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Chapter One
	Time froze in place for Charly as ancient trepidation clawed its way out of the grave in the back of her mind.
 	“Charlene Wynn?” the man she’d sent to prison years ago asked.
 	Her gut clenched. Darren Blue stood right in front of her. How the hell had he found her in Wilde, and why was he free?
 	The man who had held her down at the party years ago leaned forward, and Charly felt the blood drain from her body. “Darren?”
 	His eyes widened, and he stepped back. “It is you. I’ve come to tell you—”
 	Before he could finish the sentence, Nate rushed past her, slamming the former football player to the opposite wall in the hallway of the Hotel Cactus.
 	A primal growl deep in Nate’s chest sent a shiver up her spine. “Who the fuck are you?”
 	Darren was big and muscular, but he wasn’t going anywhere until Nate released him. Seeing how protective and in control of the situation her cowboy was eased some of her anxiety. “His name is Darren Blue, Nate.”
 	“I’m here to ask for forgiveness, buddy, from Charlene, though I know I don’t deserve anything from her.”
 	Charly saw Nate push Darren even harder into the wall, and she heard a crack. Darren let out a groan, likely from his ribs being injured.
 	“Forgiveness from what?” Nate demanded.
 	“Take it easy, friend. This is between Charlene and me. Not that it’s any of your business, but—”
 	Nate pressed against the man’s throat with his forearm, and Darren looked like he might pass out. “Blue, everything about Charly is my business. She’s my woman, and you’re not getting one inch closer to her until I know everything.”
 	Darren choked out, “I–I was a horrible person and Charlene did me the greatest favor by sending me to prison. I was a total mess who did awful things. Now I’ve got a chance at a better life, thanks to her.”
 	Charly was touched by his words, which sounded completely genuine and sincere. Were they real?
 	She’d carried those painful memories like a heavy anchor for years.
 	Her first night with Drake had opened her up to a new way of living and lightened the ancient weight.
 	Heath had been a manipulative, lovable bastard, but being with him had lessened the pain and given her hope.
 	Dax’s serious nature spoke to her in another way. He’d reached her on a new level, showing her more about herself than she could’ve discovered on her own. And even more of the old ache lightened.
 	Nate’s nonconformist essence helped her accept herself and dream of a new future she’d never known was possible. She loved how protective he was being. Like a cowboy caveman, he wasn’t about to let Darren an inch closer. In the oddest way, Nate had brought her to a place where the old hurt had no power over her any longer.
 	Even Tobias, ever the traditionalist, intrigued her. If she spent time with him, what would he show her, teach her?
 	Seth? Sexy Seth? She still wasn’t sure what to make of him.
 	She’d made her share of mistakes, too. Her time with the Strongs had taught her things weren’t always black and white, cut and dry.
 	She looked into Darren’s eyes and could clearly see his remorse there. His demeanor told her his words were true. She could only imagine how hard it was for Darren to come here and ask for forgiveness. She’d spent years studying the human mind and the dark places it could create. She wanted to help people who were ready to change their lives. She was glad to know that Darren wanted to make amends for the past and start over. She was ready to forgive him—all of it. More than that, she wanted to let go of the pain in the past. Hell, they’d both been so young.
 	Nate apparently wasn’t ready to release him as he pressed Darren even harder into the wall with all his weight.
 	“Blue, how long have you been working on this act?” Nate grumbled. “The whole time you were in prison? Tell me about the two people you killed and left on our land.”
 	Charly’s jaw dropped. She hadn’t thought about the murders that Heath was suspected of since opening the door and finding Darren. Was it possible Darren was the killer?
 	Darren’s eyes widened. “Murders? What murders?”
 	“Don’t pull that with me, Blue.” Nate’s tone was filled with its own hint of homicide, and Charly was worried things might escalate beyond reason.
 	“I–I only got out of the pen last week, mister.”
 	Charly thought it was odd that Darren had been released from prison the same week her dad had. Irony never turned out well for her.
 	“Your parole officer know you’re in Nevada?” Nate growled.
 	“No, but I’ll be back before our next appointment. I just had to come see Charlene. Honestly, I hitched my way up here. I ended up only two hours from your town. Lost my nerve and stayed a few days at the Sagebrush Motel. Call them, buddy. The lady at the front desk is named Sherry.”
 	“You bet I’ll call.”
 	“I finally shook off my fear and got a ride from a guy at a gas station.”
 	“Can you prove that, Darren?” Charly asked, trembling.
 	Darren quickly rattled off the rest of his alibi. “His name was Harry. He gave me a lift from Elko and dropped me off this morning. I don’t know anyone in this town. Only you, Charlene. When did the killings happen?”
 	Keeping his hold on Darren, Nate demanded, “How did you find out where Charly was?”
 	“I went to her mother’s house first.”
 	Charly’s heart jumped up in her throat. Had she brought more disaster to her mother’s doorstep than just losing the job in Malibu?
 	“She wasn’t there, but a neighbor was. She told me that Charlene was in Wilde for her cousin’s wedding. I came straightaway.”
 	“Likely story, Blue.” Nate seemed more animal than human to her.
 	If disaster were to be avoided, she would have to act quickly. “Let me call Harry, Nate. He can validate Darren’s story.”
 	“His story is bullshit, Charly. This guy is nothing but a lying asshole who deserves justice Wilde-style.”
 	Charly clicked on Harry’s number on her cell’s screen. “Nate, don’t.”
 	Harry answered, “Hello.”
 	“Hi, Harry. This is Charly Wynn. I have a quick question for you.”
 	“Sounds good to me. If it’s about your friend Michael, I’ve got some answers.” Michael. Why was Michael involved with Harry?
 	Charly would worry about that later. Right now, she needed to calm Nate before he did something illegal. “Did you pick up a guy this morning in Elko and bring him to Wilde?”
 	“Darren. I sure did. Seemed like a really nice guy. Do you know him?”
 	“I do. Thanks, Harry. That’s all I need for now.” She clicked off the phone. “Nate, his story checks out.”
 	“Doesn’t mean he’s telling the entire truth, sweetheart.” Nate’s tone was still firm but held less rage and more reason.
 	“Darren, why did you seek me out?” she asked.
 	“Charlene, I came to see how you were doing.” His eyes were brimming with unshed tears. “I learned so much in prison. I turned my life around. I’m sober. I’ve got a second chance. Guilt will always be a part of me. It’s the weight I must carry to my grave. Still, I want your forgiveness, but more than that, I want to make sure you are okay, Charlene.”
 	Charly realized how good it was to hear those words from him. Forgiveness had more to do with the victim than the victimizer. She’d let go of many of the memories, but the little bits that floated to the surface of her consciousness still troubled her from time to time. After seeing Darren, she wondered if the little bits would ever bother her again.
 	“Thank you, Darren. That means so much to me.”
 	“Buddy, punch me if you must. I deserve all of it.”
 	“Let him down, Nate. We need to get to the sheriff’s office to check on Heath.”
 	Nate didn’t move for a few seconds. When he did, Charly could tell he was still in protector mode. He released Darren but remained between the football player and her. “You’ve said your piece, Blue. Time to leave town.”
 	“Okay, mister. I get it. But if Charlene needs anything at all, please let me know.”
 	“I’ll take care of her. You be sure to get on the afternoon bus. Let’s go, Charly.”
 	Darren nodded, and with a parting glance to her, he turned and headed to the stairway.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	With a clenched jaw, Tobias Strong stood by his mother as she wagged her finger at Sheriff Davis’s nose.
 	“Why the hell are you holding my boy, Sheriff? He’s not capable of killing someone.” His mom looked so disheveled with her hair up in curlers. Like Tobias and the rest of his family crowding together in the small office, she’d rushed to the Wilde Jailhouse after learning that Heath had been taken in for questioning about a double murder in the county. Of course, Tobias had been the one who had found the corpses. They’d been buried in shallow graves on Strong land. The deputy had been the one to find the antique spark plug that implicated Heath.
 	Dax and Drake were standing by the window side by side. They seemed ready to punch someone or something.
 	Heath sat in the chair to the left of the sheriff, cool as an iceberg.
 	Seth sat on the sofa, the calmest of all his brothers, which was to be expected considering the bad blood between him and Heath.
 	The only one missing was Nate, who, according to Dax and Drake, should be there any minute.
 	His dads flanked his mother, who was leaning across the sheriff’s desk.
 	She was fit to be tied, and Tobias wasn’t sure even his dads would be able to calm her until the suspicion surrounding Heath was cleared.
 	Tobias knew Heath was capable of a lot of things, but murder?
 	“Maude, settle down,” his dad Greg said firmly.
 	“You settle your own self down, Greg Strong.” Her face was red with rage, but her eyes were brimming with worry. “Our boy is not a murderer.”
 	“Mom, I’ve got this,” Heath stated flatly.
 	“Like I said before, I’ve only brought him in for questioning, Maude. That’s all.” The sheriff sat behind his desk looking like a man who was ready to throw in the towel. With Samantha’s killing spree recently solved, the last thing the old guy needed was more unsolved murders in his county. “He’s not charged with anything yet.”
 	Tobias didn’t like the sheriff’s tone, making him believe things for Heath were about to get a whole lot tougher. “Just because the victims were found on our ranch doesn’t mean my brother is the killer, Sheriff. I don’t see how you can hold him for one spark plug.”
 	“Spark plug?” Heath frowned.
 	“Yes. The deputy found this.” The sheriff held up an evidence bag for all to see. The antique spark plug the deputy had found near the bodies was inside. “You recognize this, Heath?”
 	His brother held out his hand and took the bag. He turned it around in his hand several times before looking back at the sheriff. “It’s mine.”
 	“I’ll take it back, son. It is evidence and the state boys will want to have it.”
 	Heath handed it back to the sheriff. “I’d like it back when this case is solved. It’s quite rare.”
 	The sheriff nodded his head in agreement. “I can see that. What does it go in?”
 	“A car, of course,” Drake snapped. “It was found on our land, Sheriff. That doesn’t seem odd. Heath works our ranches. It must’ve fell out of his pocket during one of his rides there.”
 	Tobias liked how quickly his younger brother jumped to Heath’s defense. It reminded him of the old days when he and all his brothers were so close, unlike the past few years since the Gabby incident.
 	The sheriff’s lips twisted into a frown. “Heath, I’ve been to your garage. It’s one of the most orderly places I’ve seen. Besides the cars being so clean and in mint condition, your workbench is completely organized. Everything is clearly marked and has its place, right?”
 	“That’s true,” Heath answered.
 	“Do you typically carry spark plugs with you on rides?”
 	Heath shook his head. “No. I don’t.”
 	“Didn’t think so.” The sheriff rubbed his chin. “This is quite the conundrum. Son, do you have any explanation how your spark plug turned up only a few feet away from the two bodies on your family ranch?”
 	“I have no idea, Sheriff.”
 	Tobias scanned the people in the room. Even his dads were at a loss at how to proceed, which was so unlike them. His mother was an utter wreck. Time to take charge and act like a big brother. “Sheriff, I’m sure you’ll know more once you identify the victims. Until then, holding my brother seems pointless, don’t you think?”
 	“Maybe, but the state boys will want to talk to him once they get here.”
 	“Fuck them. This is Wilde business and you know it.”
 	“Tobias, I know you are all upset, but there is protocol to follow, even in Wilde. I’m sheriff of Silver County, but I am not the ultimate authority, especially in murder cases.”

 


