after everything that happened with me, but I refused to put a damper on their fun. They had their plans before I caused an uproar, so they need to stick with them. With the promise I'd be fine, they felt better about leaving, and we all agreed to get together for our usual girls’ night when they both get back.

      Grumpy finally started talking to me again. It took him about twenty-four hours to cave after our little tiff in the hospital. It wasn't a coincidence Michelle and Evelyn kept calling and texting to check up on me—Grumpy made them do it. I finally told them I wouldn’t answer them unless they promised not to report back to Grumpy, and they agreed. About an hour later, Grumpy called me to bitch and complain about it. Since then, he and I are fine. He refuses to speak to me about Dr. Lenny; although, he did slip up and call her Trish. My curiosity is piqued, but I don’t press him. He’s happy as a clam I'm not going to work or school for a bit. Though, the conversation didn't go his way, at all.

      "Maybe ya oughta stay in yer house 'til them boys catch that bastard, Tayter-Tot." Grumpy's southern drawl thickens when he's upset. It's only because he's worried, but he should know me better by now.

      Even though he can't see me, I shake my head. "It ain't gonna happen, Grumpy. I already agreed to have a babysitter sitting outside my house at all times. I'm not going to become a hermit, too."

      "You could c’mon back home, just fer a while," he suggests casually. I'm smart enough not to fall for his tricks.

      "Grumpy, if I move back home, you'll never let me leave. So again, it ain't happening. I like my freedom, and I plan to keep it. Besides, you might want your freedom soon, too."

      He ignores my dig for information, and after a few more half-assed attempts at convincing me to come back home, Grumpy finally gave up and let me win for now. He's sure to try again next time we chat, but he won't convince me.
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      "Which one is it this time?" Evelyn’s voice is muffled as she talks through a bite of something. Her family had to fly to Alaska for the cruise, and they have a four-hour layover, which she used to call me and Michelle.

      A quick glance out my living room window gives me an answer. The new guy still sits in his car. He isn’t my favorite. "It's the new guy who picks his nose, gross. I wonder if these people know they can be seen. It isn't like they have some Harry Potter invisibility cloak bullshit going on."

      Every day, I sit in my living room and watch the officers in their cars, and every day, I find it more entertaining than any show on television. With tomorrow being Wednesday, I only need to get through a few more days before I can go back to work and keep myself busy. I've told Grumpy and the cops outside more than once that the protection and constant vigilance over my apartment wasn’t necessary. None of the assholes listen to me, which shouldn't shock me. They're men, after all.

      The thought of men brings images of my four heroes to mind. No matter how hard I struggle to push them from my mind, they pop up like unwanted porno ads on an old DSL computer. Most of the time, the images I conjure up are similar to those of a porn ad, too, which is equally as disturbing and creepy. Even with a date with Tim scheduled for next week, I can't get excited about it. I'd rather be going someplace with Maverick, Marak, Syn, or Allistar.

      "Have the sexy SWAT superheroes contacted you yet?" Evelyn's question brings me back to the present, and I plop down on my butt, facing away from the window.

      "Alas, no." I sigh dramatically. "I wish, though. Would a simple text saying hi be so much to ask? I mean really?"

      Michelle snickers. "You're impossible, Taylor. Did you not just text me and Eve to tell us you have a date with Tim next week?" Michelle arrived in Michigan two days ago. The three of us couldn’t manage a three-way call until now.

      My cheeks darken. "I did."

      "Then, why are you pining over the hot cops?" I can practically hear her perfect brow arching as she scolds me.

      "I'm not talking to you anymore." My lip juts out in a petulant pout.

      Michelle snorts. "Now, you sound like Grumpy. You really need to find something to do, or you're going to start talking with a southern drawl and using weird curse words and phrases."

      "Shut up and go enjoy your stupid vacation without me." Michelle knows I'm only kidding. I could never be angry with her, but I can sure as hell pretend. My acting skills must be as shitty as I think they are because Michelle only laughs and promises to text and call while she's out of town. Evelyn hangs up a moment later, ending our too short call.

      After quickly checking my phone for any messages from Grumpy—or any hot men I can't stop thinking about—I decide to get my butt moving. The house is clean, and the laundry washed, dried, and put away. With nothing else to occupy my short attention span inside, a trip to the grocery store seems more necessary than ever.

      Grabbing my keys and purse, I lock the door behind me and skip to my driveway, only to skid to a halt in front of my beetle when I realize she probably isn't up and running since the last issue with her. Pursing my lips, I pull out my phone and tap my foot while debating whether I should make the call.

      The need to get out of the house outweighs the lecture the call will bring me, so I hit Grumpy's name and wait for his lively greeting of, “What?"

      Three hours later, my fridge and pantry are stocked full, and Grumpy finally left my apartment. He spent the first hour of our grocery store trip bitching about my car and my need for a new one. Then, he complained about the unhealthy selections of food in my cart. He soon moved on to grumbling over the amount of people in the store on a weekday.

      To most, it would probably be an embarrassing or annoying way to spend an afternoon. For me, it brings back memories of my childhood, and a smile tickles my lips for the majority of the day. When Grammy was alive, she'd constantly tell Grumpy to hush and stop all his bitchin' and moanin'. He never did listen to her, though. She'd turn to me every time, roll her eyes, and say, "It’s like talkin' to a fence post, I swear."

      After getting the last of the groceries put away, I decide to reward myself with a nice cold Diet Coke. While taking a long sip of the ice-cold beverage, I go about closing the curtains and blinds in the house. Every morning, I open them up to let the natural light in, and every evening when the sun starts to set, I close them again. When I reach the living room window, I glance outside to watch the cops change shift for the night. They’re laughing about something one of them said. I stand still and watch them for a few minutes, wondering what they might be talking about. The reader cop is back to let the nose-picker off.

      When we were kids, Eve, Michelle, and I used to make up stories about strangers while we people-watched. If they were here, they’d help me come up with an elaborate story about how the first cop always dreamed of being a stand-up comedian and he tries out his bits on the other cops. The other cop can only think of the date he has tonight with the hot girl he pulled over for speeding. Little do they know the hot girl is the comedian’s wife and things are about to get really awkward around the station.

      Crash!

      The sound of something being broken outside my backdoor causes me to squeal and spin around, abandoning the open living room blinds and the cops with intermingling lives. The first thoughts to run through my head are of the men who kidnapped me and Jenna. They’re easy to dismiss as suspects of the crash because I was told none of them survived the raid. Though, the mystery man who wanted me still roams free.

      The sound probably came from a squirrel or a possum, but my heart continues to race as I tiptoe over to my coat closet. If Grumpy made sure to teach me only one thing growing up, it was how to shoot. Of course, he’d never trust me with a real gun on my own, which I can’t blame him for, but he would take me to the range and let me use his while under supervision. When I moved out, Grammy gave me a crockpot as a housewarming gift. Grumpy gave me a pellet gun and a crap ton of the little metal pellets to go with it. The crockpot may get used more, but I want to kiss Grumpy for his gift right now. There’s a good chance I’m about to shoot an innocent possum, but the little bastard shouldn’t be breaking stuff on my back porch.

      With slow, measured steps, I make my way to the back door and peek outside, pushing the closed curtains minutely to the side. No signs of animals or people show right away, but the flower pot sitting on the handrail now lays in pieces on the concrete floor. The flower pot wasn’t a small one, and it was full of dirt and a few sad, half-dead flowers. Grammy might have had a green thumb, but I kill any and all plants I come across. The only exception being the cactus Grammy bought me as a last-ditch effort to get me to keep something alive in my house. The sucker will not die, no matter how many times I knock it over, forget to give it water, overwater it, or simply stick it on a closet shelf.

      Just before I let the blinds go, a shadow across the grassy area past my patio draws my attention. The silhouette of a person tells me a possum won’t be getting a pellet in the ass.

      Logically, I know I should call the police, but as I pull my phone from my pocket and my fingers fly over the buttons, I somehow end up sending a message to Maverick since his name pops up first.

      Taylor: Someone is sneaking around outside my house. What should I do?

      Anger bubbles in my gut. Some asshat is snooping around my home, and it pisses me off. This is my safe place, and they can’t scare me off. Without thinking through my actions rationally, I flip the lock on the back door and slide it open with a little bit too much force. The door bumps against the frame hard, causing the rollers to come off the track. My phone drops from my hand, and the pellet gun comes up, aiming straight in front of me. Rushing through door with a loud war cry, I swing around the corner of my porch and open fire on whoever has the balls to snoop around.

      A loud yelp comes from my victim, and a satisfied grin graces my lips.

      “Ouch! Ouch! Fucking ouch! What the fuck?”

      The familiar voice roaring at me wipes the grin away, and I drop the pellet gun in shock. It hits the grass with a loud thud and fires once more, hitting Syn in the thigh. He jumps at the bite of pain and covers his newest wound with his hands.

      “Holy crap. Syn?”
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      My brothers never learn. Every single time this shit happens, I get on them for it, and every single time, the dickheads ignore me. Grabbing the offensive item, I stomp into the living room and stand in front the television where Marak and Allistar have their full attention on the football game.

      Marak jumps to the side of the couch, craning his head to see around me. “What the fuck? Move, Maverick!”

      “How many goddamn times do I have to tell you guys to put a new roll of paper towels on the holder when you take the last one?” With a flick of the wrist, the empty cardboard tube flies across the room and knocks Marak in the forehead with a satisfying pop.

      Allistar snickers and points to Marak who tried to duck away too late. Marak pins me with a fixed stare. “Did you seriously just do that?”

      My only reply is a single nod. He stands, probably ready to fight me, but my phone pings with a text message before he can. Marak pauses as I pull my phone out to check it, knowing it might be work and far more important than his shitty attempt at payback.

      Shock runs through me when I find Taylor’s name as the sender. My heart squeezes, then picks up speed. Part of me hopes she only wants to chat, but I’m smart enough to know whatever she has to say probably isn’t good.

      Taylor: Someone is sneaking around outside my house. What should I do?

      My feet move before I finish reading the text from her. “Son of a bitch.”

      At my exclamation, Allistar and Marak jump to their feet and follow me, calling out questions as we go.

      “Taylor texted me,” I tell them, and they immediately shut up, waiting for me to elaborate. “Someone’s sneaking around her place, and she doesn’t know what to do.”

      “Taylor Lewis? The girl from the raid?” Marak is a smart guy, sometimes he’s too smart for his own good. Yet, he can say the dumbest shit I’ve ever heard in my life.

      Allistar sighs heavily as we all pull on our boots. “No, Taylor Swift. Who the hell else would it be?”

      “You know Taylor Swift?” Marak’s comment earns him a smack upside the head by Allistar as he walks out the door.

      Keys already in hand, I swipe my wallet from the table by the front door and rush to my truck. The three of us haul ass down the road toward Taylor’s apartment. We had to call a few friends to swing twenty-four-hour watch on her place, but it was worth it. There also may have been a time or two since we said goodbye I’ve driven by her place to make sure nothing suspicious was going on.

      The only lead we managed to get on the guy after Taylor is an alias he uses. He’s gone by Paul Pearson for the past year, but we can’t find any record of him. We know it’s a fake name, but we can’t find any other information on the guy. When we released the sketch that Taylor did of the prick, the calls started to flood the bureau. People from Alaska, to North Carolina, and down to Texas claimed to know him or his whereabouts. None of the leads panned out, and we found ourselves back at square one.

      Thinking of the text message from Taylor, I wonder if this Paul Pearson guy found her. Realization dawns that I never answered her message. While reaching into my pocket and grabbing my phone, I bark at Allistar who sits shotgun with me. “Text Taylor back. Tell her we’re on our way. Make sure she’s in a safe spot, and the doors and windows are all locked and tell her not to go near the windows. Ask if she’s able to call. Check if she called the police yet. Tell her—”

      “Mav, calm down. I’ll see if she can call. If not, we’re only three minutes away now. We’ll be there before anyone can dispatch additional officers,” Allistar says as he texts, his eyes focused on the phone even as he helps me rationalize the situation. It isn’t often I have to be reined in by Allistar, but something about Taylor brings out my protective instincts and turns me into a fucking mess.

      The final moments of the ride are silent. Allistar taps his thumb nervously on the side of my phone, frowning at the screen. As he waits for Taylor to answer, the worry in his eyes is enough for me to know that she hasn’t yet. Marak finally shuts the hell up with his rambling bullshit and remains silent in the back seat, staring straight ahead at the road. My knuckles turn white as I grip the wheel, swinging the truck half-assed into the driveway outside of Taylor’s apartment.

      The three of us jump out on silent feet, drawing our weapons. The cop sitting on her house jumps from his car with his pistol drawn. He halts in his tracks when I hold up a hand to him. His eyes lock with mine and recognition dawns. He retreats to his patrol car, his attention going to the apartment windows and his stance on the defense. If anyone he doesn’t know comes out of Taylor’s apartment before we can get to them, he’ll take them down.

      Marak and Allistar flank me as we silently make our way around the apartment. My hope was to sneak in the back entry. But the door has been knocked off track, and the screen is wide open—all indications that whatever went down, happened back here.

      Upon entering, we scan the immediate area for any threat. To the right is a small kitchen with light wood cabinets, dark tile flooring, and dark laminate countertops. Aside from the lone coffee cup in the sink, the dishwasher swishing around as it runs through a cycle, and the quiet hum of the fridge, it appears that the kitchen is clear.

      On the left, a round wooden dining table with four matching chairs sits covered in papers and textbooks. A can of Diet Coke rests abandoned in the middle of the table. Moving farther into the apartment, we enter the living room. It’s small, but a decent size for one person. The full-sized couch takes up the largest wall. With a large canvas painting of a moon over a body of water, the signature in the bottom corner catches my eye for a split second. It shouldn’t surprise me that Taylor painted the picture. She has incredible talent, which I remember from her sketch of Pearson. It must have taken a lot of time, and I can’t help but wonder if she’d paint something for our place.

      A small flat screen television is mounted on the opposite wall. Pictures of Taylor with Evelyn, Michelle, Dylan, and her grandfather hang on either side of the television along with an older woman I don’t recognize, but I assume it’s her grandmother. A large window with drawn curtains takes up most of the far wall.

      Marak gestures to the couch, and I follow his line of sight to a pellet gun lying across the cushions. Is she fucking serious? What was her plan, give the intruder a few pellet pokes while he comes to kidnap or murder her? I need to teach Taylor how to shoot a real goddamn gun. She needs to know how to defend herself.

      We freeze in place when some screeching sounds come from down the hall. It didn’t sound like a female, but we don’t hesitate to rush toward the noise as another howl echoes through the apartment. We dash past a bathroom, a quick glance showing it empty. The last door in the hall leads to a bedroom. Pistols drawn, the three of us swing around the doorframe. My feet stop moving instantly at the sight before me. Marak and Allistar nearly run into my back, but luckily, they catch themselves and stumble around me instead. My eyes don’t leave the two people in front of me, but I know Marak and Allistar are just as shocked as I am.

      “What in the holy hell is going on?” The sound of my voice draws the attention of Taylor and a half-naked Syn.

      I’ve known Syn for a long time. We met back in elementary school, and we’ve been like brothers ever since. He’s a flirt, he’s a goof-off, and he loves to have fun and make people laugh.

      But Syn is also known for getting himself into awkward situations. When we were in our freshman year of high school, he managed to break into the local petting zoo and steal an ostrich. He claims he didn’t mean to do it. He said he only wanted to see what the animals did when no one was around. Apparently, this particular ostrich seemed overly lonely, and Syn felt the need to bring him home. His mother almost had a heart attack. She called us to get the thing out of her house and back to the petting zoo before anyone knew it was missing. Allistar was out with Marak and me that night, so he got roped into helping. Marak, Syn, and I met Allistar a few months prior, and it was his first true Syn experience. He’s been by our side ever since.

      The scene currently in front of me is a typical Syn experience, but no less shocking to walk in on. Syn, with only a pair of boxers on, lies face down on Taylor’s bed. The boxers may as well be gone because they’ve been pulled down, his ass in plain view.

      While Syn shows his backside to the whole fucking world, Taylor straddles his thighs, leaning over his ass with a pair of tweezers in one hand and a blood-soaked wash rag in the other. Her big, round hazel eyes are almost comical as she looks up at the three of us, then back to Syn’s ass.

      Marak must be thinking the same thing I am because he snorts, coughs, then gives up disguising his laughter. He points at Taylor and Syn, shaking his head as his entire body vibrates.

      Taylor narrows her eyes in Marak’s direction, but the dumb ass is too busy holding his stomach and howling with laughter to notice. Syn sends a cheeky grin my way, wiggling his eyebrows up and down. My eyes turn to the ceiling, praying for the strength needed to refrain from smacking Syn upside his head.

      “Relax, guys,” Syn huffs, pushing himself up to allow his elbows to hold his upper body off the bed. Having clearly not expected the move, the tweezers slip from Taylor’s fingers as she drops her hands dangerously low on Syn’s back to prevent herself from falling. Syn ignores the smack Taylor lands on his side as he addresses us, “She shot me, so I told her it’s her responsibility to fix me.”

      “You shot him?” Allistar chokes, and it sounds like he’s desperate to smother his amusement.

      Taylor rolls off Syn, flops onto her back beside him, and covers her eyes with her arm. “Someone just kill me now.”

      “You already tried to kill me today, let’s not start a trend,” Syn jokes.

      Marak rolls his eyes heavily. “I doubt she tried to kill you, but let’s put the attempted murder aside and figure out why you haven’t covered your ass yet.”

      “Or better still, why is your ass on display in the first place?” Allistar adds.

      Syn pulls his boxers over his ass and pushes himself into a sitting position. “I wanted to check on Taylor. She decided to try and kill me.” He bypasses the indecent exposure question altogether.

      Taylor uncovers her eyes, rolling her head toward us and letting out a dramatic sigh. Her chest pushes out on the inhale, and my eyes go straight to it. In her tight little tank top, it’s hard to look away.

      Her shouting is the only reason I’m able to bring myself out of a visual of Taylor without the top. “Oh my god, you’re such a damn baby! I did not try to kill you, Syn.”

      “Okay, then if you weren’t trying to kill me, what were you trying to do?” Syn counters, spinning to face Taylor.

      Taylor bolts up, moving closer to Syn. Her brow furrows, and her eyes narrow. Her cheeks turn red, and if I was Syn, I’d be a bit worried about the angry little kitten. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize I was supposed to be okay with people sneaking around my back porch, breaking my damn flower pots, and scaring the holy hell out of me. All while I have some psychopathic freak on the loose who wants me as a sex toy and not the good kind.”

      Marak and Syn sputter and choke. Allistar drops his head forward, mumbling curse words under his breath. The only thing I can think about now is Taylor and sex. She’d probably slap me if she ever knew the shit I like to do in the bedroom. After what she went through, I’d never consider touching her anyway, not how I want to. Even though she may not have been abused sexually, the potential was real, and she’s probably ready to swear off men for the next twenty or so years.

      Allistar clears his throat, gaining the attention of everyone. He focuses on Syn and raises a brow. “Why’d you break her flower pot?”

      Leave it to Allistar to pick up on the least important part of this entire fucking situation. Taylor must be as exasperated as I am because she simply growls while Syn answers Allistar, “It was an accident, but it’s not like the plants were alive, anyway. I think I did them a favor by putting them out of their misery.”

      “I resent that!” Taylor shouts, pushing Syn’s shoulder. “How do you know that flower pot didn’t belong to my great-great-great-great-grandmother or some crap like that?”

      Syn scratches the back of his head, grinning slightly. “Because it had a department store sticker on it and looked almost brand-new.”

      “You’re inspecting my crap while you snoop around outside my apartment?” Taylor asks. “Gosh, your social skills are off the charts.”

      “At least I don’t shoot my guests in the ass and leg with a pellet gun!” Syn counters, hopping to his feet and pointing to the piece of taped gauze on his thigh. “This is going to scar, you know.”

      “I’m only sorry I didn’t aim higher,” Taylor growls. Her eyes dart to his crotch then back to his eyes.

      Syn takes a quick step back, grabs his jeans from the floor, and pulls them on quickly. “You’re vicious, woman.”

      “Okay, enough you two.” My tone brings their banter to a halt.

      Taylor pouts at me, and Syn finishes dressing himself. I know what Syn is going to say before he even opens his mouth. “She started it.”

      “Why the fuck were you sneaking around her place, Syn?” Marak asks. He probably knows I was considering punching Syn and wanted to save him from it. “You had to know that was a dumb idea.”

      Syn has the decency to look a little guilty. “I didn’t want to bother her. I was only going to check on her and head home. Had she not put the flower pot in the worst spot, I’d have been able to. But, I got shot instead.” He turns back to Taylor, who now has the tweezers and cloth in her hands while she heads for the doorway. “By the way, your aim is horrible.”

      “Kiss my ass,” she calls back over her shoulder.

      “Bend over, baby,” he shouts to ensure she hears him.

      That same line has earned Syn more than one slap across the face, but Taylor simply giggles as she continues to walk down the hall. A girl with a sense of humor. Not at all something I’m used to.

      The guys and I have our fun, we date, we take the edge off with some girl or another on occasion. But with work being so prominent and most women we meet demanding our full attention, we never have time to juggle both.

      A few weeks back, Syn mentioned being sick of fucking around lately, and I agreed with him. Marak and Allistar are far from virginal, but they’ve never been into random hookups. Maybe in our early twenties and while in the military it was fine, but with me and Allistar being twenty-nine and Syn and Marak being twenty-eight, we don’t have the patience for bullshit anymore.

      While I watch Taylor’s ass sway back and forth down the hall, I can’t help but wonder if she’d be demanding and full of bullshit. Somehow, I doubt it.
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      Leave it to me to get caught in such a crazy position with Syn. I shouldn’t feel guilty for shooting him with the pellet gun. In fact, he deserved more than two hits for scaring the bejesus out of me. Thank the lord Syn is trained in medical crap because there’s no way I could have dealt with that myself. He told me exactly what to do and how to do it.

      All I did was follow his directions. Not as easy as it sounds with a sexy man between my legs, but I managed. The man has a body made for sex. My thighs clench together when I remember straddling his nearly naked body. Every smooth line and muscle bunched as I pulled the two pellets from his leg and ass.

      A giggle bubbles up when I think of the girly squeal he let out as I took the pellet from his firm backside. Allistar, Marak, and Maverick ran in with their guns drawn and made the whole awkward situation even more awkward. The look of shock from the three of them when they found Syn and me is something I’ll never forget.

      The buzzing of my phone on the dining room table interrupts my musing. I dropped it when I went after Syn and never picked it back up. He was bleeding, and I was semi-worried about the wimp. Scooping my phone up, I throw the bloody cloth in the trash and the tweezers by the sink for sanitizing. Syn probably doesn’t have cooties, but why risk it?

      Whoever called isn’t in my contacts, and the call ends before I can answer. While I pull a Diet Coke from the fridge and debate whether to call the unknown number back, the phone buzzes again. The same number pops up, and I slide my thumb across the screen to answer it.

      “Hello?”

      No response.

      “Hello?” I repeat. If it’s one of those offers for a free cruise and all I have to do is give them my credit card information, I’m going to be pissed.

      “Taylor.” The throaty male voice grates at my nerves for some reason. “It’s good to see you.”

      My skin prickles in fear. “Who is this?” I turn in a slow circle to subtly check out my windows.

      “You may call me master. You’ll want to get used to it now.”

      Master? “Who is this? I don’t have time for stupid prank calls from dumb kids. Go bother someone else”.

      The man laughs darkly. “You’ll know me a lot better once you come home with me where you belong. I saw you that day, when you tried to run. I knew then you’d be my new toy, and I only needed a bit of time to make the arrangements for your...training. If those idiots weren’t caught, I’d have what’s mine by now, and you would be on your way to becoming a well-trained pet.”

      My mind goes blank as fear grips my body. The can of soda in my hand slips, dropping to the floor and exploding all over the cabinets.

      The guys race into the kitchen, probably to see what the loud pop was. With the four of them near me again, I’m able to pull myself back to the present. The douchebag on the other end of the line can’t get to me with SWAT and police all over my apartment. When the man’s heavy breathing comes through the phone, I realize I never answered him.

      My shock turns quickly to anger. “I won’t call you anything except a sick son of a bitch. How the hell did you get this number?”

      Marak raises a brow, mouthing, “Who is it?”

      I wave him off, not sure what to say. It isn’t like the guy gave me his name, address, and social security number. Marak frowns, and Syn scowls. I scowl back but get distracted when the man talks again.

      “My, my, my, we are going to need to teach you some respect for your owner.” He sighs heavily, and my nose wrinkles with disgust. “I really think we will have so much fun teaching you how to be a good little bitch. Don’t you, Taylor?”

      My nerves must show on my face because the second I turn to face the guys again, Maverick grabs for my phone. A quick smack has both his jaw and hand dropping at the same time. Syn and Marak point at Maverick and giggle like little girls. Allistar looks to the sky, clearly exasperated. Allistar puts a hand on Maverick’s shoulder when he takes a step toward me, his focus completely on my phone. He may be stronger, but I’d have no qualms jabbing him in the junk if he tried to take my phone again.

      The prick called me, not them, and I’m going to make sure he knows he’s messing with the wrong girl. “Listen here, you shit spitter. You’ve got half of the state’s law enforcement looking for you, and they’re all on my side. Either you’re bluffing, or you’re stupider than you look.”

      “Put the fucking phone on speaker.” Maverick’s angry whisper distracts me, but I do as he asks with a heavy roll of my eyes.

      Allistar cringes, shooting me an apologetic look for his friend. His whisper is much softer, “He means, please.”

      A menacing growl sounds, pulling our attention back to the phone. “Now, it’s your turn to listen, bitch. I own you, you are mine, and I always get what’s mine. The cops haven’t caught me, and they never will. I’m always one step ahead. They’re not nearly as smart as I am, and I have quite a lot of people on my side as well.”

      “I have neither the time nor the crayons to explain this at a level you’ll understand. You’ve got no way to get to me. You’ve gone from hunter to hunted. Maybe if you give yourself up, they won’t kill you. No promises from me, though.”

      The guys look incredulous, but I’m too pissed to be afraid of this idiot. “I have a very good way to get to you, Taylor. A few of them actually.”

      The sureness in his tone has my stomach dropping, and the bravado I had moments ago dwindles. “Like what?”

      “Like those two friends of yours, Evelyn Porter and Michelle Christie, or her husband, Dylan. Perhaps your grandfather? You call him Grumpy, I believe.” Shit. How does he know about them? What would he do to them in order to get to me? “Think about what’s more important to you. The safety of your family and friends or your safety. I can guarantee I’ll let you live, but I won’t make promises for them or anyone else who may stand in my way. I’ll be in touch.”

      The line goes dead as the first tear drops from my eye, followed by a flood of hundreds more. Allistar takes the phone from me, handing it off to Marak, before he scoops me into his arms. He doesn’t say anything at first, no one does.

      Allistar eventually carries me to my couch. He sits down, then situates me sideways on his lap with his arms still protectively around me. The comfort his embrace brings me is something I don’t have the time or energy to think about. His arms firmly holding me ease the shakes that always come when I get upset.

      Hushed voices from the other side of the room catch my attention, and I look up to find Syn and Maverick with their heads bent together. Maverick has a phone in his hands, but it isn’t mine. With a quick scan of the room, I find Marak on the opposite end of the couch, my phone in one hand and a different phone in the other.

      He glances toward me, his eyes softening. “I’m having some people track the number that called you, Red. I promise I’m not going through your pictures or anything.”

      His teasing earns him an unladylike snort. “All you’d find are a bunch of memes and pictures of me and the girls.”

      Marak wiggles his eyebrows suggestively. “You and the girls, huh?”

      Kicking my foot out at his thigh, I gain some satisfaction when he grunts upon impact. He mock glares at me, even as his lips twitch with hidden amusement. “I’ll get you back for that, Red.”

      “Yeah, I’m really afraid of you.” My tone drips with sarcasm as I sniffle back a few tears.

      “Okay, children,” Maverick calls out, effectively putting a stop to the staring contest between me and Marak. “Grumpy is on his way over. Evelyn, Michelle, and Dylan are, apparently, out of town with their families.”

      Allistar shifts slightly and nods at Maverick. His small movement reminds me of my position on his lap, and I wonder if he does this for all the girls they help. No one seems to find his form of comfort odd, so I remain silent in his lap. “So that’s three people we don’t need to worry about.”

      A thought occurs to me suddenly, and I turn back to Maverick. “How’d you find out the girls are out of town?”

      “We managed to get their numbers before you were discharged from the hospital. We wanted them to be able to contact us in case anything happened,” Marak answers instead, but Maverick nods a confirmation.

      The logic behind their excuse is sound, but my bitchy side rears its ugly head. I want to yell at them for asking for my best friends’ phone numbers. There’s no good reason for me to be upset; the four of them reserve the right to ask anyone for a phone number. Michelle probably gave hers up easily because she worries too much. Evelyn probably gave hers for a completely different reason. She is like my sister—I love her to death and I always will—but the woman has seen more action than a ten-dollar hooker on payday. If she wasn’t the one who said those exact words to me and Michelle last time we talked about our sex lives, I would probably be labeled a terrible friend. Since she said it first, though, I’m allowed to simply agree. At least that’s how she said it works.

      It isn’t as if I have a claim on any of the guys. They probably have girlfriends or wives somewhere. Hell, Evelyn would be a catch for any of them, and if they don’t see that, then they’re idiots. But the jealousy simmers anyway. What if one of them texts Evelyn for a date? Would it be horrible of me to be upset over it? Saying it out loud would never happen, but I hate that the thought even popped into my head.

      “Shit.” Marak drops his phone onto the coffee table harder than necessary and sets mine, only slightly softer, next to it. Everyone turns to him, my confusion and frustration pushed to the side for now. “The number was from a burner. There’s no way to trace the call.”

      Before anyone can respond to Marak, a hard knock sounds from the front door, scaring the holy hell out of me and putting all the guys on edge. It only takes me a second to come to my senses and get up to answer the door. “Guys, a psychotic douchebag isn’t going to knock on the damn door and ask me if I’d like to go for a stroll. Come on, isn’t this your job?”

      “We’re being cautious, brat.” Syn takes my hand before I make it to the door, tugging me back a few steps to his side. Allistar stands from the couch to take my place and answer the door. “We aren’t about to deliver you on a golden platter to the guy.”

      “It’s silver platter, genius,” Marak corrects, shaking his head at Syn.

      “What the fuck ever, she knew what I meant.”

      “You still need to say it right, or it makes you sound like a dipshit.”

      “I’d rather sound like one than look like one.”

      “If ya boys keep on with yer bitchin’, I’ll give ya both somethin’ ta bitch ‘bout.” Grumpy’s threat from the other side of the door stops Marak and Syn’s bickering.

      Allistar quickly opens the door for Grumpy, who scowls at the four men. Grumpy has a shockingly powerful way of making grown men and women feel twelve years old again. His magical powers show themselves in the form of Syn and Marak’s contrite expressions this time.

      Grumpy comes farther into the apartment, hugging me tightly as he walks by. He takes a seat on the couch Allistar and I vacated moments ago. “One a y’all best be tellin’ me what in the good goddamn I’m doin’ o’er here, ‘stead a loadin’ ma shotgun ta get huntin’ this prick.” His drawl is thicker than usual. He may be hiding his anxiety, but I know him too well. “Ya can’t go callin’ a poor ol’ man, sayin’ there’s a crazy bastard callin’ his little girl. Then expect ‘em ta go ‘n do nothin’ ‘bout it.”

      “We have no idea where he is,” Syn reminds him. “He could be in fucking Egypt for all we know.”

      Something the guy said on the phone flashes in my memory. “He said he could see me.”

      All eyes turn to me.

      “What’re ya mumblin’ ‘bout Tayter-Tot?”

      “When the guy called—we really need to give him a name by the way, like Douchy McCreeperson. Anyway, he said it was good to see me. Not hear but see.” The memory of his voice sends a nasty chill through my body.

      Marak puts his right arm across the back of the couch behind me, his hand rubbing small, comforting circles on my back. "He could have been bluffing. We don't know for sure he's even in the country. Also, we have an alias for him, Paul Pearson. Though, Taylor’s nickname is way better."

      "Should we even take the risk?" Allistar speaks out, his brow furrowed with worry.

      "You guys can't lock me up in my apartment or some crap. I'm not going to let Pearson, or McCreepearson as he should be named, dictate my life."

      The four of them share a loaded look, and my stomach drops. "What? Why are you looking at each other like that? Knock it off. Use your words."

      Maverick speaks up first. "Maybe you shouldn't be alone for a while, Taylor."

      At first, No way in hell am I going to agree to a babysitter, comes to mind. But before I can start bitching at everyone for even thinking about such a dumb idea, Grumpy speaks up. "Maybe it ain’t such a bad idea fer ya ta have a bit more protection, Tayter-Tot."

      A quick scan of the guys shows worry to some degree on all of them. Even Grumpy seems concerned. His kick ass, take names, then ask questions attitude has always been something I admire about him. He doesn't like to worry about crap; he finds ways to take care of it. If he's worried, you know the situation is serious.

      It isn't like I'm burying my head in the sand. Clearly, I'm in danger, and I need to be careful. But I've gotten used to living on my own, and I don't want to move back in with Grumpy no matter how much I love him. He’ll smother me metaphorically, and in turn, I’ll smother him literally.

      "Maybe she can stay with us," Syn offers. His suggestion shocks the hell out of me.

      “Us?” I squeak.

      Syn nods. “We’re roommates. We have a spare room, and it would make sense.”

      "Actually, that may not be a bad idea." Maverick scratches his jaw as he contemplates Syn’s suggestion. "We would be able to keep a better eye on her if she's with us all the time, and between the four of us, someone would always be watching."

      "Okay, first of all," I shout, then jump to my feet and plant my hands on my hips, "I’m standing right in front of you, so quit talking about me like I don't have a say in what happens in my life. Second, I don't need to go anywhere. I can look after myself or maybe even stay a few days with Grumpy. Third... Well, I don't have a third thing, except you're irritating me."

      By the time I finish my rant, my feet have taken me from in front of the couch to less than a foot from Maverick. His lips twitch with amusement, an action I think is probably rare for him. If he wasn't so damn big, I'd probably hit him, but the odds of me hurting my hand in the process are greater than causing him any pain. A good crotch shot might be an option if he keeps up the crap, though.

      "Okay, Rambo, let's calm down a little bit," Syn steps next to his friend. His soft eyes shine with mirth. "We should probably talk about this calmly and come to an agreement. We don't want to tie you to a bed and make you stay there until the bad guys are caught."

      Maverick chokes, his hazel green eyes wide as he elbows Syn in the ribs. Maybe he does want to lock me up instead of having me stay with them. The debate as to which one is better rages in my mind. Would I rather go spend an undetermined amount of time living with four incredibly annoying and sexy men or just have them lock me up in a holding cell for a few weeks? Such a tough decision.

      "I'm not leaving Grumpy with no protection," I remind them. "If I stay with him, maybe I can protect him and myself."

      "Taylor." Allistar sighs and comes to me. He puts his hands on my shoulders, ducking his head to reach my height. His sexy as hell dark blond hair falls a bit into his eyes, and my hand twitches with the urge to reach up and brush it away. He has amazingly soft hair and to run my fingers through it would probably feel so good.

      "We need you to understand something." Allistar brings me back to the conversation instead of ogling him like a freak. "This guy won’t stop until he finds you and takes what he believes is his. Until he takes you. There is no way for you to protect yourself or Grumpy on your own. If you want to be safe, if you want him safe, you'll listen to us."

      If a plea could be made to sound hot, Allistar would be the one to do it. His eyes never leave mine as I think things over in silence. His hands remain on my shoulders, an odd comfort rather than an annoyance.

      In reality, I know my choices are limited. Option one would be to stay in my apartment and serve myself up to McCreepearson on a silver platter. Option two, I can move in with Grumpy for a while and hopefully keep him safe, though it isn’t likely. Finally, option three, move in with Allistar, Marak, Syn, and Maverick.

      No one knows how long the arrangement would be for. It could be two days or two months. Is there really any other smart way to handle the completely fucked up situation, though? Nothing comes to mind, and I groan loudly at the realization of what I need to do.

      "Okay, I have some conditions though," I say, then step away from Allistar. Being close to any of them turns me into a drooling preteen at a boy band concert. Maybe if I got laid, I'd stop undressing them with my eyes and calm the hell down.

      "We're listening." Marak gestures for me to sit back on the couch next to him.

      I comply with a heavy plop onto the couch then roll my head back. "Honestly, I cannot believe I'm agreeing to this crap. But if I stay with you guys, Grumpy needs to come, too."

      "Ain’t gonna happen, Tayter-Tot," Grumpy growls, crossing his arms in defiance. "I ain't gonna go livin’ with a buncha boys ‘n their loud music ‘n shitty video games ‘n fast food crap."

      "You're not staying at your place alone. If you won't go someplace safe, then neither will I."

      Grumpy frowns momentarily before his eyes light up. "I'll give yer cousin down in Oklahoma a holler. I ain't seen that shithead in ‘bout two years. He's always gripin’ at me ta come’n see ‘im. Now’s as good a time as any, I'd say."

      "Isn't Howard my second cousin?"

      "Ya really fixin’ ta get into the details of our damned family tree right this minute, Tayter-Tot?"

      "I'm just saying, I think he'd be considered a second cousin to me. Maybe a third cousin? I don't know, I need to look that up again. I mean, he's more like an uncle, and you guys used to call him my uncle Howard, but then suddenly he was my cousin." The couch behind me vibrates with Marak's silent laughter. "Do you know how confusing that is to a kid? Hey, this is your cousin, but he's like an uncle, but he isn't an uncle, he's a cousin, but you can call him uncle."

      Grumpy rolls his eyes. "Oh, for pity sake, Tayter-Tot. Shut yer trap ‘n let the boys finish hearin' ‘bout yer half-assed demands. I'm gonna step into yer room ‘n give yer uncle cousin Howard a ring."

      "Now, we just sound like a crazy hick family," I call to him as he hurries away from my banter. "I think I'll call you Uncle Grandpa from now on."

      "Only if ya wanna pick a switch, girl!" he shouts back with humor in his tone.

      With a giggle, I turn back to the guys spread around my living room. "My only other demand is that I will be going to work, the store, and any other places when I want to. I'm not going to wait for a chaperone or bodyguard. If you guys want to tag along, that's fine, but if you're busy and I need to get to work or something, I'm doing it."

      "How?" Syn asks, raising a curious brow.

      "How what?"

      "How do you plan to go places on your own?" He smirks.

      I frown, not understanding his question. "I have a driver’s license, Syn. I know how to operate a motor vehicle."

      "Smart ass," he mumbles. "I meant, what car would you take? That beetle in your driveway is dead as a doornail. Unless you want to spend a lot of money on the sucker, there's no bringing it back from the grave."

      Shit. I'd forgotten about my ladybug going belly up on me. Still, I refuse to give in and agree to be toted around all over. "I'll take a bus or call for an Uber."

      "The hell you will." Maverick's voice rises, and his anger turns his cheeks an adorable shade of red. He probably wouldn't appreciate the compliment if I said it out loud, though, so I keep my mouth shut and let him flip his lid. "You've got a sex ring operator, potential murderer threatening you and promising to take you and use you as a damn toy. You're not going to take a fucking public bus alone or whatever other crazy half-assed ideas you have. One of us will always be with you, problem solved."

      Finally, I can't hold it in anymore. A Cheshire cat grin takes over my face, and Maverick frowns, probably confused by the reaction. "You're really adorable when you get all mad, and your cheeks turn bright red like that."

      He freezes, completely caught off guard. Syn and Marak dissolve into fits of laughter, and even Allistar chuckles a bit. Maybe they took it as a joke, but I was being genuine. He's really cute when he's mad. His normal frown and crossed arms are rough and sexy. The bulk of his arms and the way his lips press into a hard line all the time make me want to kiss the tension out of him. But when he gets all upset like he is now, he lets loose and gets some of his pent-up frustration out. As strange as it sounds, I like angry Maverick.

      Grumpy interrupts Maverick’s fish-like gaping when he stomps into the room. The man cannot walk quietly. He’d make a terrible spy.

      “God Almighty, the kid never shuts his yapper. Anyhow, it’s all fixed up. Howard bought a plane ticket quicker’n yer cousin Jimmy atta pie eatin’ contest. Said he’d be scoopin’ me up tonight when I land. Now, I gotta get ta gettin’. My plane leaves in three hours n’ I gotta pack my crap.”

      He shoves his phone back into his pocket and pulls me in for a big hug. He whispers quietly so only I can hear him, “Don’t ya go gettin’ hurt’r nothin’ while I’m gone, Tayter-Tot. I don’t wanna have ta tan yer hide.”

      Tears sting the back of my eyes. Being far away from Grumpy is never easy for me, but if it means he’s safe, I’ll suck it up.

      With my arms wrapped around him, I give him a hard squeeze. “You be safe too, old man.”

      “I love the hell outta you, Tayter-Tot.”

      “I love the hell outta you, Grumpy.”

      He pulls back and spins around to face the men who remained silent during our quick goodbyes. Grumpy and I can’t handle long, sappy goodbyes. We get it out, then we get gone. It’s how we work.

      The suddenness of Grumpy’s action startles them, and their eyes widen simultaneously. “Which one a ya boys is takin’ me home ‘n ta the airport?”

      They exchange glances, probably waiting for someone to bite the bullet and volunteer. No one speaks up, and Grumpy huffs loudly. “Well don’t everyone go ‘n volunteer at once, now.”

      “I’ll take you,” Syn offers finally. “I have my car here. The others will need Maverick’s truck to get everyone back to the house with Taylor’s stuff.”

      “I’m not going to your house tonight.” Syn spins and pins me with a glare. He doesn’t scare me; he has too much humor in his eyes to truly pull off a glare, anyway. “I need to pack my stuff and sort things out before I just up and leave. I can come over tomorrow morning. One night isn’t gonna kill me.”

      “It fucking might!” he shouts, throwing his arms up in the air. “That’s the whole damned point of you coming to stay with us, Taylor. So, no one gets killed.”

      Crossing my arms over my chest in defiance, I turn my nose up to him. “I’m spending the night here. I need time to prepare, and I’m not going to deal with packing right now.”

      Grumpy growls, clearly annoyed. “I gotta get home ‘n pack up all ma shit tonight, why the hell can’t you?”

      My eyes roll upward. Men can be so clueless. “Because you only need to pack your clothes and hopefully, remember a change of socks and a toothbrush. I have my makeup, my hair crap, my shoes, and everything else that makes me a girl that I need to get together and pack.”

