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      ROWAN

      

      Despite the hard sun beating down on her, a little shiver ran down her spine as an icy wind gusted along the dusty street. The broad, faded brown hat she wore to hide her braided long hair also shaded her face, but her hands were getting darker every day as the sun tanned them a deep bronze. They were already rough from years of millwork while growing up in Chicago, but the time she’d unwillingly spent as a shoe shiner in this booming city in the Montana Territory had added another layer of callouses and dry skin.

      At least it helped lend credibility to her disguise as a boy. Well, that and some ripped up bed sheets that she’d used to bind her already meager chest.

      For the first time in her life, she’d been glad she didn’t have the abundant curves of most women had. She’d been traveling in disguise since Chicago, all too aware of the dangers of simply being female. Back home, she’d had the protection of friends and family, here she had no one.

      No one at all.

      Swallowing back her tears, she stood slowly and stretched out her back, not even attempting to shout her business like the other shoeshine kids. Her lungs still ached after her illness and the constant dust rising up from the dirt road, and she didn’t want to get beat up again. Many of the boys were orphans in the same situation as her—no money, no food, and no place to live. That made them as desperate as she was to earn the coin of passing men and women who wanted the grime of the wilderness polished off their shoes.

      As she crouched back down to brush some dust off the top of her shoeshine box, she traced over the name etched onto the lid. Ted, her brother. Three years younger than herself, they’d been close for as long as she could remember. Rowan had practically raised him before she’d been forced to get a job at the mill in order to help provide for the family. Her mother tried the best she could, but it was hard for a woman who looked like her to find honest work as a seamstress that paid enough to house and feed two children. Out of the many names Rowan had heard her mother called, mulatto was among the nicest.

      Dust puffed into the air as a wagon rumbled past, so she looked up, hoping to see someone she could talk into getting a shine.

      The elevated sidewalks of Butte were always busy, and she was one of many trying to hustle the crowd. Some sold newspapers, some sold fruit from stands, but a good many had their own shoeshine kits that were in much better repair than hers. And most of them weren’t as dirty and undoubtedly smelly as her. For the past week, since she’d run out of money to stay in even the dingiest of boarding houses, she’d slept where she could. She was tired, beaten down on every level possible, and just about ready to give up.

      For a moment, despair threatened to overwhelm her, and she had to bite her lower lip as she tried to take a deep breath. Unfortunately, the tight cloth she’d wrapped around her chest to hide her breasts made that impossible, but she didn’t dare loosen it. Without her brother at her side, she’d have a much better chance at survival if the low lifes in this city thought she was just another orphan boy trying to go West in search of fame and fortune, rather than a woman all alone without anyone or anything to protect her in a rough and tumble frontier city.

      But Ted had promised he would come back for her.

      He promised.

      And he made her promise to stay here in Butte, where he could find her.

      But, week after week, she waited at the train station, watched each car empty, and hoped to see his curly blond hair, so like her own.

      And each week, she left the train station alone, returning to the cheap boarding house where she shared a room with a dozen equally poor people and cried herself to sleep.

      “Hey, lad, can I get a shine?” a smooth, British accented voice said, interrupting her dark thoughts.

      Sitting up quickly, she made sure her hat was still in place before she smiled up at the stranger, her chapped lips stinging slightly. “Sure thing, sir.”

      Anything else she might have said died in her throat as she took in one of the most handsome men she’d ever seen. A hot burning rush burst through her—almost like the heat of a fever, but far more pleasant. The man, with his boot propped up on her box, wore a dark blue shirt that was lightly stained with sweat and clung to his hard, broad shoulders. His arms were equally impressive, and his pants molded to his heavily muscled thighs, highlighting a body used to hard work. A belt hung around his trim hips, with a pair of guns strapped to the side. The silver buckle on his belt twinkled in the sun, and she tore her gaze from his body to look at his face.

      And what a face it was. The golden hair that dusted his jaw drew her gaze to his full lips and friendly smile, and she could barely make out that his eyes were either blue or green beneath the low brow of his black cowboy hat. The faint scent of cloves and cedar came from his clothing as he leaned forward slightly, his gaze growing slightly puzzled as he stared down at her.

      “Are you okay? What’s your name?”

      Shaking herself out of the odd daze, she blurted out in her real voice, “Yes, I’m fine.” Worried that he saw through her disguise, she quickly ducked her head and said in an unnaturally low voice, “My names Roger, sir.”

      He was quiet for a moment, then said, “What happened to your face?”

      Self-conscious, she touched the bruises no doubt darkening her cheekbone and her healing scraped chin. “I fell down.”

      If being curled up in a ball on the ground while getting kicked by two grown men could be considered falling down, she thought to herself with more than a tinge of bitterness.

      Just like in Chicago, vile men here preyed on the most innocent. One of this city’s pimps, Mr. Charles, had tried to recruit her, saying that there was a lot of money to be made for a young boy with her looks. He’d promised her shelter, and good food—all she could eat—if she came to work for him. When she refused, he had his goons beat her up and encouraged her to think about his offer, because he intended to see her again tonight.

      Touching the bruise on her jaw, she winced, then tucked her hat down lower to hide the signs that she’d been in a fight.

      “You fell down,” he repeated in a flat tone that practically screamed his disbelief.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Huh,” he replied, but she was too afraid to look up to get a read on his face. “Haven’t seen you around the city before, and your accent is different. Where are you from?”

      Using the brush, she began to scrub the dirt and dust off the man’s black boots. “Back east. Chicago.”

      The man let out a low whistle. “That’s a fair bit of travel. Your mum and dad come with you?”

      “No,” she said as she looked down. She pretended to mess around with the shoe polish as she tried to swallow back her tears. “Both my parents have passed on.”

      Her father, Jonas, had been a dreamer. He’d regaled his children with tales of the American West—stories he’d heard all the way in Norway which drew him to the United States. One day, he’d intended to take his family out west. Rowan had spent many evenings planning with her father on how they’d strike it rich mining for gold.

      Unfortunately, when Rowan was only ten, he’d gotten severely injured at his job as a welder. On his deathbed, he’d made Rowan vow she’d someday escape Chicago, and she would go West with her family. She’d worked hard to fulfill her promise to him, but her mother had passed five years after her father.

      It had taken awhile, but she’d worked hard and finally saved enough money to buy train tickets for herself and her brother to go to California and start a new life. One of Ted’s friends was already out there, working and making a good deal of money as a carpenter for a construction company. He had a great job lined up for Ted, but her brother had to be there within the next month or it would go to someone else.

      Everything had been going well until the first night they were in Butte. They had a three day wait for the next train heading to California and decided to stay at a cheap hotel while they were here. That night, they’d been robbed while they slept. To make matters worse, when Rowan woke the next morning, it was with a raging fever. With only the little bit of money they’d had hidden away, Ted managed to find a doctor for her, but they’d faced a bitter decision. Winter was coming soon, and the trains sometimes shut down entirely for months due to the weather. She couldn’t travel, but if Ted waited for Rowan to get better, he’d miss his chance to get to California and the good job as a brick layer they so desperately needed.

      Together, they’d made the decision that he needed to go.

      That was six weeks ago. Every day, her remaining hope that he would make it back to Butte before winter dwindled.

      “You live around here?” His question pulled her from her dreary thoughts.

      She had to cough into her sleeve to clear her throat before saying, “No, sir. I’m heading west, to the gold mines. My brother’s out there right now, and he’s going to come back for me soon.”

      Tilting her head down, she bit her lip and cursed herself for saying too much. Something about this man made her want to talk, to tell someone about the trouble she found herself in. Sneaking a glance up at him, she decided it was his eyes. Despite the fact that he was big, leanly muscled and taller than most of the men around them, his turquoise eyes were so kind.

      She hadn’t seen a lot of kindness lately.

      The sun was starting to set, and she was getting desperate, hoping she’d have enough to at least get a room in one of the hotels, so she’d be safe from Mr. Charles. While part of her wanted to flee, she knew there was a Mr. Charles in every city. Plus, Ted would never find her if she left Butte. Despair soaked through her, making her just want to sit down in a dark alley and never get up again.

      Her dreams were over, shattered on the rocks of bad luck.

      “He’ll come back for me,” she said more to reassure herself than the stranger watching her so closely. “My brother loves me. He’ll come back.”

      When she didn’t add anything more, he made that odd ‘Huh’ again before adding, “My name’s Garret Finley. I live about a two day’s ride away in Bridgewater. We’re in need of a hand on the ranch to help us during sheep shearing season in a few weeks, if you’re needing a place to stay while you wait for your brother to return. We could leave word with the constable for your brother.”

      “Constable?” She frowned at him as she motioned for him to turn his boot a little.

      “Ah, yes—sorry, the local law enforcement. We can visit with them and make sure word reaches your brother as to your location. In the meantime, you could help us with work on the ranch. We need the assistance and will give you room and board in addition to paying you.”

      Buffing the cloth in the small tin of shoe polish, she shook her head. “Thank you for the offer, sir, but I’m not sure how much help I’d be on a farm. I don’t know a cow from a bull.”

      He laughed. The deep, rich sound reached out and tickled something low in her belly. “Well, my family raises goats and sheep, so you wouldn’t have to worry too much about identifying bulls.”

      A strange burst of jealousy went through her as she imagined some beautiful mystery woman being married to the attractive and kind man. “Surely your children can help out?”

      “Children?” he switched feet, putting his dirty boot on the box as he admired the one she’d just polished. “No, no children. I’m not married. My best friend Edward and I run the ranch together.”

      As she worked, Garret went on to explain that he and Edward had served together in the British Army, regaling her with tales of traveling all over the world. She worked slowly as he talked, entranced by both his voice and the stories he told. In a way, it reminded her of how her father used to tell her stories when she was young. Garret was so descriptive, and she could easily imagine the lush, hot jungle palace where he’d spent five years serving as an emissary to a foreign government. A place where elephants roamed free, and everyone had dark skin like herself.

      “You know,” he said in a low, contemplative voice, “You kind of remind me of the people from there with your copper skin, but your eyes are a pale blue like ice.”

      “We’re done,” she said quickly, noticing that the sun had set while he was talking.

      Admiring his shoes, Garret smiled then handed her five dollars.

      Gaping at the money, she said, “Uh, sir, the shine is only seven cents. I don’t have any change.”

      “Consider it a tip,” he replied with a wink that made her feel that strange warmth in her belly again.

      Her hands trembled as she gaped up at him, but she made herself say, “Are you sure? That is a lot of money.”

      “I’m sure. Take it.”

      Standing, she quickly stuffed the money in her pocket, afraid one of her fellow street urchins would see it and decide to rob her tonight. “Thank you, sir. Thank you so much. You have no idea how much this helps.”

      “Name is Garret, Garret Finley,” he reminded her in a gentle voice. “You take care of yourself out there. And remember, if you ever need some work, come find me in Bridgewater.”

      “I will, sir, thank you!”

      The money felt like it should be glowing in her pocket as she quickly packed up her kit and pulled her heavy pack onto her back. Her breath came out slightly wheezy as she walked down the smooth, clean planks of the nice part of town, her head down and her shoulders hunched. Hopefully, no one else had seen the five-dollar bill Garret had given her, and she had to keep her hand from reaching down to pat her pocket and make sure it was still there. A thick, harsh cough rattled around in her chest as she took a moment to catch her breath and clear her lungs.

      While her first urge was to run off to the nicest hotel she could afford, she had to make the money last. More than anything, she wished for a bath to wash off the dirt and the stink of the streets, but all the bathing houses were communal, and she couldn’t exactly sneak into the woman’s side while dressed as a boy. But she had to clean up a little, somehow, or the decent hotels that would keep riffraff like Mr. Charles out would never allow her through the door.

      Looking back over her shoulder to the nicer part of town, she thought she saw Garret in the crowd for a moment, but when she glanced back again, he wasn’t there.

      A city lamp lighter came by, and she realized she’d spent more time than she’d wanted standing there catching her breath.

      Quickly glancing around, she remembered the stables on the outskirts of town not too far away. There were horse watering troughs there, and if she was quick and careful, she might be able to get off enough of the dirt and dust that encrusted in her skin so they’d allow her in the hotel. With five dollars, she could get one of the nicest beds in the city, but she had to be careful to make the money last. For a moment, she regretted saying no to Garret. If she’d accepted his offer, she’d have some kind of job security rather than trying to hustle every day for pennies.

      Hefting her pack, and trying to ignore the wheezing in her lungs, she made her way through the dwindling crowd, then down packed dirt streets until the smell of the stables hung heavy in the air.

      Putting her pack and shoeshine kit down, she peeked around the corner of one of the buildings, trying to see if anyone was out tending the horses.

      She didn’t see anyone, so surely—

      Her thought was cut off as a big, rough male hand wrapped around her mouth, large enough to cover her nose as well, and cut off her oxygen. Another wrapped around her throat, squeezing tight enough that tears came to her eyes as she choked. Her scream strangled in her throat as she clawed at the hand holding her, terror filling her as she was dragged into another alley.

      One where Mr. Charles waited.

      The tip of his cigarette glowed as he took in a deep inhalation, then he removed it from his mouth with a gloved hand. The light coming from the street illuminated half his face, and the smile he gave her made her stomach feel weak. It was the smile of pure evil, of a man who enjoyed hurting people and causing pain. He strolled closer to them, his long pale gray duster free from the dirt and grime that clung to her.

      “Roger,” he clucked his tongue in mock disappointment, pausing to take another puff of his cigarette before blowing it in her face. “You disappoint me.”

      Lack of air was becoming a serious issue, and Rowan started to go limp in the arms of the man who held her before he finally let her breathe.

      Sucking in a massive gasp of air, she was soon bent over double, trying to brace herself with her hands on her knees as she coughed.

      Mr. Charles stared down at her with a bored, dispassionate look. “If you stop all this churlish behavior and come work for me, we can get you medicine that will help you. You’ll have a nice, warm place to live, good food, and enough money to live a good life.”

      Gasping for breath, she still managed to say, “No. Never. Leave me alone.”

      Mr. Charles gave a sigh of mock disappointment. “And here I thought you were a smart young lad. Larry, why don’t you show Roger the error of his ways? But do watch his face. We don’t want to damage the merchandise.”

      Blinding pain tore through her belly as Larry kicked her hunched over form. She let out a cry of sheer despair, not sure if she’d survive another beating.

      Mr. Charles leaned against the brick side of the building, watching with narrowed eyes and a serpentine smile as Larry gave her a hard kick to her thigh. Even stronger pain screamed through her body, and she wrapped her hands over her head and fragile neck, knowing one good kick there could kill her.

      This is it. This was how she was going to die.

      Alone, in the dirt, in extreme pain.

      “Hey, you, leave that boy alone!” A man’s voice, as deep as a church bell, rang down the alley.

      Mr. Charles yelled back, “This is none of your concern. Just having a conversation with my son.”

      A new man’s voice growled, “That boy is not your son. Now, get the hell out of here before I call the law.”

      Mr. Charles’ voice came from nearby as he said, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Do you know who I am?”

      “A bastard who likes to beat on children,” came the deep voice, nearly vibrating with menace.

      A gunshot rang out, so loud it cut through even the pounding of her heart and her strangled screams. More gunfire sounded, until the alley boomed like a warzone.

      Larry cried out in pain, and the sound of running feet had her looking up just in time to see Mr. Charles sprinting out of the alley as if the hounds of hell were on his heels while holding his arm. Her body throbbed with just that little movement, and she curled back in on herself, desperate to do anything to lessen her suffering.

      She remained curled up in a ball on the ground, trying to breathe past the agony radiating through her chest and abdomen. Larry had kicked her hard in the stomach, and her breath kept hitching in her chest. She worried he’d broken something deep inside of her. She flinched as someone gently rolled her over onto her back, their touch firm but careful as they said something.

      Dimly, she realized that she was losing consciousness, then she wondered if the man she was looking at was an angel. He was certainly handsome enough to be of divine origin. His dark, kind eyes filled with worry.  His full lips that had a slight pink hue to them in the firelight of their lantern they’d placed on the ground next to her. His dark brown hair was thick and wavy, shining with health. Another handsome face appeared over his shoulder, the man’s golden hair glinting as he also said something. The second angel was familiar, and she tried to remember who he was.

      But that was silly because she didn’t know any angels.

      She must have said that out loud, because the golden-haired man gave her a worried frown in the glow of his lantern. “Did he kick the boy in the head? He sounds odd, and he’s talking about angels.”

      A big, gentle hand seemed to gently cup her entire skull as she was lifted off the ground into a pair of solid arms. She started to struggle, but she had no hope of overpowering a man the size of a grizzly bear even when she hadn’t taken a pummeling. Still, the instinct to live, to avoid danger, had her continuing to try to squirm out of his arms until her ribs gave a twinge so painful she could barely breathe.

      Feeling utterly helpless, she whispered, “Please, please, don’t hurt me.”

      “Be easy. I’m not gonna hurt you, lad,” the big bear of a man murmured, his voice like a rumble of thunder. “Just need to make sure those bastards didn’t crack your head like an egg.”

      She started to protest as someone removed her hat, but her mind and body seemed disconnected at the moment. There was instant relief as the heavy braid that she’d kept stuffed up beneath her hat came falling down. Dimly, she was aware she should be fearful that these strangers had found out her secret, but thinking about anything besides how much she hurt seemed impossible.

      “What the…?” the man holding her said in deep, shocked voice. His hold grew too tight on her bruised ribs until she let out a pained whimper.

      Right away, his hold loosened, and the man with the more familiar male voice stroked his fingers over her scalp. “Hush now, love, I need to see how badly that son of a diseased whore hurt you.”

      Turning her face into the chest of the man holding her, she inhaled a rather pleasant scent of man, fresh air, and the hint of some kind of cologne or soap with a hint of spice. It was a good smell, a clean smell, and he was so warm. She felt safe in his arms, cared for in a way she’d so desperately needed.