Chapter Two
	Charly couldn’t believe Darren Blue had found her to ask for forgiveness, but he actually had. She would need time to process that, but right now, she and Nate had bigger fish to fry. Heath was in trouble. As they walked down the street toward the jailhouse, her cell phone went off.
 	Charly didn’t look to see who it was, expecting it to be one of the Strongs. “Hello.”
 	“Hi, this is Dr. Thompson at the Renewal Center in Malibu.” The voice on the other end was deep and serious.
 	Her nerves went into overdrive. What else is going to happen today? Dr. Stephen Thompson was one of the founders of the center, along with Dr. Richard Carlton. “Hello, Dr. Thompson. This is Charlene Wynn.”
 	“Ms. Wynn, I just learned about the mix-up with you and the position that was offered to you being pulled back.”
 	Hoping to come off as professional as possible, she said, “I understand that these things happen.”
 	“They don’t at my center.” His tone let her know he was more than a little irritated by the occurrence. “Unfortunately, that position isn’t available, as you well know.”
 	“Thank you for calling me, but you didn’t have to do that.”
 	“But I did, Ms. Wynn. I’ve seen your resume. Quite impressive. While that position is gone, I have another that I would like to offer to you. I hope you will consider it.”
 	Her heart raced, and her mind whirled. She didn’t need something else to deal with. All she could think about right now was getting to Heath. “Dr. Thompson, I appreciate—”
 	“Hear me out, Ms. Wynn. I have put together a team that I would like to have you on. It’s more research than patient care, but you would be on the forefront of some things I believe are going to revolutionize the practices on addiction recovery. The salary is double that of the position you applied for, Ms. Wynn. I’ll e-mail you the full job description with the official offer. You let me know.”
 	They were within steps of the jailhouse. She needed to end this call. “Thank you. I will.”
 	“I think you’ll love being here at the center, Ms. Wynn. You won’t regret choosing us.”
 	She couldn’t think about his offer right now. There was only room in her mind for one thing, and that was getting Heath cleared. “Good-bye, Dr. Thompson.”
 	With Nate beside her, Charly walked into the small office. She was still reeling from seeing Darren Blue and being offered the job, but her focus shifted immediately once she saw the whole Strong clan gathered in the room with the sheriff and his deputy. The air was thick with uneasiness.
 	The sheriff sat behind his desk, and the deputy stood beside him, showing the sheriff some paperwork.
 	Heath sat on a chair to the left of the sheriff’s desk, surrounded by his parents. His mother, Maude, was leaning down talking to him quietly.
 	Dax and Drake spotted Charly first and came over and hugged her. Their joint embrace comforted her. God, she loved the twin cowboys, though she’d never fully confessed it aloud to them. She also loved Nate and Heath. There were a ton of questions to work out before she could admit to any of them her true feelings, but first, Heath needed to be cleared of these murders.
 	Sitting on the sofa, Seth looked up. For an instant, his stare unnerved her. Was there more to his gaze than just casual interest? She didn’t know.
 	Tobias, the eldest Strong brother, stood in the corner and fixed his eyes on Charly, giving her a chilling rush. He was totally cowboy through and through. “Rugged” could easily be his middle name. His face had a five-o’clock shadow. His eyes were a deep dark brown, and for the first time, she spotted a single fleck of gold close to the pupil in his left eye. So very sexy. Webster’s Dictionary might’ve benefited if they would place a picture of Tobias by the definition of the word “manly.”
 	“Charly, come sit here,” Heath said, smiling. He stood and pointed to the seat he had just vacated.
 	Nate kept his arm around her shoulders and guided her to the now-empty chair.
 	“I’ve never seen so many people come in for a questioning before, Sheriff. Have you?” the deputy asked sarcastically.
 	“These are the Strongs, Deputy. They always stick together.”
 	Charly had experienced a little of that herself. Four brothers were on board to go against the mainstream for Wilde’s max ratio of three men to one woman. Of course, Jessie and her guys got a pass since they owned the main employer in the county, the Wilde Mine. The whole concept had seemed so odd to her when she’d first found out about it from Jessie on the phone several weeks ago. Now it was growing on her and capturing her heart. Hell, she was already a woman in love with four cowboys, and possibly on her way to loving two more.
 	“Heath, is there anything you’re not telling us? Help us out here. How the hell did your precious spark plug end up next to the two victims?” the deputy asked.
 	“They weren’t exactly right next to the bodies,” Tobias barked.
 	The guy snapped, “Maybe not, but they were close.”
 	“That’s quite enough.” The sheriff held up his hands. “You have to understand how difficult this is, folks. I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation as to why the spark plug was there by the two bodies. Once we get IDs on the two victims, I bet things will clear up straightaway.”
 	The deputy snorted. “I’m sure when the place is gone over again, more evidence will show up. For Heath’s sake, I hope it doesn’t point to him again.”
 	“If you’re not charging my brother, Sheriff, then we’re leaving.” Tobias had suddenly taken charge, and no one in the room, including Charly, was stopping him. He held out his hand to her. “Stand up, Charly.”
 	She took his hand and looked into his eyes, feeling his strength of will and self-confidence wash over her. As Charly stood, she glanced at Maude, who was now smiling. Somehow Tobias had taken the reins and turned everyone around, if only for now.
 	“Wait a second,” the deputy argued. “We’re not done here. The state will be here by two this afternoon. They’ll want to question Heath, too.”
 	Tobias shook his head. “Have them contact our attorney. You know our cousin, Jackson Wilde, Sheriff. Let’s go, family.”
 	“Where to, bro?” Seth asked.
 	“Let’s go to the Horseshoe,” Tobias answered.
 	“Good idea. I’m starving. A burger and beer will be just perfect,” Seth said, standing up. The office was so small that he brushed into Charly’s arm, causing a spark to shoot through her from where they touched.
 	She looked into Seth’s face. It was darker than before, like it was filled with dangerous desire. Their eyes met and Charly’s heart melted. He turned and walked out of the small office without another word. She must’ve been crazy to think he was into her. Clearly, he wasn’t.
 	“Let’s go, sweetheart. I’m hungry, too.” Tobias put his arm around her shoulder and led her out of the sheriff’s office.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tobias enjoyed the feel of Charly next to him. Her long, soft tresses enticed him beyond reason. She had the curves he loved, too. But her body was only part of the draw. She was fiery and so very loyal. She’d come to Heath’s questioning with absolutely no qualms.
 	This woman was the one for Tobias. At least for him, Nate, and Heath. The ridiculous plan that Heath had cooked up would never fly. Tobias knew it. The town would never smile on a marriage with six men and one woman. Ever.
 	Some resisted tradition—Nate sure did, ever ready to push the envelope—but Tobias wasn’t one of them. The tried-and-true conventions were in place for a reason. Wilde’s way of life wasn’t easily accepted or understood outside its city limits. Generations had set up the accepted practices in the town, and he wasn’t about to fight convention. Being from the outside, Charly wouldn’t understand the limits that even the open-minded folks around here followed, but she would come around.
 	As they entered the front door of the Horseshoe Bar and Grill, the savory smells inside made his stomach roll. “Let’s take the big table so we can all sit together.”
 	The table could seat twelve comfortably and came out only during the day. It was in the middle of what would be the dance floor at night.
 	“Good idea, son.” Dad Greg nodded. “Enough for all of us and more private.”
 	Tobias wasn’t worried about eavesdroppers, as the Horseshoe was sparsely populated. Odd, since it was straight-up noon.
 	“Maude, you sit here, sweetheart.” Dad Grant pulled out a chair for his wife to sit in.
 	“But I need to get everyone’s order and get it to Carol,” she argued.
 	“No, honey. You’ve been through enough today. This isn’t your kitchen. You and Charly sit. Let the men wait on you.”
 	“How can a woman not love this town?” Charly’s gorgeous lips curved into the most beautiful smile Tobias had ever seen, as he made sure he took a seat beside her.
 	Heath grinned, clearly aware of Tobias’s obvious attraction to her.
 	“What would you like to eat, Charly?” Tobias asked.
 	“I’m famished. I know it’s crazy but I would love a cheeseburger and fries with a chocolate milk shake.”
 	Charly was so direct. She wasn’t the kind of woman who beat around the bush about what she wanted. Tobias liked that about her.
 	“You got it, sugar.” He brushed her hair out of her eyes. From the moment she’d arrived in Wilde for his cousins’ wedding to Jessie, he’d been stunned by Charly’s incredible beauty.
 	Everyone else placed their orders, and Dad Grant typed into his iPad.
 	“Until our food arrives, let’s play some pool, boys, and get our minds off of this until Jackson shows up.” Dad Greg turned to his wife. “Besides, it’s going to give you women a chance to get more acquainted.”
 	“You go on, sweetheart. We Strongs have handled much worse than this.” Tobias’s mother reached out and touched Dad Greg’s hand. “Heath is going to be okay.”
 	He leaned down and kissed her. “Yes, he is.”
 	Dad Grant went to the bar and placed the order with Carol. Dad Greg, Tobias, and his brothers gathered around the pool table.
 	“Okay, boys, we’ve got our work cut out for us on this one for Heath. I don’t want to alarm your mother, but this isn’t looking good,” Dad Greg said in a low tone.
 	“Why do you think that, dad?” Drake asked.
 	“Ted isn’t Barney Fife. He’s got brains, and I can tell he has Heath in his crosshairs.”
 	“No wonder,” Seth whispered. “I’m sure Heath has given Ted reasons to want to bring him down.”
 	“Cut it, Seth,” Dad Greg scolded. “I know you and Heath have issues, but this isn’t the time to hash them out.”
 	“How the hell can a spark plug convict me?” Heath asked, placing the balls in the rack on the pool table. “I’m not guilty of murder.”
 	Seth leaned against the pool table, not saying a word. Surely, he couldn’t believe Heath was capable of such a crime, but Tobias wasn’t certain.
 	“Son, it won’t be just the spark plug when the deputy is finished. I’m not saying he will plant evidence, but who knows? A successful conviction would look good on his résumé.”
 	“What do you want us to do?” Dax asked.
 	“I want some of you boys out on the ranch and the others at Heath’s place combing for any shred of evidence before the state fellows show up.”
 	Dad Grant walked up beside Tobias. “We may have to get this killer ourselves.”
 	Tobias agreed. Jackson would handle the legal aspects with the state and the sheriff, while he and his brothers would handle making sure justice really was served. He also liked the idea of having a chance to talk privately to his brothers. Charly didn’t need to hear any more about Heath’s issue. She was obviously worried, and that was the last thing he wanted for her.
 	“Works for me,” Drake said, picking up a cue stick. “If you can keep tabs on mom and talk to Jackson once he gets here, we can make tracks.”
 	Nate stepped up beside their dads. “I want to talk to my brothers about Charly before we head out, though.”
 	“Ah, Ms. Wynn.” Dad Grant smiled. “I see the competition is in full swing.”
 	“It’s not about that.” Nate’s tone was dark and serious. “A guy she sent to prison showed up at her door before we met you at the sheriff’s office.”
 	Tobias’s jaw clenched. He’d heard about the guy from Dax. Charly had told his brother the story about the college man who had frightened her years ago.
 	“The football player?” Heath asked through clenched teeth, clearly knowing the tale, too.
 	Dax and Drake froze in place, apparently ready to smash the bastard’s face into the ground.
 	“The one and only, but I think he’s harmless. He came in with Harry this morning to Wilde.”
 	“Could be a ruse, Nate. Where is this asshole now?” Dad Greg asked.
 	“Should be at the bus stop waiting for the two-twenty.”
 	“Then I suggest a couple of you make sure he’s on that bus,” Dad Grant stated.
 	“I got it covered, dad. I know what he looks like. I was ready to pummel him earlier but the guy really did seem sincere. I doubt he could harm a fly right now.”
 	“But he almost harmed Charly,” Drake grumbled.
 	Dax added, “That’s crime enough to have him leave Wilde with some broken bones.”
 	“He probably is, bro.” Nate’s eyebrows shot up. “Ribs, I think.”
 	“Good,” Heath stated flatly. “I’m going to tell Carol to bag up our burgers, dads. We can tell mom and Charly that something’s happened at the barn that needs our attention. That way they won’t be surprised when we run out of here.”
 	“Great idea, Heath.” Dad Greg nodded.
 	“Thanks. We can talk outside and figure out who is going where and who is going to be Charly’s bodyguard for the duration of this. We’ll send whoever we choose to be protector back inside.”
 	“If the guy from her past leaves town, why would she need a bodyguard, son?” Dad Greg asked.
 	Tobias’s jaw tightened. He knew full well why Charly needed a twenty-four-hour protector, and it had little to do with Heath’s plan. “There’s still a killer on the loose.”

 