      While Grumpy shakes his head, Syn appears to consider my logic before nodding. “Okay, yeah, I can see that. Girls have a lot of crap. At least, I know my sisters and my mom always did.”

      My interest piques at the chance to know more about Syn. “How many sisters do you have?”

      “Four. Two older, two younger. They’re up for grabs if you want some siblings. Just don’t tell my mom, she yelled at me last time I tried to trade them for baseball cards.”

      The idea of having siblings always appealed to me, though I’d never want my mother to procreate again. Grammy and Grumpy laughed when I put a little sister on my birthday list two years in a row. Grammy said she was done having little ones, and they only had enough love and energy for me.

      “I’ll stick with being an only child, it’s probably for the best. The world can only handle one person like me.”

      Realistically, having more young kids to raise wouldn’t have been a good idea for Grumpy and Grammy. It was a miracle they managed to raise me without going completely insane. The amount of trouble my best friends and I would get into was enough to make a grown man cry. With broken bones, cuts, scrapes, falls, adventures that got us lost, and the tendency to piss off our teachers, it’s lucky the three of us survived into adulthood.

      “A’righty, Smurf boy, let’s git ta gettin’.” Grumpy points at Syn then to the door.

      The two of them leave Allistar, Marak, and me in hysterics. Even Maverick cracks a smile. Grumpy obviously came up with the name because of Syn’s silvery blue hair, but I happen to like it. The color brings out his eyes and suits his playful personality well, though he’ll never live down the nickname.

      Maverick regains his composure before the rest of us. “Alright, if you insist on staying the rest of the night here, one of us will need to stay with you.” He must sense the impending argument because he holds up a hand, stopping me before I can open my mouth. “Taylor, just let one of us stay here with you. It’s not babysitting, it’s taking the appropriate measures to ensure your safety.”

      The hard look of determination from Maverick gives me little hope of winning a war over staying home alone tonight. To have one of them with me would bring a bit of security anyway.

      “Fine, I’ll go track down my extra blankets. Let me know who draws the short straw.” With that, I turn and leave the room.

      My excuse for leaving the room is bullshit. The extra blankets live on the top shelf of my bedroom closet, no searching necessary. But my mind might explode if I don’t get a second to sort through my thoughts.

      My life used to be boring. Going out on Friday nights with Evelyn and Michelle was as crazy as things got for me. The occasional date with a loser, flirting with our favorite bartender, Greg, and needing to call an Uber because we drank one too many were the highlights of my life. My job is great, but it’s not exactly the most exciting career. School was never like those college books and movies I’ve seen. I went to class, did my work, came home, and studied. On occasion, I find time to get really wild and paint or draw for fun. The walls of my apartment are decorated with my work, and Michelle, Evelyn, and Grumpy have several of my creations in their places, too.

      Now, I’ve got some crazy bastard after me, hoping to train me to be his kinky trick pony. My two best friends left town, and now, they need to stay away for who knows how long so they don’t die because of me. Grumpy is off to visit my uncle cousin Howard. And then there’s the small detail of the four hot men I’ll be living with for god knows how long.

      At first, I figured my attraction to them was some warped hero worship type thing. I’ve been free and away from them for a while now, yet the jerks won’t leave my damn mind. There must be a dozen or more times I’ve thought about each of them and more than half of those times included images of them naked. In my imagination, all four of them look damn good naked.

      When Syn showed up, scaring me to death and getting himself shot in the ass, I thought maybe he was the one I really have feelings for. He’s too fun and hilarious. With his dark tan contrasting against his soft blue eyes and matching hair, he would draw the attention of any girl, and even a few guys, in a room. The confident way he carries himself turns me on more than I’d ever admit. At the same time, he makes it easy to be around him. He can take it as good as he gives it, and he doesn’t hold back because I’m a girl. Seeing him in only his boxers, lying on my bed, was the highlight of my week. Syn has a really nice ass. It will have a small pellet shaped scar on it once he finishes healing, but that doesn’t make it any less round or firm. It took a lot of effort not to pinch it while I attempted to patch him up.

      My hope of Syn being the only one to keep my attention was destroyed when Maverick, Marak, and Allistar showed up like my three knights in shining armor, or maybe dorks in tin foil, but either way, it was sweet of them to rush over. It was perfect timing with the phone call I got.

      Maverick had a murderous glint in his eyes when he realized McCreepearson was threatening me. My heart gives a hard squeeze at his protectiveness. A few other things give a squeeze when his arms flex, and he gave me several playful glares throughout the evening. My imagination went wild with ideas of how I could get that playfulness to come out in other ways.

      My stupid, deprived body decided lust for two crazy hot men wasn’t enough. Allistar took care of me, held me when I cried. He didn’t call me a sissy for my freak-out. Even though my tears soaked his shirt, he didn’t utter a single complaint. He simply made sure I was okay. He managed to convince me to go along with this crazy idea and he did it in a sexy way.

      Marak had to go and be sweet and flirty with me. He’s the only one who has a nickname for me. He calls me Red because of my auburn red hair, and I kind of like it. His humor mixed with his reassurance draws me in, and I don’t want to leave his side. While we sat next to each other on the couch, I wanted to take off the beanie he always wears and run my hands over his light brown hair. The small bit of hair that peeks out from the beanie tempts me. Would it be long enough to give a good tug? It would be a fun game to find out. Even though he never stops talking, he manages to make me feel at ease. My skin still burns where he drew soothing circles on my back. My shirt prevented skin-on-skin contact, but it didn’t stop me from wishing we had a lot more body parts and skin in contact.

      Spending more than twenty minutes under the same roof with the four of them might be the end of me or the end of my irritatingly long dry spell. We’re all adults, in age at least. If they’re not attached to anyone, why can’t I have fun? Evelyn always tells me to go for it. Maybe this time I’ll take her advice. It isn’t as if I’d break any sort of law or make any commitments. It would be like scratching an itch.

      My resolve hardens. If one of them shows the same interest in me as I have in them, I won’t say no to some fun. If Michelle were here, she’d be suggesting that one of them could be my happy ending.
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      “You’re a dirty cheater, Red.” Marak throws his cards down on the table. He grabs his soda can and chugs the last little bit. “I’m not playing with you anymore. You’ve probably got an ace in your bra.”

      Marak was chosen to stay the night with me. No one explained to me how it was decided, but by the time I got back to the living room with blankets and pillows, Maverick and Allistar were ready to head out. There was a small pang of disappointment when I had to say goodbye to them, just as there was when Syn left with Grumpy, but the excitement of time with Marak dispelled any grouchiness.

      One delivered pizza, four beers, two sodas, and a few hours later, the two of us find ourselves playing cards on the floor of my living room. Something new about Marak came to light in the last few rounds of our game—he’s a horrible loser. He really gets pissy about it. I find it hilarious and adorable. He doesn’t think it’s as funny as I do, and he throws popcorn at me every time I laugh at his frustration.

      “Marak.” I snort, desperate to keep the giggles in. “It’s Go Fish. An ace wouldn’t do me any good, and it’s really not a hard game.”

      He harrumphs and crosses his arms. My attention leaves his icy gray eyes, traveling down to his torso. He isn’t as built as Maverick or Allistar, but he has a bit more bulk than Syn. None of the guys are small, and none of them are weak. It’s clear they take great care of their bodies, giving me something fun to stare at. “Are you even listening to me?”

      “Huh?” Whatever he said went right over my head while my focus was on his body. Luckily, he’s too bitchy to notice where my attention was.

      “I said we should try a different game.”

      I bark out a hard laugh. “We’ve tried poker, gin, war, and go fish. You’ve said the same thing about all of them. Maybe you should just admit failure and call it a night.”

      “I’ll never admit defeat.” His eyes narrow. “But it is late, we might want to think about sleeping.”

      “Not a bad idea. I have to be up early to pack my stuff, anyway.”

      Hopping to my feet, I stretch my hands over my head and yawn. Marak’s eyes travel slowly down my body, with a quick pause where my shirt rides up to show a small bit of skin, then continues down to my legs. Maybe the leggings that hug every curve were a bad idea. Or a good idea, depending on what he thinks.

      A thought occurs to me and takes any heat from my body. When was the last time I shaved my damn legs? My first night home, I’d taken an hour-long bath and pampered myself, but since then, I don’t think I’ve touched my legs. Unless Marak has a thing for Chewbacca, he can’t come near me right now. Not that he would want to, but why risk it?

      “Okay, you have the blankets and stuff. You know where everything is, help yourself if you need anything. I’ll see you in the morning.” My words leave in a rush as I back down the hallway.

      Marak frowns at my odd retreat. My door swings closed with him in the same spot, scratching the back of his neck and arching a brow.

      Thank the architect who designed this place for the Jack and Jill style bathroom. One door leads in from the hallway, but it can easily be locked. I can avoid Marak by using the entrance from my bedroom. Clearly, I need a long, cold shower and a thorough shave. Maybe I’ll dry my hair, too. It doesn’t make a huge difference when I use the blow dryer, but it adds a bit of shine to my long auburn waves.

      My hair came from my mother’s side of the family, as did most of my features. I refuse to say that woman gave anything to me. My looks came from Grumpy and Grammy, not my mom. My whole life, my Grammy told me my mother and I could be twins. She showed me pictures of my mom as a baby, a young child, an older kid, and a teen. Our pictures compared side-by-side would be hard for anyone to tell apart. The only thing my biological father gave me was my hazel green eyes. Grumpy met my father one time before I was born. He said my eyes are exactly the same as my father’s.

      While in the shower, my mind wanders to the phone calls from my mother. She heard from someone that I was fine, and she started calling around my third day home. She left a few messages before she gave up, probably realizing I wasn’t going to answer her. She didn’t ask about my safety; she didn’t want to know if I needed her. She only wanted to know if there were any new rich men in my life she could steal from or hustle money out of. She phrased it in a more covert way, of course, but the intent was clear—Mommy needs her special juice, and she’s drained all of her resources.

      Somehow, the two most amazing people in the entire world managed to raise one of the worst. My father had a lot to do with her downward spiral. He got her into drugs and alcohol in her teens. Grumpy and Grammy tried their hardest to get her help, but she refused. When she turned eighteen there was nothing they could do legally to help her. Luckily, they could take me from her, though. If they couldn’t save her, they would at least save me. For a while they hoped she’d turn her life around for me, but you can’t help someone who doesn’t want to be helped.

      Maybe some girls would want their mother to come back into their lives and become the perfect mom. It isn’t something I ever wanted, though. Grammy was the best mother figure any girl could ever hope for, and I never wanted for anything or anyone more. My upbringing was average to most, but it was perfect in my eyes.

      By the time I climb into bed, hair blown dry and legs smooth, my mind won’t stop racing. While I manage to push thoughts of my birth parents out of my mind, a million other things jump forward, demanding to be sorted through. All I want to do is sleep; I love sleep. But too many things are happening all at once, and as hard as I try, I can’t sort through them and find some serenity.

      The clock on my phone reads four in the morning, and my irritation grows. Tomorrow will be a busy day, and I fully admit I’m a bitch if I don’t get enough sleep.

      While I could stay in bed and ruin my covers with my tossing and turning, I decide to head to the kitchen for a drink instead. It may help my mind calm the hell down and allow me to sleep finally. With Marak on my couch, going slow and quiet is the polite thing to do. My steps are small, measured, and slightly exaggerated. Sneaking around my house isn't exactly a hobby of mine, but I’ve seen enough spy movies. I manage to clear the hallway and nearly reach the kitchen when a floorboard under my foot creaks loudly. I freeze in place and wait to see if Marak wakes up.

      "Maybe I should start calling you Thunder Foot instead of Red." Marak's voice doesn't sound sleepy at all, and I have a sneaking suspicion he hasn't slept yet either.

      Deflating from my tense ninja position, I spin and flip on the hall light. "My sleuthing skills are a little rusty."

      "What are you doing sneaking around your own house?" Marak sits up, dropping one foot to the floor and folding the other in front of him as he sits sideways on the couch. The blanket covering him pools around his waist, his bare torso on display.

      My mouth dries up, and all coherent thoughts leave me. Marak may not be the bulkiest out of his group of friends, but his smooth, muscled chest and abs cause my heart rate to speed up. He doesn’t have any hair on his chest or stomach. The urge to check the rest of his body for hair, or lack thereof, nearly overwhelms me.

      “You okay, Red?”

      His words snap me back from the dirty path my mind was going, and I force my gaze up to meet his icy gray stare. “Ah, yeah. I was just getting water.”

      His brows shoot up. “Water? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you drink water.”

      His surprise at my choice of beverage brings out a grin. “I already brushed my teeth for the night. I don’t feel like doing it again, so I have to stick with water. It’s difficult, but I’ll manage for one night.”

      “Remind me to stock our fridge with the pretty silver and red cans you love so much.” He winks, and I smirk.

      “Probably a good idea if you guys want any hope of living through the next... however long I’ll be there.” As I talk, I head to the fridge and grab a bottle of water then hold it up, silently asking if he wants one. He shakes his head.

      With a quick twist, the cap pops off, and I stroll over to the couch. My dramatic plop down to face him brings out a chuckle. I turn my body to match Marak’s position with one leg bent in front of me and the other foot on the floor. “Can’t sleep either, huh?”

      “Too wound up,” he admits, stretching his arms above his head, his body on display once again. He probably does it on purpose, to light my body on fire from my core out. His eyes close as he stretches, and when they open again, the innocence of his move shows. His beanie is now gone, and I can make out his light brown hair, longer than I expected. It parts to the side naturally and falls to his chin, though he continues to push it back and out of his eyes. Maybe the length is the reason he wears the beanie, but I happen to love how long it is. My hands itch to run over his hair and down his body, satisfying my curiosity of how it would feel.

      He has no freaking idea what he’s doing to me. “Yeah, me too.”

      “What’s on your mind?”

      I shake my head, not sure where to start. “You first.”

      He shrugs. “Just can’t sleep when I’m supposed to be on watch. It’s a habit, I guess.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter, Marak.” My defensive side rears its ugly head.

      “I know, calm yourself, woman.” He holds his hands up in surrender. “I’m not watching you, I’m watching for the bad guys. I don’t want to get caught off guard by them either.”

      “Oh.” A blush stains my cheeks at my overreaction. Hoping to change the subject, I say the first thing that pops into my head, “So, if we can’t sleep what should we do?” Marak wiggles his eyebrows and gives me a wicked smile, making me laugh. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “So, I’ve been told.”

      “By who?”

      “By you, just now.” He smirks as I roll my eyes.

      A moment of silence passes between us, but it isn’t awkward. Marak makes any situation comfortable. It’s the humor he adds to everything or how comfortable he is to hang out with and do nothing.

      “Do you have a wife or a girlfriend?” The question pops out of my mouth before my brain can tell me to shut the hell up. It’s a toss-up if Marak is more shocked than me by my bold question. His eyes widen into saucers, mirroring my own.

      He doesn’t respond for a few long, horrifying seconds. At first, the thought of running away to hide under a rock appeals to me, but he finally decides to do something other than gape. “I don’t have a wife or a girlfriend.” His surprise morphs into mild curiosity. His eyebrows lower from his hairline and his lips twitch with amusement. “Do you think I’d be hanging out on your couch if I did?”

      His question makes sense, but it never occurred to me until he asked. “It’s part of your job, isn’t it?”

      “No, Red.” He shakes his head slowly, his eyes burning into mine. “It’s not at all just part of the job. We could easily have left you here with the cop out front as your security. We had nothing but a fucked-up phone call as evidence the guy was close to you. For me and my team, it’s enough. For the rest of the bureau, it’s not jack shit to go on.”

      In other words, they decided to go above and beyond the call of duty in order to keep me safe. They take their work seriously. It does make me wonder how many girls they’ve done things like this for. My stomach twists when I think of them hanging out with a bunch of girls, sleeping on their couches and flirting with them.

      “Taylor.” My name brings my eyes up to meet Marak’s. “It’s not something we do on a regular basis. And we sure as hell never asked a girl to stay with us so we can protect her.”

      The ability to hide my inner turmoil clearly isn’t my strong suit. Marak basically read my mind, and I didn’t say a damn word. “I’m not sure I understand this whole situation, to be honest with you. You guys aren’t responsible for me. Why go out of your way?”

      He opens his mouth, then closes it again a few times before finally choosing his words. “I have no clue. I’ll let you know when I figure it out.”

      My ladylike scoff earns me a laugh. He leans forward, giving my bare knee a playful squeeze. My gaze drops to his hand, and he freezes his movements. He doesn’t remove his hand, and I don’t stop him from running his fingers up a few inches to my thigh and drawing light patterns across my skin.

      After my shower, I slipped on some thin cotton sleep shorts and a matching white tank top. It kills me to be overly warm while I sleep, so most of my pajamas consist of thin materials and little fabric. Even in the dead of winter, I wear the same thing to sleep.

      The touch of Marak’s hand on my skin sets my body on fire. It isn’t a shy blush kind of heat, more of a sex-deprived inferno.

      “I’m curious.” Marak’s voice is deeper than before. My eyes bounce up to find his playfulness has changed to a lustful glint. He doesn’t break our eye contact as his hand inches farther up my leg, and he leans closer to me, bringing his lips to my ear to whisper, “Is it true you don’t have a boyfriend, Red?”

      Words elude me, but I manage a small shake of my head.

      “Thank fuck for that.” His lips come to rest on the side of my neck, and he takes a deep breath. “You smell so good, like sugar and vanilla. Makes me want to find out if you taste as sweet.”

      My heart picks up speed, as does my breathing. When he gets no response from me, at least no verbal response, Marak continues to drop hot little open-mouthed kisses down my neck. He nips lightly at my shoulder, and I whimper. “Hmm, is that a hot spot for you, Red?”

      The only reply I manage is a long shaky hum as he repeats the move. “If I keep exploring, will I find more hot spots on your sexy, little body?”

      “Maybe,” I breathe out, dropping my hand to his knee, a desperate attempt to gain some composure as he shifts closer, and the blanket falls away. Had I known he was only in a pair of boxer briefs, I might have taken the blanket away sooner.

      Marak laughs quietly against my shoulder. “This could take a while. Maybe you should make yourself more comfortable.” He pulls back, and it takes the last ounce of self-control I have to not grab him by his neck and pull him back to me.

      “How would you suggest I do that?” With the few inches of distance between us, my wits come back a bit as does my bravado.

      If the small twinkle in Marak’s eye is any indication, he noticed my change in mindset. “Oh, I can think of a few good ways.”

      “Do tell.” One brow arches as I smirk at him.

      “I’d rather show you.” Faster than my mind can comprehend, Marak grabs me by the hips and pulls me down on the couch, lying flat on my back. I gasp in surprise as his body covers mine, and he gives me a panty-dropping smile.

      My control snaps, and my hand snakes around the back of his neck, pulling his mouth down to mine. Marak doesn’t hesitate. He nips at my bottom lip, taking full advantage of the quick breath I suck in. The two of us fight for dominance over the kiss, neither willing to concede. His right hand tangles in my hair, holding me at an angle that gives him better access to my mouth. His left hand creeps slowly up from my hip to the curve of my breast.

      My hands can’t find a spot to rest. They run from his bare shoulders, down to his hips, over his tight ass, then back up again. When I fulfill my dream of giving his hair a good tug, his hips buck into mine, and he groans low and loud. Satisfaction bursts in my chest. He may be finding several hot spots for me, but I found one of his. I intend to use it. One more tug and his hand tightens around my breast.

      Marak growls when he encounters the fabric of my shirt. He reluctantly breaks the kiss. “This needs to go, it can’t be comfortable for you.” He takes the hem of my top and pulls it over my head in one quick move. His lust-filled eyes roam over my chest. “Since I’m here, should I explore?”

      He doesn’t wait for my response. His head drops, and he captures one tight nipple between his teeth, barely biting down. My back arches, and I cry out, the sensation different than anything I’ve experienced in the past. He pulls the tight bud into his mouth, sucking hard. My core tightens, and my hips thrust up into his. “Marak!”

      “Fuck, Red.” He lets my nipple go and hisses through his teeth. “You’re gonna unman me if you keep pressing into me like that.”

      The admission gives me an idea. With my left hand around his neck, my right drops down to his ass, pinching hard. He jerks his hips forward into mine, and I spread my legs wider, pushing against him. “Oh, god.” The move was supposed to be a tease for him, but the sensation of his hardening length against my sensitive core is almost enough to unravel me.

      “If you want to gamble like that, I’m more than happy to play.” Marak drops his lips back to mine, our kiss more heated this time. My hands roam up and down his body, grabbing and clawing in an attempt to find purchase.

      One of Marak’s hands massages my naked breast, pulling and pinching the sensitive bud in the middle. The other takes hold of one of my hands, raising it above our heads and holding it prisoner. The hand on my breast travels lower until it reaches the waistband of my shorts.

      His fingers dip into the front of my shorts, and he draws in a sharp breath, pulling away from our kiss. “Jesus, Taylor. You’ve been sitting two feet away from me for over half an hour with no fucking panties on?”

      I giggle and nod. He growls playfully, nipping at the spot between my shoulder and neck again as he tugs my shorts down my legs. He has to let go of my other hand to get the shorts off easier, and I take advantage of the freedom, stripping him of his only article of clothing. Marak pushes himself up slightly, allowing his gaze to roam over my naked body, and I do the same to him.

      Sex isn’t a subject I’m an expert on. I’d probably give myself a solid C-minus in skills and experience. My ex wasn’t exactly selfless in the bedroom. He was actually really fucking boring and only cared about getting himself off. One thing I do know, though, is Marak isn’t a little guy, and by that, I mean, his little guy isn’t little—it’s almost intimidating. The only other guy I’ve been with was apparently extremely lacking in that department.

      “Fuck.” Marak’ eyes drink me in. “Even better than I imagined.”

      I scoff at him, feigning offense. “You imagined me naked?”

      He grins wickedly down at me, lowering his body to lay flush with mine. “You imagined me naked, too, Red. Don’t deny it.”

      Damn him, he’s not wrong. The real thing is way better than anything I could have dredged up in my mind, though.

      “I didn’t just imagine you naked, though,” he admits, the heat returning to his gaze.

      My breath hitches as he hooks his hand behind my right knee and pulls it up, level with his shoulder, giving him full access to my center. “No?”

      He shakes his head. “I imagined kissing you like this.” He kisses me deep and slow, only to pull away too soon. “I imagined, touching you like this.” His free hand cups my cheek, and his thumb runs across my bottom lip. He drops his lips to my neck, and I angle my head to give him better access.

      His hand leaves my cheek, trailing leisurely down my neck. He stops to give my breasts a bit of attention before continuing his journey. He reaches the apex of my thighs, and his fingers begin a light circular rhythm in just the right spot. My back arches, and I moan long and loud.

      “I imagined getting you worked up like this.” He continues the slow, torturous rhythm on my clit, working me higher and higher, but refusing to allow me to fall over the edge.

      “And finally, I imagined what it would be like to slide inside of you, to fill you completely.” He moves his hand, lining his hard length up with my center and enters me with painful slowness. His free hand holds my hips down so I can’t hurry him in any way. My head drops back. Whimpers and harsh pants are the only sounds I can manage when all I really want to do is push Marak onto his back and take control of the pace, finding the release I need so badly.

      When his hips touch mine, Marak drops his forehead to my shoulder, breathing hard. “This is way better than anything in my imagination, Red.”

      “Please, do something, Marak.” I’m begging, but I don’t care. If he doesn’t start moving soon, I might literally explode. “Oh, god, I need you.”

      Without further prompting, Marak pulls out slowly, then slams his hips back into mine. We both cry out from the movement but thank fuck he doesn't slow down. He sets a steady rhythm, slowly pulling out before slamming back in. Every time it builds the tight ball low in my belly.

      Marak drops a quick kiss to my lips, then to my jaw, and down to my neck. “You feel so fucking good.” His movements speed up, and the pressure builds until I’m sure I’ll pass out if I don’t find release.

      The hand holding my leg behind my knee tightens, pulling up a bit more, changing the angle he hits when he slides himself back into me. The new angle is all I need to fall over the edge, crying out his name as I fall. Marak isn’t far behind me; two more thrusts and he stills, grunting his release and sending me into another spiral.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

          Taylor

        

      

    

    
      Neither of us talk for a long time. We bask in the serenity of the moment. The only sound in the room comes from our attempts to slow our labored breathing. Marak keeps most of his weight off me but buries his head in my neck. One of my hands runs over his hair, enjoying the long softness. The other runs up and down his back in a smooth pattern.

      “Hey, Red?”

      My only response is a hum.

      “Remember that water you offered earlier? I changed my mind about that. Go grab me one.”

      The room echoes with a loud crack as my hand makes contact with his ass. Marak yelps and jumps off of me, sitting up on the couch and rubbing his sore cheek. “That fucking hurt!”

      With a smirk and a shrug, I point my thumb over my shoulder toward the kitchen. “Get your own water. You have two legs, use them.”

      Marak gives me a wicked smirk. “I’m good at using my body parts, Red. You should know that now.”

      “Oh my god, you’re impossible.” Even as I say the words, I can’t stop the giggle from bubbling out. Marak makes things too easy. Being with him could never be boring or stressful. He has a way of turning any situation into something carefree and enjoyable. The corners of my lips turn up. He’d have a field day with innuendos if he heard my thoughts.

      Marak huffs dramatically, grabs his boxers, and slips them on. "Fine, I guess I'll go venture into the kitchen for some refreshments. All alone. In a strange new house. With the potential of getting lost in the dark."

      "The hall light is on, and you can literally see the fridge from here. You're a big boy, I have faith you'll make it."

      As he passes me on his way to the kitchen, he wiggles his eyebrows up and down. "I am a big boy. Give me two minutes to hydrate, and I’ll remind you."

      It takes effort to keep the laughter in. There's no way I'll admit to him I find his dirty mind and flirtatious jokes funny. He'll never let me hear the end of it.

      While Marak rummages around in my fridge, I slip my shorts and top back on. If he has coverage, I want some, too. Unfortunate as it may be—Marak naked is a thing of beauty. Me, on the other hand, could probably use the coverage.

      My body isn’t horrible, and I’m not self-conscious. My thighs are thicker than most girls. My hips and ass are rounder than average. My boobs fill a C-cup nicely. My skin is clear and clean, but a bit too light—tanning season cannot come soon enough. Then again, tanning usually turns into freckles for me. My arms are covered in them, as is the bridge of my nose. Random freckles decorate the rest of my skin, but nothing like my arms.

      The only other mark on my body is a small tattoo I got after Grammy died. A cactus on the outside of my right ankle. It was an inside joke between us since it’s all I can manage to grow. After he thoroughly chewed me out for it, Grumpy decided to get a matching one. Hypocritical old bastard.

      "You need to go grocery shopping, Red." Marak’s yelling draws my attention.

      Leaning back on the couch, my eyes find his ass sticking in the air as he shoves his head into my fridge. If he believes food will magically appear in the back of the fridge, he's in for some real disappointment. He and the guys may keep their place stocked with food, but if I buy perishable foods, they perish. My trip to the store today ended with mainly Diet Coke and canned soup. If my dinner plans fail, baked potato soup will always be there for me.

      Turning around and plopping down again, I open my mouth to answer him. A loud pop echoes through the quiet room, followed by glass shattering. The shards rain over me and my living room floor. Marak sprints into the room and pulls me off the couch. He drops me to the floor, covering me with his body. The couch gives us some cover from the shattered window. The popping noises continue for a few seconds, then silence. My ears ring from the deafening pops. Everything happens too fast and with Marak on top of me, I couldn't cover my ears.

      It takes a few long seconds after the silence descends before Marak moves off me, pulling me down the hall in a low crawl. He takes me by the shoulders and drags me to a sitting position, then presses my back against the wall. Serious Marak is new for me. His brows draw together, his eyes hard as they scan my body. "Are you hurt?"

      The only thing I can manage is a small shake of my head. Nothing hurts, but what the hell happened? Marak doesn't wait for me to ask questions. He gently puts his hands on my cheeks and forces my eyes to meet his. "Do not move from here, Taylor. I'll be right back. Do you understand?"

      Again, I'm only able to muster a small nod. My poor mind takes entirely too long to finally catch up with the current situation. A quick scan of the area, and I find Marak on the other side of the living room already, crouching over his jeans. He holds a pistol in one hand and a cellphone to his ear in the other. His eyes search the room, focusing mainly on the large window. Well, the hole where the large window used to be. I lean around the corner to examine the rest of the room. Glass covers the entire couch and floor. Only sharp edges of shattered glass remain sticking out of the window frame.

      Marak appears next to me again with the phone to his ear. He holds his jeans and shirt in one hand but uses the other to push lightly on my shoulder, preventing me from peering around the corner anymore. "Yeah, I have her. Just hurry up." He ends the call and frowns down at me while getting dressed. "Are you okay?"

      I blink at him, unable to answer truthfully. Physically, I’m numb. My brain is having a hell of a time processing what happened. Logically, I know the popping must have been gunshots, and one of the bullets took out my window. But the reasoning behind why someone would shoot out my window takes longer to register.

      The son of a bitch coming after me did this. The moment of realization hits me hard, and my body vibrates violently. It's a toss-up whether the shaking comes from anger, fear, or both. His goal may have gone from taking me to killing me. One of those crazy, If I can't have you, no one can, type things.

      "The guys are on their way over." He kneels in front of me after he finishes dressing. "We'll wait here for them until they can clear the area."

      “Okay.” I nod. "Yeah." Even to my own ears, my voice sounds off.

      Marak must notice the uncontrollable tremors because he pulls me into his arms, holding my body tightly against his. "It's okay, Red. We won't let anything happen to you. You're safe."

      The problem with his promise is he can't keep it. He doesn't know what this bastard will do to get me, either to keep or kill me. Even I don't know what he'll do. Marak can't guarantee my safety any more than Maverick, Allistar, or Syn can.

      My spine abruptly straightens, my thoughts freezing on the guys. Marak pulls back, scanning my face. "What is it?"

      "Will they be safe? Checking the area or whatever, I mean." If any of them get hurt because of me, I'm not sure what I would do. They're important to me, even after such a short amount of time, but they're also like family to each other. If something happened to one of them, the rest would likely want to bury me because of it.

      Another notion occurs to me. What would Maverick, Allistar, and Syn think of mine and Marak’s sleepover activities? Now is not the time to consider those things, though. My focus needs to be on ensuring the guys stay safe, and no one gets hurt.

      Marak nods, while his eyes rake over the room as if searching for anything out of place. "They'll be fine, Red. We're trained for this, remember?"

      "How long do you have to go to school to be a SWAT...person?" The correct term eludes me.

      "SWAT person?" he repeats, his eyes shining with amusement. He quickly hides his laughter when I glare at him. "It's kind of complicated. All of us were in the military before we joined SWAT. We each have our different skills. Syn is trained as a medic. I'm a sharpshooter. Maverick is our lead, and Allistar is our breacher. We all have skills that make us different and valuable to the team, but the bond we have allows us to work as one."

      While I mull over Marak's answer, a loud knock comes from my back door. Like a total girl, I scream and grab onto Marak's shirt with both hands. He pulls me closer, enveloping me with his arms. "It's okay, it's the guys. You're okay, Taylor. I promise."

      Of course, it's them. Crazed psychopathic fuckwads probably don't go around knocking on doors in hopes of their target answering and letting them in for a cup of coffee and some cookies. No matter how many times I remind myself, my erratic heartbeat and shiver remain.

      The door handle jiggles a little bit, and I wonder why Marak doesn’t let me up to unlock it or open it himself. My unspoken questions get answered seconds later when the door swings wide open to reveal Allistar knelt on the other side with a long pick thing in his hand. He's the breacher; he picked the lock. It only took him a few seconds to do it, too. This might be a sign I need to invest in better locks.

      Syn rushes into the house, nearly knocking Allistar down as he stands. Allistar shoots a glare at Syn’s back but doesn’t say anything. Syn pulls me out of Marak’s arms, squeezing me tightly in his own. “Are you okay? You’re not hurt, are you?”

      With everyone safely here, my nerves calm slightly. Marak would protect me--I know he would--but I don't want him to have to. I don't want any of them to put their lives on the line for me. Wrapping my arms around Syn, I hug him back hard. He's safe. They're all safe. It's fine now.

      "I'm good," I assure him.

      He tightens his arms. "You sure? You're shaking pretty hard. You could be in shock and not feel the pain." Without waiting for my response, he pulls back, holding me by my upper arms and scanning my body from head to toe. The way he does it at first is clinical, searching for any signs of injury. The second time, his eyes stop at my legs and slow down. He pauses for a long time when he finds my small shorts, then travels farther up my body. He finally stops on my chest, probably noticing the thin material of my white tank top. Under his intense gaze, my nipples decide to give him more of a show, hardening into little pebbles. Syn inhales sharply, then clears his throat and jerks his eyes to mine. "I think you're good."

      "What the fuck happened, Marak?" Maverick's tone is hard and demanding. He wants all the details, and he wants them now.

      My breathing halts, and the hard shakes return when I realize Marak might tell them about the festivities before the craziness. "Neither of us could sleep. She was being a terrible host and refusing to get me food, so I went to the kitchen to get my own damn food. While I was looking in the completely empty fridge, there were shots fired. Approximately twelve in total. One shattered the window, and I got Taylor to a safe position before retrieving my pistol and calling you. You know the rest."

      With the end of his explanation, I allow the breath in my lungs to exit in a whoosh. I’m not sure why their opinions of my hookup with Marak matter and I’m not about to think deeper about it.

      Maverick continues to talk with Marak about the incident. Syn joins their conversation, asking if Marak is hurt in any way. I choose to tune them out. I experienced it; I don't need a reminder.

      Allistar makes his way over to me, taking his jacket off and placing it over my shoulders. "You're shaking pretty hard, Taylor. Are you cold?"

      "No, I'm fine." Even as I say the words, I pull his jacket tighter around my body and slip my arms into the sleeves. My hands don't quite make it out of the sleeves, and the bottom of the jacket hits my knees. The warmth from Allistar’s lingering body heat comforts me. As does Allistar’s scent on the jacket—like fresh rain in the spring: clean, crisp, and comforting. I bury my nose in the collar and breathe deep, relaxing further.

      The four of them together bring me a sense of security, like no one can get to me. They’re my personal security.

      Security. I had security. My gasp chokes me, my throat nearly closing. "The cop."

      "Huh?" Syn turns around at my whisper.

      Instead of responding, I spin on my heel and race through the living room to the front door. My swift action stuns them. They don’t react until I reach the door and swing it open. The guys shout after me to stop, but I ignore them and sprint through the door, across the street. The cop stationed outside my house was supposed to prevent this all from happening. He could have at least warned Marak and me about the guy or come to check on us after the shooting stopped. It’s literally his only job.

      My bare feet skid to a stop on the hard pavement as I reach my destination. A strangled cry claws its way up my throat when I peer inside the car. The cop, the one who always liked to play on his phone, sits motionless in his seat. Dark red liquid streams down his temple and drips onto his shoulder. A white paper stained with spots of blood sticks to his chest.

      I warned you. I will not stop until you are mine.

      He's dead. I didn't even know his name. He was always the cop with the phone addiction. Now, he's dead, and it's my fault. He could have a family, friends, kids, and a wife at home. All of them will be notified he was shot and killed while on the job. The job to protect me.

      Someone wraps their arms around my waist, pulling me away from the car. I kick my legs backward, fighting against the person holding me, terrified it’s McCreepearson. I’ll be damned if I let him take me.

      “Taylor, it’s me. It’s just me,” Allistar whispers in my ear, holding me tighter. My entire body sags in his arms, and I allow the tears to fall. Allistar spins me around and pulls my head against his chest. My eyes close, my mind unable to take in any more of the scene around me.

      Marak whispers close to me, "They didn’t want you to see this. Let's get you out of here, Red. We're taking you to our place now. We can grab a few things for now, but we'll come back for the rest later."

      I readily agree with a nod against Allistar's chest. He picks me up and carries me back to my apartment.

      "I'll grab her some stuff, just keep an eye on her." Syn's voice is low, but I hear him. There's no strength left in me to argue about him going through my crap. While wrapped up in Allistar's jacket, being held in his arms, I allow my mind to drift and my body to relax further, pushing everything from my mind. Fatigue overwhelms me, and I allow myself to rest for a few minutes while we wait for Syn to get my stuff.
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      When I wake the next day, my head throbs, and my eyes burn. Crying never leaves me in a good state, and this time is no different. The details from last night still sit fresh in my mind, but all I want right now is a drink of water and some pain reliever for my headache.

      When my eyes open, the first thing I see is a set of long gray curtains covering a window. The bright daylight barely peeks through the curtains. I make a note to thank whoever closed them to allow me to sleep without being blinded.

      It takes a lot of willpower to drag myself out of the soft, warm bed, but I manage. The room I ended up in is rather plain and neutral. A lot of grays and whites and minimal décor. The furniture is all black wood, including the queen-sized bed frame. A duffle bag I recognize from the back of my closet rests in the corner of the room. After a quick inspection of the contents, I find everything I need for the next few days. Syn managed to pack well. I didn't get the chance to help him or tell him what to add to the bag. My quick rest on Allistar turned into a deep sleep. Deep enough that I don't remember the ride to their place or being placed in this room.

      It would be rude to wait on finding and thanking them, but my tense muscles scream for a hot shower. Two closed doors are on the far-right wall of the room and one on the wall to the left. Praying one is a bathroom, I swing the first open to a walk-in closet with pillows and blankets stacked high on the shelves. Upon opening door number two, I find a full bathroom and do a little happy dance. The debate over showering now or later ends when the beautiful rainfall showerhead catches my eye. The hot water eases my tension and washes away the remainder of sleepiness. On a normal day, my shower would easily go on forever; however, my curiosity drives me today. Instead of lingering, I speed through and dress quickly in a pair of leggings and an oversized sweater.

      Syn got lucky packing my bag. I have crazy organizational issues. All my outfits match up and hang on the same hanger. It’s clear he simply took a handful out, removed them from the hangers, and folded them together into my bag. A blush stains my cheeks when I find nearly all of my panties and bras packed. My collection is modest. I only buy what I need, a normal amount. Evelyn collects the damn things and should probably take stock in Victoria Secret. She loves to drag Michelle and me on her obsessive trips to the lingerie store. She insists we need ten times what we already have, but the two of us remain firm. You only need so many freaking bras, and I hate wearing them anyway.

      After a quick brush of my teeth and my wet hair, I call it good and toss my stuff back into my bag. The dirty clothes, I set to the side. Odds are good they own a washer I can borrow when I need it.

      I open the third door in the room quietly, then step out into the hallway. To my right, the hallway goes farther down and turns a corner. All the doors are closed, the lights off. Sunlight filters through a window somewhere around the corner, but it clearly isn’t the way downstairs.

      Turning left, I make my way to the wide landing and scan the house. It shocks the hell out of me to find the place neat and clean. From the upstairs landing, I spot a large living area with a decent-sized flat screen television on one wall, a brown leather sofa on the other, and two matching recliners on either side. The front entry resides on the right side of the living room, a large step up separating it from the other rooms. I instantly fall in love with the light hardwood floors throughout the house.

      The staircase curves down and to the left. I follow it to find the rest of the house. There’s chatter coming across the first floor, guiding me to where I need to go. The moment my foot hits the last step, someone says my name, and I freeze. Most people would be ambivalent about eavesdropping on a conversation they’re not invited into. Not me. If someone’s talking about something interesting to me, I’ll listen shamelessly—especially if I’m the subject of said conversation.

      “We can’t let her be alone.” Marak’s low voice floats around the corner. Flashes of the night before and the things he said to me have my thighs squeezing together. Hopefully, he hasn’t told the others what happened between us. I’m not ashamed, and I don’t regret it. But it’s not exactly a subject I’d like spread around. “She needs someone with her at all times. She needs our protection. It’s the whole reason she’s here.”

      “We understand that, man.” Syn sighs loudly. “It’s not going to be an easy thing to get her to agree to, though. At least, I don’t think it will be. She’s independent and feisty. She’s going to want her freedom and having the four of us constantly up her ass is going to piss her off.”

      “She doesn’t have much of a choice,” Maverick speaks up, his tone full of authority and finality. Part of me wants to go over and kick him right in the balls, but at the same time, the possessiveness in his voice turns me on. Something is seriously wrong with me. Not twenty-four hours ago, Marak was inside of me, and now, I’m turned on by Maverick’s stupid voice. Evelyn’s slutty ways might be rubbing off on me. She’d be thrilled by the news.

      More frustrated with myself than the guys, I round the corner with hard stomps. “You should probably include a person when you’re making plans for them.” I point to Maverick. “And you’re so wrong. I have plenty of choices, like shooting your dick with my pellet gun for one.”

      They all visibly cringe at my suggestion. Allistar takes the few steps needed to close the distance between us and rests his strong hands with surprising gentleness on my biceps. He’s done the same move before, and I melt every single damned time. “It isn’t that we want to take away your freedom, Taylor. You have to know that.”

      Allistar’s broad shoulders block my view of the other three, my focus only able to stay on him. He already smells like fresh soap and yumminess, and his dark blond hair is slicked back. Whatever soap Allistar uses, I want to rub it on my pillow at night. If meditation had a scent, it would be Allistar. His presence couldn’t be enough to make me melt into a happy little puddle at his feet. Nope, he has to go and make things more difficult.  With his hands on me and his head ducked down to my level, I relent.

      My shoulders lose their tension, and I deflate under Allistar’s bright green eyes, pleading for me to understand. “I get it. But I can’t just let you four dictate what I do and not do with my time.”

      “Then, let’s try to make up some kind of compromise. Are you okay with that?” If he keeps gazing at me like my answers hold the key to his happiness, then I’ll agree to nearly anything for him.

      My nod brings light to his eyes, and I know I’m in trouble with Allistar. Hell, if I’m honest with myself, I’m in trouble with all four of these assholes. “Okay, but I need some caffeine if I’m going to talk about serious crap so early in the dang morning.”

      Syn snorts, and I lean around Allistar to glare at him. He smirks. “It’s noon, Taylor.”

      “Holy shit.” My eyes pop wide. “Why didn’t you guys wake me up?”

      “Because your snoring was just so cute.” Syn snickers, earning him a smack upside the head from Maverick. “Ow, why!”

      “Don’t be an ass,” Maverick growls as Syn rubs the back of his head.

      Strolling over to the bar of the kitchen, I slide onto one of the stools then drop my chin into my hands. “Yeah, Syn. Don’t be such an ass.” His gaze shoots to me, and his jaw drops. The side of my mouth quirks up. “That’s Maverick’s job.”

      Maverick's expression morphs from satisfaction at being obeyed to utter shock. Syn and Marak burst into laughter. Even Allistar chuckles a bit. Maverick simply stares at me, his gaze curious rather than pissed or annoyed as I expected.