      She was finally safe.
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      GARRET

      

      The doctor came out into the hallway of the hotel room they’d rented with a curious look on his wrinkled face.

      “How well do you know…Roger?” the doctor asked as he adjusted his grip on his black medical bag.

      Worry filled Garret as he fought back the temptation to push past the doctor and check on the poor young woman inside.

      “Not very well,” Edward said, his angular face tight with worry. “Will she be all right?”

      Clearing his throat, the doctor looked up and down the empty hotel hallway before he said, “Yes, she’ll be fine with a lot of rest and good food.”

      “So we were right?” Garret asked as he exchanged a weighted look with Edward. “She’s a girl?”

      “Yes, well, more like a woman, but yes.” The doctor gave them a small bemused smile, his silver mustache twitching before he grew sober again. “Not the first time I’ve heard of a young lady disguising herself as a boy. Don’t need to tell you gentlemen about what kind of unsavory characters there are out there who would take advantage of a female alone. Right pretty little thing, too, once I got her cleaned up. How she managed to stuff all that golden hair up into her hat, I’ll never know, but she has a lot of it.”

      Edward shifted next to him and rumbled with fury. “What kinds of injuries does she have?”

      The doctor blinked at Edward and took a step back before firming his spine.

      Not an unusual reaction. While Edward wasn’t especially tall, he was as thick with muscle as a grizzly and had an intimidating stare to match. Normally calm and hard to anger, the sight of the mysterious woman being beaten had woken the beast inside of his best friend. A terribly irate beast that wanted to go out and hunt down the cowards who’d hurt the girl.

      Giving Edward a wary look, the doctor said to Garret, “Bruised ribs. Nothing broken but taking a deep breath will be hard for a little while. I gave her something to help her sleep, so she’ll be out for at least another six hours. Let her rest, but when she wakes up, see if you can get her to eat something light and easy. Poor thing looks like she hasn’t had a good meal in a long time. Anything too rich or heavy and her stomach might reject it. I’ll leave a tonic with you that you’re to give to her every four hours for the pain.”

      Sick of waiting, Garret mumbled to Edward, “You finish this up. I have to see her.”

      From the moment he’d looked into her pale, crystal blue eyes rimmed with a line of the purest black Garret felt an odd connection to ‘Roger’. Something about the young boy had caught his attention and awakened his protective instincts. Those instincts had told him to follow the kid, to see if Roger had somewhere to go, or if Garret could talk him into coming back to the ranch with them.

      Those same protective feelings began to turn into something more as he got his first look at the sleeping woman.

      At first, he couldn’t believe they were the same person. The beauty in his bed looked nothing like the skinny, dirt encrusted boy who’d shined his shoes. Her hair was long enough to reach past her shoulders, and it spread over the pillow like curly dark golden silk. Despite her wide nose and mouth, the bones of her face were delicate and exquisitely put together, reminding him of a beautiful doll. Unlike a doll, her skin wasn’t porcelain pale, but a golden tan that brought to mind beachside palaces in exotic lands.

      “Lord have mercy on a sinner,” Edward whispered from behind Garret. “How did we miss that she was a woman?”

      They both moved closer to the bed, then stopped as she stirred slightly. Her chapped lips pursed into a frown, and her elegantly arched brows drew tight. A deep cough rattled up from her chest, and she turned on her side, letting out a soft moan then settling back to sleep. Curled up wearing what looked like one of Edward’s sleep shirts, she appeared even smaller. A fragile, beautiful creature with velvety golden skin marred by bruises. The shirt had pulled over on one side, showing the dark bruising on her throat caused by her attacker.

      Anger lit through him again, a righteous fire that demanded he go hunt down and kill the monsters who had abused this poor woman.

      “Easy,” Edward whispered. “No anger in the sickroom. You remember Lady Uriel’s teachings. Positive energy, strength and purpose, but never anger.”

      While overseas with the British Army, they’d lived in the court of a royal Lady Uriel and her husbands, who’d focused their life’s work on healing and spiritual enlightenment.

      It had been quite a culture shock for both himself and Edward. They’d gone from the strict, sometimes repressive British society to one based on love and compassion. A culture where a wife having more than one husband was the norm. At first, Garret had been skeptical that such a relationship was even possible, but over time he’d grown to admire their way of life. Admire it and want it for both himself and his best friend.

      Finding a woman in the States who would not only accept, but flourish with more than one husband was hard to do. All the men of Bridgewater practiced the lifestyle of one wife, many husbands, and more than a few had found their perfect matches. True, the courtship wasn’t always conventional, but every couple he knew were obviously happy and deeply in love. He wanted that. Wanted to have a wife to shower with affection, wanted a woman to share with his best friend. Someone to hold between them on cold nights, a female presence in the home that would bring it to life.

      Edward stood shoulder to shoulder with Garrett as they both looked down on her sleeping form.

      “I never thought the stories about knowing she’s the one were true,” Edward said as he glanced up at Garret, his blue eyes flashing with emotion. “Tell me, do you feel it?”

      Relief filled Garrett as he nodded, glad he wasn’t the only one who was drawn to the little golden beauty snuggled in his bed. “Aye, I feel it as well. Do you think she’s the one?”

      “Do you?”

      There wasn’t an ounce of doubt in Garret’s gut or heart as he said, “Absolutely.”

      “Too bad we don’t even know her name,” Edward sighed.

      The young woman moaned softly in her sleep, her legs restless. Laying a hand on her brow Garret frowned as he felt the heat beginning to build beneath her skin. With the dirt washed from her face by the doctor and the hotel maid, he could see the older and fresh bruises marring her delicate bones. Compared to him, she really was a tiny thing, and he marveled that God trusted him with such a fragile beauty.

      “She’s so dainty,” Garret murmured as he stroked back a piece of her hair sticking to the side of her face. “A woman like this should be cherished and sheltered. Like a butterfly.”

      “But also incredibly strong,” Edward said as he answered the knock on the door, admitting a maid wheeling a cart full of food into the room. “Thank you.”

      The young woman gave the bed a couple curious looks, but she said nothing as she set out their supper and then left.

      He was hoping the smell of food would rouse ‘Roger’ from her sleep and allow them to speak to her and convince her to come home with them. News had come from the west that snow was on the way, and they needed to get back to the ranch before the high roads through the hills became impassable. They were supposed to have left tonight with a wagonload of supplies, but it seemed God had other plans for them.

      As they ate their dinner, they both kept watch on the sleeping young woman while speaking in low voices.

      “Way I see it, we have two options,” Edward said, wiping the remains of his meal off with the brown cloth napkin. “We can either leave in the morning, bundle her up, and hope the journey doesn’t injure her further, or we can wait a few more days and pray the weather holds out and we don’t get stuck in a pass.”

      Garret leaned back and crossed his legs as he said, “Least we have the covered wagon. One of us can stay back there with her while the other one drives the team.” Garrett reached over to his saddlebag, pulling out his well-used ivory pipe. “If the roads hold out, and we push the team, we should be able to make it to Dove Spring and Mrs. Tibbs Inn in a day, maybe a day and a half. We can have Dr. Tibbs take a look at her and give her a chance to rest. Bridgewater is only a few hours north from there, so we can rest at the Inn until the roads are safe enough for the wagon to travel on.”

      “Put that thing away,” Edward said in a voice so deep Garret swore he felt the floor shake as he glared at the pipe. “Smoke is not good in a sickroom.”

      “Fine, fine,” Garrett muttered as he shoved the pipe back in the hard, brown leather satchel.

      Most people would look at Edward and assume he was a brawler, that he beat up five men for breakfast and another ten before lunch. While it was true Edward could be a brute on the battlefield, at his core, he was as kindhearted as any man Garret had ever met. Lady Uriel used to say that Edward was born with the body of a warrior, but the heart of a poet.

      Walking over to the sleeping woman’s side, Edward let out a soft sigh. “She is so beautiful, as golden as the dawn, but also as fragile as a crystal dove.”

      Staring out the window, Garret looked out into the still busy evening streets and the constant rumble of wagons to and from the slaughterhouses. There was a frosty nip to the air, so even the soiled doves selling themselves had covered up their assets with thick shawls. Resting his hand on the cold glass of the window, Garret mulled over what to do.

      Edward’s voice carried over the snapping of the fire in the hearth as he said, “The big oak tree near our house put out a lot of acorns this year. You know that means a bitter winter is on the way. Not to mention the thick ruff the neighbor’s cattle are growing around their necks.”

      Both Garret and Edward had been born into farming families and carried the superstitions of their fathers. “True. The sky felt heavy today, and I noticed on our ride out the squirrels were looking fat.”

      “Indeed,” Edward grunted. “I fear if we stay here more than a few days, we might be stuck in Butte for a good while. We need to get back to our home and our flock. Besides, we have supplies that our neighbors are waiting on, like a crib. I don’t think Molly’s baby is going to wait for spring thaw to arrive.”

      Coming to a decision, Garret stood straighter as he turned, his arms behind his back almost in a parade rest position. “In the morning, as soon as the stores open, I need you to go out and buy whatever a lady might need for the winter. Clothing, soaps, perfumes, books—”

      “We don’t know if she can read.” Edward gently took her hand in his own, cupping it as if he was holding a butterfly. “Look at her hands. This lass has worked hard for a long time. You don’t get these kinds of calluses overnight.”

      “Then we’ll teach her to read,” Garret said impatiently. “It is our privilege and duty to make sure she is comfortable and content. To see to her every need.”

      “Aye,” Edward nodded as he gently ran his thumb over the back of her hand. “I’ll take care of it. We made a good profit this year off our wool and sheepskins. I’ll make sure the lass has what she needs.”

      “Good.” Sitting back in his chair, he glanced at the clock above the hearth and sighed. “Do you want first shift? We’re going to need our sleep.”

      Edward rose from the sleeping woman’s side and stretched out, then cracked his thick neck. “Go ahead. I’ll stay with her.”

      A knock came from the doorway, and he opened it to reveal the young maid from earlier. As she slipped quietly into the room, she waited until the door was closed to turn and face them, her hands twisting nervously in her white apron. She opened her mouth, then closed it again, then looked over at Rowan’s sleeping form and lifted her chin.

      The maid’s voice had a faint tremble as she said, “Sirs, please forgive me for speaking out of turn, but I have some news that you might be interested in regarding your safety.”

      Garret frowned at the nervous woman, but he kept his voice gentle. “What is it?”

      Nearly shaking now, the woman whispered, “My brother, he’s a good man, but he loves his whisky and fell in with a bad crowd. Specifically, with a man named Mr. Charles, who is,” she paused and said in a louder voice, “well, he’s a no good rotten bastard who preys on the weak and innocent. My brother came by earlier, looking for two men and a boy that fit your descriptions. Evidently, the men he’s looking for got into a fight with Mr. Charles earlier, so he is offering a goodly sum of money to anyone who can find you—errr, them. It might be best if you got out of town as quickly as possible.”

      Edward rose from the bed and came to stand next to Garret. He kept his voice low as he said, “Tell me about this Mr. Charles.”

      She did, and the news was not good. Mr. Charles basically ran the corrupt half of the town, buying those he could, blackmailing those he couldn’t, and ruling over the city’s criminal elements. The maid didn’t know how ‘Roger’ had gotten mixed up with him, but Garret had a fairly good idea and it wasn’t pleasant. Either way, by getting in a fight and wounding Mr. Charles and one of his thugs, they’d painted huge targets on their backs, and Mr. Charles wanted revenge.

      Bustling around the dinner cart, the maid glanced over at the sleeping mystery woman and said, “I know it’s none of my business, but if I were you, I’d get out of town and on the road as quickly as possible. I’d like to say you’re safe here, but Mr. Charles has eyes and ears all over town. Some of the staff would be tempted by the money he’s offering to find you.”

      Reaching into his pocket, Garret took out a few bills and handed them to the protesting maid, “No, please, take it. If what you’ve told us is true, you may have just saved our lives. If anyone asks, just tell them we’re two ranchers from Idaho in town to do some business.”

      The maid slipped the carefully folded bills into her pocket with a quick nod. “If anyone asks, I’ll be sure to tell them that. Now if you’ll excuse me, sirs, I need to get back to my duties before the head housekeeper starts to wonder where I am.”

      With the dishes rattlingly lightly on the wheeled serving cart, the maid left and only the sound of the fire crackling in the hearth filled the quiet air.

      “Well,” Edward finally said, “this complicates things.”

      “If what the maid said was true, and I have no reason to doubt her, we don’t have the luxury of waiting a few days for our mystery guest to get stronger. We’ll have to do the best we can to make her comfortable in the back of the wagon, and try and put some distance between ourselves and Mr. Charles. Once we get to Bridgewater, we’ll be safe.”

      “The sooner the better,” Edward agreed. “I don’t think Mr. Charles got a good look at us in the alley. It was too dark, but eventually he will find us, and I’d rather not face him and his army of thugs with just the two of us.”

      “If we leave in the middle of the night, it will seem suspicious. We’ll stick out on the roads leading out of town like a sore thumb with our wagon. Better to leave in the morning and not draw any unnecessary attention to ourselves after we get some supplies for ‘Roger.’”

      “I’ll be glad when she wakes up,” Edward said as he looked over his shoulder at her, “so we can learn her real name.”

      “And how she got mixed up with Mr. Charles,” Garret said while he began to unbutton his shirt. “I’m going to try and get some sleep.”

      Edward placed a chair underneath the door handle with a grim look. “I doubt Mr. Charles would be brazen enough to try and attack us here, in this nice hotel in the good part of town, but you never know.”

      “Good call.”

      Anticipation and an urge to get on the road tried to stir in Garret’s mind, but he tamped those thoughts down. One of the things the military had taught him was to focus on his goals. Right now, his main goal was getting the battered young woman home and safe.

      The chair creaked in protest as it took Edward’s weight, but quieted while Edward opened one of the books he’d bought with him. He began to read to her, his tone gentler than Garret had ever heard it. Garret paused in the doorway of the adjoining room, watching his best friend and hopefully soon to be bride. A sense of rightness, of certainty that they were doing the right thing filled him. Edward’s dark hair fell into his face, but he brushed it back with an absent gesture as he continued to read, his voice deep and gravely, but also oddly soothing. His best friend had spent a lot of time with the poets and scholars of Lady Uriel’s court, and had picked up the way they added a subtle cadence to their words.

      Leaving the battered golden beauty with the man he trusted with his own life, Garret slipped through the doorway and went to bed.
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      The way the ground rocked beneath her was what finally made Rowan open her dry and crusty feeling eyes. Her head still swam a bit as she blinked, trying to clear her vision. At first, all she saw was creamy white, almost glowing as sunlight shone through it. Then her mind and vision cleared further, and she noticed the bent wood holding the canvas in place, and the distinct smell of…sheep.

      Confused, she turned her head to the right and saw a packing box from an unfamiliar feed and supply shop. Turning the other way, she found herself staring at a sleeping giant. A handsome sleeping giant, but a giant nonetheless. Her heart gave a painful slam as she scrambled up, then she hit the top of her head on another box. The giant must have sensed her movement because his dark eyes opened and focused on her. Then, weirdest of all, he smiled. A kind, warm, wonderful smile that turned him from an intimidating mountain of a man to someone who was almost…boyish despite the heavy dark brown stubble on his chin and cheeks.

      When he reached out to her, she tried to scream, but her dry throat closed up on her. She bent over, coughing and struggling to breathe.

      “Here,” a velvety deep voice said as a canteen was thrust in her face. “Drink.”

      Cool, slightly metallic tasting water soothed her parched lips, and she took some hefty gulps until her stomach lurched in protest.

      Clutching the canteen to her as if it could somehow save her from the situation she found herself in, she tried to push back against the boxes, but there was nowhere to go in the small, cramped space. “Who are you? What are you doing? Are you kidnapping me?”

      The big man held up his hands, each big enough to crush her head. “Nay, lass. We mean you no harm. We’re taking you back to our home in Bridgewater.”

      “Bridgewater?” her mind snagged on that word. “I know that place…why do I know that place?”

      The wagon began to slow as the canvas separating the driver from the bed of the wagon flipped open.

      “Hey,” Garret said, looking down with a smile. His blond hair and stubble gleamed in the bright morning light. “How are you feeling?”

      She stared at him, flabbergasted. “How am I feeling? What am I doing here? What are you doing here? You kidnapped me!”

      Garret frowned at her, his brown duster clinging to his broad shoulders as he turned so he could give her a look that was intimidating enough that she sat there, mute. “We didn’t kidnap you, we rescued you. Should I have let those thugs beat you to death in the alley? Just abandon you to your fate?”

      Memories came crashing down on her as she clutched a shaking hand to the blanket wrapped around her. “No. No, thank you for saving me. I’m sorry, I’m just very confused.”

      Garret’s frown melted away, his blue eyes going warm with compassion as he said, “Aye, you had a hard knock on your head, lass. Just give yourself a moment to get your bearings.”

      The big man across from her held out one large hand, “My name is Edward Huxley. You already know Garret. I’m assuming your name isn’t really Roger.”

      “Rowan Larsen, pleasure to meet you,” she added automatically as she politely shook his hand, her mind feeling oddly fuzzy.

      She swayed forward as the wagon hit a bump, and the man caught her easily. “Whoa there, wee lass. Don’t need to add anymore bruises to that pretty face.”

      “I feel funny,” she mumbled, oddly undisturbed by being held close by this big bear of a man.

      “You took a pretty good beating,” Edward’s voice rumbled in her ear as he settled her more comfortably on his lap. “And we gave you a dose of the doctor’s medicine not too long ago. It might make you feel a little light in the head.”

      She should be protesting, fighting to get away and feeling panicked, but all she felt was a sense of peace that settled right into her soul. “Where are we going again?”

      “Back to Bridgewater,” Garret said from the jockey box.

      “Oh, right.” A bolt of alarm raced across her dulled senses. “No, I have to wait for my brother.”