Chapter Three
	The burgers came, and Charly was surprised that all the brothers’ lunches were served to them in brown bags. “What’s going on?”
 	“Trouble at the barns, sweetheart.” Heath smiled. “We’re going to run and take care of it. You stay here with our mom and dads. Jackson should show up any minute. I just got a text that he is headed this way.”
 	“Shouldn’t you talk to him about what’s been going on?” she asked, completely confused.
 	“I will, after we get this mess cleaned up…at the barns.”
 	There was something about Heath’s demeanor that told her he was holding something back. She couldn’t be sure what.
 	“Can’t it wait, Heath?” Maude asked. “This is very serious.”
 	Dad Greg sat on his wife’s left side. “Hush, honey. Let the boys get back to normal chores. We can handle the sheriff.”
 	On her right side, Dad Grant added, “Jackson will have this cleaned up in no time at all. This is only a mix-up, nothing more. We’ll be having a slice of your delicious pie tonight and all of this will be behind us.”
 	Charly sighed. Something about the Strong dads’ confidence gave her some relief. She watched the six Strong cowboys tip their hats to their mother and to her, and then they left with their lunch bags in hand.
 	“See you shortly, sweetheart.” Nate smiled and winked.
 	After the last of the brothers walked out the door, Greg Strong smiled. “Ladies, let’s eat. I know you’re both starving.”
 	Charly took a few bites of the delicious cheeseburger and the thick-cut, made-to-order fries. Normally, she could’ve finished most of the meal, but her appetite disappeared as the worry about Heath’s situation bounced to the front of her mind. She looked at her three lunch companions, the Strong parents. They, too, seemed disinterested in the food on their plates. “Are you sure Heath is going to be cleared?” she asked them.
 	“Yes, kiddo,” Dad Grant answered first. “He’s innocent.”
 	“Of course,” Dad Greg joined in. “By dinner tonight, this whole thing will be just a silly story we will all be able to laugh about for years to come.”
 	Maude gazed at her and smiled. “So, Charly, you’ve settled on the older boys?”
 	Charly tensed. “What do you mean?” But she already knew what the mother of the Strong brothers meant.
 	“I see how you are around Heath. You love him, don’t you?”
 	“I do,” she confessed for the first time, and it felt great.
 	Maude grabbed her hand and squeezed. “Nate, too?”
 	Charly nodded, and her heart warmed.
 	“Tobias?”
 	“I really haven’t spent much time with him, Maude. I admire him, though.”
 	“And you’re attracted to him, too, right?” she asked with a warmth in her tone that was endearing.
 	“I am.” Charly couldn’t mislead Maude or her husbands. “But the truth is I am also in love with the twins.”
 	Maude pulled her hand back. “That can’t be, Charly. I already told you how it works here in Wilde.”
 	Charly felt her insides rip in two. “I know—three and one. I get it. But your sons are headstrong.”
 	“What do you mean, child?” Dad Greg asked softly.
 	Charly couldn’t hold back, didn’t want to. She’d been dealing with the ridiculous plan of the brothers by herself. She needed someone to unload on, and who better than the people who loved her cowboys, too—their parents? “They have it in their heads that the six of them and I can create a family together.”
 	Watching Maude’s mouth widen and eyebrows shoot up, Charly wished she’d kept the whole thing to herself.
 	“That can’t be,” Maude snapped, shaking her head.
 	Dad Grant put his arm around his wife. “Sweetheart, hear Charly out.”
 	“But this is impossible, Grant. You know how it works in Wilde.”
 	“Honey, Greg and I were born here. We know better than you, even though you’ve been here a very long time.”
 	Maude leaned into her husband. “Decades. I know. This town won’t go for it, and Tobias is too traditional to ever agree to such an arrangement. And what about the bad blood between Seth and Heath? They can barely be in the same room together.”
 	Charly felt tears well up in her eyes. Maude was right. Even though she’d known the whole time that Heath’s plan was impossible, she hadn’t stopped trekking down the dangerous path with the brothers. Why? Because she needed their comfort, their passion, their protection. It was selfish but true. Life had always dealt her a double dose of hard knocks, but with them she felt adored, desired, and safe.
 	“This is all my fault.” She felt the guilt-ridden liquid stream from her eyelids down her cheeks.
 	Dad Greg put his arm around her. “No it isn’t, sweetie. This is about love.” He turned to Maude. “Darling, when has true love ever been wrong?”
 	Charly looked at Maude and saw her face soften.
 	She said, “I know there’s nothing wrong with that, honey, but how can one woman take care of six men? It’s too much to ask of a single female. And Charly isn’t even from Wilde.”
 	“Neither were you, Maude, but you adjusted quite nicely.” Dad Grant kissed Maude’s cheek. “You came to Wilde to beat some sense into your sister, and ended up falling for me and my brother.”
 	“Greg Strong, don’t try to take me down Memory Lane to soften me up.” Mrs. Strong’s eyes glistened brightly.
 	Charly asked, “I know some about how you got together, but not all of it. How did these cowboys sweep you off your feet, Maude?”
 	“You’ll be sorry, sweetie, for asking. I never tire of telling the tale.”
 	“But I want to hear.” Charly did want to know. Maude came from outside Wilde but was able to make a life for herself here. How she’d been able to do it intrigued her.
 	“These two cowpokes had never practiced plural marriage. In fact, they had their own families—a wife and two sons each.”
 	Dad Grant nodded. “Biologically speaking, Heath and Nate come from me, and Tobias and Seth come from Greg. But the truth is, they are all my boys.”
 	“Mine, too,” Dad Greg added.
 	“A year before my sister Mary came to town their wives went on a girls-only weekend to Vegas.” Maude closed her eyes. “On the way back, they were hit by a drunk driver and were killed.”
 	Charly shook her head as the tragic tale made her very sad. “That’s terrible.”
 	“My guys moved in together on their family ranch. They worked together to raise the four boys that had been left behind.”
 	“Tobias, Nate, Heath, and Seth?” she asked.
 	“Yes. The boys were really young. I fell in love with them first, then their dads. Tobias was the first Strong I saw. He was crying outside the Horseshoe.”
 	“How old was he?”
 	“Not even two. Greg was feeding Nate and Seth at the bar and Grant was changing Heath’s diaper on the counter. Tobias had run outside without either of these silly cowboys knowing it.”
 	Charly grinned, imagining her guys at that age.
 	Maude continued, “The door to the Horseshoe shut, and Tobias couldn’t get back inside. I found him sobbing at the door. He was the cutest little boy I’d ever seen in my life. He wrapped his arms around me, and I was a goner from then on. I walked him back in, and his dads insisted on buying me lunch.”
 	“Sweetheart, that lunch was the start of the rest of my amazing life with you.” Grant kissed his wife.
 	“Me, too, darling.” Greg stroked Maude’s hair.
 	“Shortly after we were married, I gave birth to my beautiful twins, Dax and Drake.”
 	Looking at the trio, Charly could see how much in love they still were after all these years.
 	Dad Grant kissed Maude’s cheek. “You’re worried about Charly and our six boys, Maude. Don’t be. Our niece, Jessie, seems to be doing just fine with her five husbands. In fact, she is absolutely glowing. Charly comes from the same stock as her. From what I’ve seen, she can handle about anything. And you know, honey, we can’t hope for a better daughter-in-law than Charly. She would make our boys happy. I know it, and you know it, too.”
 	Maude turned to Charly. “I do adore you, so much. You are like a daughter to me already. But I feel like it may be very difficult for you with six Strong cowboys, no pun intended.”
 	Charly got teary-eyed. “Tobias doesn’t seem keen on this plan.”
 	Maude cupped her chin. “Tobias is a stickler for rules, but you know, I can tell he’s already into you in a big way. He’s falling for you as we speak.”
 	Her heart cracked into pieces. She had to make them understand. The dads were turning Maude around to what could never be. The fantasy of her being with the six brothers could never happen, no matter how much she wanted it to. It was impossible. “Maude, this really can’t be. You know it.”
 	Maude looked at her husbands. “Screw Wilde protocol. You guys are right about this.”
 	“About everything, honey. Haven’t you learned that yet?” Dad Grant laughed.
 	She shook her head. “We both know better. But I can see that Charly might be able to heal the old wounds between my boys.”
 	Charly needed Maude back on the side of reason, and fast, so she blurted out, “Seth can’t stand me.”
 	“Not true. I saw how he looked at you in the sheriff’s office. He’s into you. A mother knows.” Maude smiled. “Sweetie, I know Seth can be pig-headed, ornery, and even an ass, but he clearly has a level head, and deep down, he knows what’s best for his brothers. Once Tobias gets fully in line, he’ll make sure that Seth gets on board.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	With Charly and his parents inside the Horseshoe eating lunch, Tobias stood just outside with his brothers. “Let’s make a plan of action.”
 	Seth growled, “If you’re talking about Heath’s plan to get all of us on board to marry Charly Wynn, I’m out!”
 	Tobias was shocked that Seth knew anything about the plan. “So you know about that?”
 	“You guys aren’t the best at subtlety. I’m not an idiot. Look, it’s obvious how you guys feel about her just by how you act.”
 	Drake put his hand on Seth’s shoulder. “I know it seems odd, but, Seth, she’s the one for us. All of us.”
 	Seth pulled away. “Are you nuts?” He pointed at Heath. “Are you trying to turn this town upside down?”
 	“Just give it a chance, Seth.” Heath’s face seemed to cloud with guilt and the tiniest bit of hope. “You’ll see. With Charly, we can be a family again.”
 	“I knew you were capable of a lot of things, but this is too much. Risking the heart of such a lovely woman as Charly Wynn is the worst thing you’ve ever done, Heath. Get this through your head, brother. I. Will. Never. Forgive. You.”
 	Heath closed his eyes tight and clenched his jaw. Once again, the Gabby incident burned painfully hot and fresh as it had all those years ago.
 	Seth continued in a low, threatening tone, “Like I said before, I’m out.” Without another word, he turned and walked away.
 	Tobias actually agreed with Seth about the outrageousness of Heath’s idea. Sure, it would be wonderful if it worked out to have all his brothers back, especially Seth, but six men and one woman would never go over in Wilde. Even his parents wouldn’t accept such an arrangement. Still, Charly Wynn wasn’t a woman he was ready to let go of. Best to stay close to her and win her. In the end, she might be the one for him, Nate, and Heath.
 	“Well, I guess Seth is off the table,” Dax stated. “What’s next?”
 	“Me and Drake will head to the bus stop and make sure Darren Blue leaves town,” Nate stated.
 	Dax nodded. “I’ll head over to where the bodies were found and see what I can dig up. Heath, you are the best choice to check out what is out of place at your garage.”
 	“That’s for sure. I’ll do it.” Heath looked at Tobias. “That means you’re Charly’s bodyguard. Perfect.”
 	“I agree,” Nate interjected. “Time for Tobias to spend some quality time with her.”
 	The twins nodded in unison.
 	Tobias looked at his remaining four brothers. They were completely nuts. “You guys are too much. Heath is in trouble with the law. That’s all we should be focused on right now.”
 	Heath shook his head. “Just because I’m dealing with this murder mess doesn’t mean our plan with her is over.”
 	Tobias frowned. “But you heard Seth, bro.”
 	“I did. Have a little faith, brother.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tobias walked into the Horseshoe Bar and Grill feeling somewhat perplexed. His brothers were all headed in different directions, but their words still hung in his ears. He couldn’t figure out how in the hell any of this would work out, for him, for Heath, and most of all for Charly.
 	His parents and the gorgeous woman were still sitting at the big table. Their lunches were only half-eaten, which didn’t surprise him. Worry often did kill an appetite.
 	His mother was the first to spot him, and the broad smile she sent didn’t quite fit for the gravity of the moment. What had they been discussing while he was outside with his brothers?
 	“Look, Charly. It’s my boy, Tobias,” his mother said, waving him over.
 	Charly’s cheeks reddened. To him, she looked good enough to eat.
 	No doubt about it, they’d been talking about something, and he wanted to know what.
 	Tobias took the seat next to Charly. “Y’all seem to have cooked up a conspiracy in the few minutes I was outside. Spill it.”
 	Dad Grant spoke first. “Son, you’re paranoid. We’ve been enjoying lunch with Charly. That’s all.”
 	Before Tobias could reply, his cousin Jackson came through the front door of the bar. “Sorry I’m late. My horse threw a shoe before I got to my truck. Added several minutes to me getting here. I talked with the sheriff on my cell, though. The state reps are already here. I think we’re in good shape, but I need to talk with Heath. Where is he?”
 	Tobias’s own anxiety for his brother boiled hot. “He has no idea how that spark plug showed up by those bodies. What can he say about any of this?”
 	Jackson sat down at one of the free chairs. “Maybe he knows someone who has it in for him, cuz.”
 	“Who would want to harm Heath?” Maude asked.
 	“That’s what we need to find out. We want to make sure all the loose ends are tied up. There’s not enough evidence to get a charge against Heath, let alone a conviction, Aunt Maude.”
 	His mother huffed. “I would hope not, young man.”
 	Charly’s hands were curled into tiny fists. “He’s innocent, Jackson. You do believe that?”
 	“Of course I do. We all do.”
 	Tobias looked at Charly, who was shaking and on the edge of panic. “I think it’s best for me to take Miss Wynn away, too. She’s been working on finding land for Michael for his project.”
 	Dad Grant winked. “The gay dude ranch, right?”
 	“Yes,” Charly choked out. “But can’t I help here? Help with Heath’s case?”
 	“I think Tobias is right. It’s best to get your mind off of this.” Dad Greg patted Jackson on the shoulder. “Besides, we’ve got the best lawyer in all of Nevada on the case. Everything is going to be just fine.”
 	Tobias came up behind Charly and put his hands on her shoulders, and he felt her trembling. “How about coming with me and looking at some property for Michael, sweetheart?”
 	“Jackson, you haven’t answered me. Can’t I help?” Her tone was so small and so sweet.
 	“There’s nothing any of us can do right now. Once we get more information, I might have some questions for you, but right now, why don’t you go with my cousin? I’ll stay here with my aunt and uncles. I’ll let you know if anything changes.”
 	Tobias looked into her saucerlike eyes. “Come on, honey. You need a break from all this, don’t you?”
 	“I guess I do,” she admitted.

 