      With his intense eyes on me, my tummy flutters, and I decide I need a diversion. "So, where can a girl get a decent soda around here?"

      Marak sobers up, his laughter stopping immediately. "Well, we don't exactly have soda right now." By the worry in his eyes, he knows I don't like his revelation. He quickly attempts to ease the sting. "We have coffee, though."

      I groan my displeasure and drop my forehead to the countertop. "Why do you guys hate me so much?"

      Someone steps up behind me, and a hand rubs small circles on my back. Immediately I know it's Allistar. Only he could make me want to fall asleep with a simple back rub. "We planned to get you some things at the store this morning before you came to stay. We didn't exactly have the time, though."

      "We were talking about that earlier, actually," Marak adds. "Maybe we can make a trip to the store later, get you what you want."

      My head lifts, and my eyes seek out his. "You guys are not buying my groceries. But what do you mean we? Like me and you, or all five of us."

      He scratches at his scruffy chin, searching for help from his friends and finding none. "Well, we don't want you alone at all, Red."

      "You can't be serious. All four of you want me to follow you around like a puppy? Can you say overkill?"

      Maverick sighs heavily. "Taylor, you can't just go around alone. It defeats the purpose of us protecting you."

      My instinct is to fight him on it, but I stop myself. Logically, I know he's right, and it would be safer if I stuck with them. Yet every bone in my body screams at me to defy him. If Marak, Syn, or Allistar said the same thing to me, I'd simply agree and go on with my day. Yet, I find myself aiming to irk Maverick. Rather than listen to my logical side, I find myself narrowing my gaze on him. "You're not the boss of me, Maverick. If I want to go somewhere alone, I will."

      Something in his eyes leads me to believe he's pleased with my response though I can't understand why. Shouldn't he argue with me; try to convince me to listen to him? Instead, his gaze nearly catches me on fire with the heat and intensity.

      "Let's try that compromise thing, shall we?" Allistar interrupts the silent standoff between me and his friend. "What if one or two of us are with you at all times. At the very least, one of us. Then, you don't have to stay locked up in the house, and we still know you're protected."

      Biting the corner of my bottom lip, I pretend to consider his offer. Really, I already resigned myself to a full-time babysitter. They won't get me to agree with such ease, though. After a few beats, I finally nod. "Okay, I can agree to that. There is one thing I refuse to budge on, though."

      "Uh oh," Syn mutters, watching me wide-eyed as he waits for me to continue.

      Why do I want to laugh every time the man opens his damned mouth? Even when he doesn't say a word, he makes me want to laugh about everything. Syn has magical powers allowing him to find humor in every situation. It takes real effort to refrain from laughing or smiling like a looney tune every time I look at him.

      Choosing to ignore him, I continue, "I'm going back to work starting tomorrow. If I sit inside doing nothing for another day, I might snap."

      "What happens if you snap?" Marak asks the question with genuine curiosity. He's such a dork.

      I simply grin at him. "You don't want to know, Marak. Trust me."

      "I'll come to work with you tomorrow, then." Maverick doesn't leave room for argument, and for once, I don't poke the bear. Though, I wish the bear would poke me. The sexual innuendos popping up in my mind for each of the guys shows how deeply disturbed I am. "Allistar and Syn will head to the store with you when you're ready. I've got work to do, and Marak needs to catch up on sleep."

      A quick look at Marak and I notice dark circles under his eyes. It makes me wonder if he slept at all. A pang of guilt hits me in the chest. He's exhausted, and it's my fault. Like the cop’s death is my fault. My mood darkens at the reminder of what I’m responsible for.

      The conversation comes to an end when Maverick heads to an office on the other side of the house, and Marak drags himself up the stairs to sleep. Syn and Allistar suggest going to the store sooner rather than later, and I agree.

      The trip is quick and painless. Syn throws a few extra items into the cart while Allistar sticks to a previously written list. The differences between the two of them are vast. Where Syn is happy and goofy, Allistar is serious and reserved. Syn’s protectiveness surprises me. He doesn't let anyone stand between me and them. If someone walks close to me, he places himself directly up against me. Occasionally, he wraps a hand around my waist and pulls me to his side.

      It worries me at first, wondering if Allistar notices, but he doesn't appear bothered. He remains alert to the people milling about the store but allows Syn to do all the protecting.

      When it comes time to pay, I pull out my debit card, but Syn distracts me. When I turn back to swipe my card, Allistar’s already used his own. Syn got a good smack on the arm for his part, but he only laughs and shrugs. The rest of the day consists of relaxation and light conversation.

      Before going to sleep, I give the girls and Grumpy a call. Michelle fusses over me, requiring several promises of my safety. She makes me swear a few hundred times I’ll call if I need anything. She worries too much, and I make sure she knows it. Her focus needs to be on the baby, not me. Evelyn calls me a lucky bitch when I mention staying with the guys. She tells me to sow my wild oats, saying it like Grumpy would. The girl is such a smart ass, but I love her. Both girls agree to stay out of town until they get the all clear from me. Luckily, they planned to be away for a while longer anyway, so it doesn't mess with any plans as of right now. I leave out the events of the night before. They would run home in a heartbeat if I told them about it. Both the shooting and the sex with Marak.

      The tears start as soon as Grumpy answers the video call. "What’n tha hell’d ‘em boys do ‘is time, Tayter-Tot?"

      His greeting makes me laugh through the tears. "Nothing, Grumpy. I just miss you already."

      "Course ya do, I'm a damned peach." He puffs out a deep breath. "I miss ya, too, Tayter-Tot. Ain’t no better ways ta keep ya safe, though. Ya know that, Tayter-Tot"

      "I know, it doesn't suck any less though. My whole family is spread out around the country, and it's my fault." Tears threaten to spill again, but Grumpy stops them.

      "Knock ‘at blamin' bullshit off, right damned now. I'm fixin' ta come back ‘n tan yer hide fer thinkin' any a this shit’s yer fault."

      His familiar growling brings out my smile. He might intimidate other people with his grouchiness, but for me, it's like being wrapped in a warm blanket. "Anyway, I just wanted to be sure you were settled and there safely."

      He huffs. "Yer uncle Howard scooped me up’n some fancy pants sports car. Damned thing don't come more’n a inch off the damned ground. Think he's goin' through a midlife crisis ’r somethin’. If common sense was lard, that man wouldn't even be able ta grease a pan. Damn near broke my hip tryin' to get into the fuckin' death trap."

      "I think you're just used to your truck being twenty feet off the freaking ground." It takes a lot of effort for me to get into his truck when I need to. For a long time, we left a folding stool in the back for me to use, but when I knew I wouldn't grow any taller, I refused to embarrass myself with a step stool.

      "Ain't tha point. He oughta get a normal car like e’ery other forty somethin’ man in the damned world. He don't need that stupid thing." Grumpy pauses, and I know what he's going to say before he even says it. "We're gonna get ya a reliable car when I git home, by the way. I've already been lookin' fer ones ‘at ain't a hundred years old."

      "I like my ladybug. She's been through a lot with me." It's a losing battle. There's not a chance in hell he's going to let me keep my bug, and it isn't something I'm willing to fight him on. After what happened last time I drove her, she needs to retire.

      "Don't give a lick. Yer gettin' somethin' safer. Preferably somethin' that runs." Sarcasm drips from his words. He loves taking digs at my ladybug.

      I simply roll my eyes. "Whatever, we can talk about that when you get back. Right now, I can't go anywhere without one of the guys babysitting me, so I don't think I'll have to worry about driving for a bit."

      "They best be takin' care a ya. I told ‘at smurf boy if even a hair on yer stubborn head’s touched, I'd castrate ‘im ‘n ‘is friends. I worked a farm all ma life, I know how ta get it done quick, fast, 'n' in a hurry."

      After my laughter subsides, we say our good nights, and he promises to call me soon. He'd text, but they always end with spelling errors. Some of them take serious effort to decode what he means to say, like a terrible game.
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      Somehow, I need to reward Syn for his diligence. He packed all of my makeup, hair stuff, and two work outfits for me. He promised to stop by my apartment before coming back to the house today to grab a bunch of my other clothes. He even brought a giant suitcase in his car with him when he, Allistar, and Marak left for work. The four of them normally carpool to work, apparently, but since Maverick will be coming to work with me, the suitcase took his seat.

      A quick call to my boss eased any worry of Maverick’s insistence to follow me around work. He was happy to do anything needed to keep me safe and even happier with the knowledge I’ll be back to work. My eagerness to get back to work and do something must show when I skip down the stairs the following morning.

      Maverick watches me, grins, and shakes his head.

      "What?" I frown.

      He takes the last drink of his coffee, sets the mug in the sink, then turns around to face me as I slip onto the same barstool as the morning before. He shakes his head again. "You look nice."

      I survey my silky white blouse tucked into my black slacks. A navy blazer and matching navy heels add a small bit of color. My silver drop earrings and matching necklace generally complete this outfit, but Syn didn't pack them. "Thank you. You look pretty good yourself."

      Maverick decided on black jeans and a dark gray V-neck shirt. His wavy dark hair is pulled back in the standard half ponytail he always wears. It makes me wonder what he’d look like with his hair totally down. His black hoodie is zipped up to his chest. "Cold?"

      He smirks and shakes his head. "No, but it hides the gun." He opens the hoodie slightly, showing me the pistol holstered to his hip. "People get nervous when they see a guy walking around with a gun strapped to his side.”

      "I can't imagine why," I mutter sardonically.

      He simply shrugs. "You ready to head out? Or do you want to eat first?"

      "I eat at work. The food there is actually decent." Though, I do grab a soda from the fridge on my way out of the kitchen.

      He nods and heads for the door, only pausing to grab a black tactical backpack on his way. The drive to work is quiet except for me giving him directions. He parks in the employee only lot and follows me into the building. It takes a good thirty minutes to get to my office because everyone stops us. They ask where I've been or if I'm doing okay. To the ones who don't already know by word of mouth what happened, I simply say some things came up. The rest, I brush off as best I can in a polite manner. It's not exactly something I want to stop and chat about to people I rarely speak to. Sure, we see each other daily and talk professionally when needed, but the way they act like they genuinely care about me simply to get the dirt annoys me. Spreading stories and feeding into drama isn’t something I appreciate.

      Finally reaching my office, I rush in and close the door as soon as Maverick slips in behind me. He raises a brow at my behavior but doesn’t comment, and I don’t elaborate.

      Too late, I realize he has nothing to do all day, and a pang of guilt hits me. "If you want, I can try to find a computer or something for you to play on? I don't have a television or anything fun in my office. Though the break room has one if you want to go chill in there."

      Maverick chuckles. He isn't a smiley kind of guy, so his deep chuckle does funny things to my body. "I planned ahead." He sets his backpack down on the comfy chair in the corner of the office and pulls out his laptop. "There's plenty of paperwork I can do from here while you work."

      "Oh," I mutter, suddenly feeling awkward. "Okay, cool."

      Maverick studies me with his brows drawn together for a few seconds. He sets his laptop down on top of his bag and strides around the desk to stand in front of me. I crane my neck to see him since the top of my head only reaches his shoulder.

      "You're nervous." It isn't a question, but I nod anyway. "What's wrong?"

      At first, I shrug, ready to stir the pot a little bit and make light of my mood. But something in Maverick's eyes stops me. He genuinely wants to fix whatever is bothering me. I cave, not able to tease him when he’s being sweet, and take a deep breath. "It's a lot of things, I guess. People asking me if I'm okay, like they care, when I know they don't. You're stuck here all day while I work, and I feel guilty over that. You could be off doing more important crap, or getting paid to be at work, but instead, you're here because of me. Plus, I don't know what to say when people start asking me why I'm being followed around all day, every day, for who knows how long."

      "Hey," Maverick grabs my chin gently between his thumb and forefinger, "take a deep breath for me."

      I do as he asks, again fighting the urge to defy him. He's helping me; I'm not going to be a brat and ruin it. His expression softens when I exhale slowly. "Fuck the people asking if you're okay, you handled it the same way I would have. They don't need to know anything about your life. They also don't need to know why I'm here, or the other guys when they come with you. If they ask, just say you’re helping us with a project for work. Leave it at that."

      His idea is a good one, and I file it away for later, knowing I'll need it with all the nosey people in the building. "As far as feeling guilty over me having to be here, don't." His tone hardens with the last word, though his features remain soft. "If I didn't want to be here, I wouldn't be. I could easily have asked one of the others to come with you. I wanted to come, Taylor. We all want to keep you safe, as much as you fight it. Plus, I am getting work done. I'm just doing it from here. The others will probably do the same thing when they come with you."

      "If," I correct.

      He frowns. "Huh?"

      "You said when they come to work with me. It's only if they do. If you guys catch McCreepearson, you won't have a reason to follow me around anymore." Even to my own ears, there's a hint of disappointment in my voice.

      It isn't like I want to be stalked, but will the guys want to hang around me when this is all over? Will I ever see them again?

      Maverick doesn't answer. Instead, his eyes flicker to my lips. I dart my tongue out, licking the sudden dryness of my lips away. Something changes in the way Maverick holds my chin. He tightens his fingers, though his grip remains gentle. He uses the firmer hold to angle my head the way he wants and lowers his lips to mine.

      Immediately I open for him, allowing his tongue access to explore mine. Maverick inhales sharply and wraps his free hand around my waist to pull my body against his. I gasp at the unexpected move, partly from shock and partly from pleasure in the feel of his hard body against mine. His fingers on my chin slide down my neck, around to my back, and finally down to hold tightly onto my ass. I moan and lean into him.

      As I reach up to pull the tie from his hair so I can run my fingers through it, someone knocks on my office door. Whoever it is may as well have thrown me into an ice-cold pool. I jump away from Maverick and place my fingers to my lips as if it’ll remove any evidence of the kiss.

      "Come in." My voice shakes almost as hard as my body. Maverick doesn't take his eyes off me, but he does back away and stands to the side as the person enters the room.

      My boss walks in with a wide smile, completely oblivious to the tension in the room. "Taylor, it's great to have you back." He rounds the desk and gives me a friendly hug.

      Maverick tenses, but I simply roll my eyes. The man is like an uncle to me, and Maverick doesn't need to worry about my safety with Robert. He's a big bear, always happy and laughing big belly laughs at his own jokes.

      "I'm glad to be back, Robert," I admit, and it's true. Work makes me happy. I love my job.

      He pats my shoulder. "Good, good. You do have a lot of stuff to go through, but I just came by to say hello and tell you to please take your time with the work. Don't get stressed out, and if you need any help, send some of it over to Wyatt. He said he'd gladly help you out if needed."

      "He's a good guy." I nod and make a mental note to thank Wyatt next time I see him. He's a quiet guy. He doesn’t generally socialize with anyone here, but he always jumps at the chance to lend a hand where needed.

      "That he is, sweetie." He pats my shoulder once more, then heads for the door. He pauses and sends a small nod to Maverick. “Thank you for keeping her safe. She’s a great gal, and we’d hate for anything to happen to her.”

      Maverick doesn’t say a word. He simply nods once sharply.

      “Welcome back, and don't hesitate to call if you need anything, Ms. Taylor." Robert leaves and closes the door behind him, either ignoring or unaware of Maverick’s unease.

      Maverick watches the door for a long time after it closes. I ignore his odd behavior and get to work. I sit down at my desk and boot up my computer. Maverick startles me when he spins on his heel and strides quickly to his computer. After he plugs it in, he sits in the big comfy chair without a word.

      He doesn't bring up the kiss or act as if it ever happened, so I don't either.

      Marak has done the same thing with our activities of the other night. Nothing appears different between us, and I'm not about to bring up what happened and make it awkward. It wasn't as though I planned to kiss Maverick or sleep with Marak. It just happened without any real consideration for my actions. I don't regret any of it, but I don't know what I'll do if it causes problems between them.

      Before my hookup with Marak, I'd decided to live a little and let the chips fall where they may with whoever I found interest in and who found interest in me. The problem now is I've found interest in all of them. I keep arguing with myself over whether to tell them I’ve changed my mind about staying with them. At some point, someone will figure out what I've done and call me on it.

      "You need to eat." Maverick's voice causes me to jump. I was too engrossed in my work and mulling over my predicament I almost forgot he was in the room with me.

      I glance at the time and notice it's already noon. "Crap, yeah, you're right. Okay, let me finish this report, and we can run down to the cafeteria. I forgot to stop for breakfast when we came in."

      He simply nods, then turns back to his computer. He's stoic since the kiss, and I can't figure out what to do about it. If I bring it up and he doesn't want to talk about it, then he could blow up or make things difficult. If I leave it be but he wants to talk about it, then he'll stay pissed. And they say women are complicated.

      Finally, I make the decision that it's safer to ignore his mood. He’s an adult; he can come to me if he needs to talk. With my mind made up, I lock my computer and stand up. "Ready?"

      He nods, closes his laptop, then stands to follow me out of the office, down to the cafeteria. His eyes widen at the selection of food. It's a pretty kick-ass cafeteria for a simple office. "I'm going to grab a sandwich, I think. What about you?"

      He scans the options for a full minute before finally gesturing over to the burgers. "I'll get a burger, but let's get yours first."

      I snicker. "Hey, bossy man, I don't think twenty feet in a crowded room is going to be a huge issue. Grab your lunch, I'll grab mine."

      His eyes flash when I call him bossy but doesn't comment. I can't tell if he's unhappy with it or liked it. Yet another question to add to the never-ending list. Maybe I should carry around a notepad and write down my queries.

      He finally relents. "Okay, I'll be watching, though."

      His comment is more literal than I first thought. The line for sandwiches isn't more than ten feet from the burger line, yet Maverick keeps his eyes on me the entire time. It almost worries me the way he hardly blinks. His arms cross over his chest, muscles bunched tight. His gaze is narrow and alert. He stands with his feet shoulder-width apart, statue-like, except when he needs to move up in line. Even then, he only takes a few steps forward, then resumes the same stance.

      It would be a lie if I said his hard attitude didn't turn me on. At the same time, I wish he would relax a little bit. His agitation isn't only from the kiss and uncomfortable silent aftermath in my office. He had pent-up tension when I met him. It only appears to increase by the day, probably because of me.

      When it's his time to order, he finally turns away from me, but my eyes stay locked on him, or more specifically, his firm ass. Even from the back, Maverick’s body language says, "fuck off". His hoodie does nothing to hide the bunched muscles of his shoulders.

      Maverick always has a bit of tightness to him. He's the lead of his team. It comes with a little bit more stress than the others, but something about him makes me wonder if there's more to it. It's almost like he makes himself responsible for everyone else and their safety. If something bad happens to any of his friends, he takes full responsibility for it. It would be interesting to witness him let loose and have some fun for a while. I wonder if I could find out what his outlet is, and we could do it together. Grumpy likes to shoot at the range when he needs to let out some aggression, maybe Maverick is the same way.

      "Hey, Taylor." A hand lands on my shoulder and startles a squeak out of me. I spin on my heel, my hand over my heart. "Jesus H. Christ, Tim. Warn a girl before you scare the hell out of her."

      Tim's cheeks redden, and his hand moves to the back of his neck as if to rub away the obvious nerves. "I called your name a few times. I guess you didn't hear me."

      "Oh." Well, now I feel like an idiot. Maverick stole my full attention, even when he's all the way across the room. innocently ordering lunch. "Sorry, I was a little distracted."

      "It's fine," Tim says lightly. "I know you said in our text messages that you’re fine after everything that happened... I just wanted to say hey and if you need anything, I’m here. Do you think you’re still up for drinks this Friday?"

      Even before he speaks, I know Maverick stepped up behind me. Partly by the way poor Tim's eyes pop wide as saucers, but also because my nerves come alive. It's like my body senses when he’s near.

      "No." The deep voice reverberates from behind me and damn if it doesn't send a lovely shiver through my me.

      My body may want to throw itself on top of Maverick, preferably with fewer clothes on, but my senses somehow remain intact. I turn slowly, my gaze locks with his chest and slowly travels upward to his hardened hazel eyes.

      "Maverick." When his eyes meet mine, I pause. They soften, not enough for anyone around us to notice, but I notice. My every intention was to yell at him for being a dumbass brute, but something stops me. The only thing I manage to say is his name, then I lock up. He doesn't want me going out because it's probably not the safest activity for me. He isn't intentionally being rude though he could use some classes on manners.

      "Oh, hell." I groan, then drop my head back and let out a dramatic sigh. "Okay, so this is a friend of mine, Maverick." I step to the side and motion to Maverick while my attention goes to Tim, then switch off. "Maverick, this is Tim. We had a date set up a few weeks ago and . . . well, stuff happened. Anyway, we rescheduled for Friday."

      "Hey, good to meet you." Tim's tone and standoffish body language make it clear he's anything but happy to meet Maverick and vice versa. Maverick doesn't reply to Tim; instead, he grunts some weird half-assed acknowledgment.

      It isn't funny. The whole situation is weird and makes me uncomfortable. Yet all I can do is bite my lip to hold in the giggles desperately clawing their way up. Maybe I'm certifiable, and they need to lock me up. Maverick's eyes dart to me when a small hiccup escapes in my effort to hold back. He scans my face for a moment, a frown on his. He figures out my issue quickly, and his lips twitch. It nearly breaks me, but I refuse and suck in a steady breath instead.

      "Tim, I'm really sorry. I have to cancel on you. It's just not the best time with everything going on in my life." He frowns, and I feel like a total shit. To anyone else, it may appear like I'm stringing him along, and it's the last thing I want to do. "You know about what happened before, but everything became even more complex than it was. So, I really have no idea when I'll have free time. This sounds like a total cop-out, but I promise it isn't. It's just really complicated."

      Tim simply nods but gives no indications as to what he may think. "It's fine. Hopefully another time, then."

      "Definitely another time," I say and instantly regret it.

      Who the hell knows when I'll be able to make good on my word.

      "Next."

      The lady taking orders for my line calls out to me a little too loudly, and I use the excuse to slip away from Tim and Maverick without another word. It's not the nicest thing to do, but I had nothing more to say to either of them. All I want is my damn sandwich.

      On our way back to my office, Maverick and I tightly hold our brown paper bags with our lunches inside. My treasured bottle of Diet Coke, and another for later, joined my sandwich in the bag. Maverick opted for hot coffee in one of the to-go cups the cafeteria offers.

      "I'll scoot my computer to the side of my desk, so we can both eat there," I say as I open my office and let him in behind me before closing the door. I turn around to head to my desk and almost run into Maverick's back.

      "Whoa." My free hand goes up on instinct to rest between his shoulder blades. The muscle under my hand is tight and strained. Maverick's entire body is stone still, and for a horrible minute, I wonder if someone else is in the office with us.

      Finally, he spins around and pins me with a glare. "Do you have a boyfriend?"

      I sputter, my eyes wide, and my brain short-circuiting for a second. "What the hell? No, I don't have a damn boyfriend. I told you this already, and if I did, do you think I'd be talking to Tim about going on a goddamn date with him or better yet, kissing you an hour ago? Do you really think I'm the kind of girl to screw around while in a committed relationship? Jesus, Maverick, what is wrong with you?"

      "Who would send you those, then?" He steps out of the way and points a hard finger at a large bouquet of flowers in the center of my desk. A card sticks out from the center of the bouquet and the words FOR MY LOVE written on the front.

      My stomach twists and drops to my feet. Something doesn’t seem right. With slow measured steps, I make my way to the desk and pluck the card from its plastic stick holder. Flipping it open, I read the note inside, and the air leaves my body in a rush. My hands shake too hard for me to keep hold of the card, and it floats to the floor.

      Maverick is beside me in seconds, his hands on my shoulders as he shakes me to grab my attention. “Taylor? Talk to me, what’s wrong?”

      All I can do is stare at him and shake my head. Words won’t form on my tongue. Every bone in my body screams at me to run and run fast. To find a place to hide where no one will ever find me. The problem with that is it puts my family in more danger, which is unacceptable.

      Maverick must realize he won’t get anything from me right now. He lets my shoulders go and takes a knee in front of me. He picks up the note I dropped and reads it quickly. “Son of a bitch.”

      He jumps to his feet, drops the note on the desk, then pulls his phone from his back pocket. He dials a number, puts the phone to his ear, and wraps his free arm around me, pulling me flush to his chest. My body vibrates against his as the shaking continues to get worse.

      I hear the distinct click of someone answering on the other end of Maverick’s phone and a muffled voice. Maverick’s reply is short and clipped. “We need the three of you at Taylor’s work, now.” He hangs up the phone and stuffs it back into his pocket, then wraps me tight in both arms. He rests one hand on the small of my back and the other on the back of my head, securing me to him. “I’ve got you, sweet girl. I’ve got you.”

      He rests his lips against the top of my head, breathing me in as he holds me while we wait for the guys to show up.

      When Marak, Allistar, and Syn rush into my office about twenty minutes later, they find me and Maverick in the same position. Before anyone can say a word, Allistar pulls me from Maverick’s arms and holds me tightly. He runs his hands up and down my back, almost like he’s convincing himself I’m not physically hurt. “Are you okay, Taylor?”

      My only answer is a shake of my head against his chest. Nothing about this is okay, and I’m not going to lie and say it is.

      Allistar tightens his arms around me in one more hug before he turns me to face the others. He keeps one arm around my waist with my back to his front as if it’s totally normal to touch and hold me in front of the whole damn world. “What happened, Maverick?”

      Maverick points to the flowers and the note on the desk. “Someone sent these to Taylor, the note was already touched by me and her so don’t pick it up. I set it face up for you three to see, though. We need to bag it and send it to the lab. Maybe the fucker slipped up, and we can get some prints.”

      Syn and Marak lean over the desk to peer down at the note. The moment they finish reading the note is obvious. Both tense up, and Marak hangs his head and sucks in a few deep breaths while Syn lets out a string of curses under his breath.

      Curiosity gets the better of Allistar and he finally releases his hold on me to check the note out for himself. “Christ. This guy is twisted. We’ve dealt with sick bastards before, but this guy makes the top ten.”

      I know why they’re all upset. The note itself doesn’t contain only words. The picture attached to the note is horrible. It’s me next to the cop car on the night my window was shot out. In the picture, my eyes gaze down at the police officer in horror. The person who took the picture was obviously incredibly close to get such a detailed photograph. It’s easy to make out the cop in the picture as well, something I never wanted to see again.

      The words of the note ring through my mind on an endless loop.

      You did this to him. His children have no father, his wife has no husband, and it is all your fault, Taylor. How many others will you kill? All you must do is come to me, where you belong.

      A muted sob escapes, and in an instant, Marak is in front of me. His hands cup my cheeks. “He’s wrong, Taylor. Don’t let this get to you, don’t let him have that power over you.” His thumb swipes away a traitorous tear. “None of this is your fault, and no one blames you for what happened.”

      “One thing is clear, though,” Syn says, his brows drawn together. “This guy is willing to kill to get Taylor. We knew he could be violent, but now, we can officially add murder to his list of crimes. He all but admitted it.”

      Allistar nods in agreement. “Maybe we should teach Taylor some self-defense.” He looks over to me. “Do you know how to fight at all?”

      With a sniffle and a deep breath, I regain some of my composure. “Only what you guys have experienced.”

      The four of them cringe in unison, probably recalling our initial meetings and the balls that got hurt in the process. It’s the easiest defense when a guy is after you. They’re not expecting it most of the time, and they always cry like little babies. Girls get kicked in the cooter or punched in the tit, and we don’t scream like someone set us on fire. Whoever said men were stronger was a damn liar and probably a man.

      “Okay, yeah.” Syn coughs, his face still scrunched in memory of the pain. “We need to teach you how to actually defend yourself, not just taking a shot at the plums.”

      “Plums?” I scoff and glance down at his crotch. “You mean grapes?”

      While the others laugh, Syn shoots me a look that promises retribution.

      Allistar shakes his head, then brings us back to the topic. “I’ll teach you some techniques for fighting, Taylor. We can start tonight.”

      “Why only you?” I ask.

      “Well, Maverick is too demanding and hardcore, Syn doesn’t have the patience, and Marak would be afraid of hurting you. None of them would do you any good trying to teach you anything like that. They’d just frustrate themselves and you. So that leaves me.” He pauses and quirks one eyebrow. “Unless you don’t want to work with me.”

      “I don’t mind.” My tone says it doesn’t matter to me, but my mind screams pretty please, yes, and can you be shirtless in the process.

      I am so far beyond messed up in the head. Already, I’ve straddled a mostly naked Syn, and if I’m being honest with myself, the amount of clothing between us was a bummer. I slept with Marak, and it was the most amazing experience ever. Then I kissed Maverick a few hours ago, and I never wanted to stop. Now the picture of Allistar all hot and sweaty from a workout won’t leave my mind. All of this while I’m being stalked by McCreepearson. I should wear a sign that reads, Sex-addicted, dirty-minded freak.

      “Let’s get this shit to the lab and get out of here. We need to go over the surveillance videos in the building, see if we can find who put the flowers and the note here. Marak, get access to the videos. Syn, stop by the lab and drop this off. Allistar, get Taylor home. That’s the best place for her until we can verify if this guy is still in the building. I’ll ask around and see if anyone saw the person who made the delivery.” Maverick falls back into his leader role, and everyone jumps to work without question, even me. It makes me want to be a part of their group, not simply a job. These four men make my life one big, complicated, sexy pile of crazy, and I have no idea what to do about it.
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      By some miracle, I manage to survive ten entire days with the guys. The day after the note showed up with flowers in my office, Maverick and I had a fight over me going back to work. It didn’t last long, and I won. Work will keep me somewhat sane while my every other thought becomes consumed with them. Maverick never stood a chance in convincing me to stay home. He came with me again, this time he went through the lunch line with me and checked my office before he allowed me to enter. He can be such a caveman—a sexy, infuriating caveman. I’m one sexy growl away from jumping on him the way I jumped on Marak in my apartment.

      Marak never mentioned our night to me, and I assume he hasn’t said anything to the other guys. If he did, they don’t let on. They probably don’t give a damn what happened between Marak and me. The idea of them not caring hurts, though I refuse to dig deep enough into the reason why. There’s also the idea of Marak not telling them or saying anything because it isn’t a big deal to him. It would make more sense if he didn’t constantly want me near him. He gives the impression he genuinely likes being around me. We have fun together, and he still acts like his perverted and goofy self.

      One thing has changed with him though. He’s far more protective since the note was found in my office. When we go to the store or out for any reason, he glues himself to my side. It’s like the way Syn was the first time I went to the grocery store with him and Allistar, only multiplied by ten.

      The only person who consistently keeps me laughing and smiling is Syn. The man cannot be serious about anything, ever. He and I spent the least amount of time together so far, but every moment I’m with him, he makes me forget about all the craziness in my life. The other day he mentioned his need to dye his hair again, and I volunteered to do it for him. It was an excuse to hang around him, and after some light begging, he relented. Supposedly I’ll be dying his hair next Friday afternoon because he’ll be home all weekend to fix it if I mess up. His words, not mine.

      For now, I find myself in the backyard, desperate to keep up with Allistar. He started training me as soon as I got home the day after the note incident. We spend the first half hour of our sessions with some stretches to loosen up. Then, he takes me through an intense workout routine for an hour. After that, we spend about an hour on self-defense techniques. When we’re done, he lets me drag my sorry ass to my room and pass out for the night. Apparently, I’m doing well, but I wouldn’t know. My mind never stays on task when we’re together. It would probably be more productive if the man didn’t work out without a shirt on. I asked for it, and I got it.

      "You're a damn slave driver," I groan low and loud while I sink into the soft leather couch. There's a good chance I'll never be able to get up again. I might need the guys set me up to live in this spot. I'll eventually stink, but I can live with it.

      Allistar smirks as he drops onto the cushion next to me. "What hurts?"

      "My everything hurts," I whine and poke my lip out in an exaggerated pout. "I'm dying, I think. I should probably write a dead will or something."

      "A dead will?" His lips twitch at the corners.

      Clearly, he doesn't know how these things work. "If I'm dead, I can't write a living will. I'm basically dead, so I'm going to need to write up a dead will."

      "Um . . ." Allistar studies me, torn between telling me I'm an idiot and playing along.

      "Actually, just tell Grumpy he can have my movie collection. The rest Eve and Michelle get to divide up. The two of them can fight over my clothes—they’re always taking my shit anyway."

      He tilts his head adorably while his eyes scan my body. "Didn't you mention you stole that shirt from Evelyn?”

      With an indignant huff, I cross my arms and glare at him. "Shut it, Star." Since the start of our workouts, my punishment to him is his new nickname—Star. He made it clear he knows what he’s doing, and I made a joke about him being a star athlete. His distaste over being called a star led to the new nickname. If he didn’t react the way he did, I’d probably would have forgotten about it. But I can’t resist the chance to mess with him.

      "Must you call me that?" His nose scrunches, and I resist the urge to kiss it. "It isn't even how you pronounce the last part of my name. It’s technically pronounced ‘stir’."

      "Would Stella be better?"

      He rolls his eyes and drops back on the couch. "You're impossible."

      "I am." I shift my weight in my seat, but the movement pulls on my sore muscles, causing me to whine. "I'm dying."

      "Drama queen," Allistar huffs, then pushes himself up. "I have an idea for your pitiful muscles."

      He strolls from the room before I can ask what his idea might be. “Star, wait, can you bring me a soda?” I call after him, but he ignores me. "Shithead."

      He pokes his head around the corner and mock glares my way. "I heard that."

      "I wasn't trying to be quiet about it," I shoot back. He backs around the corner again. With great maturity, I stick my tongue out at his empty space where he once stood.

      Presumably, he left me to suffer in solitude, so I rest my head against the back of the couch and close my eyes.

      It isn’t more than a few seconds before I doze off.

      "Are you asleep?" Allistar’s low whisper penetrates my almost sleep. My eyes pop open, and I find him with his shoulder against the entrance to the room. He grins when my eyes meet his. "Hey, I have everything ready."

      "Huh?" My brain short-circuits as my mind catches up to what's in front of me. Allistar no longer wears his plain dark sweatpants and the workout tank he slipped on when we came inside. Instead, he changed into low-riding, navy swim trunks and nothing else. My hands itch to caress the hard planes of his naked chest. The defined lines that make up the mouthwatering V-shape disappear into his shorts, begging for my tongue to follow it and find the treasure at the end.

      “When my muscles are overworked, the hot tub in the backyard helps a lot,” Allistar says, clearly oblivious to my drooling. He quirks a brow when I remain mute. “Do you want to come in with me?”

      His invite snaps me back to reality. “I would, but I have two problems with that.” Three problems really, but he doesn’t need to know that the third one is my lack of faith in my ability to keep my hands to myself.

      "What problems would that be?"

      I hold up one finger. "First, I don't have my bathing suit here." I hold up a second finger. "Second, even if I did have my bathing suit here, putting it on would require getting up from this spot, and I really just don't see that happening any time in the next five or six months."

      Allistar chuckles. "You're so damn dramatic."

      "I'm not being dramatic," I counter with a pout. "Just stating facts. This is where I'm going to live now. Right in this spot. I'm gonna need that remote, by the way." I gesture to the remote on the other side of the couch with a lift of my chin. "Be a star and grab it for me, would you? Also, a Diet Coke would be great."

      Allistar growls with narrowed eyes. He rushes toward me, and I squeal like a little girl as he scoops me over his shoulder. "Oh my god, you're going to kill yourself. Put me down, you nutcase."

      "My parents have a dog bigger than you. I think I can handle it." His arm wraps around my legs, his hold firm. He heads toward the back door. I use my hands on his back to push myself up and stop the head rush from my upside-down position. "I have a solution to both of your issues, so no need to worry."

      "Yeah, I'm really worried about your solutions and not the fact that you could drop me on my head at any second." Sarcasm drips from my every word.

      Walking along the side of the pool, Allistar shrugs hard, bouncing me on his shoulder. He laughs loudly at my muted grunt. "That hurt, asshole. I'm dying from the stupid workout crap you put me through all the damn time, and now you do that? Are you trying to speed up the process to get rid of me?"

      "Dramatic," he mumbles under his breath.

      "Are you allergic to nuts?" I ask with a grin as his steps falter.

      He slows down, obviously not sure what to make of my sudden subject change. "What?"

      "Are you?"

      He hesitates. "No, I'm not."

      "Good," my grin turns into a full-blown cat-that-ate-the-canary smirk, "because I'm about to kick yours up into your throat."

      He chokes on air, and it almost sounds like a cross between a laugh and a grimace.

      One second I'm on Allistar's shoulder, calculating my chances of connecting with my target. It might work if I kick my foot out just right. The next, I'm in hot water, literally. Allistar walks us into the hot tub, with me still in my sports bra, tank top, and workout shorts. I never even took my stupid shoes off. Is there anything worse than soggy socks? I don't think so.

      He slides me down the front of his body. I grip his shoulders hard, afraid of being dropped. Plus, I have every intention of drowning him once I’m steady on my feet. His hot body pressed against mine stops me. My hands slide to his biceps, squeezing the taut muscle. After our workout, his muscles are strained tighter and running my hands over them is something I've wanted to do since our first session together. The real thing exceeds any and all expectations my dirty mind came up with over the last few days.

      The satisfied smirk Allistar sports slowly drops. His eyes darken as they roam over my face. The tension between us becomes hotter than the water. Before I do something stupid, I step away from Allistar and take a deep breath. "You're lucky I don't hurt you."

      He blinks himself back to reality. It takes a few beats, but my words finally register. His eyes light up, and his lips twitch. "Yeah, I'm really scared of you."

      I nod. "As you should be. I'm trained to win a fight now. My coach is a star."

      With another step back, my feet squish in my soggy socks and shoes. "I'm going to get you back for this," I growl as I reach into the water and pull off my shoes and socks and toss them onto the concrete. Since I'm already soaked, I decide to keep the black shorts and red sports bra on. The white tank top comes off as there's really no reason for me to keep it on.

      Once my clothes are taken care of, I sit on the bench seat in the hot water and lay my head against the concrete edge. My eyes close, and I sigh deeply.

      "You don't seem to have an issue with being in here." At Allistar's amused tone, I pop one eye open and glower. He only laughs and shakes his head while he joins me on the bench seat.

      The two of us remain silent for a while and allow the hot water to soak our tired muscles. Maybe the couch wasn't the best place to live, moving into the hot tub is more beneficial.

      "My hat goes off to whoever decided to get the house with the hot tub."

      "That'd be me, sort of." He chuckles. "It's a long story."

      "I've got time." My curiosity piques as it always does when a chance to learn more about the guys arises.

      Allistar rolls his head to watch me, and I copy his move. He studies my face for a long time. "My parents bought it for me."

      A full minute goes by as he waits expectantly for my reply. He doesn't say anything more, and I finally respond, "I think you need to look up the definition of a long story."

      He scoffs and rolls his head back to stare up at the darkening sky. I follow suit, under the assumption his story is finished. The blues and whites of the day slowly fade into oranges, pinks, and yellows. The sunset brings a calmness to the air, like the world knows it's time to slow down and take a breath before the moon rises.

      "You really don't care that I'm a grown ass man living in a house my parents bought for me?" His question is barely a whisper, almost like he doesn't want to break the peacefulness of the moment.

      I don't take my eyes from the sky as I answer, and from my peripheral view, I know he doesn't either. "Why would that bother me? I think it's kind of amazing your parents would do that for you. They must really care about you."

      "They do. My parents live for me and my sister. They spoiled us rotten and somehow managed to keep us from being jerks at the same time."

      "Do they live close?" I ask when he pauses.

      He makes a sound of confirmation. "They're only about an hour from here. They retired a few years ago, but they didn't want to move, said they wanted to stay where my sister and I are. It doesn't surprise me. When I was in the marines they hated me being gone for so long. I think the house was their gift to me for getting out."

      My head pops up, and I gape at him. "They bought you a house after you left the marines?"

      He nods wearily. "Yeah, it was kind of a literal welcome home gift."

      "Holy crap." I bite my lip and gaze over the exterior of the two-story brick house. It isn't a flashy house from the outside, which is impressive since there are a grand total of six bedrooms inside. "Was it a gift for all four of you? Didn't you guys go into the marines together?"

      “My parents love them as much as they love me, so they made sure there was enough room in the house for the four of us. They were pissed when I told them we’d all enlisted in the marines. That was Maverick’s fault though.” He chuckles. “He thought the rest of us would let him enlist alone. He’s a lot smarter now than he was back then. He finally learned we won’t let him do crazy shit alone.”

      "You guys are more like family than friends." It isn't a question, but he nods anyway. I first noticed their bond in the hospital. The more time I spend with them, the more the strength of the bond is evident. They're brothers for life, not just friends. It reminds me a lot of Michelle and Evelyn—the three of us are sisters at heart. Nothing would ever change that for us. The guys are the same way.

      "How are your sore muscles?"

      Allistar’s question pulls me from my musings, and I roll my head to face him again. "Horrible. You've probably ruined my body with your vicious torture you call a simple workout."

      "And the Academy Award goes to..." He chuckles and shakes his head at me. He runs a wet hand through his dark blond hair. The long, slicked back part on top darkens to brown from the water and droplets slide down the shaved sides. One drop of water slides onto his temple, and before my brain catches up to my body, I find myself raising my hand to wipe it away with my thumb. My fingers wrap around the side of his neck. The light stubble showing since this morning’s shave scratches my fingertips. I wonder what it would feel like under my lips.

      At my unexpected move, Allistar turns toward me. His eyes widen, and I don't understand why. In case he doesn't want to be touched, I pull my arm back. His left hand shoots out, grabbing my wrist to stop me. His glowing green eyes study me for a long time. He keeps a gentle hold on my wrist. While he searches for something on my face, I don't dare move, afraid he might let me go.

      After several long beats, he gives my arm a gentle tug. The sudden movement causes my body to easily slide from the bench to him. He wraps his free hand around my hip and pulls me closer.

      "I have an idea." The roughness in his voice wraps around me, bringing my body to life.

      Before I'm able to answer him, I lick my lips and take deep breaths. His eyes dart down to my mouth at the move, so I do it again, slower the second time.

      "What idea?" My voice barely comes out as a whisper, but I take pride in my ability to even form words in the first place.

      He squeezes my hip once, then uses his hand to spin me around, my back pressed to his front. He slides his arm around my waist, his hand on my ribs. His breath ghosts against my ear. "Kneel on the bench seat."

      The right thing to do would be to ask him why or simply get out of the hot tub and go to my room. Even a jump in the cold pool to calm myself down would have been a smart idea. Good thing no one ever accused me of being smart.