      Garret held up a leather gloved hand. “Easy, now. Don’t worry, we left word with the doctor and the sheriff that we have you and we’re taking you back to Bridgewater. If that brother of yours shows up, he’ll be able to find you.”

      “He’ll show up,” she said stubbornly, clinging to her faith in Ted.

      “What kind of brother leaves his sister behind?” Edward said with an angry growl.

      That roused her from her stupor enough that she managed to shove her way out of his hold. “Ted’s the best brother. He had no choice. If he didn’t get to California in time, he would have lost his offer of employment. I worked for years to help pay for him to learn his trade as a bricklayer. We love each other, and we’re the only family we have. He’ll be back. He just…got waylaid for some reason. He loves me. He wouldn’t abandon me. He wouldn’t. We’re…we’re all we have. He wouldn’t leave me…” She took a deep breath then whispered her fear, “He wouldn’t leave me unless he’s hurt somewhere and can’t make it back.”

      By the end of her raving words, she was crying, and the wagon had stopped again.

      “Hush now, lass,” Edward tried to pull her into his arms, but she swatted him away.

      “I…I need some privacy for a moment.” Her cheeks flushed as she stared at the curved ceiling of the wagon. “I need to have a private moment…outside. To relieve myself.”

      It was Edward’s turn to blush as Garret held out his hand. “Come on. I’ll take you.”

      As they all clambered out of the wagon, she gave a hard shiver when the wool blanket around her shoulders slipped and she caught it, realizing only then that she wore an unfamiliar olive green dress made of a soft, thick cotton. It hung loose on her and the hem reached the ground. A quick mental check confirmed she wore underthings and boots as well. Indignation filled her as she turned on the men with anger heating her blood.

      “You undressed me!” she screeched and pointed a finger at them. A bird in a nearby bushy pine tree took flight with a scream of its own.

      Holding up his hands, the lines around Garret’s mouth deepened as he squinted into the bright morning light. “Hey, now, easy. We didn’t undress or dress you. The maid at the hotel did. She was the one who washed and helped care for you while you were sleeping off the medicine the doctor gave you.”

      The world began to tilt beneath her feet, and Rowan swayed before two sets of strong arms wrapped about her.

      Both men wore thick, worn leather dusters that smelled of earth and some subtle cologne that each man favored. It had been a long time since she’d been outside of the stink of the city, and she took a deep breath, enjoying the cool air scented with them. Her thoughts had taken on that drifty feeling again, and now that she knew they hadn’t taken liberties with her, she was once again feeling better.

      Or maybe it was just the doctor’s medicine.

      Either way, she didn’t fight them as they led her over to a large tree and remained a discrete distance away as she took care of business.

      While she was walked back, she paused for a moment behind a sizeable tree trunk, the leaves above long gone and the branches reaching up towards a darkening sky.

      Of course the first man her gaze was drawn to was Edward, by his sheer size alone. Not that Garret was a small man, but Edward was a beast. Not overly tall, but thick with muscle like a bull. Garret was leaner, like a panther, and he moved with a self-assured grace that drew any woman’s gaze. He was more classically handsome of the pair, with an aristocratic set to his features that seemed to exude confidence. Beyond them, a four-team wagon of beautiful roan and piebald horses snorted and stamped their hooves as they nibbled at whatever dry winter grass they could reach on the road.

      For a brief moment, she considered running, but quickly realized the futility. She had no idea where she was, no gear, and she certainly wasn’t prepared to survive winter in the mountains. Also, she had to admit, so far the men had given her no reason to fear them. If anything, she owed them her life—quite literally. Many would have seen some boy being beaten and just kept on walking. And there were many others who would have chased Mr. Charles off, but still left her to fend for herself. Edward and Garret had not only chased Mr. Charles off, they offered her a chance at not just surviving, but living.

      They could just want her for…other reasons, but that didn’t make sense either. They were both good looking, obviously wealthy by the quality of their clothing and wagon, and intelligent. Young, pretty women in their hometown must be beating their door down, hoping to win their favor. Why would they want a sick, skinny woman with a big nose and no dowry or penny to her name? They wouldn’t. They were probably bringing her back to offer her work as their maid or to help out on the ranch, as Garret had first offered.

      Why did that thought make her sad instead of relieved?

      “Rowan, lass, are you all right?” Edward boomed, and she stumbled out from behind the tree with a guilty blush heating her cold cheeks.

      “I’m fine,” she yelled back, then braced her hand against the tree as she coughed, her ribs hurting from where she’d been kicked.

      She whimpered, trying to hold back a cry as her ribs gave a hard ache.

      Big male hands were supporting her a moment later, and she found herself swung up into a familiar pair of brawny arms again.

      “Easy,” Garret said as he cradled her close. “It’s going to take a few days to get back on your feet.”

      Resting her head against his chest, she said, “You carry me a lot.”

      “I supposed I do.” Edward chuckled.

      “I’m a decent woman,” she protested as he handed her off to a smiling Garrett. “You shouldn’t be handling me like this. It’s improper.”

      “Yes,” Garret said in a dry voice as put his hands beneath her armpits and lifted her as if she weighed no more than a feather. “I’m sure the birds are scandalized by your behavior.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” she panted as she tried to wrestle her blanket, which had gotten some dead pine needles on it, back over her shoulders. “I don’t know what kind of women you’re used to, but we don’t like being manhandled.”

      “Would you rather we let you fall in your face in the mud?” came Edward’s deep, amused voice from behind her.

      She would have given Edward a glare, but her stomach picked that moment to make a loud rumble.

      Both men laughed, but Garret gave her shoulder a soothing rub. “Come on, my snarly little tigress. Once we get you settled in, we’ll feed you.”

      It took some maneuvering, but they managed to get her tucked back into the little nest they’d made for her in the back of the wagon. This time, Garret remained with her while Edward drove the team. Uncomfortable and in pain, she didn’t even fight it when Garret sat right next to her so they were shoulder to shoulder, and thigh to thigh. He helped arrange the blankets around her, and she was too focused on the smell of food to object when he wrapped himself right up next to her.

      “Here, you go. Slowly,” Edward turned around on the seat above them and handed Garret two paper wrapped bundles. “Don’t eat it too fast.”

      She took one of the packages with a shaking hand. “Don’t worry, I know not to eat too much at once after a long time of not having enough to eat. If I overindulge, I’ll just throw it up.”

      The men were quiet for a moment as she opened her bundle and discovered a chicken leg, some bread, and another smaller, paper wrapped object. Her stomach practically howled at the sight of food. As she took her first bite of chicken, all rational thought was gone. It took every ounce of her willpower, but she managed to keep from shoving the food into her mouth like an animal…mainly because Edward and Garrett were staring at her.

      “What?” she said around a mouthful of delicious bread.

      “You’ve been starving before?” Garrett asked as he finally began to eat his own meal. The wagon rocked as Edward let out a whistle that got the team of horses moving.

      “A few times. After my father died of tuberculosis when I was ten, it was really hard for my mother to find work. We had to sell most of our possessions and move to a part of Chicago that wasn’t nearly as nice as where we’d been.” She took a sip of water from the canteen Edward offered her before continuing. “It was a hard winter that year. Tuberculosis swept through the city, and the snow fell in endless amounts. Everyone in our building was struggling to get by. If it wasn’t for our neighbor letting us sleep on the floor in front of his stove, we might not have made it. Thankfully, my neighbor was able to get both myself and my mother jobs mill.”

      “You would have been eleven at the time?” Garret asked in a soft voice as he stared out into the wilderness.

      “Yes” she said as she licked her fingers clean of the chicken grease. “My mother and I worked opposite shifts, so someone could always be home with Ted.”

      “Why wasn’t he working?” Edward asked from the front seat.

      “Because my mother wanted him to take up a trade. She knew that, in a few years, after Ted completed his apprenticeship with the bricklayers, he would make enough money to support the family on his own. That’s what he’s going to be doing out in California. A childhood friend of ours moved out there a few years ago, and he sent Ted a telegram offering him a job in San Francisco. It’s going to be so amazing. Ted will be making a respectable amount of money, and I’ll have a chance to find a job that I like, and maybe a good husband. After all, I’m twenty-four, practically an old maid.”

      The men went silent again, but she caught them exchanging weighted looks as if they were having a private conversation with each other.

      “So,” she said, setting aside the empty paper then letting out a sigh of pleasure at the feeling of a full belly, “Care to tell me where we are? And what your plans are for me in Bridgewater? I will inform you right now, I won’t be any man’s mistress, so if those are the kinds of thoughts that are going through your head, you can just leave me at the next town.”

      She ended her pronouncement with a coughing fit that left her with both men patting her back. Garret handed a canteen to her and she took a big drink, then almost dropped the canteen as pure fire burned down her throat. Her lungs seemed to clear from the shock, and she took a gasping breath as that warmth flowed from her belly out into her limbs.

      “What is this?” she asked in a ragged voice.

      “The medicinal tonic the doctor left for you. Said you’re supposed to drink a small sip once every four hours.” Garret said in a dry voice as he took the canteen from her, “I’d guess you just took a double dose with that gulp.”

      She blew out a breath, surprised flames didn’t come out of her mouth. “That tastes like the potato vodka a Russian family two floors up from our apartment used to make.”

      The wagon shifted as Edward climbed into the front seat, pulling his dark brown cowboy back as he stared at the sky. “Hold on back there. I’m going to pick up the pace so we make to the shelter by nightfall.”

      As Garret made a little nest of sheepskins among the boxes and cleaned up the remains of their lunch, Rowan relaxed and watched him, feeling happy and warm. It was probably a side effect from the tonic, but she found herself relaxing as Garret pulled her into his side, cuddling her close. His large arm felt good around her shoulders, and she found the beat of his heart beneath her ear soothing. Warmth of a different nature began to curl through her belly as he slowly ran his fingers through her hair and began humming.

      “What song is that?” she mumbled, content to let her arm wrap around his waist.

      “Old English Army marching song,” he said in a low voice.

      “Nice,” she whispered, snuggling deeper into her blanket as a brisk wind penetrated the canvas sides of the wagon. “What was it like? Being in the Army.”

      Drifting in and out of consciousness, she listened to the men talk about growing up on different farms in England in large families and joining the Army to escape their tiny hometowns. They talked about visiting exotic lands she’d never heard of, and by the time they were making camp for the night, she was once again wide awake and incredibly curious.

      “Two husbands?” she said in a shocked gasp as she watched the men in the shifting light of the fire.

      They’d stopped for the night at what was obviously a frequently used campsite, complete with a firepit and a large rock overhang that provided enough shelter for them and the horses.

      Edward looked over from where he was putting a thick blanket on one of the piebald mares. “Sometimes more.” He winked at her undoubtably scandalized expression. “One of Lady Uriel’s governors had five husbands.”

      “Good God,” Rowan placed her chilly fingers on her warm cheeks. “Five husbands? How…I mean I know how, but…just…and they find it tolerable to share her?”

      The flickering golden light of the fire threw deep shadows on Garret’s face as he settled on the sheepskin bed roll he’d set up next to her own. “Completely. In their culture, love is not limited, it is infinite.”

      Edward finally joined them, taking a deep drink from a flask that he then handed to Rowan. “Whisky. A few sips will warm you up.”

      “Thanks,” she said as she took a nip, the welcome warmth racing down her throat and into her belly.

      “And to answer your question,” Edward said as he took the flask back, “They have no problem with sharing, because everyone’s needs are taken care of.”

      Feeling more than a little tipsy, she frowned at him as she started to battle with the laces of her boots, ready to get beneath the heavy covers they’d provided her. The fire kept the air warm, but the occasional chilled breeze would sweep into their alcove and instantly make her feel like she was coated in in ice. As she fumbled with the knot, her mind wandered to the more intimate aspects of having more than one husband.

      “But don’t they get jealous when one husband is…enjoying his marital rights with his wife and the others are left out?” Edward and Garret chuckled, and she stopped battling with her boot to scowl at them. “What?”

      “No one is left out,” Edward said with a wicked grin that had her gaping at him.

      She tried to ignore the pulse of heat in her belly as she said, “You mean…all at once? That’s sinful.”

      Garret shrugged, then set the flask back into his saddlebag before turning to her. “Not according to their beliefs. They don’t demonize sexual relations the way a lot of western countries do. It is a sacred part of their culture, and the women are extremely happy. Wouldn’t you enjoy having two men see to your every pleasure? Two men to protect you and keep you safe, to provide for you and love you?”

      “I…I…I can’t even imagine what that would be like. No decent woman would want such a thing.” She swallowed hard as Edward reached out and took one of her booted feet in his hand, then Garret the other. “What are you doing?”

      “Showing you what it is like to have two men take care of you,” Edward rumbled, his big fingers making deft work of the laces on her boots.

      When she tried to lunge forward to smack their hands away, her ribs gave an ache of protest that had her quickly jerking back. “I can manage on my own.”

      “Of course you can,” Garrett said in a soothing voice that seemed to stroke over her skin like a purr. “But it is our privilege to help you. To pamper and indulge you.”

      She let out a bitter laugh, surprised by the tears burning her nose. “I have never, not one day in my life, had anyone pamper or indulge me.”

      “Then let us care for you,” Edward urged, now close enough that she could see the fire reflecting in his dark eyes. “For once, let someone else be in charge. Since you were but a wee lass, you have had to take care of yourself and your family. You deserve to be worshiped. You deserve to be cherished. Trust us to treat you as you deserve to be treated.”

      Tears rolled down her cheeks as she nodded, leaning back onto her elbows as she watched each of them carefully unlace her boots, then pull them off. But they didn’t stop there. Once her boots were off, and her stockings still on, they began to rub her feet in a way that had her eyes rolling back into her head.

      “Ohhhh,” she moaned as Edward dug his thumb into the arch of her foot. “Oh God, that feels so good.”

      Both men laughed, that low, dark laugh that let a woman know what kind of carnal thoughts were on their mind.

      “Shhhh,” Garrett swept his fingers over her ankle and began to rub, “let us care for you.”

      The feeling of their hands on her had that fluttering in her belly going crazy. No man had ever touched her like this. Sure, she’d had her share of experimental stolen kisses and groping, but from a young age she knew the consequences of sex. Innocence was a luxury only the rich could afford. She’d seen the single mothers scraping out an existence with their bastard children in the slums. Besides, she’d always dreamed of finding herself a real cowboy for a husband, the kind her father read to her about before bed at night. Strong, brave men who carved their own path in the world.

      Men a lot like the ones currently rubbing her calves while they watched her closely.

      They had magical hands, that was the only excuse she could make as she allowed their fingers to stroke higher and higher along her legs, the dual sensations making her sex ache and clench. Closing her eyes, she gave herself over to the wonderful sensations they created in her all too willing body. They were massaging the hint of skin between her stockings and her bloomers, their fingers brushing again and again over her inner thighs. The closer they got to the apex, the wider she found her legs spreading.

      Dimly, her rational mind scolded her for being such a hussy, but she found it hard to care about what was considered proper and not.

      “There you go,” Garrett murmured as she spread her legs further, rewarding her with a gentle stroke on the extremely sensitive skin of her inner thigh. “Let us give you pleasure.”

      Talking was beyond her, so she nodded, then her whole body arched up as one of the men ran his finger down the slit of her bloomers, finding her wet, bare flesh beneath.

      “Ohhh,” Edward groaned, “she’s so wet for us.”

      Startled by his voice, she started to protest when Garret suddenly leaned down and took her mouth in a kiss filled with such passion and need that all she could do was cling to him. His tongue, faintly tasting of whisky, stroked along her own, coaxing her into kissing him back. When he nipped her lower lip, she moaned in response, then jerked as Edward brushed the bud of her pleasure with his thumb.

      “Sweet little pot of honey,” Edward said in a low, almost menacing voice. “I wonder if you will taste as good as you look.”

      Garret held her in his arms as he made love to her mouth. That was the only way she could describe it. He kissed her like she was the air he needed to breathe, and it was intoxicating. Her body roared with desire and when something warm and wet rubbed against her sex she gave a loud gasp. Pulling back from Garret, she looked down to find Edward’ broad shoulders spreading her legs wide as he gave her pussy another lick through the slit in her bloomers.

      “What are you doing!” she screeched, trying to scramble away but pinned in place like both Garrett and Edward.

      “Delicious,” Edward all but purred as he looked up at her from between her legs.

      “Stop that!” A zing of indescribable pleasure had her choking on her words as his mouth found her pleasure bud and sucked. “Oh, oh God!”

      “So beautiful,” Garrett murmured against the side of her neck.

      She clutched at his shoulders while Edward did unspeakable things with his mouth that were surely a sin. Nothing that felt this good couldn’t be. He’d lick up one side of the nub, then down the other, before rubbing his tongue in a circle that had her going out of her mind. Tension tightened her legs, and she found herself trying to close them even as she shoved her sex up into Edwards eager mouth.

      Garrett continued his assault on her neck and ears, making her tingle with pleasure as he whispered about how much he wanted her, how good she looked with Edward between her legs, how much she was turning them on. When she went to reach between his legs, wanting to give him a taste of the heaven she was experiencing, he pulled away.

      “No, not tonight. You can touch me later, but right now, this is all about your pleasure.”

      Her back bowed as Edward rimmed her entrance with one finger, setting off new sensations that exploded in her blood like fireworks. It was one of the best feeling she’d ever experienced, and she wondered if maybe she’d been wrong about putting off sex for so long. She had no idea it would feel anything like this. The pleasure, the raw and primitive sensations roaring through her were completely addictive.

      “Tight,” Edward said as he kissed her thigh, probing a little more with his finger. “A virgin, to be sure.”

      The words managed to penetrate beyond her pleasure, and she started to protest again. “No, we shouldn’t be doing this. Stop.”

      Instead of doing as she asked, Edward made a soothing sound before placing a gentle kiss on her mound. “Worry not. I’ll do nothing to take your maidenhead tonight. I swear it. Please, let me taste your sweet honey.”