Chapter Four
	Charly looked over at the man piloting the plane, Tobias Strong. He’d surprised her when he’d taken her to the private Strong airfield, claiming the property he’d wanted to show her was best appreciated from the air. Though a little frightened, she was delighted to be up in his Cessna. Tobias had been positive that Michael would want this land for the gay dude ranch for the A-listers from New York, Los Angeles, London, and God only knew where else.
 	“What smells so good?” she asked, speaking into the mike of the headset he’d given her.
 	“Our supper. Fried chicken, biscuits, potato salad, and a bottle of wine,” he answered.
 	Her stomach rolled in anticipation, but what thrilled her more was how kind Tobias had been with her. Like his other brothers, he was cowboy through and through, but, under the rugged demeanor, he had a warm and honest heart.
 	“Maybe we could eat after we land. I’m really hungry.”
 	“Sure thing, sweetheart.” He turned to her and smiled, causing tingles to spread through her.
 	Being the eldest of six must’ve molded him into the most serious of the lot, and yet she’d seen a humorous side to him that peeked out occasionally. He also had perfect timing, something that any comedian would’ve given their very soul for. But this trip was more than a pleasure ride and more than to investigate some land for sale. This trip was obviously about the two of them spending time together—all part of the plan that Heath had cooked up.
 	She had no doubt that the brothers had talked about just that while she’d been eating with their parents at the Horseshoe. Now that she knew Maude and their dads were okay with Heath’s idea of her being with all six brothers, it did make things a little easier for her—but only a bit. Was she crazy to saunter down this insane path to inevitable heartache? The answer was a resounding “yes,” but she couldn’t stop herself.
 	“See that strip down there, Charly? That’s where I’ll put us down.”
 	She looked at the little brown line on the ground. “That doesn’t look big enough to take this plane.”
 	“But it is, sweetheart.”
 	They were really high up, much higher than she’d imagined. The sky was so blue with not a single cloud. Flying in a private plane was really amazing. She’d never even considered getting her own pilot license. Not until today.
 	She was already completely gone on Dax, Heath, Drake, and Nate. Was it wrong to place her bet, her heart, on the long shot of a life in Wilde with these men? Again, the answer was “yes,” and yet she was risking everything for the slim chance at happiness. I shouldn’t be thinking about anything or anyone but Heath right now. He was still dealing with being the only suspect identified for the two murders. Something was fishy about the whole thing, but she was certain that Heath was completely innocent.
 	“You’re drifting, sweetheart. Don’t you have a job to do for Michael?” He smiled, and her heart melted.
 	“You’re only trying to keep my mind occupied, Tobias. I’m no fool.”
 	“You’ve got me, but if you look to your right, sweetheart, you’ll see the prettiest land in all of Silver County.”
 	He was right. The trees were a bright green, and the bluest river she’d ever seen wound through them. There was even a waterfall that splashed to a pool below. She wanted desperately to get into that pool and feel its cool embrace. Like it or not, just being near this sexy cowboy had pushed her temperature upward.
 	She glanced over at Tobias. His large hands were steering the plane, and an image of them gliding over her body sent a tingle between her thighs. She’d never realized a woman could be attracted to so many men at the same time. The brothers were all so much alike, and yet so different. Every one of her fantasies could be met in their arms. Every desire could be explored in their kisses. Yes, she was attracted to the Strong cowboys, but her feelings went beyond attraction and to something much deeper, Heaven help her.
 	“I need to lose some altitude, honey.” Tobias winked. “Hang on.”
 	Suddenly, Charly felt like she was on the biggest drop of a wild roller coaster, plummeting to the earth. Her stomach flew up in her throat, and she clasped her hands together. And then, as quickly as the dive had begun, it was over.
 	“You okay, honey?” Tobias’s voice came through her headphones.
 	She turned to him. “Scary but fun.” So much like everything had been since she’d arrived in Wilde.
 	His lips curved up into a very sexy smile. “I bet your heart is racing.”
 	Charly nodded. The pounding in her chest was quite fast.
 	In no time, Tobias landed the plane, placing them on the ground.
 	“Ready, Charly?” he asked.
 	“For what?”
 	“Trust me, you’re going to enjoy this.”
 	A slight shiver spread through her body. “Y–You mean the dinner, right?”
 	“That, too. Are you okay, sweetheart?”
 	“I guess the landing scared me a bit,” she fibbed.
 	He pulled off his headphones and turned to her. “Now that we’re here, I’ve got a lot to show you.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	As Tobias and Charly polished off all the food he’d brought and most of the wine, he couldn’t get over how beautiful she was. Her eyes looked like a quiet sea, so deep and blue. Her wavy, long dark hair framed her perfect oval face and just touched the tips of her breasts, hidden behind her silky white top. He scanned her lower half in the tight jeans. From her curvy hips, down her legs, to her tiny, pretty feet, every inch of her made him hot.
 	He and Charly didn’t say much during the meal, instead just enjoyed each other’s company and the incredible surroundings in silence.
 	As the sun went down, they stretched out on the blanket he’d brought for them. Leaning on his elbow, he couldn’t stop staring at Charly. She was on her back looking up at the first stars to appear in the night sky. The surroundings had apparently mesmerized her just as he’d hoped they would. Now, the very heavens were coming to his aid to soften her even more.
 	“Amazing,” she sighed in wonder.
 	“Haven’t you seen stars before, sweetheart?” he teased.
 	“Of course I have, Tobias, but not like this. There are so many of them.”
 	“Billions, darling.” He leaned in and kissed her, feeling the softness of her sweet lips. He threaded his fingers through her silky locks, deepening their kiss, exploring the inside of her mouth. She tasted sweet and wet.
 	As their kiss continued, he felt Charly respond as her back arched up off the blanket and her breasts pressed against his chest. Sending his hand to the back of her neck, he pulled her in closer. A little moan from her lips was his reward, causing his cock to lengthen and his balls to grow heavy in his jeans.
 	“Charly, your skin is so soft.” Tobias tenderly kissed her neck while cupping her breast with his hand.
 	She shivered under him, and her nipples tightened under the fabric of her top. Tobias couldn’t believe that he found such an enticing, sexy woman. His desire for her was growing with his every heartbeat. Could she be the one? The one he could love forever? No matter the answer, tonight he would love her—love her with all in his power to give.
 	He lifted Charly’s arms above her and pulled her top over her head, revealing a beige bra that held her ample breasts. He couldn’t stop staring at her cleavage. His cravings for her fleshy mounds were unstoppable. Cupping both breasts over her bra, he felt her trembles in his fingertips. “Sweetheart, I can’t wait to touch more of you.”
 	Tobias quickly removed her bra. Gently, he massaged her breasts until her lips began to quiver. Then he covered one of her breasts with his mouth and pinched the other’s nipple between his thumb and forefinger. He felt her hands on the back of his neck, pulling him in closer. She was a live wire of passion. Though everything inside him pushed him to take, to control, to consume, he wanted to savor this moment with Charly, enjoying the slow burn before the ultimate incinerating fire.
 	Charly moaned, “T–Tobias.”
 	Hearing his name on her gorgeous lips drove him mad with hunger for her luscious body. “Darling, I’ve been waiting for this moment since I first met you.”
 	“So, you agree with Heath’s plan about breaking tradition?” she asked in the sweetest tone.
 	God, how he wanted to get on board with Heath’s idea of all the brothers loving Charly. But it wasn’t possible. Not in Wilde. Hell, not anywhere. He placed his fingers on her lips. “Shh. Getting ahead of ourselves, Charly. This is the first time we’ve got to spend time alone together. Let’s just take one step at a time, love.”
 	“I know this trip was more about us spending time together than looking at property for Michael.”
 	“Guilty.” He laughed, tracing down her body with his tongue and hands. He wasn’t about to tell Charly that the other reason he’d brought her here was to get her out of town, away from the mess surrounding his brother. Also, he wasn’t about to bring her back to Wilde until he got word from Nate that the football player had left on the two-twenty bus.
 	She covered her breasts with her hands. “Don’t you think we’re moving too fast, Tobias…even for Wilde?”
 	He shook his head and wrapped his hands around her wrists, pulling them to her sides. “Don’t hide your perfect tits from me, sweetheart. They deserve to be seen.”
 	She giggled. “They’re not perfect, cowboy.”
 	“The hell they’re not. Let me be the judge, jury, and jailor, doll. Time to give you my verdict.” Without another word, he leaned down, swallowing her breasts once again.
 	“Oh God,” she whimpered.
 	“Time to see all of you.” Curving his fingers over the tops of Charly’s jeans and panties, he pulled them off. “You’ve got the prettiest pussy I’ve ever seen, sweetheart.”
 	He watched her cheeks get bright red and her eyes get as big as saucers. He took her pale blue panties and brought them up to his nose. Her scent added to his insane lust.
 	Moving down her body, Tobias kissed her stomach, licked her tiny navel, and continued moving down to the prize he sought. He parted her legs and softly nipped at her thighs with his teeth.
 	“O–Oh God, Tobias,” she panted. “Please.”
 	He covered her wet mound with his mouth, jutting his tongue over her swollen flesh. Her legs shot up over his shoulders and down his back. Moving his hand to her pussy, he sent one finger into her channel.
 	“Y–Yes!” Charly yelled, letting him know she was close to coming.
 	Capturing her taut clit between his lips, he sent another finger into her depths.
 	Her legs and arms pulled him into her. Her body was vibrating under him, and he could hear her panting like a wild animal.
 	“Come for me, baby. I want to taste your juices.”
 	She screamed, and he felt her fingernails claw the back of his neck. Then he lapped up her fresh wetness, losing himself in the moment with Charly utterly.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Charly felt a million sensations zipping through her body. Tobias had undone her with his oral pleasure. Her climax was firing again and again, and still he never let up.
 	Tobias pulled her with him until his back was on the blanket and she was beside him.
 	“That was amazing, Tobias.” Catching her breath, she wanted to give him pleasure, too. She unbuttoned his shirt, kissing the exposed skin of his muscled chest. “Did you get so cut by riding horses or do you go to the gym?” Charly asked, though she knew the answer already.
 	Weight training or athletic equipment didn’t manufacture his kind of body. It came from hard and heavy work. However such male perfection was achieved didn’t matter to her eyes, fingers, or lips—Tobias was just beautiful, even angelic.
 	“I’m a cowboy, honey. No time for the gym.”
 	After his shirt was totally unbuttoned, she kissed his chest and licked his nipples. Raking her fingernails over his frame, she felt him tense, letting her know her touches were turning him on. He stroked her hair with one hand, and with the other he rubbed her back.
 	She guided her hand down to the front of his jeans and felt his cock underneath the denim. He was hard, thick, and long. She unbuckled his belt and unbuttoned his Levi’s. Parting the fly, she saw his black briefs.
 	“Hungry, little vixen? Let me help.” He raised his hips and slipped the jeans and briefs down his well-built legs.
 	The monster she’d felt in his jeans was unleashed and in the open for her to enjoy. His cock was enormous. It was so thick she couldn’t touch her fingers together around it. The tip glistened with a drop of his liquid, and she leaned down and licked it up. It tasted salty and so very hot.
 	“Holy hell, Charly. You’re driving me wild.” His voice rattled deep in his chest.
 	Her own heart was alive, beating frantically. She pumped on his cock with one hand and cupped his heavy balls with the other, while exploring his shaft with her tongue. Up and down, she hoped to lick him into oblivion. She glanced at his face and saw his eyes were fixed on her. He looked more animal than man. He wouldn’t wait much longer, so she parted her lips and swallowed the head of his cock. Slowly, she went down his dick, taking all she could of the massive thing. She could feel his pulse through his shaft on her tongue, which pushed her on. Up and down, she took more of him into her mouth.
 	“Fuck!” he yelled. “That’s so good. Hell, too good.” He tugged on her hair. “Need to slow down, sweetheart. This isn’t how I want to come. I want to be inside your beautiful body.”
 	Charly removed her mouth from his cock. “If that’s what you want, Tobias, then I want it, too.”
 	“Woman, you’re too much. Keep it up and we may never leave this place.” He pulled her up on top of him. He reached into the pocket of his discarded jeans and pulled out a condom. As he rolled the rubber down his shaft, he kissed her, this time deeper than ever before. Her toes curled, and tingles shot through her body.
 	In a flash, Tobias flipped Charly on her back, pinning her to the blanket with his body. She loved the feeling of him having complete control over her.
 	Overwhelmed with desire for him, she pleaded, “Tobias, I need you inside me. Please.”
 	“My pleasure, honey.”
 	She felt the tip of his large dick split her pussy. Slowly, he inched his cock into her, filling her beyond reason. Her legs shot up around his shoulders, urging him in deeper. In a final thrust, he sent the rest of his dick into her pussy.
 	“Fuck, you’re tight, baby.” His words were fiery and drove her temperature up.
 	He began thrusting into her, in and out. Slow at first, but then faster and faster. She tugged on the back of his neck with her hands and squeezed his shoulders with her legs. Sparks were firing in every part of her body, and her pussy began to spasm.
 	“That’s my girl. Come for me. Squeeze my dick with your pretty, little pussy.”
 	“Yes…” she gasped, clawing his flesh as need erupted into shivering sensations. Tears brimmed in her eyes.
 	Tobias’s eyes closed, and then he sent his cock to her deepest parts in one powerful stroke. “Fuck!”
 	Her own orgasm swamped her conscious mind, and there wasn’t any part of her body that was still. Everything was moving, hot, and wet.
 	Tobias collapsed on top of her, and she enjoyed feeling all of his weight against her body. He sleepily nuzzled her neck. “I love you, Charly…damn it, I love you.”
 	Tears streamed down her cheeks. Unable to hold back, she confessed in a whisper, “I love you, too.”

 