      Without hesitation, I scoot onto my knees on the bench. My chest comes right to the edge of the hot tub, but Allistar places his hands on the top of my shoulders and applies light pressure. I take the hint and drop my butt to my heels. He keeps his hands on my shoulders, and as soon as he gets me into a position he likes, he digs his thumbs into the muscle of my shoulders.

      "Oh my god," I gasp and groan at the same time.

      "Like my idea?" He laughs when I groan loudly again. A massage from Allistar may be the best thing I've ever experienced.

      His fingers are magic as they work out the soreness of my arms, shoulders, and back muscles. He's thorough but gentle. It hurts in a delicious way. He slowly works his way down my spine, knots and kinks melting as he goes. Between the heat of the water and Allistar’s work on my muscles, the soreness eases away. I melt into a puddle of blissful serenity under his touch.

      When he reaches the bottom of my spine, I arch my back into his hands. It feels incredible and my body instinctively moves to him.

      Allistar's hands pause but don't move away. At first, I want to cry out and tell him to keep rubbing, but his abruptness stops me. He slides both of his hands around my sides and grabs my hips. His strong hands pull my hips hard into his, showing me without words how affected he is by the massage.

      “You like that?” His low, gravelly tone wraps around me, giving me chills of pleasure.

      “Mhm.”

      My moaned response makes him gasp and tighten his hands on my hips. “You’re driving me crazy, Taylor.”

      “Good,” I breathe out. My chest rises and falls rapidly with each quick breath I take. There’s no way for me to steady my body. “You’re doing the same to me. Fair is fair.”

      With the sun finally set for the night, the moon gives us our only source of muted light. Allistar turns me slowly to face him. With his hands still firmly on my hips, he backs us to the opposite side of the hot tub and sits down. He pulls me onto his lap and positions me to straddle him. The moon gives off just enough light for me to make out his features. His eyes are hooded, his jaw clenched. Allistar always appears put together and in control. To witness him on the verge of losing control makes me want to push him over the edge.

      My hands slide up and run through his hair, giving the ends a light tug. He closes his eyes and moans low and deep.

      His arms wrap around my back to pull me forward until our chests touch and his lips stop less than an inch from mine. “If you don’t want me to kiss you, then say so now.”

      I press my lips to his lightly once, then twice. He takes the hint and deepens the kiss. His lips coax mine open. I press into him harder as his tongue teases mine. He goes slowly, exploring every inch of my mouth.

      His hands slowly roam over my body. He rubs my hips like he did my shoulders. He moves up my sides and over my ribs. His fingertips play with the bottom of my sports bra. His touch becomes too intense, and I can’t handle his teasing anymore. His hands need to be on me, now.

      Pulling away from the kiss takes effort, but it’s worth it when I grab the sports bra and whip it off. Allistar sucks in a breath, his gaze devouring my naked breasts. He brings his thumbs to the sides of my breasts and strokes them lightly. My eyes flutter, and my hands seek out his shoulders. I might float away if I don’t anchor myself to him. He’s barely touched me, and my body is a live wire.

      “You’re gorgeous.” My eyes open to find Allistar’s gaze on my face. He leans forward and takes my mouth in a slow, thorough kiss that drives me into a frenzy of need. Heat pools low in my belly as his hands slide over my nipples, tugging them into tight buds.

      All ability to form a rational thought disappears completely when Allistar pushes his hips up into mine, his hardness making sweet contact in exactly the right spot.

      Breaking the kiss, I throw my head back and gasp. My hips rock against his, desperate for a repeat of the sensation. Allistar groans loudly when I press myself hard into his lap. The sound of his pleasure snaps any control I may have left. I reach between us and pull the tie of his swim shorts. My feet plant on the floor of the hot tub long enough for me to hook my fingers into the waistband and pull them down. He kicks his legs to push them the rest of the way off.

      My hands run up his heaving chest then back down into the water between us. I find his thickness and stroke once. He lets out a strangled cry, and I smile in satisfaction. Allistar notices the smile, and I watch as he gets his own cat-that-ate-the-canary grin. He takes hold of my hips once more and slides me off his lap. My brow draws together, and I growl in protest.

      He only chuckles as he leans forward to pull one nipple into his mouth and drag my workout shorts down my legs at the same time. My knees buckle when his hand comes to massage my other breast. He wraps his free arm around my waist. My fingers go to his hair, tugging and grabbing as if it might give me some control. Allistar pulls his mouth away from my sensitive nipple, laying a trail of open-mouthed kisses to my shoulder, then up my neck, stopping by my ear. “If you get to touch me, it’s only fair I get to touch you.”

      “I want to see you,” I whisper.

      He pulls back and quirks one perfect brow. “I’m right here, see?” He smirks, and I know he’s messing with me.

      “Please. I need to see you.” I want to sound sultry and seductive, but instead, my voice comes out as a desperate plea.

      Allistar pulls away from me but continues to face me as he lifts himself up onto the edge of the hot tub. The air in my lungs disappear—he is perfection with hard and smooth muscles covering his body. It’s clear he works out a lot, and at the moment, I can appreciate the torture sessions. The treasure at the end of the trail I desperately wanted to find earlier is on clear display, and I hit the jackpot.

      When he reaches his hand out to me, I take it without hesitation. My need for him consumes me. He helps me stand on the bench seat, but I need to be closer to him. With my hands on his shoulders, I press lightly, and he follows my lead by lying back on the smooth, cool concrete. Without giving him time to ask questions, I climb out of the hot tub and straddle him once more. This time lining my core up with his length. He grunts when his tip touches my wet entrance, and I grin down at him.

      He pushes his hips up, sliding an inch of himself into me, and my grin disappears. My body takes over with the need to take all of him. I sink down until he’s fully seated inside of me and drop my forehead to his. Both of us take a second to catch our breath, but the urge to move rapidly becomes overwhelming. With my hands on his chest, I push myself up and rock my hips. He hits just the right spot deep inside of me, and I nearly scream. I rock into him again, desperate to find the relief I crave. He throws his head back, arching his back and groaning loudly.

      To watch him so uninhibited spurs me on, my pace quickening. Allistar grips my hips to hold me tight against him while still allowing me the liberty to set the pace. He fights his desire for control, but when I rotate my hips, he snaps.

      With one quick motion, Allistar sits up, one of his arms going around my waist to hold me to him, the other cradling the back of my head. He presses his lips to mine, the kiss surprisingly soft and gentle. While he kisses me thoroughly, I continue to rock into him. My hands roam over his body, unable to find one place to hold on. His smooth, hard skin under my fingertips drives me crazy, and I never want to stop touching him.

      Allistar pulls away from my mouth, clenching his jaw. “I’m close, sweetheart. I need you to go with me.” His hand slides down my chest, over my stomach, then farther south. He reaches his destination, and with one quick circle of his finger over my clit, I completely shatter in his arms. My hips jerk rapidly, and my body shutters and shakes. My head drops back, and I cry out his name over and over. He moans low and long, pressing into me with his release. He grips my hips and slows my frantic pace. Allistar drops light kisses all over my face and neck while he works us both back down to reality. My body leans into him, replete and ready for rest. He lays one final, lingering kiss on my forehead while holding me. The moment couldn’t be more perfect.

      It stays perfect until the opening sounds of the garage door on the side of the house hits me like being thrown into the freezing pool. Panic grips my chest, and I jump off Allistar to race toward the house. Thank God he remembered to bring towels outside for us. I manage to grab one by the back door on my way into the house and wrap it around my naked body. Allistar calls after me, but I keep running. It’s anyone’s guess who opened the garage since Marak, Syn, and Maverick all had things going on tonight. The thought of any of them catching me with Allistar makes my heart race, and my feet shuffle faster across the wooden floors.

      Taking the stairs two at a time, I hear a door open and shut downstairs. Whoever came home is inside the house now, but I’m able to get into my room before anyone can notice me. Before I close my door, I hear Syn. “Hey, Allistar. What are you doing up so late? I figured you and Taylor would be asleep by now.”

      “Yeah, I, uh, couldn’t sleep.” He hesitates, and I hold my breath, afraid he’ll tell Syn what happened. “I decided to get in a few laps in the pool.”

      “Cool, I’m heading to bed. Today was long ass fuck, and I’m exhausted. You’re lucky you got to go with Taylor today instead of coming with us.” Syn doesn’t sound like he suspects anything, and I let out the breath I was holding.

      Allistar mumbles something about being tired and going to bed also, but I close my door without a sound when footsteps hit the stairs.

      Dropping back onto my bed, I cover my face with my hands and silently scream. Less than two weeks ago, I couldn’t control myself with Marak, and now, the same thing happens with Allistar. The worst part about it is the way they make me feel. As much as I wanted things to stay casual, my heart won’t listen to my plans. Something about the dirty-minded goofiness of Marak, and the gentle, caring nature of Allistar hits me hard. Marak hasn’t mentioned our night together, and if I’m lucky, Allistar won’t either. Maybe it’s all casual to them, and they’ll forget about me the second I leave here.

      It’s bad enough I lost control and slept with Marak and Allistar. It’s worse I can’t stop my feelings for Syn and Maverick as well. Even now, I want to go hug Syn and welcome him back.

      If one of the guys finds out about what I’ve done, they’re going to be pissed. They might kick me out on the spot and probably never speak to me again. The possibility makes my chest squeeze painfully, and I bring my hand up to rub the hurt away.

      Even with the chance of someone finding out, I don’t regret tonight. He made me feel cared for and wanted. He was gentle and sweet with me.

      My poor mind can’t keep up with the racing thoughts. I roll over and growl into the covers. The only way to prevent this is to stay far away from them. In their presence, I can’t control myself, and my brain turns to mush along with my body. My resolve to distance myself from the four of them hardens when I consider what they’d say or do to each other if they found out. I refuse to break up their friendship, their family. I’m a passing fling; they’re brothers. They need each other more than anything, and I need to make sure I don’t break up their bond.
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      My plan works for the most part. One of the guys still comes to work with me daily, though it usually ends up being Maverick because he insists the guys have more to do at work than him. Only once did Allistar come with me to work since our night together. He remained his normally quiet, caring self, with no mention of our night in the hot tub. Part of me relaxed in relief when nothing changed; the other part of me hurt, bad. The same way it hurts when Marak ignores our time together. It’s hypocritical of me to be upset about it when I can’t even force myself to pick a favorite. Instead, I end up sleeping with two best friends. I’m going to hell.

      With the constant reminder to myself of their friendship, I can’t trust myself around any of them. Aside from being escorted to and from work, I keep to myself and stay in my room. It’s the only way I can be sure I won’t throw myself at one of them, or all of them. No one in my past ever broke my self-control. Yet all four of them manage to make me lose any sense of rational or self-control with a simple look or a touch.

      My plan to stay away from them works well until the following Friday. Somehow, they all make it home for dinner, and Syn cooks us burgers. It’s the first time all week the five are together for dinner. Syn asks me to join them, and I can’t say no to his hopeful, puppy dog eyes. Every time he looks at me, I want to laugh and hug him all at once. How he manages it, I’ll never know.

      While we eat dinner, the guys chat about work and other crap I don’t understand. My focus remains on my burger, devouring it as fast as possible. I don’t want to be a jerk, but even sitting around eating dinner with them makes my heart race.

      Syn coughs hard, and it pulls my attention from my plate. “That’s the fourth coughing fit you’ve had tonight. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m good.” He brushes off my concern with a wink. It’s like he’s determined to melt my panties off.

      With the last of my burger still in my mouth, I jump up and rush through cleaning the kitchen. My goal may be to get away from all the crazy male hotness, but I’m not going to leave the mess for the four of them to clean up. Especially when Syn cooked. The guys finish their food around the time I finish the last counter. I throw out half-assed goodnights and head off to my room. Four sets of eyes burn holes in my back as I rush away like a coward.

      What feels like moments—but is probably more like hours—after I fall asleep, I’m startled awake. It takes my brain a few long, fuzzy seconds to catch up and figure out what woke me. Someone’s loud coughs echo through the halls. Worried someone could be really sick or hurt, I jump up and rush to my door. Flinging it open and stepping into the hall, I nearly run into Syn. I struggle to gain my footing. But my feet move faster than my brain, and I stumble. He jumps in surprise and catches me before I faceplant on the hardwood.

      “Easy, Speed Racer. You’ll hurt yourself if you keep running around like that.” Syn tries to chuckle at his joke, but it breaks off into another coughing fit.

      “Are you okay?” I straighten out and rub his shoulder as he coughs into his arm. He nods and gives the cap of a water bottle a twist to pop it off. He downs nearly half the bottle in one gulp. My attention goes to his neck to watch his Adam’s apple bob up and down as he drinks. How the hell can he make drinking so damned sexy?

      He sighs heavily after a long swallow and recaps the bottle. “I think I’m dying, but I’ll live.”

      I blink at him, waiting for an elaboration he doesn’t give me. “I know I’m tired, but even if I wasn’t half asleep that would make no damn sense, Syn.”

      He walks down the hall again, toward his room. “There’s some cold thing going around right now. I think I may have picked it up.”

      “Is it just the coughing?” Concerned for him now, I follow him to his room. He drops onto his bed, and I press my hand to his forehead. No fever—that’s good at least.

      His lip pokes out, and he whines. “No, my nose is stuffy, and my head hurts.”

      “Do you guys have any cold medicine?” I glance around his room. In my half-awake state, I begin a pointless search for medicine around his room, but the decor of his room stops my search.

      For someone as fun and silly as Syn, his room is surprisingly dull. No crazy patterns or funky pictures adorn the walls. Instead, the walls are painted a light beige with a few generic pictures hung sporadically. His bedding is navy blue and as tiresome as the walls. The only thing in the room to let me know it belongs to Syn is the talking fish on the far wall, almost hidden but not quite.

      “All the meds are in the bathroom cabinet downstairs,” Syn groans pitifully. “Taylor, I need your help. If I go back downstairs, I might never make it back up here.”

      “Oh, for crying out loud.” I throw my hands in the air and spin on my heel to march toward the bedroom door. “I’ll get you some medicine, you big wiener.”

      He mumbles something about a wiener, probably something inappropriate and funny, but I’ve already made it halfway down the hall and can’t make out the words. However, I do pick up on the whine in his tone and shake my head.

      “And Allistar says I’m dramatic,” I continue to grumble to myself as I find the right medication for Syn. It doesn’t take any time at all, and I make my way back to him. He removed his shirt and climbed under his covers. His eyes are closed, and I wonder briefly if he fell asleep. If he did, I’m putting the pills in his mouth to melt so he can wake to a nasty taste in his mouth. As much as I enjoy a shirtless Syn, I love my sleep more at the moment.

      While he isn’t paying attention, my eyes scan over his torso. He boasts several tattoos on his arms. I follow the tattoos from his arms up to his shoulders then down his sides. The ink on his body matches his personality perfectly. It’s how I expected his room to be, but it makes more sense that he decorated his body with colorful, bold images.

      Something shiny on his nipples catches my eye, and my feet move me forward a few steps. My jaw hits the floor when I get closer and realize their pierced. My hand reaches out before my mind says don’t, and I lightly touch the tiny silver balls on his left nipple. The second my fingertip makes contact, he gasps and jumps about a foot off the bed.

      His eyes pop wide open and seek me out. He glances down at my hand hovering over him. He raises his eyebrows, his amusement clear in his mischievous blue eyes. “What are you doing?”

      “You have your nipples pierced.” It isn’t a real answer to his question, but it’s the only one I can voice.

      He nods while he watches me bring my fingertips back to the metal bar, circling lightly. His body shutters, and he grunts. The sound pushes him into a coughing fit, which snaps me out of the fog his inked, pierced, sexy body put me into.

      “Take this, it’ll help.” I drop the pills into his hand then uncap the water bottle from his nightstand.

      He sits up in the bed, pops them into his mouth, and takes a few long gulps of the water. “Thank you.”

      “Sure.” I shift awkwardly on my feet. “You really need some better artwork in here, by the way. The crap you have up is... Well, crap.”

      “I know.” He shrugs. “It’s hard for me to find shit that’ll keep my attention for more than five minutes. I figure something will catch my eye eventually.”

      My gaze darts around for something to focus on other than his half-naked body. “I could paint some things for you if you want.”

      His face lights up, and his head bobs with enthusiasm. “Hell, yes. Do that, and I’ll hang whatever you make.”

      “Okay, I’ll make something.” The eagerness for my silly artwork makes me giddy and embarrassed at the same time. It isn’t the kind of work people would generally hang around their house. It’s simple fun for me, an outlet when I want to get in touch with my creative side.

      I make eye contact with him again, and my nerves flare under his intent gaze. My feet shuffle backward toward the door. “Well, you’re set. I’ll just be going now.”

      “Wait.” Syn’s voice rises slightly and stops me in my tracks. “What if I need something?”

      It takes a full thirty seconds of silence before I realize he has nothing more to say. “Are you seriously asking me to stay and take care of you? Are you five?”

      He pokes his bottom lip out, and my idiot self finds it adorable. I should be junk punching him, not fighting a giggle. “Please, I’ll never make it through on my own. I need your help.”

      “The man-flu is a real thing,” I grumble, but relent. I round the bed and plop down on his other side. He grins triumphantly, snuggling down into the covers with a sigh.

      “You’re my new favorite,” he murmurs as his eyes flutter closed.

      I grin down at him and shake my head in exasperation. “Favorite what?”

      “Person,” he says. His breath evens out soon after.

      Even in my overtired state, I stay awake long after Syn falls asleep, my eyes free to roam over his body. It was a lapse in judgment on my part to touch him earlier. My plan to stay away flew from my mind the moment I discovered his piercings and the rest of his tattoos. My hands itch to trace every line of the pictures on his skin, but I don’t want him to wake up again. He looks peaceful and happy. I can’t help but be glad I agreed to stay and take care of him if he needs me.
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      These bastards better get over their crap soon, or I'll scream.

      Syn was cute during the first night of his cold—dramatic and whiny, but cute nonetheless. The following morning, Marak woke up in the same condition as Syn. It sucked, but I took care of them both. It wasn’t a huge deal to add one person. When Maverick and Allistar joined the duo later the same night, I figured it wouldn't make any difference to run around for them when I already needed to go all over the place for Syn and Marak. I was wrong. As tough as these guys act on any given day, they're big stupid, jerk babies when they're sick. If anyone asked me, I’d say taking care of them at once was horrid.

      To be honest with myself, I enjoy it. I like to help them feel better and be the one they need. It’s sick and twisted, but it is what it is.

      "Taylor, can you bring me another water?" Marak's pathetic plea reaches my ears when I make it halfway up the stairs with my arms already full of soup for Allistar, a thermometer for Syn, and some medicine for Maverick. What I'd really like to do is throw the hot soup at Marak and go get a pedicure. Instead, I stomp back down the stairs and grab him the water he truly needs. The cough these guys caught is killer. It keeps them up all hours of the night and the amount of cough drops in the house dropped dangerously low. By the time I make it back to Marak’s room, I’ve exhausted every curse word I know and some I made up along the way.
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      Between the coughing, the sniffing, the fevers, and the whining, my week was crazy. It took the guys seven days to finally recover enough to take care of themselves. Somehow, I managed to get work done from my laptop while the guys slept, and my boss didn’t mind. When I wake Monday morning, with no more than a handful of hours of sleep in over a week, my head might explode if I move at all. It's anyone's guess whether I caught the bug or if it's from the lack of sleep for an entire week and weekend. It may also be caused by scurrying around like a crazy loon. The guys got lucky they're all ten times better today, or I'd never survive another day caring for all four of them at once. It’s their fault they’re all incredibly pathetic and adorable when they’re sick. If they had the decency to be gross monsters, it’d be easy to tell them to get their own shit and take their own temperatures.

      "Taylor, if you don't hurry you'll be late for work." Syn's voice floating in from the hallway hits me like nails on a chalkboard. Realistically, he isn't talking above normal volume, but to my poor head, it sounds like he used a bullhorn next to my ear. Without opening my eyes, I know Syn enters my room and makes his way to my bedside. “Come on, lazy. You don’t want to get fired.”

      In the future, I may come to regret my next move. However, at the moment, Syn completely deserves my elbow jutting out to nail him right in his private eye. He meant it as a joke when he called me lazy, but it still hurts after the week with them. It wasn’t completely my intention to immobilize him, but I call it a perk.

      With Syn gasping for air on my bedroom floor, I toss the covers back and push myself out of bed. I ignore him and stomp out of my room then downstairs. The rest of the guys stand around the kitchen with their coffee. Reaching my destination, I pull the fridge door open and stare into the empty box. It isn’t completely empty, there’s some stupid shit like milk and butter in there. But there isn’t any Diet Coke... not a single can or bottle, not even an off-brand version. My head throbs too hard for me to even deal with this disaster at the moment. Now, if I don’t get relief soon, I might knock myself out with a frying pan.

      “Taylor? You okay?” Allistar, ever the caring one, slides up to my side and puts his arm around my waist. For a second, I melt into him, but Syn thunders down the stairs. It pulls Allistar away from me. It only serves to piss me off more.

      Syn doesn’t stop his pursuit until he stands face to face with me. “Why the fucking hell did you do that shit, again?”

      “What’d she do, again?” Maverick straightens up, his accusing eyes dart at me. He probably assumes Syn and I goofed around, again, and I did something crazy. Still, my emotions run all over the place and his assumption I’m at fault hurts.

      Syn spins around, his arms wildly in the air as he answers Maverick. “She nailed me in the balls again. I didn’t even do anything, besides wake her up for work.”

      Marak frowns. “Taylor, what’d you hit him for?”

      If I talk to them, I’ll either scream or cry. It’s better to ignore them and search the medicine cabinet downstairs for some pain relief. The only issue with my search is it comes up empty. Through the week the guys used up the supply of pain relievers. It’s the same story with my soda. I had plenty last Saturday, they kept me going all week. I ran out about two days ago and forgot to make a trip to the store last night when the guys were better. Even the coffee pot sits empty on the counter. The last of the coffee grounds were put into the pot last night, and it was set to auto-start this morning. With everyone holding their mugs, I know why it’s empty.

      My focus remained on them all week. Make sure they didn’t spike fevers. Change their sheets and get laundry done, giving them clean sheets for the night. Feed them, bring them medicine, find tissues, the list goes on. And I’m paying for it now. The caffeine withdrawal might be the end of me.

      “Hey, what’s going on?” Allistar pokes his head into the bathroom while I drop empty bottles to the counter.

      “Do we have anymore Tylenol?” I bypass his question with my own.

      He raises a brow in confusion but shakes his head. “I’m not sure.”

      “I need some.” The comment is more to myself than Allistar, but he still nods his acknowledgment. His nod is followed by zero action, and I want to scream. Is it really that hard to help me search for a few pills? I spent a week taking care of them, bringing them everything they wanted and needed. All I want is a few Tylenol and a Diet Coke.

      “Never mind, forget it.” I push past Allistar, then rush up the stairs to throw on my leggings and a big hoodie.

      Shoving my wallet and phone into the pocket of my hoodie, I pull the hood up to block out some of the noise and light. My trip down the stairs is a lot lighter than my stomps up them. It may be the reason the guys don’t notice me and continue their conversation. I stay at the bottom of the stairs and listen. Their voices ring clear from my position.

      “So, does she want us to go get her something?” Marak asks.

      Allistar answers him, “I have no idea what we’d get.”

      “Maybe we should leave her alone,” Syn suggests.

      “If we don’t hurry up, we’ll all be late for work, and we just took a week off. We need to figure this shit out, fast.” Maverick’s irritated tone, along with the rest of the guys’ apparent disinterest in doing me a favor brings an ache to my chest. I shouldn’t want their help; I can take care of myself easily. Yet their indifference hits me hard in the chest.

      Swiping a few stray tears from my cheeks, I turn in the opposite direction of the kitchen. The only keys on the hook belong to a fancy yellow sports car Allistar keeps in the garage. I’ve never witnessed him drive it because it’s under a cloth cover, but I managed a peek a while ago. If you ask me, owning a car you don’t use is idiotic, but right now, it serves me well. I grab the key and sneak out the garage door. After making quick work of the cover, I hop into the unbelievably expensive car and start it up.

      The engine purrs to life as I push the button to open the garage door. Like a speed demon, I swing out of the garage and zoom down the street. I’ll get my own damn Tylenol and Diet Coke. Maybe even some chocolate and a new movie. Then, I can spend all day in bed and catch up on some much-needed sleep and caffeine. The only good news is I didn’t catch the plague from them. Though, I’m not sure which would be worse—the man-flu or my headache, which may end me.
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      The conversation with the guys doesn’t go well. If the dark circles under her pretty hazel eyes and the way she rubbed her temples were any indication, Taylor’s miserable. We want to stay home and help her the way she helped us—the only problem being work. We spent a week out sick; we can’t all take more time off.

      Marak growls, repeating himself for the third time, “Look, Maverick, I know you want to be the one to stay home with her. All I’m saying is you don’t get to make that decision. We need to ask her what she needs and wants.”

      It’ll sting if Taylor gives me the brush off again now that I’m not sick. She’s pushed me away since our night in the hot tub. I waited for her to bring it up, and she never did. As badly as I want to talk to her about it, I worry I’ll scare her off. I didn’t plan for anything to happen, but damn if I don’t want it to happen again. Her body fit perfectly against mine.

      The sex isn’t the only reason I want to pull her into my arms and never let go. She amazes me more every day we spend together. She gets along great with my best friends, my brothers. She’s kind and caring. Hell, she spent a week taking care of the four of us. I’m an ass for letting her, but I promised myself I’d make it up to her. I only hope she lets me. I want to take care of her, but I won’t push her.

      All the arguing and bitching doesn’t get us anywhere. Taylor’s upstairs, not well for whatever reason, and she needs us. I turn away from the three of them, slip on my shoes, then grab my wallet. I won’t throw a fit if Taylor doesn’t want me to stick around, but I can at least grab her some damn medicine before I go to work. Grabbing my jacket from the hook, I turn to grab the keys to my Lamborghini. It isn’t often I get to drive her, but I’m not about to fight Maverick and Marak for their keys. The four of us generally share two cars though Syn has a bike and I have my Lamborghini.

      My hand grabs air, and my head jerks up to stare at the empty key hook. The keys never leave their hook. I know none of the guys would take my precious car without asking first. They’re also not stupid enough to ever ask—they know the answer would be hell no. It can’t be Taylor, she went up to her room...

      “Fuck!” My heavy footfalls alert the guys of a problem, along with the shouts of Taylor’s name like she’s a child in trouble. If that girl took off without us, she’ll be in a whole shit ton of trouble. She’ll get handcuffed to me for the rest of her damn life.

      Flinging her door open, I find an empty room. “Shit, shit, shit.”

      “What the hell, Allistar? What are you doing?” Maverick growls behind me. “You can’t just barge into a girl’s room—”

      “She’s not here.” I spin around and shove Maverick out of my way to race down the stairs. “She took the Lamborghini. The keys are gone.”

      “S-She wouldn’t,” Syn sputters.

      Marak rolls his eyes. “You’re an idiot if you think she wouldn’t.”

      He’s right, too. Taylor was pissed off and hurting. We spent our time bitching over who should be the one to stay with her, and she left.

      “What if someone finds her before we do?”

      No more words need to be spoken. We all hustle to the truck, piling in. Maverick revs the engine, burning out the tires as he speeds down the driveway.

      Syn taps a few buttons on his phone and blows out a relieved breath. “Okay, Mav. For once, I’m admitting you were right. Adding the tracker to her phone was genius. She’s at the grocery store on fifth.”

      Maverick manages to speed through traffic in record time. He leaves a few angry drivers behind us when he ignores the red lights, but no one gets hurt. He swings into the parking lot, and the four of us search for my car. The bright yellow paint is easy to spot on the opposite side of the lot. The man in the black hoodie with his arms around Taylor’s waist, pulling her toward an SUV, is also easily spotted.

      “Mav!” Syn cries out, his finger pointed to the scene I already found.

      “Son of a bitch.” Maverick presses harder on the gas. The truck swings around to the same side Taylor stands on. Maverick throws it into park at the same time Taylor manages to nail the guy in his rocks. That’s my girl. Pride swells in my chest when she uses a move I taught her, bending the guy's wrist backward until it breaks.

      The four of us jump out of the truck and rush toward Taylor while the asshole in the hoodie bolts away. Marak draws his weapon. He has the best aim out of us all, so we rely on him to take the tricky shots when necessary. He fires twice, one bullet misses its target by less than an inch and hits the car the man runs past. The second bullet manages to hit the guy in the side, though I can’t tell from my angle if it was a graze or if the bullet will do real damage. Hopefully, it’s the latter.

      I reach Taylor before the rest of them, my arms wrap around her and pull her body to mine. A quick twist of my feet and her back now faces the opposite direction of Marak’s open fire and the man who may or may not have a gun. Marak would never miss and hit us, but it isn’t clear if his target is armed.

      Syn and Maverick come to cover her with me while Marak attempts to get a good shot in. Unfortunately, there’s a lot of people around, and it’s dangerous to pull the trigger. The guy manages to get into an old, beat up Chevy and speed away. Marak gets one last shot in, shattering the back windshield. I want to follow him—all of us do—but Taylor is more important. We need to be sure she’s okay, and it wouldn’t be smart for any of us to follow him alone.

      “Did he hurt you, Red?” Marak holsters his pistol when he reaches us and runs a hand down Taylor’s back. His eyes follow his hand as he searches for injuries.

      I hold her at an arm's length and check over her front. Nothing stands out to me, and I let out a breath of relief. It doesn’t last long, though.

      The fire in her eyes makes me nervous, and as soon as she opens her mouth, I know we’re in big trouble. “So now you care? How convenient.”

      “What do you mean?” Marak cocks his head to the side, oblivious to her anger. If I could reach him, I’d hit him upside the head for opening his mouth.

      Taylor rubs her temples, and her body jerks with harsh shakes. I can’t tell if it’s from adrenaline or something else. The way Syn fidgets around, I know he wants to ask her. He needs to check her over to ease his mind. He knows what to search for when it comes to injuries and trauma. We know some, but Syn is our go-to.

      “Forget it, I just want to get my crap and go.” Taylor continues to rub her temples, her eyes shut tight.

      It becomes too hard for Syn and me to handle. He needs the reassurance she’s physically fine; I need to be sure she’s okay in every other way. Whatever pushed her over the edge, if Syn can’t fix it, I need to.

      Syn presses his front to her back, his lips come to rest against the back of her head. My chest tightens with jealousy at the intimate move, but I stamp it down. Now would be the wrong time to fight with my best friend.

      “What’s going on, Taylor? Talk to me,” Syn whispers against her hair. The whole time, I hold her hand in mine, her body only inches away. She’s nearly sandwiched between us, and for a second, I assume she wants to push us away. Instead, she surprises me when her body sags into both of us. Her hands come to rest on my chest, and her head drops onto Syn’s shoulder.

      “The past week was actually nice for me,” she admits quietly, her eyes closed. “I liked taking care of you guys. All of you. I liked having the four of you need me, want me. But I had to work from home also, which meant while you four slept, I worked. I didn’t sleep all week. I didn’t have my caffeine the past few days because I ran out and didn’t want to bother you guys to take me to the store or worry you by going alone. I purposefully didn’t use the last of the coffee so there would be some for this morning’s pot, even when I really needed it just to function yesterday.”

      Her voice breaks, and she sniffs. “I just wanted some sleep. I need sleep and caffeine. When Syn woke me up after I’d just gotten to bed, I was mad. Then, he said I was lazy, and I know he was joking, but after the week we had, it hurt.” She shrugs.

      Her head lifts from Syn’s shoulder, and she steps out from between us. Marak stops her from going anywhere with an arm around her waist while Maverick puts his hands on her arms and rubs them up and down. Something in the way my best friends comfort the girl I find myself falling for hits me hard. I can’t decide if my jealousy is stronger than the comfort of knowing they care about her, too. They’re as concerned about her wellbeing as I am. Analyzing my feelings about everything will need to wait, though.

      She turns her eyes away from them both. “Maverick looked at me like I’d done something horribly wrong when Syn came downstairs mad at me. I didn’t mean to hurt Syn like that, but he made me really mad. Then, I had no caffeine and no medicine for this headache that won’t go away. You guys were arguing over who had to deal with me, and it stung...a lot. I don’t need to be coddled or babied. But I just wanted some caffeine, medicine, and sleep. That’s all.”

      A few tears slip down her cheeks, and my heart breaks at the same time the guilt sets in. She’s in tears, and it’s my fault. All of our fault. We couldn’t act like adults and help her. Instead, we bickered and bitched, making her believe none of us wanted to deal with her.

      No one speaks for a long time. The four of us exchange loaded stares. None of us know what to say to make things right with Taylor, and we sure as hell don’t want to say the wrong thing and make it worse. Taylor groans, her fingers pressing against her temples again.

      Syn snaps back first. “Let’s get you home, Taylor. Marak can grab the stuff you need and meet us there. Allistar, can you drive? She shouldn’t be driving with her headache this bad.”

      I nod and grab the keys from Taylor as she blindly pulls them from her pocket and holds them out. Marak hugs Taylor once more. He whispers something into her ear and kisses the side of her head. He lets her go and jogs toward the store. It takes serious effort not to say anything about how the guys are all over her. We already fucked up once today; I don’t need to add to it.

      “Mav, can you stay with Marak? Someone will need to call this incident in and drive the truck back. Maybe you can grab Taylor something to eat while you’re here?” I spin the keys on my finger, my eyes on Syn as he helps Taylor into the small backseat of my car. She lays down, pulling her hood over her head.

      Maverick swallows hard while we watch Syn and Taylor, but nods to me. “Yeah, I’ll grab her something. Who knows when she had a real meal last. She’s been dealing with our sorry asses for over a week now.”

      “After we get her settled, we’re going to need to talk, aren’t we?” I’ve known Maverick for a long time. All of the guys, actually. They all met in elementary school, and I met them at the beginning of high school. Still, we all understand each other. We can read each other better than anyone else. Maverick gets this look in his eye whenever he needs to talk something out. He spends time sorting shit in his head, then he talks it out with us.

      Marak and I don’t mind the wait while he mulls things over. Syn goes apeshit if he notices Mav deep in thought and can’t figure out what to expect. Sometimes Marak and I sit back and watch the show. Maverick walks around like a zombie, too consumed with his own mind to notice anything, and Syn paces a hole in the floor.

      Marak and I react similarly to how we handle things. We both keep cool heads in most situations. He takes everything in stride, never really finding issues or oppositions. All I care about is making sure the people I love are okay. As long as they’re okay, then I’m fine.

      Maverick nods once. It’s the only response he gives me. He pulls his wallet from his pocket, his badge inside, then turns toward the patrol car pulling into the drive. While he and Marak get whatever Taylor needs and sort out everything here, I hop into my car and take my girl home.

      I’d be lying to myself if I considered her anything but my girl. The only problem is, my best friends appear to be in the same boat as me.

      Taylor sits up as soon as we pull into the garage. I hoped she would fall asleep so we could put her in bed, but she seems to be too uncomfortable to rest. Syn and I get her to her room and in bed. She doesn’t say anything to us, but she lets us help her. It’s more than we deserve.

      Maverick and Marak walk into the house about five minutes after we get Taylor settled. Maverick brings up the soda and some crackers for her, and Marak hands her some pills. She takes the pills and drinks half the bottle then sets it on her nightstand. Maverick silently forces her to eat two of the crackers. He whispers a promise of real food when she wakes. She eats them slowly, then drinks the rest of her soda. I take the empty bottle as she curls into a ball on her side.

      Marak and Maverick whisper for her to get better before they leave her room. Syn makes her promise to come to us if she needs anything or call if she can’t get up. He settles for a small nod as her agreement and puts her phone beside her pillow. I kiss her temple and tell her we’ll be downstairs if she needs anything. She doesn’t respond, but I can’t tell if it’s because she’s still mad or if she’s fallen asleep.

      By the time I make it down to the living room, the guys are situated around in complete silence. I grab an empty seat on the couch and wait. None of us talk for a long time. We know Maverick needs to open the conversation, so we wait. Marak and I exchange grins when Syn’s knee begins to bounce up and down.

      Maverick finally breaks the silence. “We need to call the Harper-Smith family.”

      Syn frowns, his knee halting the rapid bounce. “What the fuck for?”

      Marak nods at Syn. “We can take care of Taylor on our own, Mav. We don’t need their help.”

      Maverick rolls his eyes, and I rub the bridge of my nose. Syn knows why we need to call them, that much is clear in his angry glare. Marak is a smart guy, but sometimes he needs shit spelled out for him before it makes sense—he is the definition of ignorance is bliss sometimes.

      “Not because of that, Marak. It’s because of us, and the way we’ve been with Taylor.” I pat his shoulder when the light bulb flickers on above his head.

      Maverick addresses Syn when Marak’s confusion clears, “Because things around here are getting pretty intense, and we need to talk to someone who has been in this position before.” Maverick somehow has the patience to handle Syn most of the time.

      Syn sets out to protest, but I stop him. “Are you going to tell me you don’t have feelings for Taylor? That you don’t want to pursue some kind of relationship with her?” His jaw snaps shut, and I nod, knowing I’m right. “Would you rather fight your best friends, your brothers, for her or find a different solution? While we’re there, we should ask them if they’ve heard anything about Pearson. I know they’re looking for him, too. In case he tries to go after Parker again.”

      “Are you telling me all four of us have a thing for her?” Syn growls as if it’s our fault. “What the hell are we supposed to do with that? Even if we do agree to something like the Harper-Smiths’ have, Taylor isn’t going to go for that.”

      “Got a better idea?” Marak challenges, and it shuts Syn up again. He knows it’s our best option if we want to keep Taylor and our relationship with each other intact.

      Maverick pulls his phone from his pocket. “Okay, I’ll give Dom a call. The sooner we get together with them, the better.”

      This talk with our friends could make or break my bond with my brothers and my feelings for Taylor. The logic is simple, decide if a girl is worth losing my family for or if I’m willing to share her love and affection. Making that decision... That’ll be the hard part.
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      It was early afternoon when Syn and Allistar stuck me in bed, but when I finally wake up, the clock on my phone reads nine in the morning. It must be Tuesday, which means I slept almost twenty hours. My head isn’t close to explosion anymore and aside from my bladder’s cry for relief, I feel refreshed. Somehow, I managed to avoid the shit the guys came down with and got a serious case of caffeine and sleep withdrawal instead. Lucky me.

      The guys came in to check on me while I slept. Each time they’d cover me if I wasn’t already covered and kiss me in some way. Maverick kissed my forehead when he came in. Allistar kissed my cheek. Syn, the top of my head. Marak made the boldest move by kissing the side of my mouth.

      They didn’t know I was awake when they came in every time, and I won’t tell them. They opened the door quietly, snuck in, checked on me, gave me a kiss, then snuck back out. For some reason, every time the door opened I’d wake up, though. As soon as the door closed, I would fall back to sleep again.

      During the night, I decided to finally forgive them for being jerks. They made up for it by watching over me all night. None of them said anything about what happened, but they all showed me they were sorry. Actions mean more to me than words.

      With it only being nine, I have time to get ready for work and go in a little late. I know someone will be here to go with me. They’d never leave me alone. While going through my morning routine, I remember my escapades from yesterday. Allistar probably wants to bury me in a shallow grave for the small grand theft auto mishap. His shiny yellow car drives like a dream, though. I wonder if he’d let me drive it if I ask next time. It would be fun to find out how fast it can go.

      The son of a bitch who tried to grab me the minute I stepped out of the pretty yellow car terrified me. Without the moves Allistar taught me, chances of me getting away were slim. Even then, I’m sure he would have overpowered me eventually. Next time I talk to Allistar, I’ll need to thank him for the lessons on how to break a wrist. And possibly apologize for the car theft, but I’m undecided if I’m sorry about it or not.

      Although, he may never let me play with it again if I don’t apologize. I wonder it works similarly with other things he owns, too. Damn it, why can’t I take sex off my mind for three seconds? The incident yesterday was the first time in a long time my perverted mind didn’t live deep down at the bottom of the smutty gutter. I was simply in too much pain and too scared to consider sex.

      The guys showed up in the parking lot at exactly the right time. They probably believe I don’t know they put a tracker on my phone. I’m not stupid; I watch enough crime shows to know how this crap works. Plus, there’s no way in hell they figured out where I went without it. I didn’t say anything to them about it because at the moment, I was glad they put the tracker on my phone. I needed them, and they came for me, protected me.

      While hooking my bra, I glance in the mirror and notice two dark bruises in the shape of handprints on either side of my ribs. The guy who grabbed me was twice my size and would give any of the guys a good fight. I didn’t get a good look at his face, and he didn’t say anything, meaning there’s no way for me to know if was McCreepearson or not. I bet dollars to donuts it was either him or someone he hired. At least, I hurt him before the bastard took off.

      Finally ready for the day, I bounce down the stairs and into the living room. None of the guys left yet, though they’re clearly ready for work. Except, Syn, who wears a pair of faded jeans and a gray V-neck shirt. Four sets of eyes turn to me as soon as I step into the room, then they widen into saucers.

      Before we dive into the inevitable conversation they’re clearly intent on having, I bypass them and stride into the kitchen. When I pull the fridge open, I bark out a laugh of surprise. Four packs of Diet Coke line the bottom shelf, all full and ready to be consumed by me. I scoop up one of the ice-cold cans and skip back into the living room while holding it to my chest.

      Syn snorts and rolls his eyes when he catches sight of it. “Addict.”

      “Admittedly so.” I pop the top and take a long drink. It’s probably the best Diet Coke I’ve ever had in my life. “You guys can stop looking at me like I’m going to lose my shit any second.”

      Three of them turn their eyes away, their ambivalence morphing into guilt. Syn, on the other hand, continues to study me which causes me to squirm in my seat.

      The staring becomes too intense for me. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      "Because it makes you all squirmy." He grins cheekily and manages to dodge my hand when I lash out to hit him on the arm. "Oh no, I'm not letting you get another hit in. You've had enough of them. Go hurt one of them."

      "They aren't a sissy like you are." I giggle when his jaw drops, and the others laugh.

      Maverick clears his throat. His ever-present composure brings a halt to whatever smart-ass thing Syn was about to say. "We need to talk, Taylor."

      "I figured. I'd really love to know what the hell happened with that douche nozzle from the store yesterday." They clearly have things to say, and I sit back with a gesture for them to continue.

      Maverick sits up straighter, his eyes serious. "We were up most of the night trying to track the guy down. Marak managed to shoot out his back window and get a good shot to his side. We have alerts at all the surrounding hospitals, but it doesn’t look like he's going to seek medical attention."

      "It was only a graze. He could probably patch it up himself." Marak adjusts the beanie on his head and blows out a frustrated breath. "I should have gotten a better shot."