      Garret stroked her unbruised cheek with a gentle touch, his voice like velvet against her senses as he whispered in her ear, “Trust us, sweet Rowan. We will never hurt you.”

      “I,” she nearly choked on her words as Edward took his finger, still slick with her juices, and rubbed it against her rear entrance. “What are you doing!”

      He didn’t bother to reply, instead sucking her swollen clit into his mouth, then flicking his tongue rapidly over the sensitive tip. Sounds she didn’t know she could make poured out of her as wonderful sensations washed over her like a giant wave. His finger against her bottom no longer bothered her. Instead, as caught up in ecstasy as she was, the feeling of being played with back there was decadently naughty. She squirmed against him, panting and crying out before Garret took her mouth again.

      “That’s it,” he urged between kisses. “Give us your climax.”

      A burning started in the pit of her belly, then exploded out into every inch of her body as she screamed her pleasure into the night. Waves of tingling bliss blacked out her thoughts, taking her to a place where nothing hurt, nothing bothered her, and everything was perfect. Big male hands smoothed her dress back into place, while another set of hands helped get her tucked into her bedroll. By the time she was able to open her eyes, she found herself on her side, facing a smiling Edward who was laying in front of her.

      Her arousal shone on his lips as he smiled, “Feeling better?”

      Amazed that she was still able to blush after her wanton actions, she nodded. “Very much so.”

      A warm, hard male body slid up behind her and Garret wrapped his arm around her waist, as Edward scooted closer to her front. She soon found herself comfortably sandwiched between the two men, who were grinning over her head like fools. They were careful to keep their pelvises away from her, but during their maneuvering, she had felt their erections. Very large ones at that. She didn’t have a lot of experience with men, but she’d caught glimpses through windows of her male neighbors in the building across the street walking naked past their windows. None of them had been nearly as good looking as Edward and Garret, and none of them had the men’s length and girth.

      It made a little shiver go through her that was pure desire, but the men mistook for her being cold.

      “Here,” Edward said as he pulled another sheepskin over them, “this should help.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered, suddenly unable to meet his gaze.

      Edwards’s gentle, thick fingers tilted her chin up as he stared down at her, his face mostly in the shadows of the firelight, “Your feminine juices are sweeter than anything I’ve ever tasted. Here, let me show you.”

      Moving slowly, he lowered his head until their lips brushed. She gave a soft moan as new sparks of pleasure detonated inside of her. He was so big, but the way he cradled her head as his soft mouth seduced hers was highly erotic. Yes, she could taste herself on his mouth. Tart and sweet—she was relieved to know that she didn’t taste bad. Or maybe it was just the fact that she was enjoying the longest, slowest, most drugging kiss she’d ever experienced. While Garret kissed her with fire and passion, fierce and devouring, Edward kissed her like he wanted to savor her. Both different, but equally phenomenal.

      So phenomenal, that when he stopped kissing her, she made a little mew of disappointment and tried to pull him back. “More.”

      “Lass, you tempt me like no other, but this isn’t the time or the place.” Garret helped her sit up a little bit and handed her a canteen. “Take another dose of the tonic the doctor made. It will help you sleep. I can tell you from experience, sometimes it’s a few days after a beating that the real pain kicks in.”

      She did as he said but grumbled afterwards, “I didn’t even like kissing you anyways.”

      Both men laughed, and she had to duck her head to hide her own smile. The whole situation was just so out of her realm of experience that she had the odd urge to both giggle and cry at the same time. Garret leaned over and wrapped her up in his arms as Edward leaned forward and brushed his lips softly over hers.

      “Are you really saying my kisses were unbearable? Were those sweet, erotic moans you made ones of protest, not of pleasure?”

      One of those moans wanted to escape right then as her desire instantly flared to life. “Maybe they weren’t terrible.”

      Another of those teasing, soft kisses before Edward pulled back and studied her. “I would love nothing more than to kiss you until you don’t know your own name, but I will not be celebrating our wedding night on the road. I want you spread out for us on our big, soft bed at home, wearing nothing but all that golden hair.”

      “Wedding night?” She tried to elbow Garret to get him to stop kissing on her increasingly sensitive skin to let her think. “What wedding night?”

      “We have decided,” Edward said with a huge smile, “that you will be our wife.”

      For a long moment, she stared at him, then she started to laugh. “Your wife? As in married to both of you, like they do in Lady Uriel’s court? That’s preposterous! Two men can’t marry one woman in the United States. It simply isn’t done!”

      “Yes, it is,” Edward said with a small smile. He didn’t seem in the least perturbed by her rejection. “Maybe not everywhere, but more than you think. In Bridgewater and some of the surrounding areas, it is our way of life.”

      “You’ll see,” Garret said as he helped her lay back onto her sleeping pad. “Perhaps, once you’ve meet some of the other wives, you’ll understand that what we are offering you is very real.”

      “I can’t marry you,” she whispered as tears filled her eyes. “Ted is coming back for me, and we’re going to California together. I promised my father I would.”

      The tonic was starting to slow her system, spreading a warmth that wasn’t carnal through her limbs. Even her thoughts began to slow, and her eyelids started to feel so heavy.

      “We’re hoping we can convince you otherwise,” Edward’s voice rumbled from next to her ear, but she was already drifting off to sleep.
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      ROWAN

      

      The wind was really picking up and the late morning sunshine dimmed as thick, dark clouds raced over the western sky. As they drew closer to Bridgewater, she had to admit the land itself was beautiful in a rough, powerful way she’d never experienced in the city. They crested one of the endless hills leading to the mountains, and the view was striking. Sitting next to Garret on the jockey’s box, she looked to where he pointed. In a gap between two large hills, a small town nestled in the valley between. Smoke rose from various chimneys, and she could see little moving dots that had to be cattle in one of the fields.

      “Bridgewater is another three hours north of here on the other side of the hills,” Garret said, raising his voice as the wind gusted and roared through the leafless trees in a rush. “I don’t want to risk getting caught in this storm, so we’re going to stay in Dove Springs at a friend’s inn. Thought you might enjoy sleeping in an actual bed tonight. The gentleman that owns is the Inn is an old acquaintance of ours from our Army days named Dr. Tibbs. He’ll take a look at your injuries and make sure you’re healing all right.”

      Biting her lip, she wondered if she would be sleeping alone, or if her resolve to resist the men’s seduction would slip again. Lord knew, her will had proven weak so far. All morning, the men had stolen kisses from her and, if she was being honest, she’d stolen a kiss or two herself. It felt so very scandalous, and she wondered what kind of woman she was that she found such hedonistic pleasure in their touch. Perhaps they’d learned some kind of magic in Lady Uriel’s court that gave them the knowledge of how to please a woman?

      Memories of how good they’d made her feel last night had her toes curling in her boots and her sensitive nipples seemed to scrape against her dress.

      “Lass,” came Edward’s voice from inside the wagon, “why don’t you come sit back here with me, out of the cold?”

      “I’m fine up here,” she squeaked, making both men laugh.

      She’d fled to the front seat not that long ago, afraid that if she spent another moment in the back of the wagon with Edward, she’d rip his clothes off to get to him. Another bolt of heat went through her already wet sex as she recalled the wonderful feeling of straddling him, of feeling his maleness pressed against her, of the way he’d groaned into her mouth when she’d rubbed against him. The sound of his excitement had done something to her, and she’d repeated that motion, wanting more of his pleasure. Not to mention the fact that ever rub of herself against his length had sent delicious chills up and down her spine.

      Fat, white flakes began to swirl down from the sky and Rowan pulled the blanket tighter around her. Garret had gone quiet, his attention on guiding the team down the rocky pathway leading down to Dove Springs. As they got closer, the distinct smell of humanity began to flavor the breeze, and she marveled at how clear the air was in the country. In Chicago, she’d grown up in overcrowded housing, next to factories belching out constant streams of thick coal smoke. To actually breathe real, fresh air was a wonder she didn’t think she’d ever really get over.

      It was too cold for anyone to be dallying around outside, but she did see curious faces peering at them through windows as they passed. Darkness had already begun to fall as the gray sky grew dimmer, and the cool breeze had gained a biting edge. A few dogs ran out, barking and racing around the wagon, but the horses ignored them, intent on getting to their destination. The men must have stopped there before, because the horses picked up their pace as the tall steeple of a white painted church came into view.

      For a moment, she worried they were going to try to marry her right then and there, but they pulled past it to the large three story inn painted white with black shutters a little ways down the road and built almost into the hillside. As they rounded a curve, she could see that a large brick building was being built behind the inn, with steam rising from whatever was behind the partially erected walls. Large bushes surrounded the main building, and one of the horses gave an excited whinny while they pulled into the circular drive out front.

      A well-made sign hung from above the front eve with the words ‘Dove’s Rest Inn and Medicinal Spa’ carved into it and painted with red and gold paint. Two men came out from a nearby barn as they pulled up, hailing Garret and Edward by name. Garret jumped down and walked over to talk to them, while the wagon shook as Edward clambered from the backseat to sit next to her.

      “We forgot to mention,” Edwards said casually, “that the owner of the Inn is a bit old fashioned.”

      Confused, she shifted on the bench, and said slowly, “Why do you sound so odd when you say that?”

      “She won’t approve of an unmarried woman traveling with two unmarried men and might deny us a room.” He reached beneath her blanket and his cold hand touched her own. “So we’re going to pretend that you’re our fiancée.”

      “What?” she whisper-hissed as the front door to the Inn opened and the sweetest, nicest looking old woman smiled down at them with sheer happiness.

      Wearing a deep navy-blue gown with a large set of keys attached to her waist on a pretty tooled leather belt, the woman waved at them, her rounded cheeks turning red in the cold air.

      “Just play along,” Edward whispered back. “It’s just for one night.”

      “You—” she had to swallow back her cuss words as the older woman with her perfectly coifed silver hair let out a surprisingly girlish giggle as Garret came up the stairs and gave a rather courtly bow.

      They were too far away to hear the words being exchanged, but the older woman seemed to be genuinely happy to see them. A few moments later, there was a squeal as a beautiful young woman a few years younger than Rowan came rushing out of the doorway and flung herself at Garret. He caught her with an easy laugh, and Rowan’s stomach clenched as she noticed how good they looked together. She had raven dark hair, skin as pale as milk, and shared what must be her mother’s bright smile. Busty and curved in all the right places, looking at her made jealousy curdle in Rowan’s blood.

      “Rowan?” Edward asked in a soft voice, “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” she clipped out, angry with herself, angry with Garret, and just angry with the world in general.

      Edward gave her a dubious look and grunted, but he didn’t say anymore. However, when the young woman came running down the steps to greet him, Edward did glance Rowan’s way before he gave the other woman a brief hug then set her away. Garret had joined them with the older woman by that point, and he helped Rowan down from the seat as the wind blew hard, whipping her blanket away from her for a moment.

      “Oh, you poor thing, you’re skin and bones!” the older woman said in a shocked voice. “Come in, come in. We’ll get you set up by the fire with something to eat. Come, come.”

      Edward gave the older woman an amused smile and said, “Mrs. Tibbs, I’d like you to meet Rowan Larsen.”

      Flapping her hand at Edward, Mrs. Tibbs gently held Rowan’s elbow as she led her up the stairs. “Introductions can wait. I can’t believe you made her sit in that wagon in her condition. For shame. Even foolish young bucks like you should know better than dragging this poor girl out onto the road so soon after her accident.”

      “Oh, no they didn’t do anything wrong,” Rowan quickly said, ignoring the narrow-eyed look the raven-haired girl was now giving her from behind Garret’s back.

      Following the chatty woman through the big Inn, they were led to a cozy, feminine room. She was assuming Mrs. Tibbs had decorated it in shades of cream and cobalt blue, with pictures of dried flowers and delicate needlepoint samplers on the walls. Above the fireplace hung a portrait of an unfamiliar but handsome young man with flaming red hair dressed in a military uniform of some type.

      “Over here, dear,” Mrs. Tibbs clucked as she led Rowan over to a high-backed chair by a roaring fireplace. “Let’s get you warmed up.”

      The inn itself was beautiful, with high ceilings, white painted walls, and large exposed beams overhead. It was also obvious the Tibbs family had money because the furnishings and artwork were finer than anything Rowan had ever seen before. Also, Mrs. Tibbs wore a large sparkling pin made of what had to be rubies and pearls and a matching ring on her finger.

      A cup of hot tea was thrust into Rowan’s hands by a smiling maid before Mrs. Tibbs took the seat across from Rowan, her wrinkled face wreathed in a bright smile as she said in a light British accent, “Drink your tea, dear. It’s a special brew my mother taught me for healing aches and pains.”

      Unsure of what to say, Rowan obediently sipped at her honeyed tea. A strange but not unpleasant herbal taste soothed her cool lips.

      “Nancy?” Mrs. Tibbs said to the young woman who stood far too close to Garret for Rowan’s comfort. “Go fetch your Pa and let him know Garret and Edward are here.”

      The girl cut her gaze to Rowan, then back to her mother. “Garret and Edward can come with me, so I can show them the work we’ve done on the expansion while they were gone.”

      Mrs. Tibbs frowned and shook her head, her jowly cheeks wobbling slightly. “No need for that. Just go fetch your father. Besides, I’m sure they want to spend time with their fiancée.”

      Nancy paled slightly, and Rowan felt bad for the girl as she watched the heartbreak in her eyes. “Oh…I see. Um—congratulations. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go find my father.”

      Nancy left quickly after that, the awkward silence of her parting broken when Garret and Edward moved to stand in front of the wide, carved marble hearth.

      “I’m sorry about that,” Mrs. Tibbs sighed then said in a low voice, “Nancy has had a crush on Garret and Edward for a long time. I’ve told her a million times they aren’t the men for her, but I might as well try to stop a spring storm as control a young girl’s heart.”

      “We never encouraged her,” Garret said to Rowan as he warmed his hands on the fire. “Or treated her as anything other than a little sister.”

      Feeling incredibly uncomfortable, Rowan asked, “Is there somewhere I can freshen up, please?”

      “Of course.” Mrs. Tibbs quickly rose and motioned to Rowan. “Follow me, dear. Gentlemen, I trust you can entertain yourselves while we’re gone?”

      They both looked like they wanted to follow, but Edward nodded as the women stood. “Do you still keep the good whisky hidden behind the flour sacks?”

      A man’s heavily British accented voice came from the doorway. “Keep your hands off my whiskey, you thieving vermin.”

      He was a large man with red and white streaked hair and deep wrinkles on his forehead. His easy smile made her automatically smile in return, and he brushed his hands off on the clean white apron around his waist. Catching sight of Garret and Edward, he let out a hearty roar. “My boys, I hear we have reason to celebrate!”

      Once again, Rowan felt a pang of guilt at their ruse, but everyone seemed happy at the news so she didn’t speak up. Well, everyone except Nancy. She had not returned with her father and Rowan would bet the younger woman was having a good cry somewhere. Part of her wanted to go tell Nancy that it wasn’t real, that the men weren’t really engaged, but another—much stronger—part of her was becoming possessive of her men and did not like the idea of Nancy flirting with them.

      Dr. Tibbs gave Garret and Edward slaps on the back as Mrs. Tibbs whispered in Rowan’s ear, “We best get going before he notices you or we’ll be stuck here for at least an hour. God love my husband, but that man can talk until the cows come home and the chickens go to roost.”

      Mrs. Tibbs led them down a long hallway to a large bathroom with four empty tubs full of steaming water. The room was done in exquisite blue and white tiles, resembling something Rowan had seen in a book once about ancient Roman baths. White towels were piled near the doorway, along with fluffy white robes and what looked like a basket of soaps and hair tonics. Rowan had used public baths before, but one like this had never been in her budget.

      “Gosh,” Rowan said in a soft voice, “this is amazing.”

      “And good for you,” Mrs. Tibbs said with her ever-present smile. “These pipes go directly down to the mineral springs that run beneath the Inn. They’re said to have great medicinal properties. I believe it, because my husband suffers from wounds he received while in the military and a hot bath is the only thing that can soothe him. Come, let us get you out of that dress and into one of the tubs.”

      Rowan appreciated the other woman’s help, because her body was growing stiff again, but she didn’t want any more of the tonic that put her to sleep, even if it did take away the pain.

      Mrs. Tibbs prattling about the mineral springs came to an abrupt halt when she caught sight of Rowan’s back. “Forgive me for prying, but Garret told me that you were injured in a wagon accident. The bruise on your back is in the shape of a boot. A man’s foot. Those marks around your neck look like someone choked you. Child, are you in trouble? Do you need help?”

      Clutching her dress to her chest, Rowan wandered over to the nearest tub and stared down at the steaming water. “I…ran into some trouble and Garret and Edward saved me.”

      Mrs. Tibbs let out a relieved breath. “Thank the Lord for that. Come, into the tub with you.”

      Inch by inch, she sank into the water until she was submerged up to her neck in bliss.

      At her loud, long sigh Mrs. Tibbs laughed as she sprinkled some type of floral smelling bathing oil into the water. “Like I said, the water is known for its curative powers.”

      Now that her body and mind were finally at rest she asked, “How long have you known Garret and Edward?”

      Mrs. Tibbs gave her a searching look before she casually said, “My husband served with them as their company’s doctor while they were in the British Army together in Lady Uriel’s court. That is why it did not come as a shock to us that you are engaged to both Garret and Edward.”

      Sinking down further into the water, Rowan was fairly sure she was blushing from her head to her toes. “Yes, well…ummm…”

      Mrs. Tibbs gave her a kind smile. “Dear child, don’t be embarrassed. Though the lifestyle is not for myself or my husband, two of our daughters married Bridgewater men.”

      “Really?” Rowan accepted the soap that Mrs. Tibbs handed to her. “Are they happy?”

      “Blissfully so.”

      “And you don’t find it…odd?”