Chapter Five
	Tobias loved being under the blanket with Charly, gazing up at the stars.
 	“Shouldn’t we be heading back?” she asked.
 	He knew they should, since the air had turned quite crisp and he’d already gotten the text from Nate that Darren Blue had left town. But he just couldn’t bring himself to end this perfect moment, holding Charly in his arms, touching her naked body.
 	“Let’s stay a few more minutes, sugar.” He stroked her silky hair. “Then we can gather up all our stuff and head back.”
 	She smiled. “This is nice, Tobias. Really nice.”
 	“I’m glad you’ve enjoyed this trip. I know I have.”
 	“How long have you been a pilot?”
 	“I got my student license when I was sixteen and my private pilot license the day I turned seventeen.” He gazed into her gorgeous eyes. “Since I answered your question, I have a few of my own.”
 	“Oh boy. Maybe I should’ve kept my mouth shut.”
 	“Too late, sweetheart. Don’t worry, I’m not going to shine a light in your eyes and ask you leading questions.”
 	She smiled. “That’s a relief, mister. Fire away.”
 	He squeezed her hand. “I know a little about Darren Blue. Are you really okay?”
 	She sighed. “Yes. I am. It’s funny. Before coming to your town and meeting you and your brothers, I wouldn’t have been able to face him much less forgive him. Now, I feel like the weight of the world has been lifted off my shoulders. He seemed honestly regretful. He’s got a long road ahead, and I hope he can find happiness.”
 	“If he ever shows his face here again, he’ll find himself pushing up daisies, if you know what I mean.”
 	She touched his forearm with her fingertips. “I’m glad you want to protect me, cowboy, but Darren won’t be back again.”
 	Her kindness and ease reached into him and warmed every part of him. There wasn’t a woman on the planet like her, and there wasn’t another person he’d rather be with. He leaned in and kissed her, sending his tongue into her mouth. His cock immediately stiffened and he pressed it into her thigh.
 	“You Strongs are all devils, aren’t you?” She giggled.
 	“What makes you think that, sweetheart?”
 	“You and I haven’t spent time together. Heath is headstrong on his plan. You were next up to spend time with me.”
 	He didn’t like where this discussion was heading. “Charly, I wanted to show you this land. That’s all. You are still working on finding the right place for Michael, right?”
 	She pulled free of his hold and sat up. “That’s a load of crap, cowboy. I’m no fool.”
 	“I never said you were.”
 	“Then tell me the truth. This is about Heath’s plan, correct?”
 	He’d never shied away from trouble. Instead he faced whatever came his way head-on. “Not really. Not for me anyway.”
 	She frowned, which crushed him. All he wanted for her was happiness, but Heath’s dream of the six brothers and Charly making a life together was impossible. There was no way it could ever work out, even if Seth could get over his shit with Heath. The rule was clear—three-and-one, no more.
 	Charly grabbed her bra and put it on. She was in a huff, and he was the cause. Fuck.
 	“Sweetheart, you don’t understand. How can you?”
 	“I understand just fine, Tobias. You tell me you love me and then you pull back.” Her eyes were brimming with tears. “It’s pretty clear how you feel about me.”
 	He grabbed her tiny hands. “Charly, listen to me. I do love you. That’s a definite. Might seem fast to some, but I know what I want, and what I want is you.”
 	She shook her head. “Then I’m confused. You said this trip was only about the land, not Heath’s plan.”
 	How could he make her understand? She’s not from Wilde. Sure, she was open to the possibility of being the wife of more than one man, which thrilled Tobias. But the men who would marry her weren’t the younger Strongs. Couldn’t be. “You’re right, I did want to be alone with you. I’ve been attracted to you since the first second I saw you. Then watching you for the past several days, at the rehearsal, the wedding, the party, and everywhere, only made me want you more. Being with you that night with Nate and Heath only added to my desire to have you for my own. You’re quite the woman. You have heart and courage. You’re honest and loyal. You have a mind of your own but you also have a submissive streak that is so fucking appealing to me.”
 	“Then what’s the problem?” she asked.
 	He cupped her chin. “Heath’s plan, love. It can never be.”
 	Her mouth gaped open, and then tears streaked down her face. She jerked her head free of his hand. “Got it. I’m ready to head back.” She pulled on her panties. “Will you fly me or do I have to trek back to town on foot?”
 	“Charly, listen to me. You don’t understand our ways.”
 	“I know more than you give me credit for.”
 	“Maybe so, but this is all still new to you. This town is open to so much. It’s a wonderful place to grow up. But there are things that are frowned on.”
 	“You mean the three-and-one rule?” She put on the rest of her clothes. “I know all about it, Tobias. Are you going to get dressed or do you plan to fly naked?”
 	Her submissive side was long gone. He thought about going full-on Dom with Charly, but knew that wasn’t what she needed at the moment. “Honey, I know you’re confused. Anyone would be. Heath got this cockamamie idea in motion, but it can’t be. That said, me, Nate, and Heath will make you happy. I promise you.”
 	Charly shook her head and stood. “Which is it, Tobias?”
 	“Which is what?”
 	Her tone was sharp with a hint of pain. “Am I walking or flying back to Wilde?”
 	Best to set this discussion aside for now. Charly wasn’t open to hear him. Not yet. In time she would see things his way.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Charly tried to keep her feelings in check as Tobias’s truck approached the city limits of Wilde. The plane ride back had been done in complete silence. Now she was vibrating with a mix of anger, confusion, and hurt. Keeping her mouth shut was no longer possible.
 	She blurted out, “Afraid to go against the grain? I didn’t take you to be someone who gave a damn about what other people thought. Wait…that was your brother Nate. You could learn a thing or two from him, mister.”
 	It seemed that Tobias gripped the steering wheel a little tighter, as his knuckles turned white.
 	Her blood was boiling, and her heart was breaking. “What? Surely you have something to say, cowboy. You told me you wanted me, and now you’ve had me. I suppose that’s all you wanted and it’s enough for you.”
 	“Hell, woman. I told you I loved you, and I don’t say those words lightly. In fact, you’re the first woman I’ve ever said that to.” His tone sounded angry but also sincere. She could handle his ire. It would likely fade. But he’d been clear with her already that he didn’t believe that he and his five brothers would ever make a family with her. So honesty wasn’t going to solve her problem.
 	Tobias turned left and pulled up to the Hotel Cactus, next to the shining streetlamp. She opened her door and jumped out, slamming it behind her. There wasn’t anything else to say to him, so she ran for the entrance.
 	He got out of his truck and bolted straight for her. “Wait, Charly. I am not done yet.”
 	“What else is there to say?” She turned to face him. “You’ve already decided my life and the life of your brothers, Tobias.”
 	“I can’t change how things go down in this town. I’m telling you, Charly, I would love it if I could.” He put both his hands on her shoulders. “My brothers mean the world to me. But even my parents would never bless such an unconventional union.”
 	“Ha! That’s where you’re wrong, cowboy. Your parents are on board with this.”
 	His eyebrows shot up. “What?”
 	“Yes. We talked about it at the Horseshoe when you guys were outside. They’re not afraid to break tradition. Too bad their eldest son is.” She jerked free of him and shot straight for the front door of the hotel without looking back. She wanted to be alone in her room. Tears streamed down her cheeks, but she didn’t turn back to see if he followed. She didn’t want him to see her cry.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	The man finished off his fifth cup of coffee and lit another fag. He’d been waiting for a certain person to return. She just had moments ago. Sitting in the booth at Norma’s Diner, he watched intently the activity across the street at the Hotel Cactus.
 	Charlene Wynn had just run into the building, leaving the guy she’d arrived with outside. He knew it had to be one of the Strong brothers, though he wasn’t sure which one.
 	Not Heath Strong. Bloody hell, he’d almost come face-to-face with Heath at his garage. Luckily, that Strong brother hadn’t seen him hiding in the Rolls. After Heath had left, taking the spark plug had been a piece of cake.
 	Whichever brother had arrived with Charly now followed her inside. Too bad for the bloke. He should’ve left Charly and headed to his family’s ranch like his other brothers had done. Implicating Heath was working just as the man had hoped it would. The Strong brothers were chasing ghosts.
 	“More coffee?” the pretty waitress asked.
 	He looked at her name tag. “No, Mackenzie. I’d like my bill, please.”
 	She nodded and pulled out her ticket book. She ripped off his and placed it on the table. He didn’t look at it but handed her a ten-dollar bill. “Keep the change.”
 	She smiled broadly. “Thank you, mister.”
 	There was work to be done—phone lines to be cut, a fire alarm to be disarmed, and exit doors to lock. He looked at his watch. Ten fifteen. By midnight, this creepy little town would be in for the night. Then his handiwork would get them to their feet and in the streets. It was going to be glorious. Once finished, Charlene would no longer be a problem.

 