      "You could have hit someone else. It's better you didn't try." My words bring surprise to his face, and he blinks a few times before he smiles wide. "I'm a sniper, Red. It's my job not to miss. I just got distracted and fucked up the shot."

      "Why were you distracted? Was it all the people crowding around like it was a freaking circus?" It pissed me off when I noticed a ton of people race over to catch a glimpse of the action. Dozens of phones were pulled out for videos and pictures, yet not one of them stepped up to help. No one even had the sense to get out of the way. They only wanted a good show.

      Marak chuckles along with Allistar, Maverick, and Syn. With their reactions, I suspect I missed an inside joke. "What?" My tone comes out harder than I intended, but I don't like to be left out.

      My anger doesn't faze Marak. "I wasn't distracted by the people. I was distracted by you and your safety."

      Talk about leaving a girl speechless. What am I supposed to say in response? Hey, thanks for caring more about me than your job. Essentially, that’s what he said without the words.

      Lucky for me, Maverick takes the conversation back to topic. "Anyway, we were able to pull up the plates. The vehicle was reported stolen a week ago. The owner is an eighteen-year-old girl who knew nothing about the crime. It's highly likely the attacker ditched it by now. If we can find it, we may be able to run prints or DNA, but finding it is the issue."

      My eyebrows draw together. “Are you sure the girl who owns the car wasn’t in on it?”

      “It’s pretty safe to assume.” Marak snorts and shakes his head. “I can’t directly quote her, but I do remember something along the lines of, ‘O.M.G, no freaking way! Does this mean, like, the government is going to replace my car? I didn’t get insurance because it was just a lot of extra money, and I wouldn’t have been able to get my nails and hair done if I paid that. So, the president pays for that now, right?’”

      “Wow.” So many issues with only a few sentences. “She really said that?”

      Marak nods. “More or less.”

      "So, it's back to square one?" My shoulders sag.

      "Not really," Allistar speaks up. "We learned a few things. First, you're being watched closely. He found you too easily yesterday. We don't know how he's watching you, but he is, which means he or someone he trusts is close by, therefore easier to catch."

      "Which means no going out on your own again," Marak growls, his normal goofiness gone. "This is serious, Red. I know you were pissed off yesterday. You had every right to be, but your life and safety are more important than being angry at us."

      My only reply is a defiant nod. He's right, and I know it. But it doesn't mean I want to admit it.

      "Speaking of that," Syn speaks up, but I hold my hand up to stop him.

      "I've already decided to forgive you all. It isn't your job to take care of me, I shouldn't expect you to." My fit from yesterday seems silly now. "Thanks for the help last night, though."

      "Taylor..." Allistar sighs. A sharp scowl from Maverick stops him from saying any more.

      Marak pulls my attention away from their oddly tense moment. "Hey, we have some friends who invited us over for lunch. You sort of met two of them. Lochlan—the one with all the tattoos—was with Maverick when you first woke up in the hospital. Talen was the one who nearly ran me over when I first met you. The others, Declan, Duncan, and Dominic are their brothers. There's also Austyn and Parker."

      "Holy crap," my eyes pop wide, "that’s a lot of guys. I remember the one that came in with you and the tattooed crazy person that was with Maverick. I didn’t meet the others, I don’t think."

      Marak chuckles. "It is a lot. Except for Parker, she's one of the girls who was taken."

      My body stiffens immediately. Syn scoots over to me and wraps an arm around my shoulders to pull me into his side. "Hey, it's okay. You’re safe now. Remember that."

      "It's not that. It's just..." My words falter, and I need clear my throat to regain some composure. "Is she okay?"

      The four of them exchange loaded glances, and my stomach drops to the ground. Syn notices the beginnings of the shakes before anyone else. He pulls me onto his lap sideways and hugs me to his chest. "She's okay, Taylor. She wasn't, not for a while. She got hurt pretty badly. She’s been home from the hospital for a few weeks. She's the reason we found you, actually."

      I blink up at him. "What do you mean?"

      "I mean Lochlan and Dominic work with us a lot. Their, erm...parents do also. Anyway, when she was taken, they called in a favor with us. They asked us to help with a raid of the place. We agreed, and that's where we found you."

      I want to meet this Parker girl and know for myself that she's okay. Even thank her family for finding us. Would it be rude for me to ask to tag along? "So, you guys are going to lunch with your friends? Should I just hang out here?"

      "Oh, Taylor, you’re so cute." Syn rubs the tip of his nose against my ear, and I lift my shoulder to stop him, laughing despite myself. It makes me nervous for him to show affection in front of the other guys. What if someone picks up on my fondness for all of them? "You're coming with us. It'll be fun, and Maggie cooks like a five-star chef."

      "Maggie?" If I stopped for a second, I could probably figure out who she is, but my brain doesn’t want to work. All of my focus turns to ensuring that none of them notice the pleasure it brings me to be physically close to Syn, how badly I want to be close to them all.

      Marak stands and stretches. "Their mom. She's really cool. Almost cooler than Syn's mom."

      "Hey!" Syn shouts, and I cringe away. "No one is cooler than my mom, asshole."

      "It's fine,” I wave a hand in the air between me and Syn, “I didn't need hearing in my left ear, anyway."

      The sarcasm isn't lost on Syn. He hugs me and apologizes though he doesn’t stop growling at Marak.

      I roll my eyes and hop off his lap as he continues his bitch fit with Marak. The two of them leave the room bickering back and forth.

      When the guys go off to do what they’re going to do, two realizations occur to me. They didn’t go to work today, and now, it’s too late for me to go in, too. They also didn’t ask if I even wanted to go to lunch with them and their friends, but I don't mind. I like that they included me in their plans, even if it’s only because they can’t leave me alone.

      The bitch fits continue through the house, and even while I listen to them bicker, their bond is crystal clear and impossibly strong. They need to get rid of me before I screw things up for them.
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      The Harper-Smith residence should be on one of those look at my perfect house shows on TV. The décor is incredible and stylish; the home itself is immaculate and beautiful.

      Introductions go quick and remain simple. Lochlan remembers me from the hospital, and I remember him—he’s giant and scary as hell. Maverick and him boast similar builds, but something about Lochlan intimidates me and makes me want to hide behind Maverick.

      Talen also remembers me though we were never introduced. Declan and Duncan are carbon copies of each other. It's impossible for me to know who’s who, but luckily, they're not bothered by the confusion. Dominic doesn't say a lot, but he's kind. All of them have nice manners and welcome me into the group.

      For some reason, they're all distracted. They may believe they're slick, but each one of them keeps a subtle eye on Parker, who’s adorable and sweet. Even after what happened to her, she's all smiles. She’s also oblivious to the attention the five men in the room give her. Her attention stays on lunch, then on a board game with Austyn and Maggie.

      I fall completely in love with Austyn. He's hilarious and funky. He clearly loves Parker like a sister, and she loves him like a brother. If I had a brother, I’d want him to be exactly like Austyn.

      Lunch goes by quickly. Maggie made an epic chicken Caesar salad. I asked where she bought it from, and she told me she made it. I was shocked and impressed. It didn’t taste like the kind from the bag you mix and serve. She even grilled the chicken herself and left the little black grill lines like they do on TV. I can cook if I must, but nothing like Maggie.

      After everyone finishes, the guys wander out of the room to do whatever it is a group of nine guys do. Maybe they're going to paint each other’s nails and talk about the latest episode of some housewife show. It’s doubtful, but what do I know? Maggie insists we play our game while she cleans up the kitchen. She vehemently refuses my help; I offer multiple times.

      Austyn's phone dings on the table while he and Parker set me up to play with them. He scoops it up to read the message, then hoots with laughter and drops the phone back down. He smirks at Parker. "Your boyfriends’ group texted me to make sure you're okay. I'm not fucking answering that shit. They're two rooms away for fucks sake."

      Parker's eyes dart to mine and widen. It takes my mind a few seconds to catch up to what Austyn said and my eyes pop like Parker's. “Did you say boyfriends? As in plural?"

      It isn't something I meant to say out loud, but who in their right mind could hear a sentence like that and not ask a question. Parker's mouth opens and closes a few times, her chest rises and falls rapidly with quick, short breaths.

      Austyn takes her hand and answers for her. "Yeah, she's dating my brothers."

      "All five of them? At the same time?" I'm skeptical and wait for the gotcha part of the joke.

      Austyn's eyes narrow at me. My reaction doesn't sit well with him, obviously. "Yes. All of them at the same time. You didn't know that?"

      "No." I shake my head slowly. "I mean, I noticed them all looking her way through lunch, but I didn't know they were all together like that. I figured maybe it was a lot of crushes or something."

      None of us move or talk for a few long minutes as I sort out the new information. Parker’s anxious about me being privy to her business; Austyn’s defensive. I don’t consider the situation something disgraceful—if they're happy, then great for them. It really makes no sense to me, though. How would a relationship like theirs work? A million questions race through my mind, begging to be answered. I frown and huff with my frustration.

      "Is there something you'd like to say?" Austyn must take my silence and frustration as judgment for Parker and his brothers. Really, it’s an attempt to keep my curiosity to myself.

      Parker probably doesn't want a stranger asking her tons of questions about her relationship and how it all works. Austyn takes my lack of answer to his question the wrong way and stands up. "If you've got an issue with my brothers and my best friend, then you've got an issue with me. I should probably warn you that both of my dads are on their way home from work. If you'd like to get your judgments out, I'd do it now. Then you can leave before they get here."

      "Whoa." I blink at him. He waits impatiently for me to respond, and I take my time with it, debating what to say. In the end, my first thought pops out. "You really love your family, huh?"

      He reels back, clearly not expecting my answer. It stuns him into silence, and I take my chance at explaining myself. "I'm not judging anyone, I swear. It's just a little bit shocking, I guess. I didn't exactly expect that. It's not my job to tell you guys what's right and wrong. I'm just—"

      "Just what?" Parker, who remained silent and wide-eyed the whole time, finally speaks up but it's only a whisper.

      I clear my throat and shake my head. "I'm just curious how it all works. I don’t want to pry into your life by asking you questions, but I’m interested."

      Austyn plops down into his chair again and blows out a deep breath. "Oh, good. I don't have to kick you out then."

      "Not unless you want to." I smirk.

      He laughs. "I'm sorry. It's pretty common for my family to get weird looks and comments in public. Parker and the guys haven't gone out together much, yet, so she isn't used to it. My dads and mom are, and it doesn't bother them anymore. It bothers me and my brothers. People can be cruel. It can make a guy defensive. Like you said, I love my family. I’d do anything to protect them."

      "I get it. I'd probably be the same way." His protectiveness doesn't bother me in the least. He wants to keep his family safe from the judgmental jerks of the world. Growing up without parents, I know how he feels.

      He glances at me sideways, then gives Parker a mischievous smile. "So, Taylor," he says, while still staring at Parker, "you have questions, huh?"

      "Hey," I hold my hands up, "it’s not my business. I don't want to step on any toes or dig into personal crap."

      "You're really not freaked out by my relationship with them?" Parker relaxes slightly but remains ambivalent.

      My shoulders lift then drop heavily. "I can't say I'm not shocked. It's pretty damn shocking. But if you're asking me if I think badly of you, your boyfriends, or this family, then the answer is no. It doesn't change who you are. If you turn out to be an asshole who sticks gum in my hair and yells at puppies, then I'll think of you as an asshole. Dating more than one guy in a consensual relationship doesn’t make you or them bad people."

      She snorts, and her gaze shoots to the sliding glass door leading to the backyard. "I'll admit, I've wanted to yell at Pup and Kit a few times. But I love them."

      Two massive German shepherds run around the backyard, chasing and tackling each other. They seem mischievous, so I can kind of understand what she means. “Are they mean?”

      “Not at all.” She shakes her head vigorously. “Lochlan taught them to jump circles around me any time I’m near, though. So, if they spot me, I can’t walk because they’re in my way, jumping up and down.”

      “That’s kind of funny,” I snicker.

      Austyn bursts into laughter. "It's fucking hilarious. I have about twenty videos of this on my phone. Remind me, and I’ll show you later."

      "You're such an ass." Parker pouts.

      Austyn pats her head. "Love you, too, Starshine."

      "Screw you, Buttercup." She waves him off and turns her attention back to me. She’s loosening up and relaxing more. "You can ask me questions, if you want. I don't mind."

      The task of coming up with a single question might be the hardest thing ever. It takes a few long moments to shuffle through them a few times in search of the perfect question. I give up and go with the most basic way to ask most of my questions all at once. "How does it work?"

      "Talk about a loaded question." Austyn leans back in his chair, his arms crossed over his chest, and watches Parker with amusement twinkling in his eyes.

      She ignores him. "It works because I love them, and they love me." She says it with such conviction, there's no doubt in my mind that she's right. She loves all five of those guys. The way they watched her earlier makes me believe she's right about their love for her, too.

      "It must have been a lot easier having known them and their family beforehand. I mean, you knew about that lifestyle before you got into the relationship. Since Austyn said he has two dads and a mom."

      Parker wrinkles her nose and shakes her head at my assumption. "This is going to be a long conversation. Are you sure you're that interested?"

      At my nod of encouragement, Parker dives into her story. She tells me how she grew up in the foster system and bounced around from house to house until about a year ago. She was placed with Maggie and her two husbands, Jack and Collin. She explains how Declan and Duncan are biologically their children, along with a little boy named Greyson she says is with his dads at the moment. The others were adopted at different ages, and when Greyson came along, he completed the family.

      Then Parker showed up and flipped the family upside down. She doesn't explain it the same way, but from what she tells me, the whole family fell fast and hard for her. The older brothers fell in love with her—they all wanted her to be theirs. Their parents wanted her as part of the family. Austyn claimed her as his best friend. Greyson decided she had to stay, period.

      It took some time for everyone to get on the same page, to realize what they wanted and needed. They asked Parker what she wanted, and she wanted them. They haven't been officially together for long, but they're happy.

      "We have problems sometimes," she admits. "Last week, Lochlan wanted to take me out, but I'd already made plans with Duncan. After a little bit of bickering, we all agreed that from now on, when plans are made, we all need to know about it."

      "What other issues have come up?" My interest in her relationship style stems from my interest in my guys. They're not going to all want me or a relationship like Parker's, but a girl can dream, and to know it's possible makes the dream even better.

      "There's a lot of things to work out, just like any relationship, I think." She shrugs. "We just have to work it out with more people. There’s a lot of trial and error."

      "Is it worth all the work?" I know the answer, but still find myself asking.

      Parker doesn't hesitate. "Every one of my guys is worth all the work and more. That's what love is. You don't just get the good and the fun from the ones you love. You get the bad, the frustrating, and the crazy. You have to love and accept it all and be willing to work through any issues. If you can't get through those things, then maybe it wasn't meant to be."

      "What about sex?" My mouth moves before my brain can filter the incredibly personal question. Austyn snorts, and Parker chokes on air. "Sorry, that was not supposed to come out. I didn't mean to ask that."

      "Oh, no." Austyn waves his hands in the air. "I gotta hear this shit. Do tell, Starshine."

      Parker's face burns bright, and I feel guilty for embarrassing her. I want to tell her not to answer it if she isn't comfortable, but she beats me to it. "We haven’t done that yet."

      "Wait... really?" Austyn’s as surprised as I am. With five boyfriends, especially ones quite a bit older than her, I assumed sex would be involved almost immediately.

      "You'd have known by now if I had, dumbass," Parker growls at Austyn who isn’t phased in the least. "I'm not ready for that yet. They know that, and they're okay with it. They know I’m younger than they are and not as experienced with relationships and sex. We talk about it, but they never pressure me for anything I’m not willing to give them."

      Austyn nods hard. "They fucking better be okay with it. I'll kill them if they rush you."

      "You're so sweet to me, Buttercup." Parker wraps her arms around her best friend, hugging him tight. He happily hugs her back.

      The two of them together makes my heart ache for my best friends. Most of the time I can guess what Michelle and Evelyn would say in any given situation. This time, I have no clue what they'd say if they knew I liked four men at once and slept with two of them.

      Casual sex never was something I considered. It still isn't, no matter how many times I try to convince myself that my time with Marak and Allistar was casual. Even the time spent with Syn and Maverick means more to me than it should, and when they leave me behind, it's going to hurt like hell.
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      Taylor fits in well with our friends. She and Parker have a six-year age gap, but from what I know of Parker, she's more mature than her years. She and Taylor along with Austyn hit it off. I'd be jealous of the way Taylor laughs with Austyn if I didn't know him.

      It’s hard to take my eyes from Taylor through lunch. Hell, it's hard to take my eyes from her any time. She’s oblivious to the fact I’m wrapped around her finger. I'm hooked, and it's dangerous. Her safety was jeopardized yesterday, and my focus wasn’t where it needed to be. She was the only thing on my mind, and I missed my mark. I never miss my mark, but I couldn't think straight. Every part of me screamed to get to Taylor and make sure she was okay. The only reason I didn't let the guy go without getting a shot in was because I knew Syn, Allistar, and Maverick would hold her and keep her safe until I could get to her.

      To watch her fight scared me more than anything in my life. I sat powerless to stop the guy until we could pull up closer. Only seconds passed, but those seconds felt like the longest of my life. Yesterday, marks the second time my instincts to protect her with everything in me overwhelmed me completely.

      The night in her apartment pops into my mind more than a few times a day. Not only the gun fire, because of course, I go over every way I could change any part of it. The moments before the danger play like a film reel through my mind. I never meant for anything to happen. I only stayed to protect and watch over her. Then she came out in her little white tank top with nothing under it. Her attempt at sneaking around cracked me up. She needs to work on her stealth.

      Then again, I’m glad I caught her. The feel of her under me, the way she said my name, gets me hard enough to pound nails every time. It takes a lot of willpower not to jump on her whenever she enters a room. She never once mentioned that night and neither did I. If she regrets it, shit will get uncomfortable.

      I don’t want to bring it up until she’s ready... if she ever is. I’ll follow her lead with it for now. She probably assumes I go around and jump in bed with every female I meet, which is far from true. I was in two different committed relationships in the past, and they were the only girls I ever slept with. Casual is Syn’s thing, not mine. Allistar and I act a lot alike in that way. Maverick is in a category all his own, and while the rest of us don’t mind what he likes, it isn’t something we’re into.

      I realized two things when I hooked up with Taylor. Casual sex will never be for me. There needs to be a connection for me to want anything to do with the girl. The two relationships before didn’t work out because there wasn’t a deep enough connection. Which also brought to light the fact that I want Taylor to be mine. I want to ask her out, take her on dates, call her my girl, and keep her toothbrush next to mine.

      At first, my plan was to wait until this bullshit with Pearson—or as she calls him, McCreepearson—blew over. Then, my best friends got involved. The three guys I always considered my brothers want the same girl I do, and now, we need to figure out what to do about it. It doesn’t bother me as badly as I figured it would. Of course, I’m jealous, and I want her to myself. If it was anyone else, I’d tell them to fuck off and stay away from her. But this is Maverick, Syn, and Allistar—they’re my family, and I’d do anything for my family. Which is how I find myself at the Harper-Smith household, chatting with our friends, the five eldest sons about their relationship with Parker.

      “How’s Parker doing since she got released from the hospital?” Syn starts out in safer territory.

      Lochlan’s expression darkens. “She’s been fine physically.”

      “What does that mean?” Syn, always the medic, wants to know if he can fix something for our friends.

      Dominic pats Lochlan’s shoulder, a gesture of comfort. “She’s had some bad anxiety since we got her home. She can’t go out alone, not that we’d let her anyway. Even when we’re with her and she walks to the other side of a store, she panics.”

      Talen cringes. Whatever popped into his head can’t be good. “She also doesn’t know about the guy who has been after Taylor. We worry about how she’d react, and we don’t want her to get more upset. We don’t want to lie to her, but we don’t know how else to handle it.”

      “Understandable.” I nod. I would probably do the same thing if it was Taylor. “We won’t mention it to her.”

      “Thanks.” Talen sighs with relief.

      Declan snickers. It draws everyone’s attention to him. “You guys aren’t here to chat about Parker. You want to talk about Taylor.”

      Denial would be pointless, and I’ve never been one for avoidance. “We do.” Adjusting my beanie, I lean back and huff. I remember Taylor running her hands through my hair and tugging on the ends. Fuck. Not the time to stroll down memory lane. “I have no idea where to start.”

      “You all want her.” It isn’t a question from Lochlan, but the four of us nod our confirmation anyway. He clears his throat and leans forward, his forearms on his knees. “Stop me if I’m wrong here. You want her to be yours, but you don’t want to hurt your best friends, your brothers. You’re looking high and low for any alternative because the only two options that come to mind are hurting your family or losing your girl.”

      None of us stop him. He’s dead on with his assumptions, and we know it. “Except,” Maverick speaks up after a moment of tense silence, “there is another option. It’s just not something most would think about.”

      “It also doesn’t work for most people,” Duncan adds. “They can’t handle a relationship like ours. We grew up with our mom and dads. We grew up in this tiny neighborhood of people in unconventional relationships. This the norm for us, but it isn’t for the rest of the world.”

      “Exactly!” Syn growls. It’s the first thing he’s said, and I know the rest will be negative. He’s the least open to this idea—he’s made his position clear. “It isn’t the norm. We know you guys and have for years. At least, we know it’s possible and not completely nuts. It isn’t what Taylor knows, and she’d be gone faster than a Snickers at a Weight Watchers convention if we even mention it.”

      “That’s fucked up, Syn,” Talen’s eyes wide, and his mouth set in a firm line. He’s obviously trying not to laugh at the joke.

      Declan doesn’t care it’s fucked up as he howls with laughter. “Holy shit, you’re horrible.”

      “Whatever. You guys know what I mean.” Syn grins and the tension from moments ago dissolves. He sighs heavily and pushes his hand down his face. “She’d run if we even considered this, if we even mentioned it. You guys know that.”

      “It’s a lot simpler than you four are making it out to be.” Declan shrugs. “Either you’re willing to keep your girl and your brothers, or you’re not. If you aren’t, you need to pick who you lose. It takes a hell of a lot of thinking. It’s not an easy decision to make, but the options you have are straight forward. You won’t know what Taylor thinks until you ask her.”

      He’s right, the choices are simple. Either we care enough about her and each other to give this a shot, or we let someone we care about go. The decision is ours to make individually, but first, we need to talk about it as a group. If the guys find out that I already slept with Taylor, they may think differently of me or her. They may hate me for it. Still, they need to know. One thing we learned long ago from the Harper-Smith family was to never keep secrets from your family. Now, our mutual interest in her is out in the open, and I need to be honest with them. It may be the hardest thing I’ve ever told them, but they deserve to know.
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      “Where’s Taylor?” I drop onto a stool in the kitchen. A few days passed since we met with the Harper-Smith guys, and none of us have talked yet. We’re all too consumed with our own inner battle of what we want.

      Syn hums absentmindedly. “She went to shower.”

      Silence descends once more on our group. The conversation with the guys from the other day continues to flash back to me. I know I need to tell them what happened. It eats at me daily since I decided to tell them. It’s better to come clean than for them find out some other way.

      “Guys,” My shaky voice calls. I really hope they don’t hate me for this. When I gain the attention of all three of them I clear my throat. “I need you guys to know something. You might hate me, but you should know.”

      None of them move while I shut my eyes and bite the bullet. “I slept with Taylor.”

      Three loud beats of my heart ring in my ears while the room remains dead silent before Maverick loses his mind. “What the fuck, Marak? Are you kidding me?”

      “Mav, it isn’t—” I start, but he’s too busy shouting at me while he paces the kitchen.

      “After the shit we all talked about the other day, you go and do something like that. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      Syn joins him. He’s not mad; he’s hurt and kills me. “Why did you do it, man? Knowing how we all feel about her.”

      “I didn’t know,” I tell him quickly. Maverick mad is expected. Syn exploding and losing his shit is expected. Syn quiet and dejected like this crushes me. “It was that first night at her place. I swear to Christ, I didn’t plan it, guys. It’s not like I went behind your backs. I didn’t know how you all felt or would feel. It just sort of happened.”

      Allistar hasn’t said a word. He leans against the counter, his arms crossed and his head bowed. At first, I fear he’s as hurt as Syn, but when he glances up all I find is guilt. Holy shit. “You slept with her, didn’t you?”

      His jaw twitches, but he nods once. I don’t have a right to be upset with him. I did the same thing as him, but it doesn’t stop the jealousy from slicing through me like a hot knife through butter. Maverick and Syn remain shell-shocked at Allistar’s confession.

      “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” Syn mutters as his head drops into his hands. “This is why we can’t be in a relationship with one girl. All I want to do right now is beat the shit out of the both of you. I don’t want to feel that way toward my family, it’s not right.”

      “Taylor has the liberty to make her choices, as do we. But that doesn’t change the way all of us feel after hearing that. We need time to think about this shit.” Maverick leaves the room.

      Part of me wants to go ask Taylor why she had sex with Allistar after being with me, but I can’t. First, I’d be going behind Allistar’s back, which I refuse to do. Second, she isn’t my girlfriend. We never even talked about what happened between us, and Maverick’s right. She reserves every right to be with whoever she wants though it doesn’t make it sting any less. Maybe Syn is right, and this won’t work out. Maybe we should all accept reality and move on.
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      Something changed. Something between the guys took a turn after our visit with the Harper-Smith family. Only a week has passed, but it’s blatantly obvious. They never said specifically anything happened, but I’m not blind. They’re avoiding each other and me. The tension is almost a physical presence in the room whenever more than one of them come together.

      I know it’s something I did. They’re different with me also. They won’t touch me, and they’re standoffish whether we’re alone or not. The only thing I can come up with is they realized what I did. They found out about me and Marak, and me and Allistar. They noticed me flirt with the four of them, and they’re disgusted with me.

      The Harper-Smith guys probably pointed it out to them. They’re in the kind of relationship I can only wish for. They’d find the signs of my feelings for the four of them. They likely warned the guys to stay clear of me. If they want to keep their distance from me, I’ll do the same. They’re making it a lot easier now for me to stay away. They’ll go back to normal if I take myself out of the picture.

      Syn, Allistar, and Marak made plans today. They left me with Maverick, who stuck himself in the home office all day. He only came out to grab coffee a few hours ago. With nothing to do and no one to talk to, I decide to clean the house a bit. It’s the least I can do for them after all the trouble I’ve caused. With some music on, I grab the cleaning supplies and go about scrubbing the place down.

      Around noon, a knock on the door interrupts my solo performance of a Kesha song. Out of instinct, I answer the door like I would any other time someone knocks.

      A woman in her fifties with dark brown hair and soft blue eyes smiles kindly. Her eyes widen with surprise when they lock on mine. “Oh, hello. I didn’t know they hired a housekeeper. Sorry to interrupt you, dear. I’m here to see Seymour.”

      “Uh.” It takes me a second to catch up, and I shake my head slowly. “I think you have the wrong house.”

      My heart thumps in my chest. Why in the holy hell did I answer the door alone? This lady probably works for McCreepearson, and he sent her here to drag me to hell.

      The woman frowns. “Seymour Synclair, dear. He lives here.”

      Again, I shake my head, and she becomes frustrated with me. “I know he lives here. I’ve been here many times before. Did he put you up to this?”

      She takes a step into the house, and I panic. I shout for Maverick and scramble away from the crazy woman with the broom extended as my weapon. Maverick’s footsteps pound down the hall. He grabs me by the arms and spins me behind him. His shoulders are tense, and his breath is labored. He freezes in place when he discovers who it is at the door. His whole body deflates, and he steps to the side. “Hey, June. You scared the fuck outta me.”

      She snorts. “You? I thought my son up and moved without telling me. What’s going on, Maverick?”

      “Taylor, this is Syn’s mom, June Synclair.” He gestures from me to the woman and vice versa. “June, this is Taylor. I think Syn told you about her the last time you two talked.”

      “Oh, I’m so embarrassed.” Her small hands cover her pink cheeks. “I called you the housekeeper. Oh, I’m horrible. I’m so sorry, dear. The broom and the apron caught my attention. I just assumed... Oh lord, this is so embarrassing.”

      “It’s fine,” I assure her. My focus goes more on calming my racing heart than her mistake in my identity. “Uh, so Syn is your son?”

      “Yes, dear. I’m sorry, I forget sometimes he likes to be called Syn. For some reason, he doesn’t like his given name.” She rolls her eyes and grins.

      “Seymour?” I recall from moments ago.

      She nods. “He uses the first part of our last name as his own. Synclair. Syn. He started that in middle school, I believe. He always says he’ll never forgive me for naming him after my grandfather. He’s a big baby, though. It’s not a terrible name.”

      A response eludes me. It is a bad name, but I won’t offer my opinion to her. “Er, Syn isn’t here. He’s... Actually, I’m not sure where he is, but he said he had stuff to do.”

      “Oh, that’s okay, dear. I was just going to make him take me to lunch.” She waves off the idea but eyes me. “You can come with me instead.”

      My jaw drops. Did Syn’s mother ask me to go to lunch with her? No good can come from this.

      I try to protest and explain I can’t go places alone, but Maverick speaks up, “Go for it.” He thinks he hides his grouchiness from Syn’s mom, but by the raise in her brow, she picks up on it anyway.

      “I’ll go get changed.” The only way it could be more obvious he wants me to leave him alone would be if Maverick put up a neon sign above his head saying, Fuck off, Taylor. I’d rather eat snails than stick around with people who wish I would vanish. I learned my lesson with my mother. If someone acts like you’re a burden to them, then get lost before shit gets worse. With an ache in my chest from Maverick’s dismissal, I rush up the stairs to throw some real clothes on and let a few tears escape.
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      Thirty minutes later, June and I sit at a quiet table in a cute diner a few miles from the house.

      "So, you're the girl my son has been telling me about?" She doesn't give me any warning and the sip of Diet Coke I'd taken goes down the wrong pipe.

      She giggles uncontrollably as I cough, gasp, and try not to die. "Wh-what?"

      "Syn and I talk all the time, dear. He's been telling me about a girl he's met. I won't say what he's said to me, but it's all good things." She winks, and my cheeks darken. "What I'd like to know is what you think of my boy."

      "Uh." This cannot be happening. How is a girl supposed to respond to such a question?

      Luckily, June doesn't appear phased. She smiles and pushes the conversation in a different direction. Unfortunately, the direction isn't one I wish to go in. "It was interesting to see Maverick so flustered."

      "What do you mean?" Angry, pissed, and grouchy—all words I would use to describe his mood today. But flustered? Not so much.

      "I've known the boys for a long time. Maverick, Marak, and Syn have been friends forever, and Allistar found himself stuck with them when they were barely teens. I think of them as my own."

      She takes a drink of water and watches me. "It isn't often they're upset with each other for more than a few hours at a time. I recall once when they had all graduated high school and Maverick joined the marines without telling them. They didn't speak for two weeks. When they finally did, it was to tell each other they all joined so they could go with him. They refused to let their best friend go alone. It brought them closer than ever. They went from the best of friends to brothers after that."

      "They've got such a tight bond." I swirl the straw around my drink as a way to avoid eye contact. "It's really amazing to watch them work like one unit all the time."

      "It is. They're a team, and they will always be a team. I have no doubt about that." She knows. The way she says it, she knows what's going on with the guys. Either Syn told her or it's a mother thing, and she figured it out. Grammy always knew everything without a word from me. Either way, I can't decide if she's warning me away from them or not. She's incredibly kind and sweet. If she’s trying to hint I should get lost, she's being too subtle about it.

      She moves the subject to random, safer topics for the rest of lunch. We spend a few hours at the diner, then she drops me off back at the guys’ house. If I could pick my own mother, I'd pick Grammy, but June comes up as a close second. Even while warning me to watch myself without actually using the words, she's motherly, and I want to hug her.

      When she drops me off, I'm sad to watch her go, but she promises we will get lunch again soon. It’s a wonderful gesture, but I doubt I’ll ever get to meet with her again.

      The second I open the front door, I wish I stayed with June. The shouts ring through the house, four loud males fighting with each other.

      "What the fuck is wrong with you, Maverick?" Syn can be heard above the rest. "You just let her and my mother go out alone while some psycho is willing to kill to get to her. I swear to God, if something happens to my mom because of you, I'll kill you myself."

      The others join in again, and it's too much for me to handle. Listening to them upset over something to do with me breaks my heart. I spin on my heel and leave the house, shutting the door quietly. With a quick call, I get an Uber to pick me up and take me to my apartment. Supposedly, the window got patched until it can be replaced. All I need to do is vacuum the glass up, and it should be fine.

      If Michelle or Evelyn were here, I'd go to them. They're too far away, and they don't need to be concerned with me even more. Grumpy called and texted a few times since he got to Oklahoma. He’s enjoying his visit though he'd never admit it. He deserves a good vacation, and if I call him now, he'll know I'm upset and come straight back. His safety is more important than my crazy emotional roller coaster.

      The drive to my apartment goes quick. I'm thankful I brought money with me to pay for lunch, or I'd be out of luck. June refused to let me pay for myself. She scared the waiter when she snatched the bill from his hand and stuck her card in the folder without letting him leave the table.

      After paying the driver, I hop out and drop my head for the stroll to the door. It’s an idiotic attempt at discretion in case anyone’s watching. At the last second, I remember I didn’t grab my keys and curse under my breath. My irritation turns to fear when I notice the door is already cracked open.

      In horror movies, the dumb blonde always goes into the abandoned building or dark woods alone, unarmed, and without anyone knowing where she went. Every time I watch those movies, I yell at the girl to stop being stupid. Good thing I'm not blonde, or I'd be exactly like those girls.

      With a soft push to open the door, I peek around the frame, and my heart stops. The place is completely trashed. The couch is cut up; the television is smashed to pieces. The coffee table sits in two pieces surrounded by the glass shattered from the last time I was here. Everything in my kitchen was thrown around and broken, the fridge turned onto its front and the glass-top stove shattered.

      My feet move me farther into the apartment, and it only gets worse. Holes decorate the walls. The doors were pulled from their hinges. Every piece of artwork I painted for my home is ruined, slashed and burned. When I make it to my room, I find it completely upturned. Red paint on the walls spells out a message for me—Your only home is with me.

      My knees hit the ground as I let out a cry, followed by an overflowing of silent sobs. My home is gone. I worked my ass off to make my place nice and make it mine. Everything I worked for, everything I took pride in, is broken beyond repair. The material stuff isn’t why I curl into a ball in the corner of my destroyed room. It's the sense of safety I used to have in my home. It's the realization that this man won’t stop until he gets me. The idea he’ll hurt someone else because of me.

      My phone dings with a text and assuming one of the guys wants to know where I went, I pull it out. Instead, it's a text from an unknown number.

      Unknown: Don't cry. You'll be where you belong soon.

      My hands shake violently as I scroll down to find one of the guys' names. Syn pops up first, and I hit call. My teeth chatter from fear and mixed with the sobs flowing out of me, it makes talking difficult.

      Syn answers on the first ring, already yelling before I can say a word. "Where the hell are you, Taylor? I called my mom, and she said she'd dropped you off hours ago! Your GPS is disabled, and you didn't tell anyone where the fuck you were going."

      "I need you." My voice is muted.

      Syn draws in a sharp breath, and his tone changes completely. "Where are you?"

      "My... The apartment." This place will never be mine again. It no longer gives me safety, and it never will.

      "Stay on the phone with me, baby. I'm on my way." I'm impressed he understood me. His voice becomes muffled for a second as if he pulls the phone from his ear. When he speaks again, I know he put me on speakerphone. A tap sound comes over the line. “I’m sending the guys a text. They’re all out looking for you, too. We split up.”

      My head bobs up and down, but a second later, I remember he can’t see me. He doesn’t like my silence. “Baby, I need you to talk to me. Are you hurt?”

      "No." I know he means physically. Otherwise, I’d be lying.

      He continues to ask questions of little importance, but they force me to talk to him. It helps he hasn’t asked anything that truly requires an answer because there’s no way for me to give him any right now. I find enough difficulty in yes and no answers. The longer it takes for him to get to me, the harder my body convulses, and the more the tears flow. As he asks another question, a hard tremor runs through my body. My hold on the phone slips, and it drops to the floor.

      It takes three attempts for me to pick it back up. The second I place it back to my ear a loud crash comes from the front of the apartment. My phone falls once more, and I draw my knees to my chest, cover my face with my hands, and bury it in my knees. My ears ring, all noise fades into a loud buzz. My mind goes straight to the man who ruined my apartment. The text message he sent made it clear he knew I came here. Now, he came to get me while he can.

      Arms wrap around my body and pull me into a chest. The buzz in my ears disappears as my scream echoes off the walls.

      “Shh, baby. It’s okay, it’s me. Calm down, take a deep breath.” Syn’s whispers break through the panic.

      My mouth snaps shut, and my eyes pop open, desperate to find Syn’s smooth blue eyes. My attention snaps to our surroundings to ensure we’re truly safe. Syn pulls me on his lap, his gun lays on the ground next to us.

      He places both hands on either side of my face and pulls my focus to him. “Please, tell me you’re okay. Did you get hurt at all?”

      “I-I’m fine.” My voice barely reaches above a whisper, and it takes three attempts to utter the words correctly.

      Syn shakes his head back and forth as his eyes roam over my face. “You’re not fine, baby.” He brushes a few tears from my cheek with his thumb, then pulls my head gently toward his. His chin rises, and he plants a soft kiss on my forehead. He trails more kisses down the side of my face, kissing the tears away as fast as they fall. He’s not being sexual with his kisses or attempting to turn the moment into a make-out session. He’s comforting me, and it works enough that I can draw in a few steady breaths. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      This will be the last time I come to this apartment. As Syn picks me up and holds me tight to his chest, I fall apart once more. Not only did my home get stolen from me, my sense of safety went with it. The only other place in the world I feel secure is with the guys, and they already learned what a terrible idea it is to keep me around them.

      Syn manages to drive to their house with me sideways on his lap, my head buried in his shoulder. No matter how hard I try, the tears won’t quit, and the shudders continue to wrack my body. He doesn’t say anything to me during the drive home. He calls Maverick and tells him to meet us at their place. Other than his call, the only sound in the car is my sobs. When we arrive, he carries me into the house, straight to his room. He sits down with his back against his headboard and holds me close. His fingers run through my hair, his free hand holding mine.

      “I’ve got you, baby. It’ll be okay, I promise.” He continues to whisper reassuring words to me with the occasional kiss dropped to my forehead and the hand he holds in his.

      Thunderous footsteps echo through the house, then stampede up the stairs. I don’t bother to sit up or open my eyes, I know who it is, and I can’t handle the disgust they’ll show when they find me and Syn in this position. If any fight was left in me, I’d probably kick him out and cry myself to sleep, but I can’t let him go yet. As it is, I only managed to truly get air into my lungs moments ago, and I know the guys will want answers. If I talk to or see them, I’ll break down again.

      “Keep it down, you guys. I just managed to get her calmed down.” Syn’s generally happy tone drops low and grows full of authority. “If you wake her up, I’ll kick your asses.”

      “What the fuck happened?” Marak demands, though he keeps his volume low. “Is she hurt?”

      “She didn’t tell me exactly. She called, and she was crying. She said she needed me, and I was already on my way to her place. I kept her on the phone, kept her talking.”

      Syn tightens his hand around mine as he speaks. “When I was pulling in, she stopped answering my questions. I panicked, I thought something had happened. I went in ready to shoot someone, but instead, I found her place fucking destroyed. There’s no way to salvage anything from the apartment. Even those paintings Marak mentioned of hers were destroyed. She was in the corner of her room when I finally cleared the house and got to her. She didn’t even hear me call her name. She freaked when I picked her up, screaming until she realized it was me.”

      “You’re sure she’s not physically hurt?” Allistar asks.

      He sounds closer than Marak. Syn continues the soothing rhythm of his fingers through my hair, and his free hand keeps ahold of mine. A third hand, presumably Allistar’s, rubs soft circles on my back.

      “She’s fine physically. But she’s really upset. She was shivering so hard I thought she might be convulsing at first.” Syn sighs softly, his breath ghosting across my hair. “There’s more. Whoever fucked up her place also wrote your only home is with me on her bedroom wall in blood red paint.”

      “Jesus,” Maverick mutters, making his presence known to me for the first time. “God damnit. I fucked up, Syn. I never should have let her go anywhere without us. This is my fault.”

      “Mav—” Marak begins but stops when someone stomps out of the room.

      “Let’s let her sleep,” Allistar suggests. “Syn, will you stay with her while we go talk with Maverick?”

      Syn makes a quiet noise of confirmation, and seconds later, the room descends into silence. The safety of being in Syn’s arms mixed with the exhaustion of my mental breakdown drag me under, and I fall into a deep sleep.
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      The girl in my arms shifts in her sleep. Her contented sigh breaks through the quiet room. The guys asked me to stay with her, and I gladly agreed. If I didn’t get to hold her and comfort her, I’d be headed out on a murderous rampage to find the motherfucker who ruined her apartment.

      Finding Taylor in the corner of her bedroom, curled into a little ball, sobs wracking her small frame ranks one of the worst things I’ve witnessed, and I’ve witnessed a lot of shit in my life. The squeeze my heart gave physically hurt, and the only thing I wanted to do was fix everything for her.

      After the original text I sent the guys to tell them she called, I managed to send another one after I got her home and somewhat calm. I wanted them to know I took her to my room, hoping they wouldn’t flip their shit when they didn’t find us downstairs.

      After they came home and barreled in, their faces showed fear that mirrored my own. They worried about her, and it’s undeniable their worry hit them as intensely as mine did. It kills me that my brothers want the girl I’ve fallen for, but to know they’re as invested in her as I am gives me a sense of relief. The two feelings contradict each other in every way. I want her to myself, but I want them to look out for her and care about her as deeply as I do. It doesn’t make any fucking sense.

      Maverick got close to getting hit for his suggestion of talking to the Harper-Smith family. They’re fantastic people, and the relationship between Maggie, Collin, and Jack doesn’t bother me in the least. They’re perfect parents. Neither does the relationship between Parker and her guys. But it isn’t something I ever thought twice about for myself. What guy would picture himself sharing his girl with his best friends? Or anyone else for that matter.

      The way Taylor melted into me when Allistar started to rub her back earlier made shit more complex for me. She was calm with me, but she relaxed further under his touch. It was a relief to know she wouldn’t wake up and breakdown again. Then again, I wish my touch was the only one to make her melt.

      With too many unanswered thoughts in my mind, I can’t keep still any longer. It isn’t easy for me to sit still for long periods of time under normal circumstances, and it’s worse when shit runs rampant through my head and decisions need to be made. The need to move overwhelms me, and I decide to head to our basement gym for a long workout and exhaust myself into a nice deep sleep. I start to wiggle away from Taylor. While I lie on my back, she lies with her head on my chest, her leg thrown over mine, her arm tight around my waist. Originally, she sat on my lap, but she squirmed around in her sleep until she found a comfortable position.