      Mrs. Tibbs let out a sigh as she took a seat in a wicker chair near the door. “At first, yes, but I had the benefit of having seen firsthand in Lady Uriel’s court how their relationships work. Spending time with them opened my eyes to a whole new world. If I didn’t love my husband so much, I might have been tempted. As a mother, it does my heart good to know my girls have husbands who adore them. That there will always be someone there to care for them, and that they will always be loved and cherished by faithful, decent men.”

      Rowan looked down at her hands beneath the water. After a moment, she decided to ask the one question that confused her most. “But doesn’t the Bible say it’s a sin?”

      Mrs. Tibbs pursed her lips in a thoughtful look. “It depends on how you interpret it. Regardless of interpretation, my husband and I believe God didn’t put us on this Earth to judge.”

      “That’s different than most people I’ve run across,” Rowan murmured, remembering the wrath and hellfire preachers who liked to shout on street corners in Chicago.

      Mrs. Tibbs nodded. “It is. I won’t say that I don’t worry about what will happen if someone decides they have a problem with the people of Bridgewater and how they choose to live. Some may call it evil, or a sin, but I have seen real evil.” Mrs. Tibbs gave a shiver. “People in love, living good lives are not the ones we need to pray to God to protect us from.”

      “I agree.” Rinsing out her hair, Rowan slowly stood from the bathtub, her body feeling so much better after the soak. “Oh my goodness, I forgot what it was like to be able to breathe without it hurting.”

      Wrapping a fluffy towel around Rowan, Mrs. Tibbs led her over to a low stool and proceeded to try and brush out her hair. “If you don’t mind my asking, what did happen? Forgive me for saying so, but you look like you haven’t had a decent meal in months.”

      Rowan didn’t know if it was a result of the relaxing bath, or the gentle way that Mrs. Tibbs brushed out her snarled hair, or just that she needed to tell someone because the story of her journey from Chicago to Butte came pouring out, but she left out the part about not really being engaged.

      By the time she was done, she was wrapped up in a thick robe and crying on Mrs. Tibbs’ ample chest as the woman made soothing sounds that reminded Rowan of her own mother. “Oh, you poor little duckling. You have had such a bad run of luck. But I believe your fortune took a change for the better when you met Garret and Edward. You could not ask for two better men. I hate to say it, but I might have encouraged Nancy’s crush on them a little bit because they will make some lucky woman wonderful husbands. I’m glad that woman is you.”

      Rowan pulled away, sniffing and wiping her face on the sleeve of the fluffy robe. “I’m sorry if she got hurt by my…engagement.”

      “She’ll be fine. Besides, she wasn’t really in love with them, but rather in love with the idea of being in love. It’s hard for her being the last unmarried girl at home, especially when she sees how happy her sisters are in Bridgewater.”

      “You make it sound like a wonderful place,” Rowan said while Mrs. Tibbs gave her hair another pat with the towel.

      “I have been all over the world, and I have to say that this part of God’s Earth has to be close to Eden. I grew up in London, and always imagined I’d return to the city after my husband’s duty to our country was over. But God has his own path in mind for you, for all of us. Do you really think it was a coincidence that Garret stopped at your shoe polishing stand that day? That he felt the urge to follow you to make sure you were safe? Sounds to me like you had a guardian angel looking out for you that night.”

      Rowan didn’t know how to respond to the other woman’s words, her practical mind insisting Mrs. Tibbs was full of romantic nonsense, while her heart hoped it was true.

      “But my brother… He’s coming back for me,” Rowan said, almost desperately. “I promised my father we’d both go west together. Start a new life, a better one.”

      “And you have,” Mrs. Tibbs helped her out of the robe and helped her into her undergarments and a lovely soft teal blue dress with a touch of lace at the cuffs. “And you could not ask for a better life than being the wife of Garret and Edward. Let me tell you, more women than just my Nancy will be suffering from a broken heart tonight after word spreads around town.”

      “Really? Did they have a lot of admirers?”

      “Indeed. Managing to marry into the Bridgewater community is considered quite a prize by some women in the area. They see how happy the Bridgewater wives are and want that for themselves.” Mrs. Tibbs gave her a giggle and a wink. “Besides, Garret and Edward are rather easy on the eyes in addition to being successful ranchers. Many a woman has tried to capture their interest. I’m sure they’ll find an excuse to drop by the Inn this evening to see if the rumors are true.”

      Feeling self-conscious, she looked down at her work roughened, tanned hands, not looking forward to being judged by strangers at all. “Won’t that be fun.”

      Laughing, Mrs. Tibbs gave Rowan’s unbruised cheek a gentle pat. “Worry not, dear girl. Just keep in mind that no matter who those other women are, Garret and Edward could have had them, but they picked you. I know women can be catty, but just ignore them.”

      Wanting to change the subject, she smoothed her hands down the dress and said, “Thank you so much for lending this to me.”

      “Oh, that dress isn’t mine,” Mrs. Tibbs chuckled and patted her hips. “I have a bit more padding. Garret and Edward supplied it. I must say, the cut is very flattering on you. You’re so slight, it’s no wonder you were able to disguise yourself. I’m afraid there isn’t enough bandages in the world to flatten down my chest.”

      Rowan frowned down at the lovely gown. “They bought this for me? When?”

      “While you were in the city, I’d imagine. That has the look of a store-bought dress, not homemade.” Mrs. Tibbs said as she examined the high lace collar of the dress. “Yes, definitely not homemade.”

      “But why would they buy me an expensive dress?”

      Mrs. Tibbs rolled her eyes as she swept Rowan’s hair up into a stylish do and secured the wild curls with what seemed like a million pins. “Because they adore you.”

      “They hardly know me,” she protested. “And they didn’t know me at all when we left the city.”

      “They bought the dress because they are decent men and wanted to make sure you are properly clothed.” Mrs. Tibbs paused for a moment, the hair pin in her hand gleaming in the light from the overhead oil lanterns. “You haven’t known much kindness in your life, have you?”

      Rowan shrugged and looked away. “When you’re poor, and everyone around you is poor, kindness is a luxury most people can’t afford. I find it hard to believe that they would spend so much money on me without wanting anything in return.”

      “I understand, but they do want something in return.” Mrs. Tibbs laughed at Rowan’s knowing look. “Not that, or at least not only that. When a man loves a woman, he will do anything to make her happy, to see her smile. They didn’t buy you the dress so that you would feel you owe them in some way. They bought you the dress to make you happy. As far as them not knowing you, I knew my Harold for three days before we wed. He was about to go off to battle, and I couldn’t bear the thought of him going into danger without knowing I would be waiting at home for him.” Mrs. Tibbs sighed happily as she turned Rowan around. “Lovely.”

      Touching her hair and brushing a stray blonde curl from her face, she gave Mrs. Tibbs an impulsive hug. “Thank you so much for talking with me.”

      “It is my pleasure, dear. You’ve had a rough go of it, and my heart breaks for all that you’ve been through, but I am sure God brought you to us for a reason.” Mrs. Tibbs fanned her face, blinking rapidly. “Now, let’s go find your fiancés and see what the cook has made up for dinner. We don’t have many guests this time of year, so she’ll be eager to show off her skills and will make us something particularly delicious.”

      Walking down the hall with Mrs. Tibbs, Rowan took in the opulence and said in a hesitant voice, “It is rather surprising to find such a refined Inn out in the middle of the frontier. I certainly didn’t expect indoor plumbing.”

      “It cost a pretty penny, but my Harold, though he likes to deny it, comes from a rather wealthy aristocratic family and likes his luxuries. We used his inheritance to build our inn to his rather demanding specifications.”

      “Is Dr. Tibbs royalty?” Rowan asked in a hushed voice.

      “He is.”

      “Good golly,” Rowan breathed out.

      Mrs. Tibbs giggled and led her to yet another set of stairs. “Don’t get flustered, he is 86th in line for the crown. Minor nobility, but ones that invested well over the years. When he decided to follow his brothers in arms to the United States, they gave us a substantial gift to start a new life together. Well, substantial for us, a tiny fraction of their wealth to them. When we found these mineral springs, and the town already built around them, we knew Dove Springs was where we were meant to be.”

      They stopped before a dark wood door with the brass number fourteen on it.

      “Here we are,” Mrs. Tibbs said. “Now, before you go in, I know you’re engaged, but I wasn’t sure what sleeping arrangements you would prefer. This is your room, but there is a door that connects to your fiancé’s bedroom. It has a lock on your side, so if you wish for privacy tonight, you may have it. Take a moment to freshen up, then tell Garret and Edward dinner is ready whenever they are. They should be back from their soaks in the men’s bathing area by now, though they were with Harold, and Lord knows that man can talk.”

      Rowan bit her cheek to keep from giggling, because Mrs. Tibbs hadn’t stopped talking since they’d met. “Thank you. I’ll let them know.”
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      EDWARD

      

      Edward was just pulling up the straps of his suspenders when a knock came from the door to the room he shared with Garret. He would have preferred to be in Rowan’s room with her but thought that Dr. Tibbs was right—she could probably use a good night’s sleep and some privacy. They’d explained the situation to their old friend and mentor as they’d soaked in the tubs, and Garret had finally been able to have his pipe.

      Now, feeling like a new man with the dirt of the road washed off him and a fresh shave, he crossed the smooth, dark wood floor of their room and opened the door, expecting it to be the maid.

      But it wasn’t the maid standing in the hallway.

      It was Cassandra Stein, a local widow and one of the women Edward and Garret would ‘visit’ with when they were in Dove Springs.

      “Hello, Edward,” Cassandra said in her low, sultry voice. “Can I come in?”

      “I don’t know if that would be—” He grunted as she pushed past him, her floral perfume filling the air.

      Dressed in a purple gown that would be more suitable for dinner in the big city than visiting a friend, Cassandra stopped in the middle of the room and practically posed for him. She was a beautiful woman, a few years older than himself and Garret, but lovely with her deep red hair and wide green eyes. For the past few years, they’d carried on a casual dalliance with the wealthy widow. It was a friendly relationship, neither party wanting anything more than someone to scratch an itch and share a glass of bourbon. But their visits had stopped recently when she began to more than casually hint she was on the hunt for her next husband. Or, in this case, husbands.

      Placing her hands on her curvy hips, she slowly scanned the room then arched a brow. “Well, I hear congratulations is in order. Where is your fiancée? I’d love to meet her.”

      Despite her casual tone and small smile, he could see the anger snapping in her eyes and the rigid way she held herself.

      “Thank you, but I’m afraid Rowan isn’t available right now.”

      Her upper lip curled and jealousy practically radiated from her like heat from a stove. He noticed that she’d painted her lips with a stain that made them seem fuller than usual and had applied some cosmetics to her eyes as well. He didn’t know much about women, but he was quite sure Cassandra wasn’t wearing makeup–she wore war paint. She was a proud woman, and it no doubt pricked her fragile pride to know the men she’d been perusing had chosen another. Especially since Cassandra was rather spoiled and expected men to fall at her feet.

      “Cassandra,” he said in a low voice, not wanting to hurt her but at the same time wanting her out of his room, “we can discuss this later. I need to get ready for dinner.”

      Changing tactics, she let the fox fur stole she’d had wrapped around her shoulders fall away, revealing an impressive amount of cleavage lifted for maximum effect. “Edward, please don’t be so cold. I thought we were friends.”

      “We are friends, but nothing more,” he said firmly as he turned his back on her, reaching for his jacket.

      “Edward,” she purred from right behind him and he turned with a start. “It doesn’t have to be this way. You aren’t married yet. Don’t you remember how good things can be between us?”

      She wrapped her arms around him and leaned up on her tiptoes, her mouth inches from his as he backed into the wall, trying to get away from her.

      “Woman,” he growled, “I may not be married yet, but my heart belongs to Rowan.”

      “What about your cock?” Cassandra bared her teeth at him as he caught her hands in his own, keeping her from reaching between his legs. “She’ll never be able to satisfy you like I can.”

      “Enough,” he roared as he pushed Cassandra away. “I want you out of my room, now.”

      Sprawled on the floor, Candance instead shocked the hell out of him by going on her hands and knees and crawling over to him. “Just let me taste you one more time, Edward. You know how good I am at pleasing you with my mouth.”

      As he took another step back, he froze when he heard Rowan say in a low, pissed voice, “If you don’t get your diseased whore carcass out of my fiancés room in ten seconds, I’m going to drag you out by your badly dyed hair.”

      Edward’s mouth practically hit his chest when he turned and saw Rowan, cleaned up and wearing a decent fitting gown, for the first time.

      He’d known she was beautiful, had been attracted to her even when she was covered in dirt and passed out in his bed, but the sight of her took his breath away. Her golden hair was twisted on top of her head into a complicated bun, but curls has been left out to artfully drape around her face, framing it. Though she was still too skinny, her beauty was arresting. Not classic, like Cassandra’s, but eye catching nonetheless. Her bronze skin tone made her pale blue eyes glow, and her wide pink lips—no longer chapped and windburned—were drawn tight with anger. The blue gown she wore highlighted the tininess of her waist, and was tight enough to accent her high, firm breasts.

      Cassandra quickly grabbed her fur and stood, her chin raised in an arrogant tilt. “How dare you speak to me like that!” Cassandra said in a shaky voice. “Edward, do something!”

      Rowan bared her teeth in something more like a snarl than a smile and took a step forward. “Don’t worry about Edward. Don’t speak to Edward. Don’t even look at Edward. I want you out of my fiancés bedroom, now!”

      For all her bluster, Cassandra had grown up with money and was soft in many ways Rowan would never be. Not physically, but mentally. Cassandra was weak and overindulged, and it showed in how quickly she backed up from an advancing Rowan.

      His little tigress didn’t show a hint of fear as she literally stalked the older, larger woman out the door.

      Once Cassandra was out in the hall, Rowan slammed the door shut with a ‘And don’t come back!’ that left him staring at her in amazement.

      She spun around, fire still roaring in her gaze as she pointed a finger at him. “And you—”

      He didn’t even give her a chance to speak, instead sweeping her into his arms so he could properly kiss her with all the passion raging inside of him. Her little feet kicked at his shins, and she tried to push her way out of his arms, but he tightened his grip on her and began to suck and kiss at her luscious mouth while she snarled at him. Her resistance only turned him on even more, but when she wrapped her arms around his neck with a sigh of surrender, his heart swelled with victory.

      Their tongues tangled together as she gripped his hair with two fists, her fingers clutching the still damp strands as she jerked his head back, then began to kiss his smooth shaved throat. The feeling was like liquid fire, and his groans echoed through the room as her lips brushed over him. When she sank her sharp little teeth into the side of his neck almost hard enough to break the skin, he let out a rather unmanly yelp.

      “Easy, little tigress, sheath your fangs” he said as she sucked where she’d bitten.

      Leaning back so her gaze could meet his she said, “If you wear my mark, maybe the women of this town will figure out that you’re spoken for.”

      That warm, roaring happiness filled him again as he smiled at her stern little face. “I’m spoken for, am I?”

      Flustered, she looked down at the top button of his shirt. “Yes. No? I don’t know. I just know that the sight of that woman trying to seduce you…it made me terribly angry.”

      “And jealous,” he said mostly to himself, happy that she was feeling possessive of them.

      She glared at him, her lovely eyes flashing fire again as her tigress temper flared to life. “You don’t have to sound so pleased about it.”

      He walked them over to the bed and sat on the edge, keeping her on his lap despite her protests. “Rowan, you have nothing to worry about. Yes, Garret and I have had a relationship of sorts with Cassandra, but that is in the past. It was more of a mutual understanding and meeting of needs between friends than a romantic courtship.”

      Rowan rolled her eyes at him, but her stiff body softened slightly. “Obviously Cassandra thought it was more.”

      He wrapped his arms around her and held her close, murmuring on the top of her head, “Never, in all the times we were with Cassandra,” Rowan let out a little growl that he bit back a smile over, “did I ever feel even an ounce of what I feel when I hold you like this.”

      Playing with the lapel of his suit jacket, she said in a low voice, “And what do you feel when you hold me?”

      He leaned back a little so he could stare into her earnest little face and said from the bottom of his heart, “I feel right when I’m with you, Rowan. I feel both content and excited, happy and nervous.”

      “Nervous?” Her fair brows drew down and lines creased her forehead. “What do you have to be nervous about?”

      “That you’ll realize you’re too good for us.”

      She let out a loud, harsh laugh that held an edge of hurt to it. “I’m too good for you? Edward, please. You’re rich, handsome, successful ranchers that every woman in the area seems to adore. I’m a penniless, scrawny, ugly—”

      “You are not ugly.” He turned her so she stood between his legs, her mouth set to a stubborn pout. “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      She blinked rapidly, then swallowed hard. “No, Cassandra is beautiful. Nancy is beautiful. I’m a poor, uneducated, unsophisticated and unworldly, scrawny, ugly, have a big nose, and am the granddaughter of slaves.”

      On the last word, her voice broke. He grabbed both her hands in his, turning them over so he could rub her callouses with his thumbs. “There is no sin in being poor, and being uneducated doesn’t mean you’re stupid. You’ve traveled farther than most people who never leave the town they were born in. You’re not scrawny, just malnourished, and my nose is bigger than yours.” This made her smile the tiniest bit. “And I don’t care who your ancestors were no more than you should care about mine. You are the bravest, strongest, smartest woman I’ve ever met, Rowan. I mean that. All your life, you’ve had to fight to survive. Despite that, you’ve not only endured, you’ve thrived. Anyone who ever told you that you were ugly was a flat-out liar. You are uniquely and exquisitely beautiful, and I desire you more than my next breath.”

      “I want to believe you,” she said as tears filled her eyes, “but it is so hard for me to trust you.”

      “Ahhh, lass,” Edward lifted her hands to his mouth so he could kiss her knuckles. “Trust is not given, it’s earned. We know this. We’re only asking you to give us just a little bit.”

      There was so much vulnerability in her gaze while she searched his face, then said softly, “I’m afraid to hope.”

      “You’re breaking my heart,” he groaned as he kissed her knuckles again. “I wish we had the time to properly court you, to prove our worth, but please, give us a chance. I swear, your hope and trust won’t be misplaced.”