Chapter Six
	Tobias chased Charly and caught up with her at her hotel room door. “Charly, I’m not leaving you.”
 	She placed her key in the lock but didn’t turn back around. “P–Please. I–I can’t do this.”
 	He pulled her in close and turned her to face him. Her eyes were red, and her cheeks were soaked with tears. “Darling, it’s going to be okay.”
 	Charly placed her tiny fists on his chest. She gazed at him with her eyes wide. “How can it be? You don’t believe in the happily ever after I need. I’m already in too deep, cowboy. I’m in love with you, Nate, and Heath…but I’m also in love with Drake and Dax.”
 	“And Seth?”
 	“I’m already falling for him.”
 	Not surprising. He already knew that Seth had shared her with the twins at least once soon after she’d arrived in Wilde. “Baby, listen to me.”
 	“I–I can’t. I–I can’t talk about this anymore.” Her words were hitching in her throat, apparently as her emotions were getting the better of her. “Nothing will change. I’ve done this to myself, to you, and to your brothers. I–I am the one at fault. No one else. Please. Just go.”
 	Seeing Charly so overwrought flattened him. He wanted to tell her that she’d turned him around about breaking with tradition. He’d been shocked to learn his parents were okay with the idea of all the brothers being with her, but that hadn’t been what had made him willing to go for it. The person who had really changed his way of thinking had been Charly herself. When he’d seen her outside the hotel, he’d known she would never be completely content unless she could be with all the men she’d fallen in love with—his brothers and him. Letting go of the town’s unwritten law came easier than he’d ever imagined. He would spend the rest of his life ensuring Charly got everything she wanted. All that mattered to him now was her happiness.
 	Yes, he wanted to tell her, but he couldn’t. She wasn’t ready to hear him. Besides, there was still one impossible obstacle left that he didn’t believe would ever change in order for Heath’s six-and-one plan to work—Seth would never let go of the past. Five and one would have to suffice.
 	So instead of using words, he decided to utilize another set of skills to soothe the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. He pulled her close and kissed her softly. Her fingers uncurled on his chest. Her eyelids fluttered, and she moaned into his mouth, letting him know he was getting to her just like he wanted. Pleasuring her would be the salve he needed to win her over to him.
 	“Let’s go inside, love.” He swept her up into his arms and kicked the door wide, carrying her into her room. She leaned her head into his chest.
 	He could see a future with at least four of his brothers, Charly, and him. It was one that would give him joy beyond measure. She would keep him and his siblings on their toes with that incredible brain of hers. God, she was adorable and so very sexy. Her long dark hair, gorgeous eyes, lush lips, soft skin, and perfect breasts had tempted him from the moment he’d seen her. Now that he knew how passionate she was, there was no holding back his need for her.
 	He placed her on the bed, sliding in beside her. Again, he kissed her, curling his fingers around the back of her neck and stroking her arm with his other hand. His hunger burned hot inside him, and his cock swelled in his jeans.
 	Could Charly let go of her dream of a life with all six Strongs, settling for five? He prayed she eventually would, but wasn’t sure. She had a mind of her own and a will that was strong. Sure, Charly could be submissive, but she could also be self-determined. To win her forever would take more than his sexual skill, but for now, it was a good first step.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Charly’s lips were wonderfully swollen from Tobias’s kisses. She loved his caresses. Her mind was whirling with so many disconcerting thoughts. Thankfully, his touches seemed to be quieting her painful musings.
 	A little voice told her that to surrender to this cowboy right now was reckless and foolish. Her heart was already ripping apart. Allowing herself one last time with Tobias might create a memory for her, but it would also add to her suffering. She didn’t give a damn. There was no resisting him. Not tonight. Tomorrow, she would call Dr. Thompson and accept that job, letting go of the impossible dream—a life with the six cowboys who had changed everything for her.
 	She silenced the naysayer inside her, craving the sensations that would carry her away to the dreamy state of forgetfulness she needed, even if the sweet numbness only lasted for a little while. This would be her last night with one of the amazing men she’d fallen for in Wilde. The memory Tobias created for her now would be one she would treasure for years to come.
 	“The picnic was wonderful, cowboy.”
 	“The food or the after fun?” he asked wickedly.
 	“Both.”
 	“That was only a warm-up compared to what I have in store for you. I want to pleasure you, sweetheart, into oblivion.” He kissed her neck, and an intense ache shook her.
 	He stood and undressed, allowing her eyes the pleasure of seeing his amazing body. He pulled a condom out of one of his jeans’ pockets.
 	“You’re so beautiful,” he said in a manly whisper, rolling the rubber down his erect shaft.
 	The way he talked to her made her want to surrender. He made her feel so feminine and wanted.
 	Getting back down on the bed, he immediately began massaging her breasts through her shirt, and she trembled. Her nipples began to throb, and she licked her lips as need rolled through her body.
 	Without asking, Tobias began undressing her, starting with her top. After he removed the last of her clothes, she felt the tingles spread over her skin.
 	He skated his fingers down her curves, making her clit deliciously ache. His mouth came down on her left breast, sucking hard, causing her tips to jut out even more. He pinched her right nipple between his thumb and forefinger. Her heartbeat and breaths were racing. A shiver shot from where his lips pressed on her mounds down to her pussy, which was getting soaked.
 	She threaded her fingers in his dark locks. “Yes. Please.”
 	He bathed her breasts with his wet tongue until she was crazy with desire. He guided his hand down her stomach until he found her sex. When his thumb pressed her clit, sensations fired inside her, making her wonderfully dizzy. As Tobias sent one of his fingers into her pussy, she gasped as heat welled up inside her.
 	He continued sucking on her nipples, moving from one to the other, driving her mad with want. He sent another finger inside her sex, stretching her to the point of a marvelous pain.
 	She touched his muscular shoulders, as his fingers thrust in and out of her, over and over. Deeper and deeper. A haze took hold of her, silencing all her thoughts. Only her need remained.
 	“Please, Tobias.” Sparks fired through every part of her body.
 	“My pleasure, sweetheart,” he growled, rolling on top of her. The head of his cock pressed on her swollen sex.
 	“Please. Please. Please.” Her pants were coming faster and faster.
 	He kissed her silent, then began thrusting his dick into her pussy. She closed her eyes. His massiveness filled and stretched her insides until tears were brimming in her eyes.
 	Then he began his onslaught that sent a deluge of sensations through her body. His cock went deeper into her pussy, hitting her G-spot. Instinctively, her hands shot to the back of his thick neck and her legs wrapped around his muscled waist.
 	As Tobias continued sending his cock in and out of her sex, he never stopped pressing his lips to hers, and his eyes remained fixed on her. Spasms in her pussy caused her to clench his dick tightly.
 	His eyelids were heavy with lust, and he sighed into her mouth.
 	As her orgasm exploded into a million sensations, her body shook wildly. Digging her nails into his shoulders seemed to spur him on more.
 	Suddenly, his eyes shut tight and he ended their kiss. “Coming…aah!”
 	She could feel his dick jerk inside her sex. Electricity fired through every inch of her body, and tears fell from her eyes.
 	They’d made a memory together. She would gladly call it up in the days, months, and years to come. Tobias had made it clear he would never agree to Heath’s plan, and she could never choose one set of brothers over the other. Leaving Wilde and her men behind would be the hardest thing she would ever do, but she could no longer go down this path of ruin. Her heart was already in pieces.
 	“I think you’re ready to listen to me, honey.” Tobias stroked her hair.
 	“Okay. Give me your best shot, cowboy.”
 	“I’ll go along with Heath’s plan, but it will only work up to a point.”
 	“Why?” Her mind was in free fall.
 	“Because I see how much you love the twins. It may not be accepted by everyone, but your happiness means everything to me.”
 	Though she loved hearing those words from him, he hadn’t answered the real question. “That’s great, but I want to know what you mean by his plan will only work up to a point.”
 	“You already know, honey. Seth. He won’t ever let go of the past.”
 	“Give me a chance with him,” she pleaded.
 	Tobias sat up suddenly. “Get up, Charly.”
 	“What’s wrong?”
 	“I smell smoke. Lots of smoke.” He pulled on his jeans.
 	“Oh no.” Charly swung her legs over the edge of the bed and saw gray wisps coming into her room through the top of her door to the hallway.
 	“No time to dress, sweetheart.” In a flash, he wrapped her up in the sheet and lifted her up in his arms.
 	“I can walk, cowboy. Will you put me down?” Her heart was thudding in her chest like a jackhammer.
 	“Honey, for now, let me carry you. If I need to put you down, I’ll let you know.” Tobias crouched, keeping her in his arms. He went to the door and touched it with his elbow. “Take a deep breath, Charly, and hold it for me.”
 	She did, and he opened the door. More smoke rolled into the room, filling the space from the ceiling to about five feet from the floor.
 	“Fire! If you can hear me, get low and get out!” Tobias kept them below the smoke and walked out of her room.
 	A man and woman were standing at the end of the hallway. “Come this way! The main stairway is on fire.”
 	Charly looked that direction and could only see flames. Tobias turned to the couple and carried her to them. The smoke was less there, thankfully, but her throat and eyes were still suffering from the fire.
 	“Damn, why didn’t the alarm go off?” the man muttered.
 	“Don’t know.” Tobias’s face darkened. “There’s a staff stairway over here.” He led the four of them to it, keeping Charly in his arms.
 	They descended the nondescript stairs meant for staff and emergencies, the latter of which definitely fit the bill for what was happening right now. The air was less dense in the stairwell, and they came to the door at the bottom of the flight. Tobias tried to open it, but it wouldn’t budge.
 	“Fuck! This shouldn’t ever be locked.” He looked at her. “I’m going to set you down, sweetheart.”
 	She nodded.
 	Tobias looked at the man. “Mister, help me push this open.”
 	“Let’s do it.”
 	Together they pushed until the veins in their necks were bulging.
 	“Bill, are we going to die here?” the woman asked in a panicky tone, pointing to the top of the stairs where they’d just come.
 	The fire had spread fast, and the flames were making their way down the steps—one by one.
 	“No!” Charly barked. “No one is dying tonight.”
 	Tobias nodded his approval of her words. “Bill, let’s do the TV move and take a running charge at this door and bust it open.”
 	“You got it. Lily, settle down. This gal is right. We’re not dying.”
 	Tobias and Bill charged into the door.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Seth Strong knocked on the front door of the sheriff’s home on Windfall Street, just two blocks from the jailhouse. The hour was late, but he didn’t care. He had something to show the man who had accused his no-good brother, Heath, of murder.
 	Sheriff Davis opened the door and frowned. “What the hell are you knocking on my door at midnight for, son?”
 	“Actually, it’s five after midnight, Sheriff.”
 	“Smart-ass. Spill it, Seth.”
 	He liked the old guy. Always had. But he also liked giving him a hard time. Now wasn’t the time for fun and games. “Heath doesn’t smoke.”
 	“So?”
 	“The killer does. I found these cigarette butts close to the murder scene.” He held out one of the clear plastic bags he’d brought with him. “Ted doesn’t smoke and none of my brothers smoke.”
 	The sheriff took the bag and studied its contents. “Interesting.”
 	“And take a look at this.” Seth handed him the other plastic bag that had a crushed empty cigarette pack. “Found this on the north side of our ranch.”
 	“I’ve never heard of John Player cigarettes.”
 	“Me either. On the way over here, I called my mom. She googled it. Turns out it is a British-made cigarette.”
 	“Good work, son. I’ll show this to the state boys in the morning. Should be enough to clear your brother. They were dead set on going to the crime scene as soon as possible. When they learned you could only get to it on horseback, they reluctantly agreed to go tomorrow. Well, I guess I mean today.” The sheriff’s eyes went wide. “Smell that?”
 	Seth did. Smoke. Something in Wilde was on fire.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tobias’s relief welled up inside him. He and Bill had charged with little hope of success. Miraculously, the lock gave way and the door swung wide. He lifted Charly back up into his arms and carried her to safety across Coyote Street, with the couple following close behind him.
 	Charly coughed on the thick smoke in the air. Tobias sat her feet down on the ground, and she wrapped the sheet even tighter around her body.
 	“Stay here,” he told Charly and the other woman. “Bill, follow me.” He ran to the Wilde Firehouse, which luckily was directly behind the hotel.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	The all-volunteer fire department of Wilde just couldn’t save the hotel. It was obviously a total loss. From across the street in front of the Wilde Silver Mine offices, Charly watched the dying flames consume the last bits of what had been Wilde’s only hotel—the Cactus.
 	Tobias, wearing the fire gear, came up to her. “Sweetheart, you should go to Norma’s and wait for me.”
 	She shook her head.
 	His tone changed from the softer-request timbre to the harsher-demand level that rattled in his chest. “You can’t do anything here, Charly. Go to the diner and wait for me. Now.”
 	She knew Tobias was only thinking of her best interest, but she couldn’t get her feet moving. The only thing she had left now was the sheet she was wearing from her hotel room. In fact, she didn’t even have that since it wasn’t hers to keep. She’d sold her car to Harry, and everything else she owned had gone up in the blaze.
 	“She’s trying to deal with this the best she can, bro.” Covered in soot and looking totally exhausted, Drake walked up next to her.
 	Tobias frowned. “I know what she’s thinking, but she can do that from the safe place behind the glass of Norma’s, away from flying embers.”
 	“Need a man on this hose over here,” someone yelled near the one and only fire truck.
 	“I’ve got work to do, sweetheart. I’ll be back to check on you as soon as I can.” Drake gave her a quick kiss on the cheek before jogging off to help.
 	“Either you go now, Charly, or I carry you. Which is it?” Tobias’s patience was gone.
 	She sighed, feeling the weight of hopelessness on her shoulders. “Okay.”
 	He removed the thick glove on his left hand and touched her cheek with his fingertips. “Wait for me, sweetheart. I promise to come get you.”
 	Charly nodded, juggling a million questions that could all be wrapped up into one overriding one—what now?
 	Tobias pulled her in close, possessively. He didn’t say anything at first, but she could sense a deep worry in him. Finally he said, “If I hadn’t been able to open that door…God, I can’t lose you.”
 	“You got me out in time, so I’m fine.” Gone were her worries about the things she’d lost. Her focus was on the cowboy who had been there for her. He’d insisted they leave the moment he’d noticed the smoke, rushing her down the stairway meant only for deliveries and staff. His split-second decision had saved both their lives.
 	Tobias didn’t move. The gravity of what might have been seemed to be holding him in place.
 	Charly kissed him. His mouth was the only thing not covered in black on him.
 	“Hey, Strong. Can you give me a hand?” Wyatt Masters was snuffing out more of the fire with an extinguisher. “I’ve got several tanks that are still full.”
 	“Do your job, fireman.” Charly looked into his big eyes. “I’ll be waiting for you in one of the booths by the window.”
 	Tobias nodded and ran to one of the fire extinguishers by Wyatt.
 	Charly spun around and headed straight to the diner. She had the oddest feeling that someone was watching her. She looked up and down the street, which was a chaotic collection of men and equipment. No one was paying her any notice at all. She chalked it up to nerves from all that had happened that day. First, Darren Blue startled her when he’d shown up at her hotel room, not with revenge in mind, but to ask for forgiveness. Then there were the murders that Heath was being questioned about. She’d been told the bodies had been identified, but the state officials were keeping a lid on it. Charly still wondered, why? And what was she going to tell Dr. Thompson about the job in Malibu? Could she leave Wilde now after all that had happened? She’d changed so much since meeting the brothers, but had she changed so much to let go of her old dream? Maybe her mind might still be set on working at the center, but her heart had other ideas.
 	She walked through the entry of the diner and saw Mackenzie glued to the front window watching the firefighters around the rubble across the street. “Sit anywhere you like, Charly. You’re my only customer, right now.”
 	“Thanks.” Charly sat in one of the booths by the front windows, recalling the other things that had transpired recently. Tobias had swept her off her feet with the plane ride and picnic. Four of the six Strong brothers were clear on what they wanted. Drake, Dax, Heath, and Nate didn’t give a damn about the norms of Wilde or the three-man-one-woman max. Charly wasn’t sure about what Tobias wanted, but he didn’t seem to be on the same page as his brothers. And then there was the Strong brother who was the wild card in Heath’s master plan.
 	As if conjured by her thoughts, Seth Strong walked into the diner. Her gut tightened. Like all the other men in Wilde, he wore a fireman’s hat and flame-resistant clothing.
 	“You need something to drink before you go back?” Mackenzie asked him.
 	“I’m here for her.” Seth pointed at Charly and beelined to her.
 	She looked up at him when he got to the booth. “Everything okay?”
 	He didn’t answer, but looked her up and down, as if dividing every inch of her into a sample to place under a microscope.
 	“What?” she choked out.
 	“Give me your hands,” he ordered.
 	“Why?” she asked, confused and unnerved by his demeanor.
 	“Because my brother is an idiot. Did you get checked out by the doc before he sent you here?”
 	Charly shook her head. Did he actually give a damn about her? He’d been sending mixed signals from the first time she’d met him up until now.
 	He frowned. “Your hands. Now.”
 	Charly extended her arms, and he grabbed her by the wrists. “I had no idea you were a doctor, Seth,” she mocked.
 	“I’m a certified emergency medical technician, if you must know.” He cupped her chin. “Look at me and open your eyes as wide as you can.”
 	She obeyed.
 	Seth nodded, apparently satisfied by what he saw in her eyes. “Open your mouth and stick out your tongue.”
 	“Happy to do it.”
 	The corners of his mouth curled up slightly. “A bit of a smart-ass, I see.” He looked down her throat, and then placed his hands on her forehead. “No temperature. Good. Any pain?”
 	Charly liked this side of Seth. He was the sexiest caregiver she’d ever seen. “I’m fine, cowboy. Really, I am.”
 	He stepped back. “You will go see the doc as soon as he’s back in his office after this fire is completely out, understand?”
 	“Sure.”
 	“Good.” He turned and headed back to the door.
 	“Wait!” She wasn’t ready for him to leave, not yet. He’d never been so kind before, and she wanted to thank him for his concern.
 	He didn’t acknowledge her, though she was certain he had heard her call, but instead went out the door.

 