      My attempts at breaking free don’t go well. Taylor groans and grabs a fistful of my shirt, then pulls it toward her. “Syn?”

      She’s half asleep, her voice rough with sleep and from crying.

      I push my fingers through her hair and press my lips to her forehead. “I’m here, baby. I’ve got you.”

      She turns her head, presses her face into my chest, then pulls in a deep breath. “You stayed with me?”

      “Of course, I did.” I tuck her closer to me with my arm under her and breathe her in. “How do you feel?”

      She stretches, yawns, then turns her face to watch me. “Tired and embarrassed. I’m sorry I fell apart on you.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I’ll always here for you when you need me.” My fingers trail lightly up and down her back. She shivers under my touch, and my dick twitches at her little sigh of contentment. This girl keeps me semi-hard all the damn time. All she needs to do is look my way, and I’m done.

      “Were you going somewhere?” she asks with a frown. Her hand flattens against my chest, right over my heart.

      I shake my head. “I’m not going anywhere if you want me here.” She sounds upset at the idea of me leaving her and damn it, if I don’t love it.

      She nods against me. “I want you.” My body reacts instantly to her words. She may mean she wants me to stay with her, but my dick doesn’t hear the difference.

      My mind scrambles to come up with a response that doesn’t sound like a dirty joke. It takes a while, and I have to glance away from her. She slides her body half on top of me and presses her lips to mine. I inhale a sharp breath, shocked as shit by her bold move. She backs away, only by half an inch, and her hooded, sleepy eyes seek mine. “You’ll stay with me?”

      The silent plea in her gaze breaks any resolve I might possess to mind my manners. “Always, baby.”

      With surprise on my side, it barely takes any effort to flip Taylor over and bring my body on top of hers. I use the surprise to my advantage and lock our mouths together. I force myself to go slow and give her enough of a chance to push me away if I read this all wrong.

      Thank fuck I’m right about her wanting this as badly as I do. She wraps her arms around my neck and pulls my mouth harder against hers to deepen the kiss. Her teeth nip at my lips, and I smile into the kiss, teasing her tongue with mine. She continues to try and deepen the kiss, but I pull back every time she thinks she’s won. I make her wait while I tease and nip at her lips.

      When she growls in frustration, I can’t help but chuckle. Her heels unexpectedly dig into my ass, and her hips thrust up against mine. The smile fades, and I shut my eyes tight to keep from showing how badly I want her to do it again.

      “Are you trying to tease me, Syn?” she whispers in my ear. Her voice sounds more awake, but still breathy and sexy as fuck. She presses her hips to mine again and circles them this time.

      I grunt and drop my forehead to her shoulder. “Fuck. You’re doing that on purpose.”

      “Doing what?” Her tone drips with fake innocence. “You mean this?” She slides her hand down my back, around my hip, to the front of my jeans. Her hand slides up and down my length.

      My jeans get tighter. I idly wonder if my dick could pop my zipper. “If you don’t quit that shit, I won’t be able to control myself.”

      She giggles but doesn’t stop her torture.

      I grunt and tighten the muscles in my stomach to gain some control. “You’re asking for trouble, aren’t you?”

      “Depends.” She leans forward to nibble on my neck. Her free hand travels down my back, then back up. She pulls the hem of my shirt with her. “Does this trouble you’re talking about mean I get to see you naked?”

      “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.” I wink, and she tosses her head back to laugh. A bit of the Taylor I’ve fallen for is back.

      While she laughs, I push myself to sit up and reach behind me to grab my shirt and pull it over my shoulders. Her attention goes straight to my nipple rings, and it makes me laugh. She really seems to like them. My high school wild years may finally pay off.

      She scoots back and sits up on her knees in front of me. Her hands hook onto my shoulders, then slowly slide down my sides and up my stomach. Finally, she lands on my chest. Her fingers lightly play with the metal bars, which is a sensitive spot for me. My body tenses, and I breathe deeply. The small bit of control left in me is the only thing preventing me from flipping her over and fucking her like a damn animal.

      She glances up at me, then back down to my chest. Her fingers travel from the piercings to the tattoos wrapped around my shoulder and down my side. “This is sexy,” she murmurs quietly.

      “Which part, the piercings or the tattoos?” My hands ball into fists at my sides while I force myself to allow her to explore. She wants to take her time, and I’ll let her no matter how much I want to take her quick and hard.

      “All of it,” she admits as her nails rake over the tattoo on my side.

      At my grunted response, she smirks and sits back on her heels. “I have a tattoo. Wanna see?”

      If it’s on her body, then fuck yes, I want to see it. Rather than speak my mind, I simply nod. The breath leaves me as she pops the buttons of her shirt one by one. She takes her time, her eyes never leaving mine. My gaze follows her fingers until she reaches the last button. Unable to control myself, I reach up and push the shirt off. Freckles cover her shoulders, and I promise myself I will kiss every one of them before the night ends.

      My eyes travel down her body but freeze when I land on her sides. My body tenses, and my vision goes red. She frowns at the sudden change in me and looks to where my attention has gone.

      Before she can say anything, I pull her down to lie on her back and straddle her hips. She squeaks in surprise and watches me with wide eyes.

      My hands hover over the hand-shaped bruises on her sides. “Was this from the other day?”

      She nods and swallows hard.

      “Does it hurt?” My fingers finally touch the deep purple marks.

      She shakes her head and her hands cover mine. “I’m fine, Syn. They’re ugly, but they don’t hurt.”

      I shake my head at her and lower my face closer to hers. “Nothing about you is ugly, Taylor.” She smiles softly, and I grin. “Except maybe these jeans. They’re horrible and should probably come off right now.”

      She scoffs and smacks my chest. I cover her laughter with a kiss, this time harder than before. She follows my lead, taking everything I give her. With one hand on the bed by her head, I lift my body and blindly search for the button on her jeans with my free hand. She catches up on my intention and helps me get them off. She continues with the tit for tat routine, grabbing at my jeans and helping me out of them. The little vixen pulls my boxers down with them, and I wish I thought to do the same with her panties.

      She breaks the kiss for a second. “I want to see you.”

      I roll us to put her on top of me, and she straddles my hips. When my hardened cock hits her panty-covered center she gasps and throws her head back.

      I like the way her gasp sounds, and I want it again. I trail my hands up her thighs and rub the insides with my thumbs. “Take your bra off, baby. If you get to see me, I get to see you.”

      She bites her lip as she reaches behind her and unhooks the bra. She pulls it down her arms slowly. My patience vanishes, and I grab the bra to pull it the rest of the way off and toss it over her shoulder. She rolls her eyes and giggles at my impatience, but when my thumbs reach the edge of her panties, her exasperated eye roll turns into one of pleasure.

      She bites down on her lip, and her hips move with the rhythm of my thumbs. When one thumb hooks onto her soaked panties and pulls them to the side and the other rubs the same circular motion on her clit, she shatters. I didn’t expect her to go off so quickly, but it’s the hottest fucking thing ever. Her head drops back, and she makes tiny whimpering noises. Her hips jerk up and down while her thighs tighten around me, and her fingers dig into my chest.

      “Holy shit, I have to see that again.” My finger pushes through the lace of her panties, and I tear them away easily.

      Still gasping for air, Taylor’s jaw drops. “You ruined them.”

      I shoot her a wicked smile. “I’m about to ruin a lot more than your panties, baby.”

      She gets no time to reply before I distract her. I run my hands up and down her body, making sure to pay special attention to her perfect tits. Round, pink, and hardened into little peaks, they beg to be sucked and licked. Unable to deny this girl anything she clearly wants, I sit up and pull one bud into my mouth, nipping and sucking while she squirms in my lap. Her bare center hits my cock and while I groan, she stills. I smirk against her nipple because I know why she froze.

      She slides down my legs, taking her tits with her. My lip pokes out in a pout. “You stole my treat.”

      Aside from the quirk of her lips, she ignores me. Her attention goes straight to the tip of my dick. “What is that?”

      I bark out a laugh and shake my head. “You talking about my dick or the piercing, babe? Either way, I hope I don’t need to explain how they work.”

      She smacks my chest and glares at me. “I know that, but...”

      “But what?” I raise a brow and wait.

      She simply shakes her head. “How the hell did you get the courage to do that?”

      “I had just enlisted, and the guys and I went to celebrate. I had a few too many, and someone dared me to get it done.” I tap the ball on the top. “Next thing I know, I’ve got an apa piercing, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to try to take it out. It hurt like a motherfucker. I was blackout drunk, yet I remember that pain.”

      “You seriously got pierced?” She snorts and lowers her head for a better look. She’s so close I feel her breath, and my prick twitches. She shoots me a mischievous smile, and my balls tighten. “You’re going to make a mess, Syn.”

      She tsks at the small drops beading on the tip. Her tongue darts out to lick them up, and I drop back onto the bed. “Holy fuck.”

      “Something wrong?” she asks innocently.

      I try to answer, but before I can, she pulls me fully into her mouth and sucks hard. My hips and back arch off the bed, my head thrown back with a loud moan. Her mouth is fucking magic. She doesn’t let up or slow down. She sucks and licks until my body shakes with the effort it takes not to blow my load down her throat.

      “Tay—” I grunt as her tongue swirls around the rim. It takes a few short panting breaths for me to talk again. “Fuck, babe. If you don’t stop, I’m gonna cum in that perfect little mouth of yours.”

      She hums, and it’s my breaking point. I grab her under the arms, pull her up, then roll us over to put her under me in one move. Her expression is one of pure satisfaction. The damn minx wanted me to lose control.

      “You’re a tease,” I growl, kissing her hard and fast.

      She wraps her legs around my hips, and I take the invitation to drive into her in one thrust. We break the kiss and take a second to catch our breath and gain some bearings.

      “Syn,” she moans, her nails raking down my back. “If you don’t do something, I’m not responsible for my actions.”

      I smirk even while my body breaks out in a sweat. Holding back may kill me, but it’s worth it. “Do something like what?” I slide out of her slowly. The piercing does its job, and she arches off the bed. “Like that? You want me to do that?”

      “Oh, god, yes.” She shuts her eyes tightly and digs her nails into my back as I slide back in slowly. “Please, Syn, go faster.”

      I listen to her directions and pick up speed but keep my thrusts gentle. “Is that better, baby?”

      The bite of her nails in my back only makes it harder for me to hold back. She digs them in, and it stings in the best fucking way possible. I lean down to nip at her shoulder and neck, only pausing to whisper in her ear, “Tell me what you want, Taylor.”

      “You,” she shouts, her legs tightening around my hips. “Syn, I need you, please. Go faster.”

      “I’m going faster,” I remind her. My face drops to the crook of her neck to hide my own painful struggle.

      She moans low and long, her nails going down my back, a light burn left in their path. “Harder, then. Fuck me harder. Damn it, Syn. Fuck me harder.”

      She thrashes her head back and forth, her hips thrusting hard under mine, desperate for the little push she needs.

      My control drops, and I stop the torture for both of us. I give her what we both want. I drive into her hard and fast, pumping in and out, over and over, while her moans grow louder and louder. She starts to scream as her release grips her, but I swallow it with a hard kiss. Her release brings me over the edge. Her walls squeeze me hard, milking everything from me, and I gladly give it to her.

      It feels like hours of the best orgasm of my life. Finally, both of us collapse onto the bed. Our intertwined bodies slick and shaky. Taylor runs her hand through my hair to push it away from my forehead. The gesture hits me hard—it’s not something a girl in search of a quick fuck would do. Not that I thought Taylor wanted that. It’s what I’m used to. Girls want to fuck and fly. It used to be fine with me because I never wanted anything more until now, until Taylor. It surprises me how much I enjoy holding her close and doing the after-cuddle shit I never wanted before.

      If agreeing to try something different with my best friends and Taylor means ending up like this more often, then it may be worth it.

      The best sex of my fucking life isn’t the only cause of my swift decision. I already knew she was beautiful, smart, and funny, but now, I know she fits against me perfectly. She said she wanted me, not only sex from me, and she let me have her. There’s no way I can deny this perfect girl anything she wants, and if she still wants me, I will do whatever it takes to keep her.

      Her recent history with Marak and Allistar hurts. But the idea of letting her go kills me. The next time the subject comes up, I plan to tell the guys I want to attempt this shit if they do and if Taylor does.

      The odds of all five of us agreeing to this relationship are slim to none, but I’ll risk it for her. I’ll risk it to keep my brothers and my girl. I’d do anything for my family and the people I love. If it keeps the serene smile on her sleeping face, I’ll do whatever she wants.

      The last thing I remember before I pass out with Taylor’s fingers in my hair is thinking I got in a great workout after all.
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      Something hard pokes me in the ass and startles me awake. I sit straight up and check behind me. My eyes find an incredibly hard, ready to go Syn. The night before flashes back to me. Syn woke me up twice after our first time together. He couldn’t keep his hands off me, and if I’m honest with myself, I couldn’t keep mine off him. His body matches his name perfectly. After the last time he woke me, the two of us passed out as the sun began to shine outside.

      Sounds of dishes being clanked around and people talking bring me back to the present. What the hell did I do? I was supposed to stay away from the guys, not instigate an all-night sex-a-thon with Syn.

      Because I’m a complete coward and don’t want to face the morning after talk with Syn, I sneak out of his bed. The first shirt I grab is his, and I toss it on before I manage to tiptoe to my bathroom for a long, hot shower. As I let the hot spray relax my deliciously sore muscles, I come up with a half-assed idea.

      I can call Evelyn and Michelle, tell them my problems, and ask them what I should do. They’ll probably tell me to stop being a whore and keep my damn legs closed. While I’ve told myself the same thing for weeks, I’m required to listen to them because they’re my best friends, and I can’t let them down.

      It’s a terrible idea that will never work, but at this point, I’m out of ideas. First, I hoped to make things casual with the guys. Then, I tried to keep my distance from them. Neither worked, so I went for all out avoidance. Somehow, my most recent plan landed me in bed with Syn. The details on how I went from point A to point sex-a-thon aren’t ones I wish to dwell on.

      Instead, I turn the water off and take my time doing my hair and picking my outfit for the day. My auburn hair drops down past my shoulders in loose natural waves. My makeup is the usual bare minimum, but at least I don’t look like I just jumped out of a trash can...or Syn’s bed.

      With no more tasks to prevent me from my plan, I plop down on my bed and scroll through my phone. I see a few calls from people I don’t really want to talk to, two of which are from my mother, and a long text from her about how I can’t avoid her because she’s my mother. Her text says she knows I locked down a rich man and I need to help my mother out because she gave birth to me, and that I owe her since she should have gotten half of Grammy’s estate instead of me. The woman is a delusional nut job if she believes she’s owed anything by anyone.

      Finally caught up, I pull up the group call and wait on my girls to answer.

      Evelyn picks up first. “What up, bitch. You miss me yet?”

      Michelle answers her end before I can reply, “Hello, lovely. How are things?”

      I smile fondly at their completely opposite personalities. I love my best friends and miss them like crazy. “Hey, how’re the vacations going?”

      “Oh, you know, the typical boring sitting in the sun, tanning, and meeting some hot men.” Evelyn sighs dramatically. “It’s such a burden, but I shall bear it without complaint.”

      Michelle scoffs, “Eve, you’d better not bare anything. You need to slow your damn vagina down before it falls off.”

      Normally, I’d agree with Michelle, but I have no room to talk. Instead, I turn the subject to something different. “What about you, Michelle? How’s the little button doing?”

      “You guys…” She sniffs, and panic crawls up my throat. “You won’t believe how cool it is to feel my little one move around inside my belly. It’s totally worth having to pee every three minutes.”

      Evelyn and I release simultaneous sighs of relief. “Don’t cry when we ask about our little niece or nephew. Fuck, woman, I almost had a heart attack.”

      “Yeah, bitch, what she said,” Evelyn growls, then the three of us laugh. God, I miss these bitches.

      Michelle gets pulled away from the call by Dylan. “Yeah, honey. I’m ready to go.” She comes back on the line seconds later. “Guys, Dylan is taking me out for lunch. I have to get going. Can we talk later?”

      “Actually, I was about to go get a massage with my mama. Taylor, you okay if we pause this convo? Is there anything you need to talk about?”

      I shake my head and force the tears back with a hard swallow. “Yeah, I’m good. You guys go have fun. We can talk later.”

      There’s a pause on the line before Michelle speaks up, “Are you sure, sis? Is something wrong?”

      “No.” I clear my throat. “I’m good, everything is great here. Go do fun shit and text me later. I love you, bitches.”

      “Love you, too, bitch,” Evelyn chirps. “Call me if you need me though, I mean it.”

      “Same. I’m always ready to drop anything for you guys. I love you both so much.” Michelle sniffles, and I chuckle through my silent tears after we hang up. Michelle is already an emotional person, add in the pregnancy hormones, and I don’t envy Dylan at all.

      After a quick swipe across my cheeks to check for any stray tears, I stand and head for the kitchen. The need for caffeine overwhelms me, and I don’t want a repeat of the killer headache from last time I deprived myself. One step out the door, and I nearly run into Allistar.

      “Hey.” He leans against the wall in the hallway outside my bedroom, his hands shoved into his pockets.

      My heart speeds up at the mere sight of him, and I forget to use my words. He must notice the short-circuit in my brain because he gives me a soft smile until I remember I’m supposed to breathe. After an intense, minute long staring contest, his smile drops, and it morphs into a serious, deep frown. The same expression he had when I first stepped into the hall. “Why’d you lie to your friends?”

      “What?” His accusation pulls me from my Allistar haze. “I didn’t lie to anyone.”

      He shakes his head. “You told them you were fine. You’re not fine, Taylor. You were crying.”

      Part of me wants to yell at him for eavesdropping on my private conversation, but it’s pointless since I do the same thing. He’s right, anyway, and we both know it. Instead, I shrug and go for flippancy. “They’re busy with other things. They don’t need me spilling my drama right now. It’s not fair to them.”

      “Do you think they’d agree?” He draws his brows together and watches me intently.

      First, I shrug again, then shake my head. “No, probably not. But I don’t want to upset them right now. Especially Michelle, she’s so emotional it’s not even funny. The pregnancy hormones are going to be the death of Dylan, I think.”

      Allistar starts to grin at my joke, but it drops quickly. “It’s about everything going on here, isn’t it? The reason you called them and the reason you were crying?”

      I nod, unable to speak past the sudden lump in my throat.

      He sighs and drops his head back against the wall. “Things are really complicated right now. It would be stupid to say they’re not. Unfortunately, I have no real answers to help any of us. I wish I did, but I don’t.”

      “Do you hate me, Star?” My question barely comes out as a whisper, but it’s been haunting me since they all started acting differently. I need to know who does and doesn’t want me around.

      Allistar’s head snaps down, and his wide chartreuse green eyes lock on mine. “Of course not. Why would you think that?”

      Because I slept with you and two of your friends, and I can’t stop myself from falling hard for all four of you despite my desperate attempts to stay far away and not ruin your lives. I shrug. “No reason.”

      “Taylor.” Allistar shakes his head and rubs the bridge of his nose. “I don’t have the answers. Not for you, me, or the guys.” He pushes off the wall and takes three strides, closing the distance between us, to rest his hands on either side of my face. “But, I can tell you with certainty, that none of us hate you. Not even a little bit.”

      I find myself hoping beyond hope that he’s right, but I can’t believe it to be true when they act completely different than before. Allistar’s eyes search my face for something. I’m not sure if he finds what he’s looking for, but he doesn’t say anything else.

      My hands come to rest on his chest, and I savor the strong muscle under his tight gray shirt. He slowly lowers his mouth to mine. When our lips meet, he takes control and uses his grip on the sides of my face to hold me to him while he kisses me slowly, softly, and thoroughly.

      By the time we break away, we both have a hard time catching our breath.

      The sound of Marak’s shouts for Allistar to hurry up or they’ll be late for work breaks us apart. With my belly in a giant knot full of guilt, I rush past him and down the stairs. He calls my name quietly, but I can’t bring myself to face him.

      My life would be way easier if I could simply control my stupid heart and body around the four of them.
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      Six days pass and I manage to successfully avoid Marak, Allistar, Maverick, and Syn. It turns into a lot of time spent in my room, alone. Something I’m not fond of, but it’s necessary. I won’t let Syn get me alone since our night together. I’m a big chicken, and I won’t be able to handle it when he tells me it was a one-time thing and I should forget it ever happened. Or worse, he wants me to pick between him and his friends.

      He did try to get me to dye his hair, which shocked me since I had to beg him before to agree. When I relented, he chickened out, worried I had ulterior motives. He might be right, and the orange food coloring hidden in my purse proves it. As important as it is to stay away, I couldn’t help myself from some potential fun.

      With Evelyn and Michelle busy, I call Grumpy but only manage a few minutes on the phone with him.

      “Tayter-Tot, ya doin’ a’right? Them boys treatin’ ya right?” He doesn’t even say hello when he answers the phone. It’s exactly what I need from him. Classic Grumpy.

      “Hey, Grumpy. I’m fine, how’s Oklahoma?” I skip over his question about the guys on purpose.

      He grumbles unintelligibly for a second but doesn’t ask again. “It’s colder’n a well diggers ass today. There’s some crazy ass tropical storm comin’ through ‘n yer cousin Jimmy ran ta the market ta stock up on food ‘n supplies. The man came lolligaggin’ back with twenty damn bags a junk. He done forgot tha coffee ‘n toilet paper, though. What’n tha hell kinda shit’s that?”

      “Did you make him go back and get it?” I ask, though I already know the answer.

      “Yer damn right I did. I ask tha kid ta grab two damned things, ‘n bless his heart, he couldn’t even ‘member one of ‘em.”

      I snicker. “Good, make sure he doesn’t step out of line. I can’t be the only one picking switches.”

      “Can’t let ya youngin’s go gettin’ ‘bove yer raisin’, now can I?” I hear the smile in his tone and tear up.

      If Grumpy hears me cry, he’ll jump on the next plane home. Things have been quiet for a week now. It seems like the calm before the storm, and I can’t put him in danger.

      I change the subject to work and his time in Oklahoma. He won’t admit it, but I can tell he’s having fun.

      After a while, simply the sound of his voice mixed with the inability to hug him becomes too difficult. “Grumpy, I gotta go. I’m supposed to go to a meeting in a few minutes.”

      “Always workin’,” he huffs. “Fine, fine. Leave yer ol’ man all ‘lone with no comp’ny.”

      I hear Jimmy and Uncle Howard bitch in the background. “What the hell ya mean, no comp’ny? We’re fixin’ ta play a third damn game of gin ‘at you insisted on!”

      “Shut it, tha two of ya! I’ll whoop both y’all,” Grumpy yells to them. I grin wide and shake my head. He’s as dramatic as me sometimes.

      “Love you, Grumpy. Be good,” I say when he comes back on the line.

      “Love ya, Tayter-Tot. Call me later ‘n tell me why yer so upset. I’ll be here when yer ready ta talk.” He hangs up before I can say anything else.

      Somehow the man always knows when something is wrong without me saying a word. Eventually, I’ll talk to him about my problems. But it’ll wait until the real issue of my stalker is resolved.

      My excuse of a meeting wasn’t a lie. After far too much alone time in my room, I called Parker and Austyn. They invited me over to hang out today. When I told the guys about it, they agreed to let me go alone since both Jack and Collin would be around. Jack even offered to pick me up, which was a relief since I didn’t want to end up alone in a car with one of the guys. They weren’t keen on it, but they didn’t outright object, either. Obviously, I can’t control myself around them, and I’d probably get us into a car accident with my impulsiveness.

      An hour after my conversation with Grumpy, I find my butt planted on a stool in the Harper-Smith kitchen with Maggie and Parker. Austyn promised to join us later, but he had plans for the next half hour. Parker informed it he’s on a date.

      Maggie watches me for a while as we chat about random topics. It unnerves me, and I almost ask her if something is wrong. She finally speaks up. “You’re upset, Taylor.”

      I blink in surprise. “How do you know that?”

      She grins. “Because it’s the same look Parker had in her eyes when she wasn’t sure what to do about her feelings for my sons. It’s also the same one I recognized in myself when I was confused about what I felt for Jack and Collin.”

      “Is it really that obvious?” I press a hand to my hot cheeks and look down at the counter. I can’t deny it. She’s right, and we both know it. “How embarrassing.”

      “Not at all,” she assures me. “It’s only something I can see because I know what I’m looking for.”

      “What are you looking for?” Parker asks with a tilt of her head.

      Maggie smiles softly at Parker. “Love.”

      “Come again?” There’s no way I can be in love with all four of the guys, especially at the same time.

      “Honey, you’re in love. It’s obvious to me. Maybe not to you or anyone else, but you may as well have a neon sign above your head when I look at you.” She shrugs, unapologetic in her observations. I wonder if Maggie possesses the ability to read minds because she keeps answering my unspoken thoughts. “It’s not wrong, Taylor. It’s not bad or anything you should be ashamed of.”

      “This will destroy them,” I whisper. It’s the closest I’ve come to admitting how I feel out loud.

      It shouldn’t be possible to love them all at once. It shouldn’t be allowed because it will mean either my heart or their friendship will get ruined. I’d rather shatter my heart into a million pieces than break up their bond. Parker and her guys and Maggie and her husbands may be okay with their unconventional relationships, but I’m not lucky enough for my guys to agree to something like that. They’d throw me out on my ass if I even mentioned it.

      The doorbell rings, and Maggie rounds the kitchen island. She pats my shoulder as she passes. “It’ll all work out in the end. Trust me. We can talk about it more in a minute if you’d like.”

      If only her optimism was correct. Even though I can’t have what I desperately want, I’m more than happy to talk with someone about all my crap.

      Maggie comes back after only a few seconds, a bouquet of flowers in a large vase obstructing our view of her. She sets them in the middle of the island and chuckles. “Are you going to take bets on who sent them?”

      “Too many options.” Parker giggles while she searches through the flowers for a card. She plucks it out and holds it up triumphantly when she finally finds it. She reads the front while grumbling about the placement of the card. “Do they have to hide it so well in there?”

      She frowns down at the envelope, then at me. “It’s for you.”

      “Maybe the guys sent it to you? They’re the ones who know you’re here.” Maggie’s eyes bounce from me to the flowers and back.

      Parker laughs, but it shakes with nerves. “It could be Austyn being a brat.”

      Maggie nods. “Good point.”

      I don’t make a guess because I can’t. I know who sent the flowers. I don’t need to open the card to know. Dread travels down my spine. Still, I open the card and read the message.

      Have you missed me, Pet? You haven’t been out of that house much in the past week, and I miss seeing you.

      Did you hear about the officer you killed? His family buried him. His wife and children looked so terribly sad as you can see in the picture I sent along with this note.

      I do wish you’d stop playing games with me before anyone else gets hurt, Pet. The longer you make me wait, the angrier I become. If you come home to me, I will go easy with your punishment...maybe.

      P.S. Tell Parker I said hello. Her escape cost me a pretty penny, and I will be collecting as soon as my pet has been trained.

      Parker stood behind me, reading the note over my shoulder. She gasps several times, and I turn to her. She can’t breathe. I reach out and help her, but my body shakes too hard for me to control my movements. Instead, I drop my hand to my side and ball it into a fist.

      Maggie yells for her sons and husbands, but her shouts sound far away. I watch with an odd sense of disconnect as Dominic rushes into the room and wraps Parker into his arms. While I can make out what everyone says, it sounds like they’re talking through a tunnel, and I idly wonder what happened to my ears.

      Duncan and Talen quickly rush in on Dominic’s heels. They surround Parker. She can’t take in a true breath, so her lips turn purple from the lack of oxygen. Lochlan and Declan make it into the room and rush to Parker. The five of them slowly lower to the floor with Parker still in Dominic’s arms. Each one touches her in some soothing way. Lochlan whispers into her ear, and she frantically nods. He kisses her forehead, stands, then comes to the island where Maggie watches with sad eyes.

      Lochlan grabs her attention. “She’s having a panic attack. I don’t know why, but the doc gave her those pills for this kind of thing. Where are they, Mom?”

      Maggie pulls open a cabinet and takes a bottle from the top shelf. “Here, honey. Why don’t you guys take her up to her room and calm her down? She needs you all right now.”

      Duncan glances up at his mom, then to me as I slide off my stool and back away one step at a time. He frowns at my movement. “Do you guys know what set it off?”

      Maggie nods and points to the card on the table. Duncan takes the card and reads it over before cursing harshly under his breath. Declan gets up and takes the card from his twin, reading it as well. His expression turns to rage, and his gaze shoots toward me.

      At first, I assume he plans to kill me for the in danger I put Parker in, but instead, he addresses Maggie. “Mom, you need to call Maverick and the guys. Taylor doesn’t look too good and this note needs to be dealt with.”

      “Can you take care of Taylor until Maverick and his team gets here? We need to bring Parker upstairs,” Talen asks his mom. His eyes never leave Parker, who accepts the little pill from Lochlan.

      “Of course, honey. You guys go. I’ll take care of Taylor.” Maggie sniffs, clearly upset by the situation—a situation I brought to them.

      If not for me, Parker wouldn’t be in such a panicked state. Her boyfriends wouldn’t need to give her medication and hope she breathes normally soon. The bastard who sent the flowers wouldn’t have sent the note for Parker to read. Every part of this is because of me.

      Someone calls my name, Maggie, I think, but I can’t respond. My only thought is on the girl upstairs desperately seeking air and failing. The guys who love her, forced to witness her in horrible distress. The police officer whose family buried him. His two children, a little boy and a little girl, both with the same blond hair he had. The picture is incredibly detailed. I can make out the tears on their cheeks.

      The list of problems I’ve caused goes on and on. The apartment I once called home is destroyed. The relationship strain between my guys. All those things happened because of me, and I don’t know how to stop it aside from turning myself over to McCreepearson. If he has me, he’ll leave everyone else alone.

      Someone touches my arm, and I duck away. My first instinct is to fight because I know it’s McCreepearson. The touch goes away, and my vision finally focuses through the haze of panic. I lock eyes with Maverick, his brow drawn with worry, and his mouth moves as if he’s talking. It’s the first time I notice the loud ringing in my ears, preventing me from hearing anything he says. He won’t sit still, and my ability to focus on him dwindles.

      Except, he never actually moves from his position in front of me. Understanding finally dawns on me—it’s the shaking of my body, not his movement. It turns the world into a tilt-a-whirl ride, and my stomach turns. I lock my muscles to still my body. It works, sort of. My muscles quickly become sore, but I gain focus on my surroundings and stop my stomach from flipping.

      I expect to find Maverick in Maggie’s kitchen when I gaze around. Instead, I find us in the living room back at the guys’ house. The four of them surround me, but they don’t touch me.

      “Taylor, if you don’t talk to us, we’re going to have to take you to the hospital,” Maverick threatens, worry clouding his features.

      “You’re scaring us, Red,” Marak adds from his spot to my left.

      Syn growls, “This is a waste of time, we need to take her in. She isn’t responding, and it could be dangerous. Something could be wrong, and we’re wasting time.”

      “If we take her in without her knowing, she’ll kick our asses, and you know it,” Allistar tells him.

      “I’m fine,” I whisper, though it’s an obvious lie. Four sets of eyes dart to me. “I’m fine. I just need to go lay down, I think. I’m fine. It’s fine. I’ll be fine.”

      Before anyone can say a word, I stand and wobble toward the stairs. Marak stops me when I reach the first step. “Taylor, I don’t think you should be alone right now.”

      With sad eyes, I turn to him and shake my head. “It’s exactly what’s needed right now. I’ll be fine. I’m fine.”

      It isn’t at all what I want, but it’s necessary. Fine is far from what I am, and I need them more than I need to breathe right now. But the less time I spend with the guys, the less contact I have with anyone, the better things will be. My presence is toxic to anyone and everyone around me.

      When I manage to stumble to my room and close the door quietly, I let myself fall apart. If I could wish one thing at this moment, it would be to surround myself with four men who make everything better and worse at the same time. It only hurts more to know my wish will never come true. I need to let them go and find a way to stop anyone else from getting hurt because of me.

      The only problem is the time I’m forced to spend with them. Work with Maverick on Monday will be hell.
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      My fears of Maverick hovering over my shoulder at work all week prove pointless. He keeps his distance from me, only speaking to me when absolutely necessary. It’s a toss-up whether he’s upset with me for how I acted after the note was delivered to me at Parker’s house or because I threw myself at him and his best friends. Likely, both contribute to his avoidance of eye contact and the reason he sits with his back to me all day.

      It comes as somewhat of a relief on Monday when I need the distance to regroup. Tuesday isn’t horrible, but his indifference nags at me. I suggested replacing his guard spot with the company security guard, Frank, but Maverick turned purple with anger. His only reply was a simple, “no,” to me, then he turned his back once more.

      Wednesday comes and goes, and I want to hit him over the head with my keyboard. After work, I asked if they knew a different team who would take over the babysitting gig. They all showed different reactions ranging from anger to shock to hurt. Syn said no other team was available. Allistar and Marak kept their attention on Maverick, who had steam coming from his ears. He didn’t say a word to me; instead, he slammed his way out of the house and didn’t come back until everyone else fell asleep. Well, fuck him and his stupid attitude.

      By Thursday, I find myself silently fuming behind my desk and throwing eye-daggers at his back. If he hates being around me so damn much, why bother coming with me? There are three other men who agreed to take his place, or they could find someone else in law enforcement. They could pawn me off to a different SWAT team.

      Except that’s my whole problem. Even with Maverick at a distance, I still want him. I still want all of them. It’s like they’re the drug, and I’m an addict in need of a fix. They consume my every thought and action. I can’t even shower without wondering what it would be like with one of them, or all of them, in there with me. Something must give soon, or I might literally explode. I can’t spend forever with them. Tonight, I’ll suggest moving into my own place. It’s been quiet since the note from McCreepearson. I can even install a security system.

      With Maverick across the room from me, I can’t get crap done at work. I spent the last twenty minutes staring at the same email, reading and re-reading the contents. If someone put a gun to my head, I wouldn’t be able to tell them what the hell was said in the damn email. My hands wrap around the sides of the keyboard, lifting it from the desk. My intention is to whack Maverick with it, but common-sense creeps in. Instead, I slam the keyboard back down onto my desk. There’s a good chance it broke, but I couldn’t care less at the moment.

      Maverick jumps and spins in his seat. He cocks an eyebrow at me. Of course, the fucker doesn’t talk like a normal person. No, he gives me a sexy stare not even meant to be sexy. Stupid men.

      I push myself to my feet, harder than necessary, and don’t even flinch when the chair rolls back too hard and hits the wall with a thud. “I’m going to get some lunch.”

      He scrambles to close his computer and rushes after me when I exit the office without him. He catches up rather quickly and lets out a low growl of irritation. Part of me wants to tell him to go fuck himself; the other part wants to tell him to come fuck me. I may need to find a psychiatrist for this crap.

      Ignoring his presence, I make my way to the cafeteria and leave Maverick to find his own food while I get mine. He makes the choice to follow me to the soup and salad bar. While on the opposite side of the bar, assembling my lunch, someone taps my shoulder. Startled, I spin around and lock eyes with Tim. He almost got a plate of salad thrown at him for scaring the shit out of me.

      He smiles down at me while his cheeks darken. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “You didn’t,” I lie, shuffling on my feet.

      I’m a horrible person. I forgot all about rescheduling with Tim, not that the chance has arisen for us to go anywhere. Nothing changed since the last time we talked. Yet everything changed at the same time. My curiosity over a date with Tim vanished weeks ago. He never was a serious interest for me, but going on a date with him sounded like fun. Now, it makes my stomach turn to think about going out with anyone but Marak, Allistar, Syn, or Maverick.

      “I just wondered how you’re doing. I know you’ve got some things going on,” he clears his throat and pulls on his collar, “but maybe you have time for drinks this weekend?”

      My every intention is to decline, but Maverick intervenes before I’m able. He lightly touches the front of his body against my back. Even the small, probably unintentional, contact lights a fire in me. None of them have touched me in a long time, even innocently.

      "No." The one word comes out rough and gravely and damn it if the sound doesn't make me shiver a little.

      I manage to cover my initial reaction with a dramatic eye roll. Poor Tim's wide eyes bounce back and forth between me and Maverick. "I... uh..." he sputters and stumbles, searching for something to say.

      I try again to tell Tim it won't work out. "This weekend won't work, but I—"

      "She can't go anywhere with you. Period," Maverick growls. The son of a bitch won't let me speak for myself. He's about to get himself hit in the nuggets if he doesn't knock his caveman bullshit off. "You don't need to ask her again. The answer will be no then, too."

      "Are... are you two together or something?" Tim's voice raises a few octaves when he addresses Maverick. For a minute, I worry he'll faint or pee himself.

      Maverick's body tenses behind me, and my heart drops to the floor. He probably hates the idea of anyone assuming the two of us are together. It hurts like hell, but I refuse to let him know it.

      Squaring my shoulders, I take one step toward Tim and away from Maverick, who growls once more. Stupid caveman asshole. "Tim, can I call you later tonight, so we can talk about this privately?"

      He brightens and nods vigorously. "Sure, that'd be great. I look forward to talking with you tonight."

      With only a small smile at Tim in response, I spin on my heel and grab Maverick by the arm. He allows me to drag him through the cafeteria and back to my office. I say allow, because I know damn well he could stay put if he wanted to. He's ten times stronger than me and twice as big.

      As soon we make it into my office and the door clicks shut, I spin on my heel to face the asshole head on. My hands rest in fists on my hips and my eyes narrow dangerously. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “That’s a loaded question.” Maverick runs a hand over his long hair, pulling out the tie always holding the top half back. “One I don’t think I’ve got an answer for.”

      “What are you talking about?” His words make no sense, and my confusion only fuels my anger. “Stop speaking in riddles and tell me why the hell you think you can just make decisions for me like you have the right. Especially after pretending I don't exist for weeks!”

      Maverick pins me with a fierce stare. It holds so much heat that my insides catch fire. A low pull in my stomach causes my lips to part, but no sound comes out. He takes a step toward me. “Because I do have the fucking right.”

      I reel back; his words take me off guard and turn my anger into fury. I don’t want to go out with Tim, he never really appealed to me, but he seemed nice enough. Now, I’ve all but moved in with four incredible, infuriating men, and Tim doesn’t even hold a candle to them.

      Still, Maverick is asking for a fight with the crap he just pulled. “The fuck you do! This is my life, and I get to make my own decisions. I’ll go out on a date with whoever the hell I want to go out with.”

      A menacing growl sounds from Maverick’s throat and stops my rant. He stalks toward me with such determination it startles me, and I back up a few steps until my back presses against the wall. He continues his pursuit until he stands so close that our bodies almost touch, but not quite. The heat rolls off him in waves, and his chest rises and falls rapidly as his breath quickens from his anger. My breathing speeds up in time with his, but the anger from before fades into something else—something I don’t understand. But whatever it is, I need it, and Maverick is the only one who can give it to me.

      Maverick slams both hands on the wall on either side of my head to cage me in. The sudden move makes me jump in my skin. He leans closer, his chest against mine, and lowers his head, his lips barely touch my ear. “You won’t go out with that fucker, because if you do, I’ll likely kill him for even looking at you.”

      My small gasp comes from anger, surprise, and possibly a little bit because his possessiveness and caveman crazy attitude turns me on. What the hell is wrong with me? Not five seconds ago, I formed a plan to nail his dick to the ground for acting like he makes my decisions. Now, my core ignites with heat—along with the rest of my body—and all I want to do is wrap myself around him like a koala. The dominance he shows does funny things to my body and mind. Normally, being told what I can and cannot do would get a man slapped or worse.

      Part of me wants to continue to throw fuel on the fire with a tantrum of my own. If he can be a brat, so can I. He pulls back a fraction of an inch, and I press my hand to his chest, my fingers curling into the front of his shirt. His breath hitches, and his eyes widen minutely as they dart to my hands then back to my eyes. “You can’t tell me what to do. You’re not the boss of me.”

      Maverick growls low and loud. “That’s where you’re wrong, Taylor. If I don’t want you to go out with that fucker, you won’t go out with him. You’re going to text that boy and tell him you aren’t interested in him, now or ever. Do you understand me?”

      The devil on my shoulder cheers me on. It encourages me to get more of a rise out of him. Whatever I need from him, defiance will be what gets it. “Make me.”

      Two words and the whole world stills. Maverick stops breathing, I stop breathing. There’s no sound but the rush of my heartbeat in my ears. It takes Maverick a few beats to let my words sink in. This could go either way. Either he decides I’m too much of a pain in the ass and backs off, or...he makes me.

      Until this moment, I didn’t realize how badly I want—no, need—him to pick option two. The idea of him following through consumes me. The last few weeks were hell, and I found myself in need of some sort of release. I didn’t know what kind until this second. I need Maverick to take control from me, to make my decisions for me for a little while, so I don’t have to.

      The minutes tick by, and Maverick finally exhales. He takes a small step back, and my heart sinks. Clearly, I’m an idiot and went too far. He doesn’t feel the same about me as I do about him. He doesn’t read our fight the way I do. My cheeks flame with embarrassment. How stupid am I? Telling him to make me like some dumb kid. He wants a woman who will act her age, not a brat who gets her kicks by defying him. It was never something even considered until right now, until Maverick. The release of control over every part of my life isn’t easy, but I wanted to give it to Maverick. I trust him, and I know he’d take care of everything for a while. It would mean I could simply not think, only do. Now, I wish I never entertained the thought in the first place.

      My head drops in shame, and I push off the wall to move around Maverick. His arm snakes out and wraps around my waist. He spins me around so fast that my vision blurs, then presses my back to his front. The arm around my waist becomes a steel trap, leaving no chance of escape.

      Not that I’d ever want to, but I push myself against his arm anyway. My bratty side simply won’t be tamed around Maverick. The more worked up he gets, the better. I find myself needing to get a rise out of him, pun intended.

      With his free hand, Maverick places a gentle finger on my chin and attempts to turn my face to see me. I don’t make it easy for him. I refuse to turn in the direction he wants. His chest vibrates with a quiet rumble. He uses his thumb and forefinger to grab my chin and jerk my head to the side, giving me no choice but to meet his heated gaze. “If you want to act like a brat, I’ll treat you like one. You want me to make you? I’ll fucking make you, sweet girl.”

      A shiver of anticipation races through my body. Somehow, I felt as though Maverick would be domineering and demanding like this, but to experience it in real life instead of fleeting fantasies is better than anything I imagined.