      She let out a long, deep sigh then nodded. “Okay.”

      A knock came from the doorway, and Garret appeared a moment later, wearing a smart brown suit with a crisp white shirt and bronze vest. With his hair slicked back and freshly shaved, he looked more like the officer Edward remembered than the rancher he became. Garret sucked in a sharp breath of air as he got a good look at their Rowan.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he said in a reverent tone that made Rowan blush prettily.

      “See?” Edward said with a smile. “I told you.”

      Ignoring Edward, she ducked her head down and said, “You look very handsome as well, Garret.”

      Moving closer, Garret’s smile slipped as he said, “Have you been crying?”

      Edward stood from the bed, the frame creaking as he stood next to Rowan. Even with all her glorious hair piled atop her head, she still only came up to his shoulder. Despite her diminutive stature, she fit perfectly into his side as he gave her a one-armed hug.

      “I’m afraid Cassandra decided to stop by, unannounced, and made her displeasure over our change in marital status known,” Edward said as he gave Rowan’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. “But our little tigress here chased her off.”

      Garret swore softly then gave Rowan an apologetic look. “I am so sorry—”

      She shook her head, cutting him off as she said, “You have nothing to be sorry about. It was all that…woman’s fault.”

      “She called her a heifer,” Edward said, barely holding back a grin. “Right before she threatened to drag her out by her badly dyed hair.”

      Garret looked so shocked, Edward laughed.

      Rowan said in a prim voice, “If you’ll excuse me, I need to go freshen up before dinner.”

      “Ahhh, lass,” Edward said as he kissed her temple. “Don’t be mad. I’m proud that you fought to defend your claim on us.”

      Garret leaned forward, his light brown eyebrows drawn down into a V as he stared at Edward’s neck. “Did Cassandra bite you?”

      “No, our little tigress did that. Said she wanted a visible claim on us to keep the hussies away.”

      Rowan, blushing so hard now her ears were red, started to walk away. “Yes, well just give me a few moments, and I’ll be ready.”

      “Wait,” Garret said as he caught her by her slender wrist. “There’s something I want to give you first. A claim of our own, but without the biting.”

      “I don’t know,” Edward said as he gave Rowan a teasing grin. “I kind of like the biting.”

      Garret snorted, then pulled a small black leather box out of his pocket. “I’ll gladly wear your bite mark, Rowan Larsen, if you’ll do us the honor of wearing our ring. And, before you say you can’t, just think of it as promise that you’ll give us a chance to prove that we can make you happy.”

      She stood very still for a few long moments, and Edward literally held his breath until she said, “All right, I’ll wear your ring, but I’m not promising to marry you. Only that…I’m heavily considering it.”

      Edward and Garret exchanged a glance filled with victory before Garret opened the box, revealing a platinum ring with a sparkling blue stone a few shades darker than Rowan’s eyes in the center.

      “Oh! Oh, my goodness,” she breathed, her eyes wide and her pink lips slightly parted. “It is beautiful. It must have cost a fortune. Where did you get it?”

      Garret looked over to Edward, who gently held Rowan’s hand in his own as Garret slipped the ring on. “Dr. Tibbs sold it to us. He had Mrs. Tibbs measured your finger size while she was helping you bathe, and together we found a ring that we felt suited you. If you don’t like it, I’m sure we can find something else.”

      “No,” she said quickly, snatching her hand back and holding it to her chest. “No, I love it. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever worn.”

      Relief filled Edward at the sight of the ring on her finger, another battle won in the war for her heart.

      Still looking at the ring, Rowan said, “Let me go freshen up, and then I’ll be ready for dinner.”

      “Take your time,” Garret said as he took a seat in one of the high-backed chairs by the fire. “They serve dinner from six until eight o’clock for the guests and whatever town folk decide they want to dine at the Inn for the evening.”

      A determined look came over her face as she crossed the room, then she paused at the doorway connecting to her suite and looked over her shoulder at them. “Thank you. For everything.”

      She disappeared before he could respond, the door closing quickly behind her.

      “Edward,” Garret said in a low voice as he gestured to the chair opposite of him. “Come here. I have some news. A telegram came in while we were bathing from our friend Henry the pub owner back in Butte. Henry’s kept his ears and eyes open for any news on Mr. Charles, like we asked. Seems the bloody bastard is on the hunt for us. When we exchanged gunfire, not only did we wound Mr. Charles, but we killed the thug that was with him, who turned out to be his cousin. Word around the city is that Mr. Charles has put a sizeable bounty on our heads.”

      “Son of a bitch.” Edward gripped the edges of the fireplace, staring down into the flames. “So, we should be expecting trouble?”

      “Maybe,” Garret said as he tapped his fingers on the arm of the chair, his blue eyes darkening as he clenched and unclenched his jaw. “Mr. Charles doesn’t know who we are—yet. He’s mainly looking for ‘Roger,’ since he knows we were with him.”

      “Well, that’s a bit of good luck on our side,” Edward said. “Bridgewater is far enough away that there is every reason to believe he’ll never find us. If he does? Well, he won’t find us to be easy prey. Men like Mr. Charles never last long. They always mess with the wrong person and ending up in a shallow grave in the wilderness.”

      “I was thinking that as well.” Garret toyed with the gold chain attached to his pocket watch. “If, by some ill twist of fate, they do find us, well, I think they’ll be in for a sore surprise when they realize Bridgewater is mostly battle-hardened, retired military. I can’t think of a group of men I’d rather have at our backs than our brothers back home.”

      “God’s truth to that,” Edward said as he pushed away from the mantle. “Do we tell Rowan?”

      “No, I don’t think that would be wise. She’s been through enough and doesn’t need any more reasons to live in fear. I’ll send a telegram back to Henry asking him to let us know if anything changes.”

      “Agreed.” Edward rubbed his jaw, the slightly bristle of his hair already growing back and tickling his palm.

      Standing up, Garret placed his hand on Edward’s shoulder and gave it a hard squeeze. “And if anyone is foolish enough to try to collect a bounty on us, we’ll take care of them and Mr. Charles. He won’t be the first piece of human waste we’ve removed from this planet.”

      Memories of their years in the service flashed through his mind, and Edward nodded. “I will do anything to protect our family.”

      “Anything,” Garret replied as they both turned to look at the closed door separating their room from Rowan’s. “I’ll go into hell, both guns blazing, if it means keeping our bride safe.”
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      Slowly running her finger over the long, gilded handle of the fork, Rowan wondered if Mrs. Tibbs would be put out if Rowan stabbed the woman sitting across the room from her for openly flirting with Garret. The woman was French Canadian named Fleur, traveling with her uncle and cousin from Quebec to trade furs. She had gorgeous, thick brown hair that framed a very pretty oval face. And she had long, dark lashes that she used to maximum effect as she attempted to charm Garret.

      The French Canadians had joined the Tibbs, minus Nancy, and Rowan and her men for some social time after dinner.

      Edward, it had been decided by the men, would be Rowan’s public fiancé while Garret would pose as her cousin. They both had blonde hair and blue eyes and, even though his nose was narrow and aristocratic while hers was wide, they could pass as cousins. Very distant cousins, but close enough that people wouldn’t question their relationship.

      But, as they sat there, having what should be a pleasant time talking with a charming Dr. and Mrs. Tibbs, Rowan couldn’t help but feel guilty as she watched Garret play a game of cards with Fleur and her family. To her surprise, Garret spoke fluent French, and it irritated her further that she didn’t know what they were saying. She could only read Fleur’s body language. Rowan grit her teeth as Fleur looked at Garret from beneath her lashes, blushing prettily as they all laughed at something Fleur’s uncle had said.

      “And that’s when I became a monkey and decided to move to Russia,” Mrs. Tibbs said.

      Startled, Rowan tore her jealous gaze from the card table and focused on Mrs. Tibbs again.

      She found the older woman giving her a knowing look. “Green with jealousy is not a good color on you. Now put that fork down before we have to remove it from that poor simpleton’s eye. She is very pretty, but she is about as smart as my goat, Douglas—and he tries to eat dung.”

      Edward coughed from the chair nearby where he was sitting with Dr. Tibbs as they both smoked their pipes near the fire.

      Ignoring him, Rowan leaned forward as she set her dessert fork down next to the barely eaten, but delicious, chocolate cake. “I’m sorry. I know…” She tried to put her complicated feelings into words but was at a loss. “I’m not used to this.”

      Mrs. Tibbs leaned closer so they were whispering together, their conversation low enough that it was almost inaudible over the sounds coming from the card game. “Forgive me if I am prying, but I would give you the same advice I gave my daughters when they were considering becoming Bridgewater Brides.”

      Eager for some kind of guidance and feeling comforted by the older woman’s presence, Rowan nodded.

      “This,” her gaze darted over to the card table, her mouth going tight, “is part of the price you pay for marrying a man from Bridgewater. The world is not a kind place, and there are those who would try to prosecute you for indecency and other foolish crimes. You have to ask yourself, can you really do this? Can you really spend a lifetime where you will never be able to publicly acknowledge your husbands without fear of ridicule and possible jail?”

      Rowan stared at her, taking in the seriousness of Mrs. Tibbs expression. Oh, how she wanted to confess that the ring on her finger was just a prop, but in truth it meant so much more. She was falling in love with Garret and Edward, and it scared her to death. Loving someone made you vulnerable, and she hated the bitter sting of jealousy that was still riding her emotions.

      “I don’t know,” she said whispered.

      “Then this is something you need to consider.” Mrs. Tibbs patted her hand, “Is what they’re offering you worth the price?”

      Sitting slowly back in her chair, Rowan looked over at Edward as he leaned forward on his elbows, deep in conversation with Dr. Tibbs. The lamplight cast deep shadows on his face, lending him an almost sinister look that she knew was a lie. Beneath that brash exterior beat a heart as strong and gentle as any man she’d ever met. Her father had been the same way. A big Viking of a man, who wouldn’t hurt a fly, but would beat the tar out of anyone that threatened his family.

      Her heart lifted a little as he caught her looking at him and gave her his slow, unbearably sexy smile. Lifting his hand to his mouth, he blew her a kiss that she swore landed on her heart with a thump. When she smiled back at him, he winked, then turned to face Dr. Tibbs when the older man said something that made Edward laugh.

      Looking the other way to the card table by the fire, she caught Garret already watching her. He was facing away from the other players, which was a good thing because the desire in his gaze was unmistakable. Heat stirred between her legs as she basked in his attention. His gaze felt like a caress, and her heart began to beat faster just from his look. The chemistry between them was potent, and she hoped no one noticed the sudden flush to her cheeks.

      Garret gave her a wink, then turned back to the card game as one of the men said his name, then something in French. As she watched, she once again noted that he was polite to Fleur, but at the same time distant and did nothing to encourage her interest. Trust was something that didn’t come easy, but she forced herself to stop watching over Garret like a jealous fishwife and return her attention to a carefully watching Mrs. Tibbs.

      Tilting her head to the side, she considered something then asked, “Do you daughters think the price of their family is worth the cost?”

      Mrs. Tibbs gave her a bright smile, “A million times over.”

      Rowan smiled back, then yawned. “Goodness, it is barely seven o’clock and it feels like midnight.”

      Making a tsking sound, Mrs. Tibbs stood and turned to Edward and Dr. Tibbs, “Edward, I believe our beautiful Rowan is in need of a good night’s rest. Would you be a dear and escort her to her room?”

      Garret stood from the card table, concern wreathing his handsome face. “I’ll help you. She is looking a little pale.”

      Fleur said something, but Garret shook his head and his reply made her pout, but he obviously didn’t care.

      In a matter of seconds, Rowan found herself sandwiched between her men as they hustled her up the stairs and into her bedroom.

      Once the door closed, Garret slumped against it with a huge sigh of relief. “Thank the Lord you finally got us out of there. That woman was driving me crazy. She is as dumb as a box of rocks and wouldn’t take a hint to save her life.”

      Edward laughed and went over to the door, giving his friend a pat on the shoulder as Garret gave an exaggerated grunt. “Sorry, my friend. Dr. Tibbs and I were discussing business and I lost track of time.”

      At some point, the maids had turned down the room for the night. A fire crackled merrily in the hearth and the thick rose velvet drapes had been drawn around the windows. The bed looked so inviting, with the pillows freshly plumped and the pale cream sheets turned back on the deep gold velvet blanket. She’d never stayed in such a luxurious place before, and another yawn cracked her jaw as she eyed the bed.

      It was big, really big, and Rowan wondered if this room, with the one adjacent with two beds, had been added to the Inn for when the owner’s Bridgewater daughters came to visit.

      “Rowan,” Garret said from softly behind her. “May we help you get ready for bed?”

      Remembering the last time they’d helped her fall asleep, she nearly moaned at the thought of the pleasure they’d given her. Feelings like she’d never experienced, sensations that had been better than anything she could have imagined. Turning slowly, she looked at them both before nodding.

      “I would like that very much.” Anticipation tightened her sex when both men gave her equally hungry looks. “Please.”

      Garret reached her first, but instead of grabbing her and giving her the kiss she needed, he led her over to the small table with the plush stool and etched mirror. A beautiful oil lamp burned there, and she watched the men in the mirror as the set about the task of carefully removing the pins from her hair. They were so intent, so careful not to hurt her, that she couldn’t help but giggle at the image.

      “What?” Edward asked around a mouthful of hair pins.

      “Nothing,” she giggled again.

      “How many pins did Mrs. Tibbs put in your hair?” Garret muttered as he tossed another pin into the growing pile on the dresser.

      “I have a lot of hair,” she said with a shrug, then sighed as the mass atop her head was finally free to tumble down.

      To her surprise, Edward began to massage her scalp with big, strong fingers that left her near limp with pleasure. Tingles raced from her scalp and down her spine, and she sighed with delight when Garret took one of her hands in his own and began to massage it. More prickles of desire sparked through her body, the need that never seemed to sleep waking beneath their touch. Leaning back, she found her head resting in the cradle of Edward’s hips as he stood behind her, his erection pressing against her cheek.

      They both froze, and Edward let out a deep growl, his hands tightening in her hair as she slowly, hesitantly rubbed her cheek against his rigid flesh.

      Garret kept massaging her hand, but his touch was sensual, stroking as he slowly worked his way up her arm to the buttons at the back of her dress. As she grew bolder and rubbed her face against Edwards erection, the rush of desire that burned her from within grew even hotter. Her pussy ached, and she could feel even her thighs becoming slick with her need. She loved this feeling, loved how good it felt to be touched by them and to touch in return.

      Garret gently pulled the dress down from her shoulders, revealing the chemise beneath. She glanced at the mirror and froze at the erotic tableau they made. Her nipples pressed against the fabric, dark points begging to be touched. She’d never felt a man’s bare hand on them, or mouth, and wondered what it would feel like. She didn’t have to wonder for long, because both Garret and Edward were on their knees next to her, their dark and light heads reflecting in the mirror as she looked between the image and the real thing.

      There was something incredibly naughty and erotic about watching them as they pulled away the last layer of clothing and revealed her breasts. They were nowhere near as large as Cassandra’s, and she felt a moment of doubt that was quickly blown away by their reaction. Both men cupped a breast, their fingers exploring her, making her shudder and moan as they plucked at her nipples, pinching her gently at first, then harder until she was twisting and writhing. It felt as if each breast had a direct line to her clit, and when Garret sealed his mouth over her nipple, she saw stars.

      Together, the men helped her stand and removed the rest of her clothes with a speed that left her breathless.

      Once she was completely nude, they both just stood there and stared at her in a way that had her trying to cover herself with her hands.

      “Stop staring,” she whispered.

      Garret took one hand, Edward the other, stopping her from shielding herself.

      “We’re staring,” Edward said in a voice thick with desire, “because you are the most gorgeous thing we’ve ever seen.”

      She would have protested that there were other women far more beautiful than she was, when Garret dropped to his knees before her.

      Facing her sex, he slowly ran his fingertips over the golden curls covering her mound. “Such a beautiful little pussy.”

      Edward stood behind her, cupping her breasts in his hands, toying with her nipples until the desire burned away her embarrassment of Garret openly inspecting her sex.

      “Open up for me,” he murmured. “Let me taste you like Edward did.”

      “I have a better idea,” Edward said in a voice tingled with seductive menace. “Put her legs over your shoulders. I’ll hold her.”

      “What?” she squeaked while the men lifted her, so her legs lay over Garret’s shoulders, her thighs gripping his head as he buried his face in her sex.

      She cried out as he positively devoured her, his tongue lashing at her clit, his teeth scraping the sensitive bud. Gripping his hair in one hand, she reached placed the other over Edward’s on her breast, enjoying the feeling of his touch even as her desire wound into a hot, tight coil in her belly with record speed. The ache between her thighs grew worse, and every ounce of her body seemed to be focused on the release that was building.

      Edward twisted her nipples, hard, and that was all she needed to come apart in their arms, her body straining against their hold as her thighs shook.

      Garret continued to feast on her, sticking his tongue in her still clenching channel, licking up the abundant honey spilling from her body. Edward slowed his touched, whispering in her ear how much he loved it when she climaxed, how beautiful she was, and a dozen other things that made her feel both aroused and cherished. She was so sensitive, and the rough scrape of his work hardened fingers against her nipples was too much.

      “Enough,” she cried out in a weak voice, so overstimulated she was shaking.

      Edward carried her back to the bed and laid her gently onto the soft pillows. Her whole body was still throbbing, and she felt strangely satisfied, yet still wanting. Eyeing the press of the men’s erections against their pants, she bit her lower lip. She wanted to see them, touch them, to give them the same gift of release that they’d given her.

      It was only polite.

      Moving to her knees, still nude with her hair falling around her in a riot of curls, she looked up at them and said, “May I please see you?”

      The men exchanged a grin and a look before they both returned their attention to her.

      “You’re looking at us know,” Garret said with a teasing grin.