Chapter Seven
	Charly sat in the doctor’s office next to Jessie. Though it was the middle of the night, her cousin had been a doll and brought her some clothes after the fire. Jessie had also insisted she take her cell phone. “Thanks for coming with me. Seth made me promise I would come see the doctor, but I feel fine.”
 	“I’m on his side, Charly. The doctor needs to at least listen to your lungs. You took in a lot of smoke.” Jessie turned to the woman behind the desk. “How much longer, Tina?”
 	“Not long. He should be finished up with the last patient in a few minutes.” The woman looked at her computer screen. “We’ve been really busy tonight dealing with the hotel guests. Tomorrow, we’re going to be swamped with all the volunteers getting checked out. Too bad they couldn’t save the old hotel.”
 	“I know. But thankfully, no one was hurt.”
 	She nodded. “That’s for sure.”
 	The entrance to the office opened, and in walked Nate Strong and Austin Wilde, both dressed in fire gear.
 	“What are you doing here?” Jessie asked her husband.
 	“There’s a killer still out there, and apparently an arsonist, though I would bet they are one and the same. That’s what, pet.”
 	“What about the fire?”
 	“It’s almost out.”
 	“I’m glad you’re here,” she confessed.
 	“And what about you, cowboy?” Charly asked Nate.
 	“Same. Tobias sent me. We don’t want you without one of us by your side until the SOB is found.”
 	Charly smiled. “Come sit beside me.”
 	He did and put his arm around her shoulders. And then it hit her, what she really needed from the doctor. Nate communicated with sex much better than with words. It was one part of his masculine charm she loved. Still, she’d gotten lost in his passion the other night and had forgotten to insist on protection. Had he forgotten, too? She doubted it. Nate wasn’t the kind of man who forgot anything. Likely, her sexy devil had an ulterior motive for not using a condom. But what?
 	She didn’t want to set off any wagging tongues by buying a home pregnancy test at the local market. I’m here. Why not check with the doctor instead?
 	Her stomach flip-flopped. What if it came out positive? What then? True love had to mean something, but could it be enough for her to realize her dream of making a life with all the Strong brothers?
 	“How do you feel, baby?” he asked, but the only word that reverberated in her head was “baby.”
 	“I’m fine,” she lied. “Just getting checked out. You should, too.”
 	“I will, but after I hand you back off to Tobias’s care.”
 	“I’m not helpless, Nate.”
 	Jessie snorted. “Don’t try to stop your guys, cousin. Once the men in this town get something in their heads, there’s no stopping them. I know. Believe me.”
 	“Listen to her, Charly.” Nate smiled.
 	“Fine.”
 	The examining-room door opened, and out came the doctor and Carlotta. She was on crutches, and her left leg and foot were wrapped in bandages.
 	“What happened to you?” Charly asked the local psychic.
 	“I vas on a ladder reaching for da cleaning supplies on da top shelf. I fell off da ladder and landed on my ass, my dear.”
 	“Oh no. Are you okay?”
 	“Doctor tells me it is only a sprain, but I know dat da spirits are testing me.”
 	“Why do you think that?” Charly asked.
 	Before Carlotta could answer, another man came in from the office’s entrance. He was a distinguished-looking man.
 	“Hey, Deuce,” Nate said.
 	“Deuce!” Carlotta shook her head.
 	“Hey, baby.” The old cowboy took off his hat.
 	“What are you doing here?” Carlotta asked, her odd accent suddenly absent.
 	Hearing the sweet psychic talk with perfect diction caused her jaw to drop.
 	Carlotta was clearly taken aback by Deuce’s appearance.
 	“I’m here to ask you for another chance.” The man spoke softly. “I don’t deserve it, but I’m asking.”
 	Carlotta blinked several times, as if trying to grasp that her old boyfriend was right in front of her. “You left me, Deuce, a long time ago. Things are different. We can’t go back.”
 	“I shouldn’t have left you, Cee. I thought you would never go with me on the circuit.”
 	“You never asked me, Deuce.”
 	He nodded, old regret spreading over his face. “I know, sweetheart. I was a fool.”
 	“Yes, you were. I would’ve gone with you, cowboy.”
 	His eyes closed tight, as her words settled deep into his mind. “I fucked up, baby. I hope you will forgive me.” Deuce opened his eyes and stepped up to Carlotta. He placed his hands on her shoulders. “I know it’s a long time overdue, but I’m asking now. Will you go with me?”
 	Charly’s heart warmed at his words. She prayed the old flame between these two would rekindle. She waited for Carlotta to answer Deuce, but several seconds ticked by before her favorite medium finally spoke.
 	“You’re too old to rodeo now, Deuce.”
 	“I know, but I’m still involved. I train new guys and I work on promotion around the country. It’s a lot to ask of you, baby. You’ve done so well here in Wilde. I know you have a home here and several businesses. I promise to bring you back during off-season every year.”
 	“Stop, Deuce. It’s too much to take in.” Tears streamed down the woman’s cheeks. “It’s been so long. How can we pick up just where we left off?”
 	“I’ll show you, love.” Deuce leaned in and kissed her.
 	“There you go,” Nate said. Charly looked over at him, and saw the smile on the man she had fallen in love with.
 	When their kiss ended, Carlotta looked overwhelmed but also dizzy with reawakened passion. “I–I can’t say I’ll go with you or not, Deuce. Not right now.”
 	Deuce grinned broadly. “How about we talk over at the Horseshoe and have some drinks?”
 	“No. My diner, Norma’s. We’ll have coffee.”
 	“That’s my girl.” He lifted Carlotta up in his arms, catching the crutches before they fell to the ground.
 	Charly smiled. Deuce and Carlotta had lost years to misunderstanding. Thankfully, they were on their way to a new life. In her own way, she’d been hesitant to follow her heart and take the leap of faith into the arms of the Strong brothers. No more. It was time to let go of anything holding her back. The job waiting for her in Malibu no longer held any interest to her. As soon as she could, she would call Dr. Thompson to turn down the position. There was only one place she wanted to be from now on—in Wilde with her cowboys.
 	“You’re too much, Deuce.” Carlotta leaned her head into his chest.
 	“So are you, darling. So are you.”
 	Charly and everyone in the doctor’s office watched the two lovebirds leave.
 	When they were gone, Austin swept Jessie up in his arms and gave her a kiss.
 	“Now, that’s true love,” Tina said, looking at the door Deuce and Carlotta had left through.
 	“Yes, it is.” Charly took Nate’s hand and squeezed. Perhaps things might turn out the way she needed them to with the Strongs.
 	“Ms. Wynn, what can I help you with?” the doctor asked.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Tobias hated how he’d left things with Charly. He’d been a fucking fool to push her so hard to forget trying to bring Seth around. She didn’t wear a ring on her finger or a collar on her neck yet. Even when she finally did, Charly wasn’t ever going to be a woman who didn’t speak her mind. She was smart, which was one of the things he loved about her. Hearing her opinions and views kept him on his toes, hell, kept all of them on their toes.
 	Like it or not, Charly was hell-bent on spending time with Seth.
 	He knew his brother would never find a way to let the past go and forgive so that they could build a life together. Seth was too stubborn and too angry to do that.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Charly arrived at the jailhouse with Nate. Her emotions were all over the map. She was worried why the sheriff had summoned her here and yet relieved by what she’d learned during her exam. After talking to the doctor, she thought it unlikely she was pregnant considering the time in her cycle. It was too soon to do a typical pregnancy test, but the doctor had taken her blood and promised to call her as soon as he had the results. As she was leaving the doctor’s office, the sheriff had found her. He’d asked her to come to his office straightaway.
 	As she and Nate walked into the small room, she saw Tobias first. His eyes were filled with concern for her. Why? Drake and Dax stood by the window with the same look on their faces. Heath stood to the left of the desk. Same look.
 	She turned to the sheriff. “Why are they all looking at me like I am about to be arrested or worse?”
 	“Sit down, young lady.” The sheriff’s tone was fatherly and soft. “The state boys will be here in about ten minutes to ask you some questions and to have you sign some papers.”
 	“Oh my God. What’s going on?” Panic spread through her like wildfire. Instead of taking a seat, she leaned into Nate as her knees became wobbly. Tobias moved to her other side, keeping her steady between him and Nate.
 	“The victims have been identified. One is Slim Glass. He’s a con that lives in Bandit’s Hideout. Apparently, he served time with your dad.”
 	“My dad?” The sheriff’s words only confused her more.
 	“I’m sorry to tell you this, Ms. Wynn, but the other victim is your father, Charles Wynn.”
 	“That’s impossible.” She closed her eyes, trying to make sense out of what he’d just told her. Suddenly a million memories of her dad played in her head.
 	“Yes. There’s more. He left you a letter. We found it with some of his belongings, which were discovered on the road to the north of the Strongs’ ranch, where the bodies were found.”
 	“The state guys have it, but I have a photocopy of it for you. Once this investigation is over, you can have the original.” The sheriff pushed a piece of paper to the edge of his desk.
 	Heath took it. “You want me to read it to you, sweetheart?”
 	She shook her head and held out her hand. Talking at this moment just wasn’t possible for her.
 	He gave it to her, and she looked down at the copy of the letter her father had meant for her. She recognized his handwriting, with its dashes for periods and slashes for exclamation points. The same cursive had been inked on the love letters from him that her mother refused to throw out.
 	As she read the letter, tears streamed down her face.
 	 
 	Dear Charlene,
 
 	I’ve been a terrible father. You deserved so much more than I gave you.
 
 	I’m getting out of prison today. I want to see you but just can’t. I’ve got too many enemies, and I just won’t put you in harm’s way.
 
 	I know your mom is sick. I’ve got some leads that might land me some good money. If they pan out, I’ll send some to you and your mom.
 	Know this, I never stopped loving you or your mother. You both are the light of my life.
 
 	If there were any other way, I would come to you, Charlene. There just isn’t.
 
 	Love,
 
 	Dad
 
 	 
 
 	“I don’t understand any of this.” Charly suddenly recalled one of the few good memories she had of her dad. He’d bought her a board game for one of her birthdays, which one, she couldn’t remember. He’d played with her all day, rolling the dice, laughing, and telling her what a great player she was. He’d let her win, which she’d even suspected back then, though she had been so young.
 	“I’m sorry, Ms. Wynn. I truly am.” The sheriff stood and walked to the door. “I’ll leave you all alone until the state boys show.”
 	“My dad is dead,” she said after the sheriff was gone. “Why would anyone want to kill him?”
 	“Sweetheart, we’ll find the person responsible,” Tobias said.
 	“It’s so strange. I barely knew him. He’s been out of my life for years. I was okay with that. Actually, I was glad he was gone.”
 	“You’ve got too much to take in right now. This is going to take time.” He squeezed her hand.
 	Nate stroked her hair. “Baby, we’re here for you.”
 	Heath cupped her chin. “Always.”
 	“My dad never was. He was always gone on some big scam of his.” Her heart pounded in her chest. The buried emotions from her childhood bubbled up to the surface. “Who did this to him?”
 	“Sweetheart, I promise to find out,” Drake said.
 	“And they will pay for what they have done,” Dax added. “Count on that, love.”
 	She looked back at her father’s letter, and then she crumbled into a fit of uncontrollable sobs. The five Strongs, who had all professed their love to her, gathered around her, providing the comfort she so desperately needed.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Charly sighed. She was done crying and, thankfully, also done answering questions. The detectives from Carson City had kept her for about an hour, wearing her out. Once they seemed satisfied, but with the stipulation she would likely be called back for more questioning, she was released.
 	Tobias, Nate, Heath, Dax, and Drake had never left her, even when the men had demanded they should. She was grateful for that.
 	Now, she sat on the sectional at Tobias’s home. Actually, it was his, Nate, and Heath’s home. Jessie had told her about how each of her guys had built their own homes when they were very young—a Wilde family kind of rite of passage.
 	“None of you live here?” she asked, still confused.
 	“Nope. Parents’ rules,” Tobias said. “Build it. Fill it. Once we find a wife, then we can move in after our wedding.”
 	Though they’d given her a tour of the entire home when she’d first arrived, Charly looked again around the beautiful great room, taking it all in. The room was expansive. The sectional, which was so comfy, was formed into a U shape and was large enough to seat twenty people. The ceiling, over twenty feet above her head, was rustic with its rich wooden planks and large supporting logs. The fireplace was stone and went all the way up to the highest peak in the pitch of the roof. “You guys did this yourself?”
 	“With our very own hands, sugar.” Nate smiled, placing his arm around her shoulders.
 	“You like it?” Heath asked, sitting next to Nate.
 	“Very much.”
 	Tobias, who sat to her left, squeezed her hand. “It still needs a woman’s touch, sweetheart.”
 	Dax and Drake sat on the floor in front of her.
 	Dax grinned. “If you think this is nice, you should see the family home we built for you, Charly.”
 	“Yeah, this place is a dump,” Drake added. His teasing tone made all the brothers laugh.
 	But Charly wasn’t in a laughing mood. “You guys can’t make me choose. Surely, you all know that by now.”
 	“We wouldn’t think of it, sweetheart.” Tobias pushed her hair out of her face, and his fingers traced her chin. “We love you. None of us are willing to make you suffer. It’s going to be hard. The town is going to have to digest this, but most will come around.”
 	“Those that don’t…fuck ’em.” Nate kissed her cheek.
 	Her heart leapt for joy in her chest. Then she thought about the one Strong that was obviously absent. “Where’s Seth?”
 	The guys didn’t answer her.
 	“Well?” she asked more forcefully.
 	Without warning, the five men undressed her. Tobias and Nate had her top and bra off in a flash. Heath was working on removing her pants and panties. The twins removed her shoes. They looked like a pack of hungry wolves, and she was their willing prey.
 	“You think this is going to derail me from thinking about Seth? About how crazy I am for staying in Wilde this long and not looking for a job? About what happened to my dad?”
 	“Yes,” Dax stated flatly.
 	She knew it might. Her body was already buzzing and taking the front seat, pushing her resistance to the back. “So I guess you want to have sex? Why should I let you?”
 	“Do you think we were asking for permission, sub?” Nate asked. “We aren’t.”
 	She trembled deliciously at the forcefulness in his tone. “Tell me where Seth is, please.”
 	“He’s moving some heifers to another pasture. That’s all.” Tobias kissed her neck. “No more questions, sweetheart. We’re taking what we want.”
 	“And we know you’re going to love what we have in store for you,” Drake stated, rubbing her calves.
 	Charly moaned as fifty fingers rubbed her into a warm shade of delirium. Then she spotted the items on the other side of the sectional that she’d somehow missed when coming into the home. There were paddles, cuffs, vibrators, lotions, and more sex toys she couldn’t identify. Her cowboys were about to put her through the wringer, which thrilled her beyond measure.
 	“So is our little sub ready for some fun?” Nate asked.
 	“Yes, Sir.”
 	Heath kissed her, and her entire body softened. His tongue swept into her mouth, and she became tingly.
 	Nate pinched her nipples through her shirt. “Bro, you should hold back the rewards from our pet until she’s earned them.”
 	“I know. I just couldn’t help but taste her sweet lips.”
 	“Now, little one, time to warm up your pretty little ass.”
 	She chewed on her lower lip as the cowboys flipped her around on top of Tobias’s lap. She could feel his hard-on through his jeans, and her pussy began to ache.
 	“Hand me that paddle, Drake. Not that one…the black one. Right. That’s it. Perfect.” Tobias took the paddle from Drake’s hand.
 	“How many licks, Sir?” she asked timidly.
 	He pinched her left ass cheek with enough force to cause her to gasp, pushing her closer to the sweet trance state she loved.
 	“From now until we’re done, pet, no talking unless we ask. Of course you can call out your safe word if you need to, but other than that, keep your pretty lips shut. Got it?”
 	She nodded. Her cowboys were in charge for these fun and games. All she had to do was obey and enjoy the ride.
 	“I think each of us should give five whacks to this lovely ass.” Tobias’s tone was wicked and playful. “Let’s let this sub know whose ass it is. Not hers. It’s ours.”
 	His dirty, possessive talk was getting to her, and she felt her clit and nipples begin to throb and her sex begin to dampen.
 	“Let’s blindfold her,” Nate suggested.
 	“Like where you’re going with this, bro.” Tobias slipped a blindfold over her eyes. “She won’t be able to see, but she will definitely be able to feel.”
 	There was something amazing about how they made love to her. Sometimes soft and gentle. Other times dominant and rough. Both worked to provide her with incredible pleasure. The latter kind of sex let her mind rest from all its troubles. It was an amazing place they created through discipline play and sweet pain that encompassed all of her mind, body, and soul.
 	“What about using headphones on her?” Dax asked. “I’ve seen it done at The Masters’ Chambers before.”
 	“Another terrific idea.” Tobias’s voice came out deeper and hungrier than she’d ever heard it before, causing her to tremble with anticipation of what was to come.
 	“Here. Use my iPod,” Drake offered. “I got something she might like.”
 	“Some of your pussy music, bro,” Dax teased.
 	“It’ll get her in the mood. You’ll see.”
 	She felt them place the little buds in her ears, and the music drowned out all other sound. Brandy and Chris Brown sang their latest. Now, without sight or sound, all her focus turned to what she was feeling. Tobias’s hand rubbed her bottom, making her tingle.
 	The next instant, a sting spread over the middle of her ass. Tobias had slapped her backside with the black paddle.
 	Slap. Slap.
 	She cried out, but couldn’t hear herself as Brandy and Chris continued to tell her to put something down and promised that if she did, she might fall in love.
 	Slap. Slap.
 	She felt the tears roll out of her eyes and the release of all her worries leaving her body. Suddenly, her cowboys lifted her up and placed her on another lap. She inhaled deeply, recognizing Nate’s scent of fresh-cut timber and leather.
 	Slap. His paddling was just a bit harder than Tobias’s, and it sent her even closer to the dreamy space she craved.
 	Slap. Slap. Slap. Slap.
 	Her entire body was shaking, and her pussy was completely soaked.
 	The brothers lifted her up and placed her on another lap. She knew this one was Heath’s. Another round of licks from the wonderfully wicked paddle, and she felt floaty and warm.
 	Her ass was on fire after Drake and Dax each took a turn with the paddle. The world outside didn’t exist in the trancelike state they’d pushed her into. The only thing that mattered was pleasing these cowboys.
 	“Roll out the blanket, Dax.” She heard Tobias’s order even over the music in her ears.
 	They moved her to the soft blanket. She felt them take off the headphones, allowing her to hear their heavy breathing. Then the blindfold was removed, and she saw she was on the floor in the middle of the room. Her men, looking like a hungry pack of wolves, surrounded her. They were all completely naked with hard cocks that were meant for her body.
 	“My God, you look beautiful,” Tobias confessed. “Time to reward you for taking your licks so well, kitten.”
 	Nate sucked on her nipples with abandon, driving her mad with want. Dax rubbed and licked her thighs, making her deliciously woozy. Drake kissed her silly. Heath fingered her sex, causing her clit to ache beyond reason. Tobias applied lube to her ass, evoking a hot flash inside her entire body. Then, when his fingers began stretching her back there, she began shaking violently.
 	Her cowboys tasted, touched, and massaged her until her need was so strong she thought she might die.
 	“Let’s claim our woman.” Nate’s voice rumbled in his chest as he rolled a condom down his shaft.
 	Tobias nodded, putting a rubber on his dick. Then he rolled her onto her stomach. She felt the tip of his cock pierce her ass’s entrance. He pumped into her slowly. The sting gave way quickly to a more powerful feeling, which made her vibrate from head to toe.
 	She ground her pussy into the blanket, trying to find relief from the overwhelming need. Suddenly, Tobias rolled onto his back, pulling her along with him, keeping his dick seated in her ass.
 	Heath ordered, “Charly, stroke Dax’s and Drake’s cocks.”
 	She instantly obeyed, squeezing each of their dicks. They both moaned. Knowing she was pleasing them increased her own desire.
 	“I’m going to feed those lovely lips a treat.” Heath got on the floor next to her and positioned his cock inches from her mouth. “Lick me, sweetheart.”
 	She touched the tip of his dick with her tongue, tasting the silky, salty drop there. Slowly, Heath pushed his cock down her throat while stroking her hair. Though he was long and thick, she was able to take all of him.
 	Nate crawled on top of her, thrusting his cock into her sex, melting her into a hot, bubbling mess.
 	Her toes curled, and her womb tightened, as the five Strongs claimed every part of her. As sensations from her orgasm blew her apart, she was amazed when all her cowboys came in unison inside her body and in her hands.
 	She let go of her fears and dared to dream of a life in Wilde.