      Maverick crashes his mouth onto mine. He nips and sucks on my bottom lip, demanding I open for him. It takes me longer to obey than he’s okay with. His hand on my chin moves down to my breast, and he pinches one hardened nipple through the fabric of my silk blouse and lacy bra. He uses my gasp of shock and pleasure to deepen the kiss. He takes everything he wants from me and leaves no room for argument or defiance. He takes all the control, and it’s exactly what I need.

      One second, I’m mewling like a kitten while Maverick assaults my mouth, the next I’m being whirled toward my desk. The contents on top of the desk get pushed aside in one quick swoop of Maverick’s arm. He places a strong hand between my shoulder blades and pushes me down. My front flattens against the desk, my toes barely touching the ground.

      “What the hell are you doing?” My mind finally catches up with me and the move he just pulled. It shouldn’t excite me; I should fight and kick him hard in the junk. But I can’t help the tingles that race up my spine. My mind lets go, and I allow him to take over completely.

      Maverick flips up the hem of my skirt to expose my ass. Had I known he’d see my ass, I might have chosen something other than a lacy black thong. Then again, I may have chosen nothing at all. “I told you, I’ll treat you like a brat if you want to act like one.”

      His hand cups my ass and massages it long enough for me to relax slightly. Then his hand is gone, and a loud crack echoes through the room, followed by a sharp sting on my ass cheek. I yelp and struggle against his hand as it holds me down.

      “Hold still, or I’ll do it again.” Immediately, my body reacts before my mind can, and I freeze in place. “That’s my girl.” Something about his praise makes me preen.

      He smooths his hand over my stinging cheek. “Now, tell me something, sweet girl. Are you going to listen to me and do as I say? Are you going to tell that little prick you’re not going out with him?”

      In the moment, I know there are three options. My first option would be to tell Maverick to stop. To say I don’t like what he’s doing to me and that he needs to let me up and leave my damn office. If I did, it would mean lying to him and to myself. His slap may have hurt a little, but it also has muscles low in my belly tightening. No one ever spanked me before. My ex barely finished himself off before he rolled over to snore like a train. Every time ended with me headed home, too bored and annoyed to stick around. My experiences with sex until recently were crap. It never crossed my mind I’d be into this, but the way my body responds, I am. With anyone else in the world, I’d be showing a completely different reaction.

      With option one quickly off the table, I consider my other two options. Either I say yes and comply with his demands, or I can provoke him a bit more and watch what happens.

      The little devil on my shoulder jumps up and down, begging and pleading for me to provoke Maverick, and I can’t let the little devil down. “I think I’ll call him and tell him I’m free next Saturday.”

      Maverick’s body vibrates with anger, and his open palm lands on my other ass cheek. A moan escapes before I can stamp it down. The fingers of Maverick’s hand on my back flex at the sound. He draws in a shaky breath, and I know he’s as turned on as I am. “Do you know what happens to sweet girls who are bad?”

      He doesn’t wait for a reply. Instead, he gives each of my cheeks two more hard swats. “They get punished until they’ve learned their lesson.” My thighs clench together, and liquid heat pools between my legs. Maverick’s breath is labored and matches my huffs and puffs. He runs his hand up my skirt, then pulls my panties down my legs. “I think it’s going to take a while for you to learn your lesson, sweet girl.”

      My hands tighten on the edge of the desk. A spot on my lower lip stings where my teeth sink into it to keep from crying out for more. The sounds of clothes being ruffled draws my attention, and I wiggle around to see what he’s doing.

      Maverick moves his hand from between my shoulders and disappointment fills me. It only lasts a few short seconds because as soon as I start to stand up, I’m flipped over onto my back. My legs are hiked up high and Maverick drives his hardness into me in one quick thrust.

      “Oh, god!” My back arches off the desk. He fills me completely; his length hits exactly the right spot inside me.

      Maverick groans low and loud. “You like being held down and spanked don’t you, sweet girl? You like provoking me, making me fucking crazy.” His hands grab ahold of my hips, and he pulls out slowly. “Fuck, you’re so wet. So tight.”

      His words only cause my muscles to clench harder around him. It’s the breaking point for him. He grunts out a curse then pounds into me, hard. Each thrust moves the entire desk while the tip of his dick hits me exactly where I need. Incoherent cries of pleasure break free while Maverick drives me higher and higher.

      “Are you going to listen to me now?” Maverick roars and picks up his pace. “Are you going to do as I say?”

      Does he really expect me to answer him? With actual words? If he asked me my name at this point, I wouldn’t be able to answer him correctly. Silence apparently is not the correct answer, though. He slows his thrusts, not pushing into me deep enough to hit the spot to make stars appear in front of my eyes.

      “Oh, please. Don’t stop. Maverick! Oh, god.” My head thrashes from side to side in protest, my eyes plead with him to keep going.

      A satisfied grin overtakes his face and he slows further. “You will not come until you agree to listen to me when I tell you to do something.”

      “You’re not—” My argument gets cut off when Maverick leans forward, pushes my shirt up, and drops wet kisses on my ribs. He works his way higher and pushes any fabric out of his way as his mouth leaves a hot trail on my abdomen. He stops when he reaches the edge of my bra, pulling the cup down. He sucks one tight nipple into his mouth.

      My hips buck against his, but he refuses to move within me. “Maverick! Please!” Every time I try to move, he presses harder on my hips, pinning me to the desk. When I tug on his hair, he gasps, then takes both of my wrists in one of his large hands, holding them above my head in an unbreakable grasp. His other hand remains on my hip like a steel trap refusing to allow me any wiggle room.

      Maverick likes my attempts at escaping his grip. He hums around my nipple, and the vibration sends shock waves through my body. I whimper and squirm and beg him over and over to do something, anything. Finally, he removes his mouth from my nipple only to capture my lips in a heated, demanding kiss.

      When I groan my frustration into his mouth, he pulls back. “Say it, sweet girl. Say what I want to hear, and I’ll give you what you need.”

      “Damn it, Maverick!” My lower legs are the only thing I can control, and I use it to dig the spike of my high heels into his ass, which makes him shudder. The small movement drives me wild, and I finally give in to him. “Fine, I’ll tell him I can’t see him. I’ll listen when you tell me to do something. I’ll do anything you want. Are you fucking happy now?”

      “Hmm, good, sweet girl.” He lowers his head and presses open mouthed kisses across my shoulder, up my neck, until his lips rest at my ear. “Do you think you should get a reward for being good?

      His words send shock waves of pleasure down my spine, and my inner walls clench around him. “Yes, yes, please yes.” My body shakes with need, and Maverick finally delivers.

      He slowly pulls out of me only to push back in with a hard thrust. In order to keep a scream in, I bite my lip almost too hard. He keeps up a perfect rhythm as he pulls out slowly and rams into me hard enough to shake the desk. It only takes three delicious thrusts before I completely come apart at the seams. My body convulses, every nerve like a live wire.

      The screams I desperately hoped to hold in make their way up and out. Maverick kisses me hard and fast, muting them before anyone can wonder if I’m being attacked. I suppose I am being attacked in a way, but I fully welcome it.

      My walls contract around Maverick, pulling him deeper into me. He lets my wrists go to wrap his hand around the back of my neck and angle my mouth to deepen our kiss. He moves in and out of me hard and fast and quickly follows me over the edge. He breaks our kiss to throw his head back and groan as he finds release. His undoing sends aftershocks of pleasure through my core, and I spiral over the edge once more.

      The ability to move any part of my body vanishes, but luckily, Maverick still has minimal control. While we work to catch our breath, Maverick lifts me easily into his arms. He doesn’t pull out of me, which makes me happy—I don’t want him to leave me yet. He holds me with one hand under my ass and uses the other to pull the desk chair to us. He sits down with me straddling his lap, my legs tucked into the sides of his thighs.

      My hands push through his hair, and my forehead falls to his shoulder while I draw in precious air. Maverick runs one hand lightly up and down my spine; the motion soothes and comforts me. His other hand wraps around my lower back, holding me close. His gentleness contrasts with the rough dominance he showed only moments ago.

      He gave me everything I wanted and needed. It sated me completely; my anger and irritation disappeared, with serenity replacing it.

      A contented hum vibrates through me, and Maverick chuckles. “Feeling better?”

      I nod against his shoulder, unwilling to move. He hugs me closer for a second. Then, his hands move to my shoulders, and he pulls me back to look into my eyes. He searches them for a long time, but I’m not sure what he hopes to find. I don’t hide anything from him, though. I let every emotion in me play like a silent film for him.

      “You’re okay?” he asks as he pushes a stray lock of hair from my cheek. “Did I hurt you?”

      It’s my turn to laugh now. “You’re joking, right?”

      Maverick simply lifts one brow, waiting for a real response. “Answer me, sweet girl.”

      My body clenches around him at the new nickname and his demanding tone. “Taylor,” he grunts, growing hard inside me.

      “I’m fine, and you most certainly did not hurt me. The complete opposite, actually.” I move my hips a little and revel in the fact that he now struggles for composure. “I wouldn’t mind being taught another lesson, though.”

      He narrows his eyes. “You’re still going to listen to me about dating that kid.”

      “I know.” I sigh happily and lay a soft kiss on his lips. “I’ll text him later. I’m busy right now.”

      He relaxes under me, and I grin against his lips. I continue to rock against him, while he moves his hands down to grip my hips and guide my movements. “You’re playing with fire, sweet girl.”

      “Hmm.” I kiss down his jaw to his neck. “I’ve always liked a nice cozy fire.”

      He pulls back and forces me to look up at him. He captures my lips in a soft, yet domineering kiss while he uses his grip on my hips to rock me back and forth.

      A loud knock startles us both, and he halts his movements. His arms cover most of my body. He turns the chair around, facing us away from the door. My shirt never fully came off, so my back is fully covered. He easily drops my skirt over my ass. His hand rests on the back on my head and pulls me to his shoulder. In the heat of the moment, I didn’t think to lock the stupid door. If Maverick wasn’t covering me, anyone could walk in and get an eyeful. His protective instinct warms me all over.

      “Not now,” he barks. He has no clue who may be on the opposite side of the door. I giggle silently into his shoulder when the knocking stops. If it were me on the other side of the door, and Maverick shouted at me like that, I’d probably run in the opposite direction, too.

      “We need to get decent. That could have been my boss.” I groan pitifully and pull myself off his lap. “We’re lucky they didn’t just walk right in.”

      He reaches for me, but I jump back and smirk. “I hate to say this, but get dressed.”

      “Don’t wanna,” he grunts. He links his hands behind his head and relaxes fully naked in my office chair.

      For a second, I want to tell him he should never wear clothes again. Then, I remember someone may need to speak with me about work. “No one else gets to see that,” I point between his legs, then wiggle my finger around to point at the rest of him, “or any of that either. Get your clothes on.”

      He snorts but gets up to find his clothes. “I’m not used to being told what to do, you know.” This Maverick is new. I’ve never witnessed him so relaxed and calm. Maybe he needed this as badly as I did.

      “Ditto, bossy man.” I find his shirt and throw it at him.

      He catches it and smirks at me. “Fine, I’ll get dressed, but you should get used to being told what to do.” He strides over to me while I slip my panties back on. He grips my chin and pulls my face to his for a quick, hard kiss. “We need to talk, sweet girl.”

      Luckily, I have a distraction from the impending chat he wants. When the two of us look less like we thoroughly fucked each other, I open the door and search around for anyone waiting outside but the hall is empty. Something on the ground catches my attention. A white envelope with the company logo on the top corner and my name printed on the outside.

      “It was probably Kallie from the mailroom,” I mutter, then scoop up the envelope and close my office door. “She’ll never speak to me again, I’m sure.”

      Maverick rolls his eyes and shakes his head. “I doubt that’s true.”

      He leans against the wall to slip his shoes on while I open the envelope then scan the contents of the letter inside once, then twice. “M-Maverick,” I stutter as the letter falls from my hands to the desk.

      He rushes to my side in an instant, pulling my back to his front. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      With a shaky finger, I point to the letter on my desk. “He was here. He... he...”

      Maverick scans the letter and curses under his breath. He spins me around and buries my face into his chest while he pulls out his phone and calls for backup.

      It won’t do any good, though. The man after me took another life in an attempt to get to me. He included another picture in the letter. Somehow, he managed to get the picture onto a computer and printed somewhere in the office.

      You didn’t believe me. Maybe this will prove it to you. This man tried to get in my way when I wanted to see you. Look what you made me do to him. You should be ashamed of yourself, Pet. All I want is what belongs to me, and I’m beginning to get impatient.

      He managed to come and go before anyone noticed Frank, the security guard, lying lifeless in the men’s bathroom.

      By the time backup arrives, the man who killed Frank is long gone. He avoided every camera in the building, which tells me he’s been here before or hired someone to find the locations of the cameras for him. No prints are found on the letter or envelope, aside from mine and Kallie’s from the mailroom. She had no idea anything suspicious happened. The letter came in a large stack to be delivered. She was only doing her job.

      My boss came to speak with us after the police interviewed everyone. He suggested I work from home until the danger passed. His unspoken words were loud and clear. Don’t come back and ruin anyone else’s life. You need to stay far away.
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      Sleep used to be something I loved. I looked forward to naps and bedtime. If I didn’t get enough sleep, everyone around me suffered. Now, I can’t even close my eyes because every time I do, I see the picture of Frank. I see the look on his wife’s face when she came into the building after the police called her. I hear her screams and cries of denial. The guilt rips my heart out and tears it to shreds. I remember the police officer killed because of me. I see the picture of his wife and children as they buried him. I think of Parker and her panic attack caused by the note sent for me. My chest aches, and my heart races. Sleep has become impossible.

      For the first two weeks after Frank’s murder, I couldn’t handle being around anyone. The disappointment and condemnation would be written all over their faces. More than once I considered giving myself up to McCreepearson, but in the end, I couldn’t do it. Grumpy needs me, and I can’t let him down. I never even got around to suggesting I move into my own place, again.

      My guys let me set up camp in my room for a while. Occasionally, they’d convince me to let them in with food that sits mostly untouched. Food only makes my stomach sick. Even my Diet Coke tastes sour.

      While I lay in my bed at three in the morning and wish for sleep for the millionth time in two weeks, a scratching sound reaches my ears in the quiet. At first, I chalk it up to the wind outside pushing branches against the house.

      Then, it happens again, and I know it’s coming from my closet. I sit up in bed and watch the door; my heart thumps hard in my chest. The scratching stops, and I relax until a loud thud sounds inside the closet. I throw the covers off and jump out of the bed. My feet shuffle across the hardwood as I race from my room to the one closest to me, which happens to be Maverick’s room. Not bothering with a knock, I throw the door open and call his name.

      He sits straight up in bed and reaches for his nightstand where he keeps his gun. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “A noise.” I huff, puff, and slide behind him before I point toward my bedroom. “Someone’s in my closet.”

      Maverick glances back at me over his shoulder and frowns as if he didn’t hear me correctly. “In your closet?”

      At my nod, he stands. “Stay here.” He lets the covers drop to reveal only a pair of tight boxer briefs. He doesn’t bother with clothes as he cautiously makes his way to my bedroom.

      Of course, I don’t listen to his orders. Instead, I tiptoe after him, watch as he finally reaches my closet, and throws the door open. He points his gun into the dark space. I hold my breath and wait. A small gray thing runs from the closet, past Maverick, and out my bedroom door. It shocks me, and I squeal in surprise.

      Maverick lowers his weapon, then spins to face me with his hands on his hips. “I told you to stay in my room.”

      “I wanted to see if I could help,” I say defensively.

      The look he gives me is the same one from in my office before he taught me a lesson. My thighs clench together, and I give in to the urge to turn away from him.

      The rest of the guys emerge from their rooms in various stages of undress. My cheeks burn when they cover me and search the area for the reason behind my scream. They pepper me with questions about what happened. Maverick starts out with a small grin, but soon, he can’t hide his laughter. I shoot my meanest glare his way, but he doesn’t notice.

      He’s too busy snitching on me. “It was the cat.” No one speaks for a long moment.

      “Cat? You mean Flakes?” Syn scratches his jaw to cover his smile. “You’re afraid of cats?”

      I growl. “No, I thought it was a person in my closet. Since when do you guys have a freaking cat?”

      “We don’t have a cat. It belongs to the neighbor across the street. Syn fed it tuna once, and it sneaks back into the house on occasion now, searching for more.” Marak explains with a grin.

      “You thought the neighbor’s cat was a human?” Allistar repeats my words, only with a twist to make me look like a total idiot.

      “It’s not like I saw the damn cat and thought ‘oh, look a human,’” I snap. “It was a noise in my closet, and I panicked. I thought someone was hiding in there, and I didn’t know what to do.”

      “You’re okay, though?” Marak asks and hugs me close. Currently, he’s my favorite.

      I deflate in his hold. “I’m fine, just tired.”

      He pulls back and scans my face. “When was the last time you slept, Red?”

      I shrug and turn my head away. They don’t need to worry about me and my inability to sleep. “I’m fine,” I repeat. If I say it enough, I might believe it. “I’ll just go back to bed.”

      “Let’s all get back to bed. You’re okay now, Taylor?” Allistar asks.

      “I’m fine,” I mutter, pulling away from Marak and slinking to my bed. “Thanks for helping me.”

      Maverick stops in the middle of my room and turns toward me. “We’ll always come when you call for us, Taylor.” The others nod their agreement, and I drop my head, hiding the tears that fill my eyes.

      Everyone else makes it back to their rooms except Marak. He remains in my doorway, watching me. “You’re not sleeping.”

      It isn’t a question, but I shake my head anyway. “Can’t. But I’m...”

      “Fine,” he finishes with a huff. “Yeah, I heard that somewhere.” He pauses for a beat, then releases a long sigh when I don’t say a word. “Why aren’t you sleeping? Is it because of what happened?” His voice is soft as he crosses his arms and leans on the doorframe.

      “Yeah, pretty much,” I admit. He doesn’t specify an incident, but any of them qualify as a cause.

      He studies me for a while but doesn’t say anything more. Finally, he strolls over to me and picks me up from my bed as if I’m a pillow or a stuffed animal.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I squeak and cling to him with my arms around his neck.

      “Maybe having company will help you sleep. You can stay in my room with me.” He winks.

      I snort. “You’re not serious, right?”

      “I’m not going to try anything, Red. You need sleep, and I need to help you. Normally, this would be Allistar’s or Syn’s area of expertise, but I think this solution is ingenious. We can take care of what the other needs.” When he says it like that, it makes some strange kind of sense. Normally, Allistar would be the one jumping at the chance to take care of something, or Syn would be all over me about the health hazards of no sleep. I’m not at all disappointed by Marak’s attention.

      He softly lays me in his bed, then hops over me to the other side. I giggle at his circus act. “You’re such a dork.”

      “You like it.” He wiggles his eyebrows.

      My smile drops. I decide to go out on a limb with an honest answer and see what happens. “I like it more than I should.”

      He sucks in a breath. “What do you mean by that, Red?”

      For a split second, I want to admit everything to him. I want to tell him I’m in love with him and his three best friends. I want him to give me some good advice on what to do and not call me a whore while kicking me out on my ass. I want him to say it’ll all be okay in the end and no one will get hurt.

      Instead, I press a hard kiss to his mouth. He gasps in surprise, catching me by the waist when I roll on top of him. He takes control of the kiss quickly, flipping us over to hover above me.

      We spend the rest of the night taking care of each other. I’m fairly certain it isn’t the kind of care Marak meant when he brought me to his room, but it makes me feel much better.

      It takes a while, but I manage to get a good night of sleep after some strenuous exercise thanks to Marak.
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      “Taylor, please tell me you’ve done this before.”

      The fear in Syn’s eyes brings a fit of laughter from me though I nod at him. “I’ve done this plenty of times. My Grammy used to let me dye her hair all the time. I’ve dyed Michelle’s hair a few times also though her husband insists she goes to the spa to get it done every few months now. He’s sickeningly sweet. I hate and love the man.”

      “Did their hair turn out the intended color when you did it?” He frowns deeply and watches my every move as I mix the hair dye. Somehow it was agreed upon that I would finally dye Syn’s hair. My theory is they used it as an excuse to pull me from my room after another week of self-pity.

      Syn didn’t get a chance to chicken out this time, which is how we find ourselves in the middle of the kitchen with him on a stool and me holding a bottle of dye.

      I roll my eyes at his concern. “I take offense to that. Besides, you’re dying your hair blue, Syn. If it turns green instead is that really a major concern?”

      “I don’t like green. I want it blue. Maybe I should just do it.” He reaches for the bottle in my hand, but I pull it away.

      “Don’t be such a wimp. It’s going to be blue, and your hair probably won’t fall out.” Syn’s eyes grow wide, and he starts to stand from the stool.

      Laughing, I place my hands on his shoulders and push him back down. “I’m kidding! Oh my god, it’s so fun to mess with you.”

      “Yeah, hilarious.” He tries to hide the trace of humor in his voice, but it doesn’t work well. “Okay, let’s get this over with.”

      After Syn settles back onto the stool, I drape an old towel around his shoulders and go about squirting the dye on his hair. He remains silent and I wonder if he’s afraid talking will mess me up.

      It doesn’t take long to get down to the last little bit in the bottle as I notice a few spots need some extra coverage. I shake the bottle upside down to get the dye out. Allistar walks by us on his way into the kitchen after time in their basement gym. He doesn’t pay attention to what we’re doing. The sight of him post-workout distracts me, so I shake the bottle a little bit too hard. The tip meets with the top of Syn’s head with an audible thunk.

      “Oh shit!” With a horrified gasp, I pull the bottle away and take a step back.

      Syn starts to reach up to grab his head but stops himself in time to spare his hand from turning blue. Allistar, who stopped his pursuit to the kitchen, remains completely still as we wait for Syn’s reaction. Poor Syn takes a few deep breaths, clearly trying to calm himself, but it does no good.

      He takes off into a cursing, yelling, pissed off tangent. Normally, I’d feel horrible for hitting him in the head, but for some reason the entire situation becomes hysterical, and I can’t stop myself from dissolving into a fit of laughter. Allistar spins on his heel, shoulders shaking, and continues on toward his destination. The big baby doesn’t want to get caught laughing at Syn.

      “What the hell did you do that for?” Syn pushes to his feet and stomps to the half bathroom located down the hall from the dining room. He gently pushes the area I hit and winces. “Is there blood? I think you broke the skin.”

      I only laugh harder at his bitching and whining. I nearly fall over as I try to pull in precious air. “I-I-I’m sorry!”

      Syn shoots a look of disbelief my way and shakes his head. “Somehow, I doubt that.”

      The apology was sincere, but it doesn’t take the humor out of it. Still, I do my best to control myself, taking multiple deep breaths.

      A few stray giggles escape while I check his head, and with each one, he glares at me in the mirror. “Really, I didn’t mean to do that. I was distracted. Luckily, the skin isn’t broken, and the dye isn’t messed up. You’ll survive and so will your precious hair.”

      “Next time, I’m doing this shit myself,” Syn grumbles, passing me on his way out of the bathroom. If I hadn’t noticed his lips twitching, I might worry that he was truly mad.

      I chuckle as I watch him stomp away. “You’re welcome!”

      I had fun hanging out with Syn, and I scold myself thoroughly for caving in. The small bit of fun with him lifted my spirits, but I should be hiding in my room and staying away from them. Instead, Allistar forced me to help him cook us all dinner after I nearly gave Syn a concussion.

      While frying burgers in a cast iron skillet, Allistar stands wide-eyed. “You can cook?”

      “I don’t know,” I shrug, a grin tugging at my lips, “I guess we’ll find out when you four eat. It’s called mystery burgers. Do they or don’t they have poison in them?”

      Maverick swallows audibly from his stool at the bar. “I think there’s cereal in the pantry. I’ll probably just have that.”

      The guys laugh at his nervousness, but he appears genuinely worried until he takes the smallest bite I’ve ever witnessed one of these four grown men take. His gaze darts to me, and he glares. “You tricked us.”

      “How?” I chuckle. “It’s not poisoned, Mav. I was joking.”

      “Not that,” he grumbles around a massive bite which is more like what I’m used to seeing with them. They generally inhale their food; they don’t simply eat it. It amazes me they can taste anything.

      He swallows before finishing his explanation. “You can cook, and this whole time we’ve been doing all the cooking. You could have been making us dinners and shit.”

      “Not happening, buddy.” I shake my head while I rub some oil on the newly scrubbed cast iron pan. “You four are more than capable. I’m not about to become your little housewife or whatever.”

      The room stills, and I realize what I’ve said. I didn’t mean it the way it sounded, but the mention of being a wife to any of them brings immediate tension. With the excuse of work, I scurry off to the living room and leave them to eat without me. If I didn’t believe Syn would drag me from my room kicking and screaming, I’d hide in there.

      A few days later, Marak stays home with me. Since I started working from home the guys take turns staying with me, and today is Marak’s turn. He asks me to go to lunch with him, and I accept the invite. It’s been too long since I ventured out of the house, and cabin fever has started to settle in. He brings me to his favorite restaurant, Cristiano’s. They boast the best pasta, pizza, and Caesar salad in town. I rave over the salad after only two bites.

      “If you think the salad is good, wait until you have the pizza.” He winks then shoves a piece of cheesy bread into his mouth.

      I scoff, “You’re a dork.”

      “Remember what happened the last time you called me a dork?” Heat creeps into my cheeks and down low in my belly. I remember it well, and if we weren't in a restaurant I’d likely jump him again. By the heat flashing in his eyes, he knows where my thoughts are.

      The waitress saves me from responding. She sets our food down, batting her fake lashes at Marak. Jealousy grips me hard though I reserve no right to feel it. He doesn’t belong to me. None of them do, and my heart breaks at the reminder. Marak doesn’t notice the waitress but knows me well enough to know something upset me.

      He frowns my way. “What’s wrong, Red?”

      With my eyes, I gesture to the waitress who happens to be waiting on a response from him as well. He glances at her expectantly. “What?”

      “I asked for your name, honey,” she purrs, clawing at his arm.

      He wrinkles his nose and pulls his arm away from her. “Excuse us, we’re on a date, and we’d like to be left alone.”

      It’s a toss-up on who’s more shocked, me or the waitress. He called this a date. The waitress stomps off without another word, but all I can do is gape at Marak.

      He does a double take of me and shifts uncomfortably in his seat. “What? What’d I do?”

      “You called this a date,” I say like he should already know what he did.

      He clears his throat, takes a long drink of his soda, then finally folds his hands under his chin and gives me his full attention. “This is a date, Red. We’re dating.”

      “But...” If I had any sort of argument, I’d bring it up now. Only, I don’t want to argue with him. I want to date him. I also want to date Maverick, Syn, and Allistar.

      “I know.” He sighs, sitting back in his seat. “It’s complicated right now. The guys and I aren’t stupid, Taylor.” My heart stops. Is this the part where he tells me I need to pick one of them or none of them?

      “We all know what we want, though. At least, I think we do. We just need a little more time to figure shit out on our own before we can figure shit out together. Can you give us some time?” he pleads, reaching out and taking my hand. “With the danger you’re in, we haven’t had a lot of time to talk about other things or think through everything on our own.”

      “I can’t, Marak.” I shake my head, ready to get up and walk out. “I don’t know what you want from me.”

      “Right now,” he squeezes my hand, “I only want you to agree with me that this is a date and eat your pizza. You haven’t eaten much lately, and it’s not good for you.”

      Taking a deep breath, I give him a decisive nod. My predicament can’t get any worse. “Okay, let’s enjoy our pizza date.”

      His smile lights up his whole face. My own matches his for the rest of lunch. By the time we get in the car, we’re both laughing at a terrible, dirty joke he came up with, carrying two pizza boxes to bring home for the others.

      “Thanks for lunch.” I kiss his cheek, and he winks at me.

      Our conversation lulls, and I use the opportunity to fiddle with the radio. Selena Gomez sings through the speakers, and I bounce around with excitement. “I love this song.”

      Marak laughs as I dance in my seat and serenade him to I love you like a love song. Halfway through the song, his laughter fades, and his eyes dart to the rearview mirror several times in a row. Stopping my personal concert, I glance behind us, but nothing appears suspicious. Marak clearly doesn’t agree. He pushes the Bluetooth button on the steering wheel and scrolls to find Maverick’s number.

      He glances my way nervously. “Red, I need you to sit forward and don’t panic, okay? Can you do that for me?”

      “What’s going on, Marak?” My voice shakes, but I do as he asks and sit stone still in my seat.

      Maverick answers the phone before Marak can reply. “Aren’t you on a date with Taylor? You’re a shitty date if you’re calling me to chat.”

      The fact that Maverick knows me and Marak are on a date and doesn’t sound angry about it at all surprises me. Maybe Maverick decided he doesn’t want me and told Marak he should go for it.

      “We’re being followed.” Three words change my entire train of thought. My issues with the guys, dates, how they feel about me... all of it drops to the background.

      If someone is following us, it means they want to get to us, or more specifically, me.

      Maverick and Marak both become SWAT before my eyes. They’re in control and in their element—their tones change, and Marak’s demeanor changes. It doesn’t ease the panic, however, because it means they’re about to put themselves in harm’s way for me.

      Maverick and Marak spend less than two minutes coming up with a plan of action. Maverick, Syn, and Allistar will catch up to us and cut off the SUV following behind us, giving us a chance to get away. Then, they’ll follow the SUV until they find out who it is inside.

      Marak hangs up, allowing the guys to execute their part of the plan.

      “You okay, Red?” He gives me a quick check, then turns back to the road. “Talk to me.”

      “I’m fine.” I have to say it twice because the first time my voice breaks. “I’m fine.”

      Marak doesn’t believe me anymore than I believe myself, but neither of us can do anything about it right now.

      Marak takes one hand from the wheel and grabs mine, bringing it to his lips and kisses my palm. “Taylor, everything is going to be okay. We won’t let anything happen to you.”

      I open my mouth to reply, but a loud bang from behind us followed by glass shattering turns my words to a scream.

      “Get down, now!” Marak shouts, pushing me toward the floorboard. He pops the glove box and pulls out a pistol, flicking the safety off with one hand. He swerves into the wrong lane, slamming on the brakes hard. The SUV passes us before they can hit their breaks. Marak swings the car back into our lane and rolls his window down. He aims the gun out the window at the SUV. One shot and I hear a tire pop. Two shots, two tires. Three shots, three tires. The sound of metal on the road hurts my ears.

      “Just stay down,” Marak orders, not taking his eyes from the SUV ahead. “I got their tires, and they won’t get far before they have to stop. But I don’t want them to see you.”

      One second, my hand rests on Marak’s thigh, trying to calm us both down. The next, the sound of metal crunching and glass breaking penetrates my ears. Marak curses loudly. I scream out to him, reaching for his leg, but it isn’t in the same place as a second ago. More crunching of metal, and a sharp pain in my arm. Marak won’t answer me as I scream for him over and over. My head hits something hard, and the world turns black.
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      “He said they’re headed south on Broadway, they’d just crossed twelfth street when he hung up.” Maverick debriefs Syn and me on the situation while speeding down Broadway. We cross over tenth street, and he hits the gas a little harder.

      Five minutes before Marak called, the three of us were scattered around our living room talking about Taylor and what we should do.

      “Okay, you two can dance around this shit all you want, but I’ll just come out and fucking say it,” Syn huffs. “I want to give this thing a shot. This weird ass relationship where we all date Taylor. I want in.”

      “What made you come to a decision? You were the most against it less than a month ago,” Maverick muses though he doesn’t sound upset.

      Syn shrugs and glances away from us. “She did. Being with her, being around her did. I don’t want to let her go, and I refuse to hurt my family. It’s the only solution, and I know it because if there was another option, Maverick would have thought of it by now. He does nothing but think of solutions to shit.”

      I grin because he’s right. Maverick is the thinker, and he’d have come up with another idea if there was a good one.

      Maverick drops back in his chair and pulls the tie from his hair. He shakes it out, then ties it back up again—his nervous tick. “Okay, we need Marak here. We should wait until Taylor heads to bed tonight, then all four of us can talk about it. We can’t make any decisions or plan anything without him.”

      The phone rang before any of us could say another word.

      Syn can’t sit still in the back seat, and for once, I’m in the same position. We need to get to Marak and Taylor before that crazy son of a bitch. I can’t lose my brother or the girl I’ve fallen in love with. It makes me sick even considering what could happen if we don’t.

      We round the corner after we cross fifteenth street, and Maverick stomps on the breaks which brings us to a screeching halt. I’ve never been one for denial, but when I see the truck Taylor and Marak drove upside-down in a ditch and an empty SUV with the tires blown out a few feet away, I want to deny it’s real.

      Marak’s truck is crushed beyond repair. The roof is caved in, and every window is shattered. If not for the license plate, I may not have recognized it. The truck isn’t the worst part of the horrific scene, though. It’s the man dragging Taylor’s limp body to a different nearby SUV.

      “No!” Syn doesn’t falter. He jumps out of the vehicle before Maverick or I can react. He draws his gun and takes the shot without hesitation. He hits the man directly in the back of the head. The guy drops to the ground and takes Taylor with him. The SUV peels out, tires screeching against the concrete. Still, they manage to gain speed by the second as they fade from view.

      Maverick and I reach Syn at the same time. Maverick pulls him toward Marak’s truck. “We need to check on him. Make sure he’s okay. Allistar, go check on Taylor.”

      Syn nods numbly and allows me to go to Taylor while Maverick pulls him to the truck.

      When I reach Taylor, I find her in bad shape. Blood pours down the side of her face from the large gash on her forehead. Part of the snapped bone in her arm shows through the broken skin. Cuts and bruises cover most of her body.

      Being dropped jostled her enough to wake her. She pulls herself into an awkward half leaning, half sitting position. She stares with impossibly wide eyes at the man on the ground who no longer has half of his skull. The guys and I know what this looks like, we’ve witnessed it and worse. Taylor should never have to see it, though.

      I pull her into my arms, but she startles me when she fights my hold on her. “Don’t touch me! Let me go!” She screams and thrashes so much that I have to set her back down. Her injuries can’t handle the movement.

      “Taylor, it’s me. It’s Allistar.” My words don’t register with her. She draws her knees up, curling herself into a ball and gasping for air. It worries me because I don’t know if she has any damage to her lungs from the crash.

      Syn runs to us, probably because he heard Taylor’s screams. “What happened?” He crouches next to us, automatically reaching out for Taylor. She flinches away from his touch, shaking her head and murmuring over and over to leave her alone.

      “Baby, let me help you. You’re hurt,” Syn pleads, but she refuses to let us touch her. His mouth hardens into a straight line. “She’s in shock.”

      Sirens in the distance signal help is on the way, but it doesn’t make any of this okay.

      “Syn, where’s Marak? Is he okay?” The way Syn looks at me, he doesn't need to answer. I know it’s bad, but I don’t know how bad. If he didn’t make it, I don’t know what I’ll do.

      “Baby?” While Syn addresses Taylor, my mind spins, wondering what happened to Marak. “Baby, answer me! Damn it, open your eyes.”

      My attention snaps back to Taylor. She’s slumped over in Syn’s arm as he struggles to hold her up. The violent shakes wracking her body moments ago have stopped, and her eyes are closed. She’s too still again, and this time, she doesn’t wake up. That prick dropped her, and it woke her before. Now, nothing Syn does will bring her around. Her breaths continue to come in short, harsh gasps.

      As the ambulances and other officers pull up to the scene, Maverick yells for Syn, “He stopped breathing, Syn!”

      There’s a good chance we lost two people we love at once. My usually calm mood fades away into complete panic. What the hell are we going to do if they don’t make it?
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      The sound of the guys’ whispered argument wakes me from a deep sleep. My arm throbs, my body burns, and my head might literally explode. I thought the caffeine withdrawal and lack of sleep headache was bad. It may as well have been a puddle next to a sea in comparison to this one.

      “Marak, you need to relax and rest. We don’t need to be talking about this shit right now.” Maverick’s tone is full of authority.

      “I cracked a few ribs and broke my leg, Mav. I didn’t die,” Marak huffs, and I picture the pout he’s sure to have.

      Syn intervenes, “Maverick is right. You need to relax. You’re not dead, but you nearly died. You and Taylor both got really fucking lucky.”

      “How’s she doing?” Marak asks after a beat of silence.

      “She has yet to wake up, but the doctors ran every test Syn demanded, and she’s fine physically,” Allistar tells him. “Her arm is completely fucked up. It’ll take a long time to heal, and she got some stitches in her forehead. The fucker pulled her through the broken windshield of the truck, and she got some pretty deep lacerations from that. They had to stitch several different areas. Other than that, she’s got bumps and bruises all over like you.”

      “What about mentally?” Marak asks quietly. “You and Syn saw her in the few minutes she was awake at the scene. How did she seem?”

      “She was in shock,” Syn admits. “She was just in a bad wreck, nearly kidnapped again, and saw a man with half of his head blown off. It’s understandable she freaked out. We won’t know if she’s okay until she wakes up, though.”

      “She’s strong and stubborn as hell,” Maverick says. “She’ll be okay.” It almost sounds like he’s trying to convince himself as much as the rest of them.

      Marak sighs loudly then clears his throat and groans in pain. “Fuck, breathing hurts.”

      If I had the ability to jump up and go to him, I would, but my eyes won’t even cooperate enough to stay open. I manage to get a quick look around the hospital room. A small curtain separates Marak’s side of the room from mine. The curtain has been pulled halfway closed, but I can still see Maverick, Allistar, and Syn’s backs as they stand next to Marak’s hospital bed.

      “I made my decision, guys. While we were being followed.” Marak breaks the momentary silence. “Really, I think I knew before that, but this crazy shit solidified everything for me. I know what I want.”

      “I made my choice, too,” Syn says quietly. “I told these two right before you called, actually.”

      Allistar sighs long and loud. “I thought I lost my brother, and it almost killed me. What I felt when I thought Taylor wasn’t going to wake up made a lot of things crystal clear. I promised myself I’d tell you guys I made up my mind as soon as we could see you again.”

      “We need to talk about this later. This is not the time nor place.” Maverick’s word is final, and the conversation ceases.

      They’re done with me. It has to be what they want to talk about. Three of the four just admitted they made a decision, and they sounded worried about their brothers’ reactions to those choices. The only explanation is they don’t want to keep me around, and they hope all of them are on the same page and want me out.

      It makes sense. They don’t need to babysit me anymore. The threat is gone.

      My body stiffens when my mind flashes back to the man who tried to take me again. I’d only blacked out long enough for him to drag me through the windshield of Marak’s truck.

      “You’re coming home where you belong, Pet.” His voice in my ear broke me. The same voice that called me on my cell phone and threatened me. He called me Pet. It was him; it had to be him. I blacked out again before he got me all the way out of Marak’s truck. A loud bang and some kind of impact jostled me awake a second time.

      The fall hurt like hell, but as soon as I opened my eyes, my pain faded to the background. Never in my life have I witnessed anything as horrible. I vaguely remember someone grabbing me, but they let me go when I screamed. After that, everything became a fuzzy blur until now.

      Dr. Lenny strolls into the room and smiles wide at me when I’m able to crack my eyes open. “Hello again, Taylor.”

      At the sound of her voice, the guys all turn around and hurry to my side of the room.

      Marak tries to scoot up, but the movement must cause him too much pain. He winces and stops his attempts. “How are you feeling?”

      My attention turns to Dr. Lenny even though Marak asked the question. “Everything hurts.”

      Her eyes turn sympathetic. “I know, honey. Call me Trish, please. You’re due for more pain meds in about half an hour. Can you hold out that long?”

      I nod. The pain in my body doesn’t hold a candle to the pain in my chest at what I know will happen soon. They’re going to talk tonight and figure out a nice way to kick me out of their place and their lives. It was stupid to hope I could keep them all as mine. The idea of them ever considering it is laughable. They don’t want one girl who can’t choose between them.

      “Guys, I need to take Taylor for one more ultrasound just to rule out any internal bleeding in the abdomen, and as long as that’s clear, you two will be free to rest.”

      “Hurry back with her,” Syn mutters with a frown.

      Maverick’s eyes meet mine. “We’ll be right here when you get back. Grumpy, Michelle, and Evelyn are on their way here. They all booked the soonest flights possible when we called them.” I can’t reply to him; instead, I turn away and bite my tongue to hold back the tears. Even my sisters and Grumpy won’t make everything better this time.

      The guys move back to Marak’s side of the room, but each touch me in some way before they go. Their touch hurts more because I know it’ll probably be the last touch I get from them. Dr. Lenny—Trish—wheels my bed out down a few hallways until she reaches an ultrasound room. She locks the brakes on the bed and drops into the stool beside the ultrasound machine.

      “Taylor, I need to ask you something.” My stomach drops. The seriousness in her tone doesn’t sit well with me. “When was your last period?”

      I open my mouth to answer her, but snap it shut again. The birth control shot has always been my go-to because I don’t have to remember to take it daily. “I can’t remember. I’d been due for the shot a day or two before I had to move in with the guys. I went and got it like always, and they said I was good for twelve weeks. It hasn’t been twelve weeks, but I can’t remember when I had a period last.”

      Trish sighs and taps a few buttons on the keyboard. “I’m not sure how you’re going to take this, honey, but I have to tell you. You’re pregnant.”

      I wait for the punchline to the joke. Maybe it’s April first, and I forgot. Only, it’s far from April, and Trish is as serious as a heart attack. “No, I got the shot. I can’t be pregnant. The shot prevents that.”

      She pats my hand gently. “There was a massive recall on a specific brand of birth control shots. They were deemed ineffective. It was very recent, but I’d be willing to bet yours was one in the recall. In other words, the shot failed.”

      “No.” It’s the only word I can manage to get out. I repeat myself over and over, but it doesn’t change the news.

      Trish doesn’t miss a beat when I burst into tears. She pulls out a few tissues from a box nearby and gives me a gentle hug. “It’ll be okay, honey. You’re a strong woman, you’ll be okay. Do you want to talk about it?”

      I shake my head. She’ll probably want to know who the father is, but I can’t answer that. I’ll be a single mother without a clue who the father of my baby is. My baby. This may be how my mother felt when she found out about me. Maybe she couldn’t handle the news of being responsible for another person’s life and decided to say screw it.

      A protective instinct rises in me, and my good hand flutters to my belly. No matter what happens, this baby didn’t ask to be made, but I’m going to make sure he or she knows their mommy loves them with everything in me. I’ll be a single mother like my mother was, but I will never abandon my baby like she abandoned me. I’ll make it work, for my baby, because my little one deserves the best and more.

      With tear-filled eyes, I turn to Trish who silently lets me fall apart for a few minutes. “The crash, did it... Is the baby okay?”

      She nods, and smiles wide. “The initial ultrasound revealed a strong heartbeat. I’ll admit, it shocked me to find a baby in there.”