      She rolled her eyes at him. “Without your clothes on.”

      “You want to see us, lass,” Edward growled as he fisted his large erection and gave it a hard squeeze, “then take us out yourself.”

      She didn’t know who was more surprised by her boldness, but she didn’t even hesitate as she reached out and grabbed the silver buckle of his belt to draw him forward with one hand, and Garret with the other. The lamp next to the bed had been turned down to a low glow that made everything look gilded in its golden light. She wondered if they could see how her hands shook as she placed them on her thighs and took a moment to appreciate the bounty before her. Her body gave a renewed wave of heat as she took in their powerful shoulders, and how their bodies seemed to exude a maleness that called to everything female inside of her.

      Biting her lower lip, she glanced up at Edward as she began to unbuckle his belt, her hands fumbling a bit when it came to the actual act of freeing his erection from his pants. At her first touch of his cock, she swallowed hard. She didn’t expect him to feel so warm, or so soft against her questing fingertips. Curiosity and a tingle of excitement had her eagerly pulling him out, and she licked her lips once he was free of his pants. Edward was thick, almost as thick as her wrist, and the flared head of his erection was a deep purplish red color. Twisting veins ran up and down the sides, and the skin was silky as she ran her fingertip from root to tip before grasping it again in her fist. It throbbed in her grip, and she gave him an experimental squeeze, loving how his knees almost buckled as he groaned.

      Doing it again, she delighted in the power she held over him, her ability to give him pleasure like no one else.

      A tiny bead of moisture came out of the slit at the tip, and she rubbed a curious finger over it, finding the liquid smooth and almost slippery. It reminded her of the moisture that was once again collecting between her legs, readying her for them. As she gave Edward another slow stroke, harder than before, more of the liquid came out. Leaning forward, she licked delicately at the tip. She’d heard the older women at the mill giggle about this act, and some had described it as a tiresome chore they performed for their husband while others seemed to find pleasure in the act. Rowan could understand why those women had enjoyed this.

      The pure worship in Edward’s eyes as she looked up at him and sealed her mouth around his girth had her moaning deep in her throat..

      Garret sat down behind her on the bed, pulling her hair back and watching her take Edward. “That’s it, love, suck him nice and deep. Use your tongue while you do it.”

      She followed his instructions, more than aware of his hard length pressing into her back.

      Not wanting him to feel left out, she said pulled off Edward and looked over her shoulder. “Please, Garret, let me touch you while I taste Edward.”

      Garret made a strangled sound and she had to bite back a giggle as he stripped so quickly, his clothes practically flew across the room. Edward used her distraction to remove his own clothing, and soon they were both gloriously nude. Her heart raced, and she was sure she was about to pass out at the sight of the male beauty before her. Edward had more body hair than Garret, and it was much darker and thicker on his chest while Garret’s chest was bare. But he did have a light brown trail of hair that led to his straining erection. He was so aroused the curved tip was almost touching his belly.

      Blushing, both curious and feeling strangely shy, she examined them from beneath her lashes. Garret’s cock was long and curved, with a distinct mushroom shape to the head. Like Edward, his erection was also wet at the tip, and when she leaned forward to take him into her mouth, it was Edward’s turn to sit on the bed and hold her hair back while she gently suckled Garret.

      “Touch him,” Edward urged, “he likes it when a woman plays with his bollocks.”

      Though she didn’t like thinking of Edward and Garret being with another woman, she had to admit she was grateful that the men were coaching her through this. Truly, this was the first time she’d ever been naked and alone with any man, and despite all her secondhand knowledge of the mechanics of sex, she really had no clue. It was more instinct than anything else that had her gently fondling the soft sac beneath his shaft, and she was rewarded with a hard thrust to the mouth that almost made her cough.

      Pulling out, Garret gave her a wild look as he said, “I’m sorry, love. Are you all right?”

      Blinking the tears out her eyes, she nodded. “Don’t stop, I want more.”

      Pulling her up from the bed, she squirmed against him at the feel of his erection, slick from her mouth rubbing against her belly.

      Kissing her softly on the lips, Garret asked, “How much more do you want? You are in control here, my little tigress. We will do anything you desire, and give you everything we have, but only if you let us.”

      Lord but his kisses were drugging, and she found it hard to think about anything but how empty she felt, and how the cure for the ache deep inside of her was pressed against her.

      “I want it all.”

      “Are you sure?” Edward asked, his body practically vibrating with tension behind her. “Once we have you, we’ll never let you go.”

      Unexpected tears filled her eyes as she nodded. No one other than her family had ever wanted to keep her. She was the poor, scrawny woman with a big nose and oddly pale hair and eyes who was good enough for a fumble in an alley, but not to love. Not to take home and make their wife. One of the older ladies that worked at the factory with her told Rowan once that the best she could hope for in life was to be a rich man’s mistress, or a beggar’s wife.

      Garret reached out and brushed a tear off her cheek with his thumb. “Why are you crying?”

      “It’s just…” Her throat closed up on her tears, and she had to struggle to clear it. “No one has ever wanted me like you do. No one beside my family has every looked at me like I was someone important, treated me like I was worth something. When you look at me, I feel…” She hesitated, not wanting to use the ‘l’ word. “You make me feel cherished.”

      Edward’s brawny arms wrapped around her from behind as he gently rolled them back onto the bed, with Garret following them.

      “Rowan, Rowan, Rowan,” Garret chided her softly as she lay on her back with Garret and Edward looking down at her. “You don’t know your own worth. You are a treasure unlike any other, the kind of women men fight wars over. I just thank the good Lord that we were the blokes lucky enough to claim you for our own. Will you be ours, Rowan Larsen? Wear our ring in truth?”

      “But my brother…” she tried to grasp onto the excuse, and that’s just what it was. An excuse.

      “Your brother,” Edward said in a gentle voice, “when he comes back for you, will find his sister happily married and well cared for.”

      “What if he still wants me to come to California with him?” She reached out, placing a hand on both of their arms. “I can’t abandon him.”

      Garret stroked her cheek with the back of his hand, his gaze kind as he gently said, “Rowan, your brother is a grown man. He is free to choose his own path in life, and while I’m sure he would like to have you with him, he doesn’t need you. Not like we do.”

      “You are the missing piece of my heart,” Edward murmured as he leaned down and gave her a brief kiss on the tip of her nose. “I always imagined what it would be like when we finally found our future wife, but I didn’t anticipate how quickly you’d become an essential part of my life, of my heart. Your brother will always be welcome in our home, and we can always go visit him in California, but I beg you to please choose us.”

      The pretty blue stone on her ring sparkled as she laid her fingertips against Edward’s lips, the sadness and desperation in his words and eyes touching her deep inside her heart. “I feel like I’m abandoning my brother.”

      “Like he abandoned you,” Garret muttered, barely loud enough to hear.

      Before Rowan could defend Ted, Edward said, “Your brother loves you, doesn’t he?”

      “Yes,” she replied without a moment’s hesitation.

      “And you love him and want him to be happy, correct?”

      She nodded, the skin of her arm growing sensitive as Garret slowly stroked her. “Yes.”

      “Then wouldn’t he want the same for you? For you to be happy?”

      She turned that thought over in her mind. “I guess so.”

      Edward leaned down and brushed his lips over hers, a delightful wave of warmth rushing through her blood. “And do we make you happy?”

      Unable to face the intensity of their combined gazes, she turned so she could bury her face against Edward’s furry chest. “Yes.”

      Garret took the opportunity to kiss her exposed shoulder, his voice gentle as he said, “Then stay with us, be our bride, our wife, and someday the mother of our children.”

      An image flashed through her mind, so real it almost felt like a memory even though it had never happened. She pictured herself sitting before an unfamiliar hearth, a beautiful little babe nursing from her breast while Garret and Edward looked on with proud smiles. Oh yes, she wanted that.

      “I’ll stay,” she whispered.

      Both Edward and Garret froze, then smiled so big she couldn’t help but smile back as their pure joy washed over her like a physical touch.

      “You mean it?” Garret asked with both hope and vulnerability shading his low voice, “You’ll be our wife? Stay with us in Bridgewater? Let us both love you with everything we have?”

      “Yes,” she nodded, trying to ignore the small pang of guilt, the lingering feeling that she was somehow betraying her brother. “Yes, I’ll be your wife.”

      Edward took her hand in his own, kissing her fingertips as he said, “Little tigress, you have made us the happiest men in all the world.”

      Garret pressed his hip against her, the hot length of his erection leaving a kiss of moisture where the tip pressed into her skin. “Now let us show you how good our life will be together.”

      He leaned down and, when their lips met, she wrapped her arms around Garret’s neck, both of them smiling as they kissed. Happiness blossomed within her, and a great sense of relief and contentment filled the empty space in her heart with an ocean of love. She didn’t have to hear the words out loud to know that he loved her, it was a feeling as powerful as being struck by lightning. When Edward began to caress her breasts—he really did seem obsessed with the small mounds—she moaned into Garret’s mouth.

      Reaching out, she managed to find Edward’s stiff, throbbing length. She stroked him lightly, matching the motion of Garret’s tongue rubbing against her own. The thought of being with two men at once had never occurred to her, but now she couldn’t imagine having it any other way. Two sets of hands stroked her, awakening her passion, and making her burn with need. Garret kept on kissing her, swallowing her grunt when one of them began to gently rub circles on her clit.

      “Yes,” she hissed as those fingers moved down to her soaking wet entrance. “More.”

      The men shared a dark chuckle before Garret said, “I love how greedy you are for us, love.”

      She couldn’t respond, because those lovely fingers began to push inside of her, stroking in and out while Garret turned his attention to her breasts. She lost her grip on Edward when he repositioned himself so he could lick at her clit while slowly pushing one finger, then another inside her channel.

      “Relax,” Garret said as he sat back on his heels, his erection standing proud between his thighs as he watched Edward, “Let us stretch you out so there won’t be as much pain.”

      Another finger joined the first, and she clutched at Garret’s thigh with one hand, a pillow with the other as Edward used his devil blessed mouth to bring her to the edge. Her whole body tensed and shivered, her thighs opened wide as Edward did something where he curved his fingers and rubbed a spot inside of her that had her sitting straight up and crying out in pleasure. The orgasm seemed to explode, and Edward made a startled noise.

      “Look at that,” Edward growled from between her legs, “look at her honey pouring out of her.”

      Garret’s fingers joined Edwards as they both rubbed her, Garret focusing on her clit while Edward pumped his fingers inside of her.

      “Do it again,” Garret urged, his blonde hair shining in the lamplight as he stared between her thighs.

      Edward obliged, and Rowan practically ripped the sheets off the bed as he worked her hard, the climax ramping up while he rubbed that magic spot. Her next release was almost as intense as the first. The raw pleasure had her screaming into the pillow as wave after wave of burning desire seemed to destroy her from the inside out. The men continued to pet and coo at her, their hands stroking her trembling limbs, easing her down from her devastating climax. She had no idea it was possible to find her release back to back like that, and when she finally was able to open her eyes, she stared up at them in wonder.

      “That was amazing,” she whispered in a rough voice.

      Edward eased in a third finger and she felt a tiny bite of pain as stretched her even wider. “There we go, nice and soft, ready for our cocks.”

      Garret and Edward switched places, maneuvering her limp form until her legs were around Garret’s hips. Looking down at her, he held his hard cock in one hand, rubbing it up and down her slit, wetting himself with her abundant release. Edward stroked himself as he watched, his dark gaze glittering with a need so hot, her own body gave a responsive shiver.

      The feeling of Garret pressing into her opening had her turning her attention back to him, and their gaze locked as he slowly pushed inside. The pain was sharp enough to take her breath, and she whimpered as the head lodged inside of her, squirming uncomfortably. Edward reached down between her legs and gently rubbed her clit while Garret threw his head back and let out a low growl, sinking deeper inside of her. His hold on her hips tightened, and she was surprised that, once he was all the way inside of her, the pain eased. Maybe it was because of Edward working her clit, but her body clenched down on Garret, seemingly trying to keep him inside of her.

      “Easy, love,” Garret grunted. “You’re going to make me cum before I’m ready.”

      “Do it,” she urged as he slid out, then back in. “I want to feel you.”

      His answer was to lay atop her, keeping his weight off her but at the same time covering her in the most delicious way. She wrapped her arms and legs around him, moving experimentally as he worked his hips between her thighs. The slide of his flared crest inside of her sensitive tissue was divine. She kissed and licked at the side of his neck, and he pumped in and out, the muscles of his back and shoulders flexing beneath her roving hands. The world ceased to exist except for them, and she held on as he began to really move, the sound of their heavy breaths and slapping skin filling the room.

      The way he was positioned had his pelvis rubbing against her clit, and soon that familiar tightening sensation began in her lower belly as fire flooded her veins. Digging her nails into his back, she writhed beneath him and Garret swore. Pumping harder, he did this twist with his hips that sent her plunging into the abyss of her climax. Her pussy clenched down on Garret, and he let out a deep, shuddering groan as he held her so tightly, she could barely breathe. His shaft jerked inside of her, and a new, unusual warmth filled her while she coasted in bliss, her orgasm rolling through her.

      They lay together as the waves of bliss receded, his heart pounding against her own as he kissed every inch of her he could reach.

      “Thank you,” he murmured over and over. “Thank you, thank you.”

      When she finally was able to make her mouth work, she said, “That was wonderful.”

      Garret pulled out and she let out a soft moan, her body sore now that the endorphins were fading.

      “Rowan,” Edward growled from next to her, “open your mouth, lass.”

      She looked over at Edward, licking her lips at the way he was rapidly stroking his erection.

      “Don’t you want to make love to me?” she asked as she turned to the side, going to her hands and knees.

      “Tomorrow,” Edward promised. “If we use you too rough tonight, we might hurt you.”

      “You won’t hurt me,” she all but purred, her seemingly unquenchable desire for her men warming her body anew. “I want you, Edward.”

      Garret gave her arse a smack that had her yelping, “Don’t tempt him, little tigress. Your husbands know what’s best for you. Now be a good girl and open your mouth.”

      Moving with a sultry grace she didn’t know she possessed, she crawled between Edward’s spread legs as he lay back. Looking up his large body, and thick erection, she conceded that maybe the men did have a point. While Garret was longer and had that delicious curve that hit her exactly right, Edward was thick enough to really stretch her. Holding his rock-hard shaft with both hands, she fastened her mouth over the tip, loving how his thighs twitched as she began to suck.

      Gripping her hair in both his hands, Edward thrust himself into her mouth, his length getting impossibly harder. She remembered how he’d reacted when she played with his bollocks, and reached down, cradling them in her hands. His grip almost painfully in her hair, and she had to fight back a choke as he pushed her down until the tip of his shaft pressed against the back of her throat. With a roar that would have scared a bear, he began to fill her mouth with his seed. Burst after burst coated her tongue while she licked and swallowed as quickly as she could. Some still managed to escape, so she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand after she slowly released him from her mouth.

      Edward collapsed against the headboard, his eyes closed and his big barrel chest heaving like he’d just wrestled a bull.

      A bone deep exhaustion came over her, and she lay between his legs, resting her head on one furry, muscled thigh as she panted.

      Warm, male hands rubbed over her bottom and she let out a soft moan, her poor body at once wanting more, but begging for some sleep.

      “You are so beautiful,” Garret said as he helped her move off of Edward and pulled her up between them.

      Her unladylike grunt had them both laughing as she buried her face in what had to be the softest pillow she’d ever felt. Everything felt wonderful, perfect. The blankets, the bed, and most especially the two men cuddling her between them. The scent of their lovemaking filled the room, and she took a deep breath of their musk, some primal part of her delighting in having two strong men keeping her safe. They began to talk to each other in soft voices that were no more than rumbles to her tired mind, and she drifted off to sleep.
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      Heat, too much heat, had Rowan trying to kick the heavy blankets off of her in her sleep, but she couldn’t manage to get free.

      Confused, she opened her eyes and found that she wasn’t pinned down by blankets, but by two naked, heavy men who’d wrapped their bodies around her like vines.

      Garret has his thigh thrown over her legs, while Edward had her back cuddled to his front with both of his muscled arms tucked around her. It must have been early morning, because a dull, gray light crept in around the edge of the curtains. The fireplace across the room had burned down to embers, and she blushed at the sight of their clothes strewn about. The bedding was equally tussled, and it took some effort to free herself of both the blankets and the men.

      By the time she’d managed to crawl to the end of the bed to freedom, she was afraid the men would wake up, but they both continued to snore softly. The sound of their combined snores made a giggle want to escape, but she managed to swallow it back as she carefully tiptoed on the carpeted floor and picked up her chemise before darting into the water closet. She had to admit, it was quite a novel luxury to turn on the faucet and have warm water come out. Using the lavender scented soap and hand towel placed neatly on the sink, she gave herself a quick standing bath, washing away the traces of last night’s passion from her well satisfied body.

      As she rubbed the cloth between her legs, she gave a little shiver at the sensation of the warm cloth on her sensitive flesh. She was a little sore on the inside, but overall felt better than she had in months. Her reflection in the mirror certainly looked better. The bruises had faded to an ugly yellow green that weren’t as noticeable as they’d been before, and her eyes had a sparkle in them that she hadn’t seen in a long time. Gripping the edges of the sink, she leaned forward and studied her reflection, then the ring on her finger.

      Last night, caught up in the whirlwind of passion the men so easily called to life, she’d agreed to marry them.

      In the light of day, she waited to feel regret or guilt, but had none. Instead, she was filled with anticipation as she crept back into the bedroom, eager to explore the men who would soon be her husbands and the pleasures they could give her. To her surprise, Edward wasn’t in bed, and she turned as the door to their room opened and he came shuffling in, wearing nothing at all.

      Though his shaft was flaccid, it still hung thick and long between his thighs. When his sleepy gaze met hers, his smile gave her tummy flutters.

      “Morning,” he rumbled as he shuffled over to her. “Let’s go back to bed.”