 


Chapter Eight
	With Jessie’s cell in hand, Charly tiptoed to the bathroom, looking back at her five naked cowboys, each sprawled out in different spots on the sectional. The morning sun coming in through the windows highlighted their amazing bodies. Tobias was the traditionalist of the bunch, but he was willing to break free of old ways to make her happy. Nate was the nonconformist, but he was ready to walk down the aisle with her. Heath was a manipulative bastard, but she couldn’t help loving him for it. He knew what he wanted, and by God, he was willing to do whatever it took to get it. Thankfully, he wanted her. Dax had opened her up to new ways of pleasure, and he was ready to show her more. And Drake was her first, the one who had started her on this journey of discovery. He’d been the first man to touch her since that awful night with Darren. He’d been patient and so very kind. God, she loved them all, and remarkably they loved her, too.
 	Quietly closing the bathroom door behind her, she turned on the light. She grabbed one of the plush towels hanging on the rack and wrapped herself in it.
 	She’d gotten a glimpse of the room during her tour when she’d first arrived, but hadn’t stayed long enough to fully appreciate how gorgeous it was. She’d seen double sinks before in a bathroom, but never quadruple, not until now. To the left, a sliding glass window opened to a magnificent view of the mountains behind the home. There was an infinity tub, large enough for a crowd and a place she could see herself relaxing for hours.
 	She turned the handles and began filling the tub with warm water. A long soak was just what Charly needed, after she made the call to her mother.
 	The walls in the bathroom were made of slate stacked stone, another rustic element to the home. There also was a shower enclosure that had more showerheads, sprays, and wands than she could count. Like the bath, all her guys and her would fit easily into it.
 	She lowered the lid on the commode and sat down. She clicked on the name at the top of her favorites list and put her cell to her ear.
 	“Hey, sweetie. How are you doing?” Her mother’s voice warmed her very soul.
 	“I’m good, mom. How are you?” She had already called her mom on the way to the elder Strongs’ home after leaving the detectives. Telling her mother about her dad’s death was one of the hardest things she’d ever had to do.
 	“I’m okay, Charlene. I’m all cried out. Your dad did have good in him, you know.”
 	“I know,” she said, recalling the letter.
 	“He just didn’t have it in him to change. I wish he had. God help me, I would’ve taken him back even after everything he did to me.”
 	Charly had been her mother’s caregiver for so long. Hearing the pain in her mom’s voice clicked her into that role right away. “Mom, you need to rest. I know this is a lot to take in, but you have to take care of yourself.”
 	“I am, honey. I am. Actually, I’m doing much better. The new meds are working quite well.”
 	“New meds?” she asked, confused.
 	“Yes, sweetheart. I thought you were the one who set up the appointment with Dr. Gupta.”
 	“Who?”
 	“He’s one of the leading experts in the field that covers my disease. His nurse called me and told me about the appointment. Apparently someone from Wilde had set it up. I thought it was you.”
 	“Not me, mom.” One of her guys had done that, she bet. Likely, Tobias. “How much was the charge?”
 	“No charge, honey. Don’t worry about that. My check just went in, and I’ve caught us up on some of our bills. We’re going to be fine.”
 	Charly sighed, knowing how well her mother was doing. Time to let her know my plans. “Mom, I’ve decided to stay in Wilde. I’m going to turn down the job in Malibu.”
 	Since she’d been in Wilde, the Strong brothers had protected and taken care of her. She’d lost her father and all her belongings and they’d never left her side. And now they’d possibly even saved her mother’s life. There was no more denying to anyone, including her mother, the truth about how she felt. She loved these rough and rowdy cowboys and wasn’t about to leave them. Her old goals vanished and a new dream of being a wife and mother sparkled like a diamond to the forefront of her mind. She would find a way to use her skills in Wilde another way. I wonder if there’s a local therapist? If not, I’m ready to hang up my shingle.
 	She stifled a laugh, imaging what family therapy would be like here—couples therapy, triples therapy, quadruples therapy, and so on.
 	“I see, Charlene. Tell me about the guy who stole my little girl’s heart.” Her mother’s voice was light and happy sounding.
 	“You’ve always been so intuitive with me, mom.”
 	“More than you know, Charlene. I’m so proud of you. You’ve accomplished so much. You’ve helped me for so long. You deserve happiness.”
 	Tears rolled down her cheeks. “Mom, you know about Jessie’s guys.”
 	“Yes. You, too? Oh my, Charlene.”
 	“Please, hear me out.”
 	“I will. I won’t judge, but frankly it will take me a bit to get used to the idea of you with more than one man. I will, though, honey. In time.”
 	“I know, mom. I never thought anything like this would happen to me, but there’s something about this town that gets into your blood before you know. Things you didn’t think possible are suddenly happening.”
 	“How many guys do you have, honey? Five, like Jessie?”
 	“Six, mom.”
 	A gasp came through her cell, causing Charly to hold her breath. Then when her mother started giggling, so did she.
 	“Six. You have always been an overachiever, Charlene.”
 	“I’m worried about one of them, mom. Seth. I can’t read him. Sometimes I think he’s into me, but other times I think he doesn’t give a damn about me.”
 	“Charlene, you’re overthinking things, I bet. You’re brilliant, but sometimes that gets you to overanalyze things. Just go with your heart. What is it telling you to do, sweetie?”
 	“To go for it.”
 	“Then it’s all going to work out. You’ll see.”
 	“I believe it will.”
 	“You know, Charlene, I think I need to come to Wilde to meet them myself.”
 	She loved hearing her mother in such good spirits. Perhaps the new meds were working miracles. “I would love that. I’ll call you tomorrow, mom. I love you.”
 	“I love you, too, sweetie. Talk to you soon.”
 	Charly clicked her cell off. The tub was nearly full, and she could see the steam rising off the surface of the water. She sat her phone down next to one of the sinks. Putting her toes into the water to test the temperature, the warmth made her smile. It was just right. She dropped the plush towel to the side so that it would be within reach when she finished her bath. Then she stepped into the tub, immersing her entire body, even her head, into the deep tub. After a few seconds under the water, she lifted her head up and placed it in the curved slope meant for reclining.
 	Charly closed her eyes and drifted off. For how long, she wasn’t sure. When the door to the bathroom opened, she peeked at who was coming in. It was Tobias, still very naked. He smiled and walked over to her.
 	“Hi, baby. How are you feeling?”
 	She sighed. “Amazing, cowboy. Simply amazing.”
 	He got into the tub with her, positioning his body next to hers.
 	She kissed him. “Are you wanting another round, Tobias, this time solo?”
 	“Sounds like a plan to me, sweetheart.”
 	“Speaking of plans, I want to move on to the next part of Heath’s. I want to go see Seth today.”
 	“Honey, I don’t think you realize how that’s going to end.” He squeezed her tight. “I don’t want you to be hurt.”
 	“I know you’re trying to protect me.” She kissed him again. “But I believe Seth will come around. You have to give him a chance. I can see how you guys feel about each other. Behind all the distrust and anger, there is real love. Don’t you want it to be like it once was between all of you guys?”
 	Tobias nodded. “But I’m not sure the past can be overcome.”
 	“It can and will. If I’d let what happened to me with Darren continue to hold me back, I would’ve never become the woman I am now. Drake helped me see that my first night here.”
 	“Sweetheart, Seth has put a wall up around his heart that is so thick, I’m not sure even you can get through to him.”
 	“Don’t underestimate me, cowboy. I’ve got an arsenal of talents you haven’t seen yet.”
 	He grinned. “I’m sure you do.”
 	“I already care for Seth and I believe he cares for me, too.” She wasn’t about to tell Tobias that she wasn’t one hundred percent on how Seth really felt about her. Telling Tobias her worries wouldn’t support her claim that she could win his brother over. Best to keep that little tidbit to herself for the time being. “Trust me.”
 	“Okay, baby. I love you so much. You have to trust me, too. If I see he’s about to hurt you, I’m pulling the plug on this little plan. You will have to settle for the five of us, no matter how much you want Seth to be a part of our family. Understand?”
 	“I do.”
 	“Now, about your idea of a little one-on-one. I think I’ll take you up on that.”
 	“Yes, Sir.”
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	From his hiding place, the man watched the driver of the truck and his passenger exit the vehicle.
 	The driver was Tobias Strong. The passenger was the person he’d come for.
 	The slut and the cowboy walked over to one of the other Strong brothers on horseback.
 	He grinned as his plan unfolded right in front of him. Clicking off the safety on the rifle, he aimed it at his target—Charlene Wynn.
 	 

 	* * * *

 
 	 
 	Charly walked over to the barn with Tobias plastered next to her. He’d agreed to let her meet with Seth, but with a ton of conditions. During the drive over, he’d listed them one by one.
 	She loved him for always being her protector.
 	Seth sat atop a horse near a watering trough. Tobias waved him over.
 	When the cowboy she’d come to talk to rode up next to them, all the words she’d practiced for this moment scattered to the back of her mind.
 	“How may I be of service, Ms. Wynn?” he asked, tipping his hat.
 	“I–I came to talk to you.”
 	“Then talk,” Seth stated flatly.
 	“Bro, you better cut the attitude with Charly.”
 	“Or what? I know why you are here. I’m the lone holdout to Heath’s crazy plan. I can understand the twins losing themselves to this, even Nate. But you jumping on board? That was a surprise.”
 	Charly felt her heart jump up in her throat. Was this whole thing a bad idea? Her bad idea?
 	Tobias moved protectively between her and Seth. “You’re a fucking idiot. Charly is the most amazing woman you will ever know. She’s ready to take the leap with you. Yes, you, Seth. And you’re too foolish to give her even a sliver of a chance. If you had half a brain, you’d see that what happened between you and Heath is ancient history.”
 	“That’s so easy to say, bro. Listen close. I will never forgive him for what he did to me, to the twins, and to Gabby.”
 	“Damn it, Seth. We have a chance at a fantastic future with Charly that none of us could’ve ever dreamed. Remember how it was before Gabby? No one came between the six Strong brothers. We were tight. We can be again.”
 	Was Tobias wasting his words? Did Seth even give a damn about her? Tears welled up in her eyes, but she wasn’t ready to give up. Not yet. Maybe not ever. His wounds were deep, but they could be healed if he would just give her a chance.
 	She looked at him directly, not lowering her gaze. “Seth, what are you afraid of? You’re a badass cowboy and I’m just a—”
 	She felt a sting in the middle of her chest and then heard a gunshot. Her head spun as the sting grew into an intense burning sensation.
 	Time slowed to a crawl, but her brain whirled inside her, muddled and fuzzy.
 	Tobias screamed something, but she couldn’t understand his words. Was something wrong with her hearing?
 	Seth dismounted and ran to her. For some reason, she couldn’t seem to focus on him. Even her vision was off. Why? What had happened to her?
 	She lifted her hands to her chest and felt moisture. Squinting, she tried to make her eyes adjust properly. No luck. Bringing her fingers up closer to her face didn’t help either. Her hands were soaked with something dark and warm. The fogginess of her brain kept her from being sure of what she was looking at dripping down her fingertips.
 	Blinking, she tried to make sense of everything, but then her legs buckled.
 	She fell to the ground. Just as Tobias and Seth reached her side, she surrendered to the blackness.
 	 
 	 

 	End of Book 5: Strong Craving
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