      “Can I see, Trish?” I whisper. “I mean, I know you already looked and all. It’s just—”

      “I brought you here to show you, honey.” She pats my hand again and turns the machine on. “I’m going to do a thorough ultrasound and make sure everything looks good. Hopefully, we can get you an accurate due date as well.”

      She asks me to pull my gown away from my stomach then squirts warm jelly on my lower belly. She rolls the little wand around for a second then presses a button, and the picture pops up on a flat screen television in front of me. It helps because I don’t need to turn at an odd angle to see the screen in front of her.

      She rolls the wand again and presses another button, and the whooshing of a tiny, quick heartbeat fills the room. More tears flow, this time in awe. I locate the small flicker going in time with the whooshing beat. Trish points it out as the heart. The baby is still tiny, like a little jumping bean on the screen.

      She takes measurements, records the heartbeat, prints out several pictures, and takes dozens more. Finally, she pulls the wand away from my stomach and hands me a towel to wipe the goop away. “You’re still in your first trimester, only about ten weeks along. Everything looks fantastic, though. Baby is doing great. All you need to do right now is not drink, smoke, do drugs, or eat raw fish. Okay, to be honest, there’s other things to know, so I’d suggest getting in to see your OB-GYN as soon as possible. If you need a recommendation, I know someone.”

      “Who?” I examine my tiny jumping bean on the pictures.

      She huffs, “Me. I only come into the ER to treat Marak and the guys, and now you. I started out in the emergency department long ago, but my specialty is OB. I love babies.”

      “Okay, I would like that, actually. At least, I already know you.” I swallow hard and pry my eyes from my little baby button to Trish. “But I don’t want any of the guys knowing about the baby.”

      Her eyes widen for a second in surprise, but she catches herself. “It’s all confidential, Taylor. I cannot and would not tell anyone anything about you without permission. No matter who it is.”

      “Thank you,” I murmur. I clutch the pictures close to my chest and wish like crazy things were different for me and my baby.
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      “You two are free to go!” Trish made us stay a few nights for observation.

      I faked sleep for most of it to prevent the guys from talking to me. The simple sound of their voices breaks my heart in half. They’re not interested in a relationship with me of any kind, and I need to accept it. I won’t tell them about the baby for a while. They’re sure to be pissed at each other and me. I refuse to allow them to be angry at my little jumping bean. I’ll protect him or her with everything in me.

      Grumpy, Michelle, and Evelyn all hopped on the first available flights to be with me. Grumpy made it to me first, cursing and hollering about how I wasn’t supposed to get hurt and that I’m grounded forever. To have him back made things a little better. He stayed with me the whole time, and the guys stayed with Marak at my insistence. Trish came in quite a few times to chat with Grumpy, and every time she spoke to him, his cheeks turned red. Part of me wants to ask about it, but I can’t muster up the energy.

      The curtain was kept pulled back, the room open, but I know they didn’t hang around the hospital for me. They needed to focus on Marak.

      While Syn fills prescriptions for pain medications, Allistar helps Marak into a wheelchair and down to the car, while Maverick pulls the car around. I take the quick moment alone to talk to Grumpy.

      “I know they asked if you’d drive me back to their place,” I say to Grumpy, then stop to bite back a sob. “But I need you to stay outside in the car when we get there. I’m going to grab my stuff. I just want to get it all and go.”

      “What in tha good goddamn ya need ta do ‘at fer?” Grumpy growls. He turns his menacing glare toward the empty doorway the guys walked through moments ago. “Did ‘em boys do sumthin’ ta hurt ya, Tayter-Tot? I’d be more’n happy ta kick their asses fer ya.”

      “No.” I shake my head and smile fondly. I missed him so much. “It’s fine, Grumpy. I just need to go. I’ve overstayed my welcome already. They should get their house back sooner rather than later.”

      He studies me for a second, but when we hear Allistar and Syn’s chatter in the hall, he harrumphs. “I don’t believe ya fer even a second, but I won’t bury ‘em just yet. I’ll wait outside with the getaway car. Just don’t try ta go hood slidin’ like Bo Duke. You’ll mess up ma paint with ‘at big ol’ thing on yer arm.”

      Allistar and Syn walk into the room with the empty wheelchair before I can respond. “Your chariot awaits, miss.” Syn goes for a British accent, and it falls flat. He rolls his eyes as Allistar laughs and Grumpy snorts. “Whatever, the wheelchair is here. Hop on.”

      I do as he asks, silent the whole way down to the car. Grumpy pulls up and helps me into the passenger seat. He doesn’t say a word on the way back to the guys’ house. He knows I need time to myself.

      The second Grumpy pulls up, my door swings open, and Maverick picks me up. He carries me into the house and up to what used to be my room. He leans forward and kisses my forehead softly. It takes every ounce of control in me to not break down. “I’m going to grab you something to eat. Wait here and rest, okay?”

      I nod with no intention of listening to him. He turns and leaves the room, and the second he’s out of sight, I hop up and grab the duffle bag Syn packed on my first night here. I fill it with the essentials but leave behind anything I don’t need right away. Grumpy might get my things for me another day if the guys will let him. If not, I don’t really care. They’re only things. To leave the four men I love behind is what might kill me.

      My intention was to rush down the stairs, but it’s more like a slow shuffle. My body aches, and my only good arm keeps hold of my duffle bag. I make it to the door before anyone notices me.

      When I’m sure I’ll get out unnoticed, Allistar calls my name, and I hesitate. I spin around to find him at the other end of the room with a deep frown. The other three guys join him. They likely heard him call my name.

      Marak’s eyes dart from mine to the duffle bag on my arm. He shifts awkwardly with his crutches. “Where are you going?”

      “Thank you, all of you,” I choke out, desperate to hold onto my dignity and my emotions. Still, a few tears escape, and there’s nothing I can do to stop them. “You guys saved my life more than once, and I’ll always be grateful for that. You all mean more to me than you’ll ever know. Or maybe you do know, and that’s why this is inevitable. Either way, you don’t have to make any decisions or have any talks now. You’re free.”

      With that, I turn on my heel and hurry to the car where Grumpy waits. He takes off the second I close my door. The problem is, I left my heart behind.
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      “What the hell are we doing?” I shout at my best friends three seconds after Taylor walked out the door. “Are we really going to just let her go?”

      “Marak is right, we need to stop her.” Syn heads for the front door, but Maverick pulls him back by his arm.

      The anger in Syn’s eyes as he glares at Maverick matches my own. “We should give her time.”

      Allistar, Syn, and I stare dumbfounded at Maverick. Why would we want to give her time to forget about us? We all want her; we want to tell her how badly we want her. Don’t we?

      Realization dawns, and I shake my head sadly. “Maverick, you don’t want to try this with her, do you?”

      “What?” He reels back as if I punched him.

      Syn curses. “That’s why you don’t want to go after her, isn’t it? You don’t want her. Damn it, Mav. You should have said something sooner.”

      Allistar crosses his arms over his chest and studies Maverick. “Is that true, Mav?”

      “No!” Maverick shouts. He pulls the tie from his hair while he shoves his hands roughly through his hair. “You’re all fucking wrong.”

      “Then, explain it to us!” I holler back. “What the hell is going through your thick head?”

      He turns away from us, stomps toward the living room, turns back, and comes up to us again. Pacing is Syn’s thing. It’s how he handles Maverick’s calm, time consuming thought process ritual. To witness Maverick stomp back and forth around the living room takes me by surprise. I’ve never seen him so unhinged.

      “Can we sit down? My leg is killing me.” It’s partly true. I fractured my femur in two places and snapped my tibia. Even with the pain meds, it hurts like hell. More than for my comfort, though, I want to give Maverick a few extra seconds to gather his wits. Clearly, he needs the time.

      Syn appears by my side and helps me to the couch. He watches my back while I lower and sit. He doesn’t need to be asked; he doesn’t offer the help. Syn simply jumps in feet first to help us all when we hurt. It’s one of the reasons I could never make the choice that may hurt him.

      It’s the same thing with Allistar and Maverick. Allistar is the protective big brother, the peacekeeper. He wants us all to be happy and to get along. He doesn’t give up if we have issues with each other—he fights for us until everyone wins. Maverick leads us. He makes sure everything gets done when it needs to be done, focusing on our strengths and helping us utilize them in every situation. He keeps us in line. He knows what we need before we do most of the time, which is why it shocks me that he might not want the same thing as me. Maybe Syn and Allistar are in the same boat as him, and they don’t know how to say it.

      “You guys know what I want,” Syn mutters while he drops down next to me.

      My eyes snap to his. “We do?”

      Syn blinks, then shakes his head. “Oh, I guess you don’t.” He shrugs sheepishly. “I told them right before you called about the car chase. I want Taylor. I want to keep my best friends, too. I’d rather have all of you than none of you.”

      “You want to go for it?” I ask and relax slightly. He’s on the same page as me.

      He nods, and I grin.

      “I’m in,” Allistar mutters and rocks back on his heels. “I tried to tell you guys in the hospital. I don’t want to ever think about what I’d do if I lost one of you. But it also kills me to think about losing Taylor. I need her, and I need you guys. I’m in.”

      “Me, too.” I smile wide.

      “I knew it!” Syn bumps my fist with his, and Allistar chuckles.

      I grow serious for a second. “I can’t hurt any of you. You’re my brothers, and if I tried to take away the girl we all love, it would hurt you guys. At the same time, I won’t walk away from Taylor. The solution is clear for me. I’m all or nothing.”

      The three of us turn to Maverick, and he sags down into the recliner. “Fucking hell, I was so scared.”

      “Scared of what?” Syn sits up straighter to give Maverick his full attention. It isn’t often that Syn can be serious, but he manages this time.

      Maverick ties his hair up once more, a sign he isn’t as stressed as he was. “I was sure you guys weren’t going to go with this idea. Hell, it was my decision to call the Harper-Smith family. You guys weren’t interested in talking to them about it at first. Then, I nearly lost Marak and Taylor. I panicked. I didn’t want to go from almost losing both of you to losing one of you in a different way.”

      “I told you what I decided already, Mav,” Syn reminds him.

      Maverick nods. “I know and that made shit worse in my head. If you and I want this to work but Marak and Allistar don’t, where does that leave us? What the hell would we do if two of us want in and two want out? I can’t lose you guys. You’re my family, and I need you three more than anything.”

      “But?” Allistar coaxes. We all wait for him to say the words.

      “But I’m in love with Taylor, and I need her, too,” he admits with a loud sigh. “I’m all in, guys. I want this because I know you guys will take care of the girl I love when I can’t. You’ll love her just as much as I do, and she’ll never want for anything. She’ll never have to be alone. I’d never trust anyone else with my girl, but even if we weren’t into this crazy ass relationship, I’d trust you three.”

      “That’s how I see it, too,” Syn says. “You guys would never hurt her or let anything happen to her.”

      “Because we all love her.” I knock my shoulder into Syn’s with a smirk.

      “So, we’re all in?” Maverick asks. He looks worried, even though each of us said yes already. “We’re okay with watching each other kiss, touch her, and the knowledge we’d all be sleeping with her? We can work through the issues and jealousy and make this work?”

      “It’ll suck not to have her in my bed every night,” Allistar admits sheepishly. “But if she’s with one of you guys, she’ll be safe and happy. That’s all I need to know.”

      “Ditto.” I nod.

      “Wait!” Syn pops up off the couch and holds his hands out, startling the rest of us. “We all agree, and that’s great, but there’s an issue.”

      “What?” Allistar frowns, but I already know the problem.

      Syn drops his hands and shoves them into his pockets. “Our girl doesn’t even know about this... she might not feel the same.”

      Silence descends upon the room. We never got a chance to ask Taylor what she wants and how she feels. Maybe she isn’t interested in a relationship with any of us, let alone all of us. She flirted and seemed interested, but maybe it was all fun for her.

      After a few tense minutes, Maverick jumps to his feet. “Well, sitting here won’t get us an answer. We need to go find her and talk to her.”

      “What if she won’t talk to us?” Allistar counters but follows Maverick out of the room.

      Maverick shrugs though I notice his shoulders tense slightly at the idea. “Only one way to find out.”

      Syn patiently helps me back to my feet—or foot since one is in a giant boot-type cast. “Will you dickheads wait for me? I’m crippled over here!”

      Even though it’s at my expense, the laughter of my brothers brings a smile to my face.
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      Six days without any contact with my guys. No, not my guys. They’re not mine, and I need to remind myself over and over. My heart shatters every time I think about them. The way Syn makes everything funny. Allistar always taking care of me and his incredible ability to stay in tune with me and the others. Marak with his dirty jokes and dorky antics. Maverick’s possessiveness and protectiveness, taking charge in every situation.

      Tears I was sure I couldn’t shed run down my cheeks. Over the last week, there’s a good chance the number of tears I’ve shed has dehydrated me. Food isn’t even on my radar—my stomach turns whenever I even consider it. At first, I thought it was because of my emotional breakdown.

      If I hadn’t gone to my appointment with Trish, I’d be worried about my little baby getting enough nutrition. She explained it was likely morning sickness. She said to eat what I can when I can, but if it became an issue, she’d prescribe medication to help. She put me on vitamins and reminded me to limit my caffeine and increase my water intake.

      Normally, if someone told me to cut out my caffeine it would be a big problem. My precious Diet Coke would never be given up. Except lately, I could care less about most anything, especially soda. The only thing keeping me going is my little jumping bean who needs me. Which also makes it easier to give up the Diet Coke.

      Grumpy brought me some in hopes it would lift my spirits. It didn’t work, but I love him for the effort. He doesn’t know why I shouldn’t drink the soda, no one does. He hasn’t bothered me or asked why I can barely leave my old room at his place. He was shocked when I didn’t put up a fight about coming home with him. It didn’t take him long to find out about the state of the apartment. Still, he expected me to find a new place in the first twenty-four hours because that’s the way I normally would do things. I may not see him much right now, but to know he’s in the other room helps a tiny bit.

      A harsh knock on my bedroom door startles me from my current cry fest. The door swings open before I can manage to sit up in bed. Evelyn, Grumpy, and Michelle storm into the room without an invite. The girls have their arms loaded with junk food, soda, and chocolate. They hop onto my bed and drop the food between us.

      “What are you guys doing?” I ask with a sniffle.

      “Tryin’ ta figure out why in tha hell yer hauled up in yer room like yer in mournin’ or somethin’.” Grumpy harrumphs into the desk chair. “Yer gonna tell us what’s’a matter with ya ‘n yer gonna do it right damn now.”

      “I’m fine.” I wipe a stray tear away.

      Evelyn rolls her eyes and scoffs, “Bitch, please. You’re far from fine. You only ever say you’re fine when something bad is going on. We need to know what’s up, and we need to know it now.”

      “We’re worried.” Michelle frowns, her hands idly rub her growing belly. The gesture makes my chest tighten. That’ll be me in a few months’ time. “You barely said hello to us when we got back. You won’t call us back or text us. We love you, Taylor. We want to help you if we can, but to do that we need to know what’s wrong.”

      Since I left the guys, I’ve been bouncing back and forth on whether to tell the girls and Grumpy everything. Well, not every dirty detail, but the big points. At first, I was afraid they’d be upset with me for my devil-may-care attitude. Then, I wondered if they might get pissed because I lied about the real danger I was in while they were gone. In the end, I knew I was only trying to convince myself I shouldn’t open up to my family.

      Realistically, I know they’d never judge me for anything. They may be shocked and confused, but they’d still love and support me. My baby needs to stay a secret for now, though. As badly as I want to tell them about the pregnancy, I can’t bring myself to do it when the guys don’t even know that one of them is going to be a father.

      “Talk to us, Taylor.” Evelyn softens and rubs my arm gently. It isn’t often Evelyn gets sensitive and serious. She’s as concerned as Grumpy and Michelle. Guilt sets in for putting them through such worry.

      “I fell in love.” Saying the words out loud lighten the tension in my shoulders a bit.

      Michelle shakes her head slowly when I don’t continue. “I don’t follow. You’re upset because you fell in love with someone? Do they not love you back? Did they hurt you or something?”

      “It was ‘at smurf boy, won’t it? He broke ma Tayter-Tot’s heart?” Grumpy growls and jumps to his feet. “I’m fixin’ ta load my shotgun ‘n take care a that boy.”

      “He didn’t do anything wrong, Grumpy.” I drop my head, nervous to tell them the full truth. “It was me who messed up.”

      “Start from the top, woman. My head is spinning, and I need all the details.” Evelyn pops open a bag of chips and sits back for the story.

      I start out slow. I them about the true danger I was in. They glare and grumble, but don’t interrupt. Once the words flow, they don’t stop. I tell them the whole story about how I fell in love with Allistar, Syn, Maverick, and Marak. I explain the relationship the Harper-Smith men have with Parker, and the relationship their parents share.

      Finally, I make it to the conversation I overheard in the hospital and how I walked out of their place without an explanation to avoid embarrassing myself and to allow them an out.

      The three of them sit silently and patiently while I ramble. None of them give away what they think, and it makes me nervous. Maybe they’re freaked out by my confessions and what I wish would happen with the guys. They probably think I’m out of my damn mind, and they could be right.

      “So,” Evelyn drags out when I finally snap my mouth shut. “You just left?”

      I nod, and Michelle drops her head back to let out a long breath. “You’re such an idiot.”

      “What?” My eyes jump to her and widen.

      “You need to talk to them, Taylor. You’re not being fair to them or to yourself by walking out without telling them how you feel.”

      Well, when she says it like that, it makes some sense.

      “Aren’t you at all freaked out about the whole four men part of this?” Evelyn shouts, pushing Michelle’s arm lightly. My heart squeezes for a second. She’s disgusted with me. “How the hell does this bitch get four sexy men, and I can’t even get one? Where’s the damn justice? Where’s my damn harem of men?”

      “Quit bein’ ugly, Evelyn, it ain’t a good color on ya,” Grumpy scoffs playfully. He then turns to me, his bright eyes narrow. “Yer a bright gal, Tayter-Tot. Ya always been smart ‘n I never thought I’d be sayin’ this, but yer ‘about four cents short of a nickel.”

      My jaw drops. “Are you calling me an idiot?”

      “If the shoe fits...” He shrugs.

      “Lace that bitch up and wear it!” Evelyn finishes for him. She giggles when I try to smack her.

      “Let’s be serious for a minute, guys.” Ever the mature one, Michelle brings us back on topic.

      Grumpy grunts in agreement with her. “As I was sayin’, yer an idiot if ya don’t give ‘em boys the truth about how ya feel. Y’all know good ‘n well I’m ‘bout as useful as teats on a bull when it comes to love ‘n crap. But I’m a man, ‘n I know how most of us men folk think.”

      “And how’s that?” Evelyn asks.

      “We don’t.” He shrugs. “The fool doth think he’s wise, but the wise man knows himself a fool.”

      Michelle gasps, and her eyes grow huge. “Did you just quote Shakespeare?”

      “I’ve read books in ma time, girl. I ain’t a complete idiot. Some parts’re missin’.” He winks at us as we giggle.

      Grumpy always knows how to brighten everything. “I’d bet ya dollars ta donuts them boys’re sittin’ ‘round with their thumbs up their asses ‘n ain’t any idea what ‘ey oughta do next. They’ve shown they’re smart as a whip, but they’re still men. They ain’t got a single clue how ta handle ‘is shit.”

      “Or they’re sitting around drinking in celebration of getting rid of me,” I counter, doubt pushing its way to the surface.

      “They ain’t.” Grumpy shakes his head.

      Michelle raises her eyebrows at the sureness in his tone. “You’re probably right, and I totally agree with you. But, how do you know they’re not?”

      “‘Cause I know. I got ma ways, girl. Don’t go questionin’ an ol’ man.” He has a secret, but I don’t have the energy to beat it out of him.

      “Is this why you barely speak to Dr. Lenny?” Evelyn asks with a sly grin.

      Grumpy sputters, “We ain’t talkin’ ‘bout me. Now hush up’r I’ll pick a switch fer ya, girl.”

      Evelyn giggles, and I narrow my gaze at Grumpy. He’ll talk about Trish when he’s ready, but I make a note to tell him I only want him happy.

      Something still nags at my mind about his reaction to my revelation. “Does it bother you, Grumpy? Me falling for four guys at once, I mean.”

      “Why should it?” He frowns as if he doesn’t understand. “It don’t change who ya are. Yer still you, ‘n I’ll love ya no matter what happens. If ya grew three heads ‘n scales, I wouldn’t give a damn. Yer ma little girl, Tayter-Tot. Nothin’ ‘n no one could ever change ‘at.”

      Thankfully, I’m not the only one who breaks down into ugly sobs. Michelle and Evelyn join me, and Grumpy looks horrified by all the emotion and estrogen in the room. He takes a few steps backward, toward the door.

      He shakes his head and holds his hands up as if to protect himself from us. “Y’all know good ‘n well I don’t do this cryin’ bullshit. Eat yer damned chocolate ‘n cut that crap out.”

      Without another word, he spins around and hauls ass out of the room. Michelle, Evelyn, and I have a good laugh at his expense. Then we talk. And talk. And talk.

      They get the dirty details about what happened with the guys. Michelle is scandalized, and Evelyn is jealous. But both are supportive and loving. They make me believe for the moment it’ll be okay in the end. They stay all night with me. We laugh, we cry, we hug, we throw food at each other. We spend time as best friends, as sisters.
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      An elbow in my side wakes me the next morning. When I manage to pry my tired eyes open, I find an angry Evelyn with a half-asleep death glare. At first, I can’t understand what her damn problem is, but then I hear the sound of a text message on my phone. I set my messages to continuously ding every minute until they’re read. It wasn’t set to do it before, but I was pathetically anticipating any text the guys sent me, even if I didn’t answer any of them.

      “If that fucking thing chirps one more time, I’m going to break it.” Evelyn and I have similar temperaments when our sleep is disturbed. Michelle could sleep through a bomb going off. She hasn’t moved an inch on the other side of Evelyn. My old king-sized bed comes in handy for girls’ nights. It’s the reason Grammy made Grumpy buy it for my room when I reached high school.

      With a dramatic groan, I roll over and pick up the offensive noise maker, fully ready to turn it off and go back to sleep. The name on the screen stops me, though. Syn sent me a message. The guys haven’t texted in three days, and I was under the impression they’d given up any attempts to contact me. Their earlier messages only consisted of questions about why I left and if I was ever coming back. Nothing about wanting me.

      My heart beats faster as I open the message and scan the contents. Then, it drops and shatters for the millionth time. His text only confirms what I already knew. They want all traces of me gone.

      Syn: You left some things here. Do you want me to drop them off, or do you want to pick them up? You’d need to tell me where you’re staying if you want me to drop them off.

      My reply is short.

      Taylor: I’ll come by today.

      To keep the sobs in, I bite my lip hard. I slowly crawl out of bed and grab some clothes from the duffle bag I have yet to unpack. Evelyn fell back to sleep in seconds and Michelle never budged. I sneak out of the room to allow them their sleep and shuffle across the hall to the bathroom. After a quick shower, I tie my wet hair up into a messy bun. I couldn’t care less if I look frumpy, and I skip over makeup also. My teeth get a good scrub, then I throw on the leggings and oversized sweater I pulled from the bag.

      When I emerge from the bathroom, Grumpy holds a cup of coffee in one hand and the newspaper in the other. He glances up at me, doing a double take. “Why ya cryin’ again, girl? I ain’t good with ‘at. Get ta bein’ mad instead, mad I can deal with.”

      With a quick swipe over my cheeks, I put on a fake smile. “I need to get the rest of my stuff from their place.” I pause when an idea forms. “Unless you want to do it for me?”

      “Nope, sure as shootin’ don’t ‘n sure as shit ain’t.” He grunts and turns back to his paper. “Ya oughta go talk ta ‘em boys, ‘n now’s as good a time’s any.”

      I pout, but it’s useless. Grumpy never caved from my theatrics. Grammy was the softy of the two. I’d give anything in the world to talk to her and ask her what I should do.

      My feet pound harder than necessary to the front door. When I glance around for the keys to Grumpy’s car, he whistles to grab my attention and tosses them to me as soon as I face him. I catch them seconds before they hit my head.

      “You’re nothing but a mean old man,” I grumble and stomp out of the house. His laughter follows me, but I slam the door on him.

      The drive doesn’t take nearly as long as I’d like. I consider a quick breakfast stop to bide my time, but my stomach immediately repels the idea. After parking in their driveway, I sit in the car for a full five minutes to work up the courage to go inside.

      Stalling doesn’t help my nerves, so I bite the bullet. When I reach the door, my hand reaches for the knob. It’s an instinct from staying here for such a long time. I never knocked before; I just walked in like I belonged here.

      Three deep breaths later, I push back the emotions as they bubble to the surface, then ring the bell. It doesn’t take long for Allistar to answer the door. Seeing him stabs me right in the gut. His dark blond hair is slicked back, the sides cut shorter than the last time I saw him. He was due for a trim, and I meant to tell him.

      “Hey, Taylor.” His tone gives nothing away, but he clearly isn’t surprised to see me, which means Syn told him I’d be by.

      I rock back on my heels. “Hi, um...” My voice is rough as the sadness creeps out. I clear my throat and try again. “Syn asked me to come get my stuff.”

      He nods, opens the door wider, and gestures for me to come inside. Stepping into the house feels weird, like I’m an unwanted guest in a place I used to call home.

      “He said he got everything ready for you. It’s in the living room,” Allistar says over his shoulder, walking toward the living room and away from me.

      Steeling myself for who else I might run into while I’m here, I follow Allistar. My eyes remain downcast on the beautiful hardwood floors I love so much. After today, I won’t see them again. When Allistar stops, I stop a few feet behind him.

      Someone other than Allistar clears their throat, and my head shoots up to find the other three guys around the room. Allistar strolls over and joins them.

      I blink, confused and unsure what to do. My stuff is nowhere in sight, and the guys’ expressions don’t give any hint as to what I should do. My feet shuffle in place, and my hands twist together with nerves. “Sorry, I didn’t know it was a bad time. I can come back or send Grumpy or something.”

      I turn on my heel, but don’t make it two steps before Maverick’s deep voice stops me in my tracks. “Stop right there, Taylor.”

      It isn’t a request; it’s a demand. My body obeys him before my mind can catch up. He walks up behind me and turns me back to face him and the others. “You’re going to sit down and listen to us. When we’re finished talking, you can make the choice to run again, but not until then. Understand?”

      My eyes dart to the others, wondering how they’ll react to Maverick’s demands. None of them move a muscle or change their expressions. I have no idea what they might be thinking, and it drives me insane.

      “Answer me, Taylor.” Maverick draws my attention back to him.

      “I understand.” Again, the words come automatically.

      He leans forward. His lips barely touch my earlobe. “That’s my sweet girl.”

      My body ignites. By the way his eyes shine when he pulls back, he knows what influence he has on me. Ignoring him and the urge to jump into his arms and kiss him senseless, I pull out of his hold.

      Four quick steps, and I’m able to sink down into the recliner across from the couch.

      “We really don’t need to have this conversation.”

      My body shakes with nerves. It makes me a total idiot to sit here and let them tell me to my face all the reasons why they want me gone. If there were any brains in my head, I’d get up and make a run for it. But my ass may as well be glued to the chair—I guess I’m just a glutton for punishment.

      Syn shakes his head. “No, we really do. You’re not going to run away from us again without hearing us out.”

      “Fine, talk.” To cover my nerves, I cross my arms and try to appear irritated. They don’t buy it. Maybe the tremors racing through my body give it away.

      Maverick sits down and leans forward to rest his elbows on his knees. “How do you feel about us, Taylor?”

      The question takes me off guard, and I reel back in shock. “Come again?”

      “You heard him.” Syn cocks a brow. “How do you feel about us?”

      “Why does it matter?” If I had the guts, I’d tell them I love them and that I want them all to love me, too. I’d say we need to be together and raise this baby as a family because any other way just doesn’t feel right. But unfortunately for me, I’m a spineless coward.

      “It matters because we’re all in love with you, damn it!” Marak’s shout surprises us all. It isn’t like him to get loud.

      His confession sinks in slowly, and the more it does, the wider my eyes grow. “Is this a trick to get me to pick one of you?”

      “Do you want to pick only one of us?” Allistar asks.

      The four of them hold their breath, but it isn’t clear if they want a yes or a no.

      Holding everything in has me completely drained, and I can’t do it anymore. I decide to be honest instead of flippant. They already want me gone; it can’t get worse. “No, I can’t pick one of you.”

      “Why not?” Maverick asks.

      “Because...” I shrug, then suck in a slow breath. “Because while I was staying here, I fell in love with all of you. I know it isn’t what you want to hear, but I won’t say I love any of you more than the others. I can’t decide to be with only one of you. It destroys me to let any of you go, but I’d rather do that than ruin a family.”

      “You’re wrong.” Marak scoots forward on the couch, wincing as his bad leg taps the coffee table. My arms itch to wrap around him and help, to make sure he’s alright. My body literally jolts forward minutely, but I catch myself before I can jump up and run to him. He smiles softly at my subtle move. “Red, you’re so fucking wrong it isn’t even funny.”

      “Which part?” My hands turn to fists, partly to hold myself in place and partly to mask the tremors.

      “Pretty much all of it,” he scoffs. “You think we want you to pick one of us?”

      “Or worse, that we want you to leave us,” Syn adds.

      Marak glances back at his friend and nods. “That’s not even close to what we want. We know what picking one of us over the others would do to our friendship. We won’t risk that, but we can’t lose you, either.”

      My heartbeat thumps in my ears, and my body vibrates. Allistar pushes himself up, walks to me, and sits on the coffee table in front of me. “We want you, Taylor. All of us want you and all of us love you. We want you to want us all.”

      “We want to try it like the Harper-Smith family does it.” Syn shrugs as if it’s no big deal. “You’ll belong to only the four of us, and we’ll be only yours.”

      This is exactly what I want. To have the four of them love me the way I love them. My heart soars at the idea of my wish coming true, but I smash the excitement down. They don’t know what they’re getting themselves into. They supposedly wanted me. But now it isn’t only me. I’m a package deal, and they can’t make the choice without knowing everything.

      “I can’t,” I choke out, biting the inside of my cheek.

      Maverick jumps to his feet, his eyes burn into me with anger. “What the hell do you mean, you can’t? You just said how you feel, and we want the same thing.”

      “Things have changed for me,” I whisper. My head drops to hide the ever-falling tears.

      Allistar exhales sharply. “Did you find someone else?”

      Maverick growls low and deep. “If it’s that fucking boy at your job, I’ll wring his little neck.”

      “Oh, calm down you damn caveman!” I shout and jump to my feet. My finger pokes into Maverick’s chest. “I never even sent Tim a text telling him I wasn’t interested anymore because I completely forgot about him. You four make me forget about everything.”

      “Then what is it?” Syn asks harshly. “We just saw you less than a week ago, Taylor. You and Marak are still covered in purple and black bruises that haven’t had time to heal. What could have possibly changed in such a small amount of time?”

      “It’s not just me, anymore,” I whisper.

      Syn stands and grips my chin. He gently pulls my head up and forces my eyes to meet his. “You’re not making any sense. What do you mean, baby?”

      “Exactly,” I whimper.

      He stops breathing, and I know he figured it out. Out of all the guys, I knew Syn would understand what I meant to say without forcing me to say it. His mind always searches through any medical reason for a situation before he moves to other options. This time he didn’t have to think further.

      Sobs wrack my body as I step away from him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. It wasn’t planned, I swear. I didn’t do it on purpose.”

      “Can someone explain this shit to me?” Maverick growls while Allistar puts his arms around me. He must notice my intentions to run away before I made a move.

      Syn blinks at me, silent for a long time. Then finally, he slowly turns toward Maverick and Marak. Allistar remains behind me, holding me tight to his chest while I let the tears flow. If I had any fight left in me, I’d pull away, but I’m exhausted mentally and physically. “She’s, uh...” he clears his throat and shakes his head, “she’s pregnant.”

      No one speaks for what feels like hours. Finally, Syn turns his shocked blue eyes back to me. “Why would you keep this from us?” The stricken look from Syn tears at my heart, but I try to remain indifferent for my sanity’s sake for after they’re gone.

      “It’s not your responsibility.” I shrug, wiping the tears away angrily.

      Maverick’s expression twists with anger and hurt. “The fuck it isn’t! The responsibility belongs to all of us. All five of us.”

      “It does not,” I fire back. “You didn’t ask for this. I’m not going to put this on you guys. I’ll be fine on my own.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me right now?” Marak explodes. He pulls his crutches under him and uses his anger to push himself up. “Were you not going to tell us? What the fuck was your plan, Red?”

      “I didn’t think that far ahead,” I admit. Allistar makes it easy for me to pull away from him this time. My palms push into my eyes and rub at the soreness. After too many tears, my eyes hurt. “You guys need an out. If you were smart, you’d take this chance and run now.”

      “What makes you think we’d want an out?” Allistar challenges. He sits on the ottoman across from me.

      I blink down at him, unsure if he’s serious. He clearly is as there’s no humor or irony in his eyes. “Of course, you want an out! No man in their right mind would want to be in this situation.”

      Marak reels back as if physically stricken by my words. “Why would you say that?”

      “Marak, come on. What was I supposed to tell you guys?” A humorless laugh escapes, but quickly turns into more sobs. “The best I could come up with was ‘Hey guys, I’ve fallen in love with all of you, but only one of you is going to be a daddy, and I have no fucking idea which one. Hope that’s cool with everyone’. Not exactly what a guy would want to hear from the girl he’s only sort of, kind of, not really dating.”

      “Jesus, Taylor,” Maverick growls, his anger stronger. “We all agreed to date you. We told you we were fine with it. Why don’t you believe us?”

      “Date, Mav,” I counter. My nerves won’t allow me to sit still, so I pace the room instead. “You all agreed it was okay if I dated the four of you. No one said anything about being okay with me screwing all of you.”

      I spin on my heel and pace the other way. “I didn’t mean to do that, either. I didn’t plan it or scheme or anything. It just sort of happened.”

      My gaze snaps to Syn, who probably thought of how this happened. “I was on birth control. I get the shot, or I did. Trish said something about it being part of an ineffective batch that was recalled or some crap.”

      His eyes soften with understanding. He probably saw the commercial for the recall like I did. It came about ten weeks too late for me, but at least they issued some sort of warning. “Either way, the four of you didn’t sign up for this. You didn’t say ‘Let’s all be one big happy family and have a baby together, the five of us. Let’s raise the baby as ours and live happily ever after.’”

      “But what if we did?” Syn speaks up, his shock slowly disappearing.

      All eyes turn to him, mine impossibly wide. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean.” He pushes himself off the wall he’d been leaning on and strides slowly over to me. “What if we did say we wanted to be one big happy family, the five of us plus the baby. What would you say to that?”
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      “I...” Taylor opens and closes her mouth repeatedly.

      She didn’t expect us to still want her? If anything, this only makes my determination to have her stronger. She isn’t going anywhere; I won’t let her.

      “You guys can’t want this,” she finally says.

      She might think she’s hiding it, but I can see the hope blossom in her eyes.

      “Why can’t we?” Allistar challenges.

      Taylor throws her hands in the air in exasperation. “The four of you are going to stand there and tell me you’re not upset knowing that I’ve slept with all of you? You’re okay with not knowing who the father of the baby is? You won’t get upset to find me kissing, hugging, touching one of your best friends. You’ll shrug it off if you find me in bed with one of the others. You’ll keep the bond you have now and not let jealousy tear you apart. We can live happily ever after and raise the baby to know you all as their dads.”

      “Yeah.”

      “That about covers it.”

      “Mhm.”

      “Basically.”

      She reels back, not expecting our immediate responses. “You really want this? All of you want me and a baby you didn’t plan on? You’re not just saying this because you feel responsible for the baby?”

      “Goddamn it, Taylor!” I don’t mean to shout, but she’s being a stubborn brat. Since she’s pregnant and we’re in front of my brothers, I can’t bend her over the couch like I want to and teach her a lesson. “We told you we want this before we knew anything about the baby.”

      Allistar drops a hand onto my shoulder, a silent reminder to breathe.

      “We’re going to get jealous,” Marak admits, rolling his eyes when I growl at him.

      What the fuck does he think he’s doing? That shit won’t convince her how serious we are.

      He hobbles closer to Taylor. “We will get jealous of each other because all of us want to keep you in our own bed forever. But knowing you’re loved and safe with the three other people we trust most in the world will outshine that jealousy every time.”

      Syn strides up next to Marak, patting him on the back. “Does it make me crazy to know you’ve slept with them and will continue to while you’re with me at the same time? Hell yes, but that’s only because I’ll be wishing I can sneak you into my bed every ten minutes.”

      Marak chuckles and bumps fists with Syn. “Same, bro.”

      “Is it going to be weird seeing you kiss and touch them? Yeah, it’ll be weird at first.” Allistar shoves his hands into his pockets. “Then, it won’t be weird anymore, and we’ll all adjust to our new normal. A normal we’ve all decided we want.”

      “That baby,” I say pointing to her stomach. “That’s our baby. I’m that baby’s father. I will protect that baby and you with everything I have. I’ll take care of everything that needs taking care of. I’ll make sure the car seat is installed correctly. I’ll check crib ratings to make sure we get the best one. I’ll research schools and send him or her to the best school.”

      She starts to protest, but I hold my hand up. “Allistar is that baby’s father. He’ll be there to hold that baby when it cries because of a skinned knee. He’ll teach that baby how to treat others with respect. The baby will run to him when their friends are mean to them or someone breaks their heart for the first time.”

      Allistar swallows hard a few times, blinking back moisture as it wells up in his eyes. “I will, I promise.”

      “Syn is that baby’s father. He’s going to teach the baby terrible knock-knock jokes. He’s going to be responsible for the baby’s first laugh and many more that’ll follow. He’ll be there to run around the park and to swing on the swings and slide down the slide. He’ll be the one to buy them their first box of Legos with the excuse it’s for them, but really, we’ll all know that it’s because he wants to play, too. He’ll keep them young and carefree for as long as possible.”

      Syn grins wide and goofy. “I really do like Legos.”

      Taylor giggles through her tears.

      “Marak is that baby’s father. He’ll introduce the baby to superheroes and sci-fi and whatever other dorky crap he likes. He’ll help with homework even after the rest of us can’t keep up. He’ll show the baby how to see the world with the glass half-full. He’ll encourage them to follow whatever dreams they have, and he’ll do everything in his power to help them achieve every single goal they set.”

      Marak drops his head in an awkward nod, his cheeks turning a little pink. “He’s right.”

      “And you,” I say, wrapping her in my arms. Allistar comes up to her left side while Marak leans on her right with his good side. Syn slides up behind her, his hand sliding over her side to rest on her belly. The gesture makes my heart squeeze. This feels like where we’re supposed to be. It feels right. “You’ll teach our baby to love fiercely and with their whole heart. You’ll pick them up from school and drop them off at soccer or whatever other activity they decide is right for them. You’ll veto our decisions when the four of us become overprotective fathers. You’ll be the mom your Grammy was to you, and you’ll be so damned amazing at it.”

      Taylor falls apart in our arms, but she allows the four of us to hold her. “I’m scared,” she admits.

      “You don’t need to be, baby.” Syn kisses the top of her head. “You’ve got the four of us. We love you, and we won’t ever let anything happen to you or our baby. We’re a family, and we’re in this for the long haul.”

      “Will you please accept that we want you and that we love you?” Marak asks. His pout is theatrical and over the top, but it gets a smile out of her.

      She takes a few deep breaths, then finally nods. The four of us sag in relief. “We should probably take this slow, though,” she says. “It’ll give you all time to ease into it and all.”

      She rests her head on my chest while her hands reach out for Allistar and Marak. Syn drops his chin onto her shoulder. All of us holding our girl.

      She’s crazy if she thinks we’ll take any of this shit slow, though. The look me and my brothers exchange says it all. We’ll have her moved in by the end of the week.

      
        
        The End…For Now.
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      Bouncing around from one foster home to the next is nothing new for Parker. With her eighteenth birthday approaching, she's ready to be free of the system and be on her own. But when a social worker places her in a new home, Parker will discover what it means to be part of a family who will do everything in their power to keep her safe.
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      Joey has spent the last four years just trying to survive… Literally. With an abusive father at home, Joey has learned to keep her head down and prepare herself for her upcoming escape to college. With only a few months left until she can leave the house for good, she’s counting the days. She merely exists, until five guys walk into the room. 

      

      Matt, Jaidon, Alex, Stetson, and Bishop all see something in her they’ve experienced before: pain. They want to help her, and there’s something that draws her to all of them. When the guys find out about Joey’s home situation, they step up to help her with some guidance from their adoptive parents. 

      

      It doesn’t take long before the guys realize that they all want her, but they refuse to fight over her. Their solution? Share. Now, they just have to convince her to try it.

      

      While Joey tries to figure out how a relationship with five different guys can work, her father is causing problems. Between him and the rumor mill at school, Joey’s got a lot more drama to deal with than she’s used to. She’s not used to standing up for herself, but the guys give her the strength. They’re her reasons to fight for the life she never hoped she could have.
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      When one fateful accident ruins Samantha's dreams of dancing in Barcelona, she finds herself kicked out of the only home she's known for the last twelve years and sent back to live with her family. But her return comes with a devastating shock when she's faced with hatred from her siblings and the discovery they've kept more than one secret from her.

      Now, surrounded by a house of strangers, Samantha must learn to stand up for herself or risk being shipped off to another boarding school even farther away. With her dreams of a career in ballet on the line, Samantha is forced to fight the odds and dig out a place for herself among her new housemates and the secret world they live in.
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      Chance brought them together two years ago and fate will reunite them. When Savannah’s past collides with her present, can Bas, Austin, and Finn become her future, or will they be unable to forgive her for the secret she holds?

      

      One out of character weekend spent with Bas, Austin, and Finn, altered Savannah’s life in ways she could never imagine. Living in the moment, she never expected to develop feelings for the three Navy Seals or realized how hard it would be to say goodbye. The aftermath of their time spent together shook her to the core and changed her life forever.

      

      After taking an unanticipated two-year detour, Savannah’s life is back on track and she accepts a job at the Still Water Pub. Her position brings with it new friends and one more activity to juggle in her busy life. However, she doesn’t realize how complicated things are about to become.

      

      What happens when Savannah finds out the silent owners of the Still Water Pub happen to be the three men from her life altering weekend? Can she listen to her heart and open herself to the possibility of love? Can she push aside her fears and embrace the opportunity right in front of her?
      

      

      Savannah can’t deny the attraction between them still burns strong, but two issues remain – the unconventional proposal made by the trio and gaining forgiveness for the secret she kept from them.
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