      Taking in his rumpled look, she smiled and allowed him to lead her back into bed. “Don’t we need to leave for Bridgewater?”

      Edward lifted his stubble covered chin to the closed curtains. “Snowed last night. We could make it through on horseback, but with the wagon, we’ll be stuck here for at least another day.”

      “Oh darn,” she said with small smile.

      Grunting, he grabbed her and fell back on the bed with her atop him. “Go back to sleep.”

      Laying atop his big body, sleep was the last thing in her mind. “You go on ahead and go back to sleep. Don’t mind me. I’m just going to…explore a little bit.”

      Edward opened one eye and peered up at her. “Explore?”

      Smiling at him, she patted his chest and nodded, “Shhhh, don’t worry. You just go right on back to sleep, handsome.”

      Garret, who’d fallen back asleep, let out a snore before rolling over on his side, presenting her with his muscled back.

      She and Edward both grinned at each other, and he put his hands behind his head, a twinkle sparkling in his deep brown eyes. “Go ahead, lass. Have your wicked way with me.”

      Scooting off of him and over to the side of the big bed, she slowly pulled the covers down to his waist, revealing his furry chest and tight abdominals. His body wasn’t as defined as Garret’s, but he was a big man all over. From his thick as her head biceps to the barrel of his chest, he was built for endurance and power. Scars littered his body, and she traced her fingers gently over a few, wondering what danger he’d survived to earn such wounds. The thought of him being hurt in the past made her heart ache, and she placed a kiss on an especially bad one on his upper chest.

      “Did you get this during your military service?” She asked as she rubbed her hands over the old wound.

      “Nothing quite so noble,” Edward said in a low voice as he stroked her hair, his hand almost big enough to palm her whole head. “When I was twelve, I decided I was going to impress the pretty redhead down the road by walking across the top of the covered bridge that separated our farm from hers. Except she wasn’t quite as impressed as I’d thought she’d be, so I decided to up my efforts and walk across the top…on my hands.”

      Rowan blinked at him. “You didn’t.”

      His grin brought back a hint of the reckless young boy he’d once been. “Oh, I did indeed. I was about halfway across when I lost my balance and fell into the creek below. Managed to almost impale myself on a branch hidden in the water. My older brother was there, and he managed to haul me out before I drowned. Oh, my mother was mad.” He chuckled, rubbing his knuckles down her cheek. “She almost fainted when she saw me, and I spent the next two years doing chores to work off the cost of the doctor’s bill to stitch me up.”

      “You were lucky you didn’t kill yourself,” she admonished. “And I take it the redhead wasn’t impressed by your near-death experience?”

      “No.” He chuckled again, and she liked the feeling of his chest vibrating beneath her fingertips as he did. “She ended up marrying my older brother, and they gave me a mess of nieces and nephews.”

      “Do you ever go home to see your family?”

      “When we can. Running a ranch takes a lot of time and effort. We have men working for us now that we trust, but it has been too long since we visited back home.” He tucked a stray gold curl behind her ear. “Though, now I suppose we should plan a trip back, so we can introduce our bride to our families.”

      Leaning over him, she let Edward continue to stroke her face and neck, loving how gentle he was with her. “What are they going to think? With you two sharing me?”

      His smiled died a little, and his sigh was heavy. “I’m afraid we’ll have to keep up the ruse around them. When we’re visiting my family, you’ll be my bride; when we’re visiting Garret’s, you’ll be his.”

      “And you’re okay with this? I must confess, I felt bad last night when I couldn’t acknowledge Garret in public. Like I was hurting his feelings.”

      “My feelings weren’t hurt,” Garret said in a low, sleep roughened voice. “Don’t worry about that. We both knew what we were getting into when we decided this was the lifestyle we wanted to live. I don’t care what the world thinks, so long as, once we’re at home, you’re my wife as much as Edward’s.”

      Smiling at Garret’s sleep rumpled hair and already drooping eyelids, she leaned down and gave him a kiss on his bristly cheek. “Good morning.”

      He grunted, then pulled a pillow over his head.

      Laughing, Edward said, “Don’t mind him, Garret has never been a morning person. Bloody sod can sleep through an elephant stampede.”

      “I’m not much of a morning person myself,” she admitted, “but right now, sleep is the last thing on my mind.”

      “Really?” he said in a deep tone that made her tingle. “What would you like to do instead?”

      “Oh, I can think of a few things.”

      Reaching his chest, she ran her fingers lightly through the hair she found there, then paused as she examined the flat disc of his brown nipple.

      Tracing her finger around it, watching it draw up tight, she whispered, “Are these as sensitive on a man as a woman?”

      “Well, I’m not a woman, so I couldn’t tell ya for sure, but I will say anywhere you touch me feels good.” Edward kept his heads behind his head, but his body flexed as she leaned down and placed a kiss on one nipple. “Ahhh, I take it back. That feels bloody good.”

      The faint scent of soap came from his skin, indicating that she wasn’t the only one who’d taken a moment to clean up. Licking at the tight nub, she hummed in appreciation at his deep groan, her wandering hands stroking every inch of skin she could find. She found his body hair fascinating and sat back on her heels as she slowly followed the soft trail of hair from his chest, down his stomach where narrowed to a trail before dipping beneath the blanket.

      The tented blanket.

      Eager to get a look at him, she lifted the edge of the sheet and drew it back.

      He was much bigger than she remembered.

      Or maybe the lighting was just better.

      Either way, the sight of his hard length jutting up into the air made a wave of internal heat rush through her body. Her pussy did that greedy clench that only Edward and Garret had could seem to cause, and she carefully traced her fingertip over one of the prominent veins running along the side. When his cock jumped beneath her fingertips, she jerked back with a little yelp.

      Edward’s erection twitched in a most distracting manner as he laughed, “Ya don’t have to be scared of it. He likes you.”

      Giving him a narrow-eyed look, she leaned forward again gave the tip of his erection a soft kiss. “I like him, too.”

      “Up on your hands and knees, little tigress,” Edward ordered. “Turn a little this way so I can touch you as well.”

      Feeling both naughty and shy, she did as he asked, shivering slightly as his big hands ran up the backs of her thighs, lifting the soft white chemise she still wore so her bottom was exposed.

      “Now suck me,” he said again in that deep voice that made her instinctively obey.

      Her curls fell around his thighs as she took him into her mouth, her free hand balancing on the thick muscle of his thigh. She wanted to rub herself all over him, to just glory in his strength and passion, to blend together with him until she didn’t know where he ended and she began. When he gave her bottom a little swat, she made a noise around his shaft, then a moan as his fingers dipped between her legs.

      She was wet, very wet. When his fingers breeched her, she was more than ready.

      “Beautiful,” Edward said while he slowly played with her body, rubbing his slick fingers over the hard nub of her clit. “You are so exquisite. Especially with your tiny mouth stuffed full of my cock. I can’t wait to see what this sweet quim looks like, stretched so tight around me. Or this pretty little arse.” He pressed his thumb on her bottom and she would have pulled away from his erection, but he kept his hand on the back of her head. “No, keep sucking. We’re going to show you all the pleasure your body is capable of, my little tigress. Even here. With proper training, one day you’ll take both of us. One in your bottom, one in your pussy. The women in Lady Uriel’s court called it the ultimate pleasure. Would you like that? Would you like to feel both of us inside of you, fucking you, making you cum over and over again?”

      The image was so erotic, she almost came as he pressed his thumb harder against her anus. All kinds of new and wonderful nerve endings awakened beneath his knowing touch. Her thighs trembled lightly, and she gave him a hard suck.

      Gripping her by her hair, he pulled her off his cock with a growl. “I need to be inside of this sweet golden pussy now, but I’m so aroused I’m afraid I’ll hurt you. Take that thing off and climb on top of me. I want you to ride me.”

      “Ride you?” she asked as she quickly stripped to her bare skin.

      “I’ll help you,” Garret said, startling her as she looked over to find him watching her with burning hot eyes.

      “You’re awake,” she said dumbly.

      “The sweet scent of your pussy woke me up,” Garret reached out and pinched her nipple. “Now ride him, so I can lick you clean afterwards, then fuck you myself.”

      Together, the men helped her, their hands stroking her body and making her burn even hotter. She straddled Edward’s lap, with Garret behind her, rubbing his hand down her back and over the swell of her bottom. Circling his fingers around her waist, he lifted her easily.

      “That’s it,” he urged. “Now grab him and place him at your entrance. Rub his cock against you, get it nice and slick.”

      She discovered that rubbing the thick head of Edward’s shaft against her clit felt amazingly good, and her hips began to work themselves against him as her nipples drew up into rock hard points. Notching Edward at her entrance, she ever so slowly sank down on him, her eyes flying wide open as the sheer size of him stretched her anew. There was pain, but there was also a wonderful pleasure that had her squirming.

      Edward grasped her hips, holding her still while he panted, sweat beading his brow. “Easy, love, slow. Your pussy is so good, so tight. Never felt anything better. I’m not going to last long enough to pleasure you if you don’t stop squeezing me so tight.”

      “Doesn’t she have the perfect cunt?” Garret all but purred as he began to kiss the side of her neck.

      “Perfect,” Edward agreed with a grunt.

      She couldn’t speak, too overwhelmed by the feeling of being so full she was afraid she couldn’t take anymore.

      And she was only halfway down.

      Garret licked the side of her neck as he reached around her hip and began to rub her clit. Looking down, she watched his fingers worked her, and the erotic sight of her blonde pubic hair pressing down on Edward’s black as she finally took him all the way in. A hard shudder worked through her thighs as Garret increased the speed of his fingers.

      “Stay just like this,” he whispered against her neck. “Look at Edward. Look how close he is to losing himself, how much he loves being inside of you. Can you feel him? Throbbing inside of your tight pussy? Ahhh love, your pussy is burning hot. Now put your hands on his chest and ride him, up and down, like you’re trotting on a horse.”

      She did as he asked, her fingers brushing through the soft hair on Edwards chest as she slowly rose up, then back down again.

      “Oh my God,” she breathed. “That feels so good.”

      Garret had gone back to stroking her buttocks, murmuring little words of praise as she moved faster, discovering the pleasure of coming all the way down so her clit ground into Edward’s hard abdominals. Edward grabbed her by the back of her head and brought her down for a kiss, swallowing her moans as he began to lift up and meet her thrusts. Something cool and slick rubbed against her bottom, and she looked over her shoulder to find Garret pouring some type of oil from a glass bottle on his fingers.

      The grin he gave her was positively wicked, but before she could ask him what he was doing, Edward pulled her mouth to his. The feeling of his full, soft mouth against hers, the taste of him on her tongue had her riding him faster, but her movements stopped all together as two fingers breeched her bottom. It burned, but it was a good burn that had her wiggling, speared between the two of them on cock and fingers.

      Even though she was on top, they took over, expertly playing her body between them until her orgasm nearly crashed down on her. She worked herself on Edward, crying out as Garret stretched his fingers inside her body, sending her hurtling over the edge. The world exploded in bright lights, and she threw her head back with a scream as Edward shoved himself as deep as he could, nearly bucking her off of him as he found his release. Each grunt and thrust seemed to extend her orgasm as she reveled in his pleasure.

      She barely had time to draw a breath before Garret had her off of Edward, the other man’s seed still running down her thighs.

      Flipping her onto her back, he dove between her legs, greedily licking at her pussy as if it was the best tasting dessert. The thought that he was licking up another man’s seed dripping from inside of her was positively scandalous, and the dirty thrill she got from it was so wicked that her body quickly warmed beneath his knowing tongue. Edward reached out and tweaked her nipples, sweat shining on his face as his big chest still heaved.

      “That’s it, little tigress, let us worship you.”

      Garret lifted his head from between her thighs, his lips shiny with the combination of her and Edward’s release. “Hold your legs up from me.”

      “What?” she mumbled out. Her body buzzed and her mind so filled with pleasure, she was barely able to do anything other than feel.

      Garret pushed her legs up, and it was Edward who sat up and held them in place with his big hands behind her knees.

      The position opened her fully to Garret. When he lined the flared mushroom head of his erection up to her body, she arched with a smile.

      “Yes,” she whispered as he easily slid in. “Oh, yes.”

      Edward pulled her legs back further, and as Garret withdrew, he rubbed against that special spot that sent sparks of fire through her. She looked between her legs, entranced at the sight of Garret’s erection covered with Edward’s seed, easing his slide in and out of her body. Every time he hit that spot she clenched down, and he’d twist his hips to draw out the sensation.

      “Make her gush,” Edward growled. “I want to watch her rain her release on your shaft.”

      Garret took her legs from Edward and held her ankles, forcing her hips to tilt up farther, as he began to pound into her. The whole bed shook, and Edward stroked his rapidly hardening shaft with one hand while tweaking her nipples with the other. The combination of their attentions had her reaching between her own thighs and rubbing her clit, giving herself the edge she needed to cum.

      Garret pulled out with a shout, and she was shocked to see wetness pouring from her body as her orgasm struck her. Her cry of shock turned to pleasure, and Edward captured her mouth with his own, kissing her blind as she rode out her never-ending release. Garret’s loud groan had her tearing away from Edward’s lips and they both watched as he worked his erection until pearly white liquid spurted out from the tip, landing on her belly and mound.

      With a mighty sigh Garret collapsed next to her, one leg thrown over her shaking ones, one hand playing with his release on her belly.

      The bed dipped and Edward returned a few moments later with a steaming bowl of water and a clean towel. He proceeded to clean her with the warm, soothing water then himself before rising the towel and handing it to Garret. She watched all of this with slumberous eyes, happiness saturating every inch of her body and soul. The things they did together might be a sin, but she couldn’t imagine God creating this kind of pleasure then denying it to his children. The love she felt for both of them made her nearly giddy with joy.

      “I love you,” she whispered. “Both of you. I didn’t know it was possible to love someone as quickly as I love you both, but I do.”

      Edward and Garret grasped her between them, both of them raining kisses down on her before Garret said, “I love you, too, my brave, beautiful little tigress.”

      “And I love you,” Edward rumbled as he rested his forehead against hers. “So much. More than I knew was possible.”

      They remained cuddled together, hands stroking, soft words of love and devotion being shared before Garret said, “You know, there is a preacher in town whose married a few of the Bridgewater brides. I originally wanted to wait until we got back home to give you a proper ceremony, but what would you think of getting married today?”

      “Today?” she asked as her heart gave a hard flutter.

      Edward nodded vigorously. “I think that’s the best idea you’ve ever had, my friend. Pastor Milden lives only a few houses down. I don’t think he’d mind making the journey.”

      “We could have a small, private ceremony,” Garret said, excitement filling his voice. “And a big party when we get back home to Bridgewater. What do you think, Rowan?”

      “I think that sounds perfect.”
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      ROWAN

      

      The early dusk of winter darkened the world beyond the thick windows of the Inn, painting the cloud-streaked sky with hints of pink and purple. It was a serene view with a thick layer of snow covering a bustling town getting ready to turn in for the night. A few people still walked down the main street, and the windows of the various shops glowed with warm golden light. As Rowan stood there, she pressed her fingers to the cool glass and thought about her family, wishing with all her heart they could be here with her.

      A knock came from the door, and Rowan quickly opened it, expecting to see the maid who was supposed to help her with her hair. Instead, Nancy stood there, anxiously twisting her fingers together. The younger woman looked as lovely as ever, with her raven black hair swept up to reveal her swan-like neck, but there was a sadness to her that was almost palatable. Unsure what she was doing here, Rowan braced herself for another scene like the one she’d had yesterday with Cassandra.

      “Hello,” Nancy said in a soft voice. “I was wondering if you would like me to do your hair for the wedding? I’m very good at it—you can ask my mother—and I promise, I’ll style it however you want.”

      For a moment, Rowan considered sending her away, but she didn’t detect any malice in the young woman’s gaze. Only a little bit of sorrow and nervousness. She hesitated, wondering if Nancy would mess her hair up on purpose, or some other petty revenge for marrying Garret and Edward, but she pushed those thoughts away. If Mrs. Tibbs trusted her daughter enough to send her up to do Rowan’s hair, then she wouldn’t turn down the other woman’s kindness.

      Lord knows, the Tibbs family have been more than generous. As soon as Mrs. Tibbs learned of their plans, she’d sprung into action, organizing the ceremony with a glee that bordered on manic. Soon, Rowan found herself swept up in a whirlwind of pampering and feminine delights. She’d even received a massage from one of the spa’s attendants, and she swore the woman’s touch was the healing hand of God. Despite the subtle ache of her lingering injuries, she felt better than she had in a long, long time.

      Nancy bit her lower lip and took a step back. “If you’d rather have Polly, the maid, do it for you, that’s fine.”

      “No, please, come in,” Rowan said, snapping herself out of her wandering thoughts. “I’m sorry. I was woolgathering.”

      Giving her a shy smile, Nancy came into the room, the skirt of her dark green dress swishing as she walked over to the vanity where a hairbrush, ribbons, and other pretty things had been laid out.

      The younger woman glanced over at the bed where Rowan’s wedding dress, a pretty cream gown with a blue satin ribbon around the waist and lace over the bodice, lay waiting for her. “I’m so glad they were able to get the dress fitted in time for the ceremony.”

      “Me too,” Rowan said awkwardly as she sat down in front of the mirror, watching Nancy in the reflection as she bit her lower lip again. “Thank you for doing this.”

      “I’m sorry for my behavior yesterday,” Nancy blurted out. “It was very childish of me.”

      “It’s all right,” Rowan said gently. “I understand.”

      Tears shimmered in Nancy’s lovely eyes as she met Rowan’s gaze in the mirror. “I heard my mother and father talking about what happened. How Garret and Edward saved you, and how your brother left you behind. I’m so sorry you had to endure all of that.”

      Turning around, she took Nancy’s hand in her own and gave it a squeeze. “Thank you, but please don’t cry.”

      Squeezing her hand back, Nancy swallowed hard, then blinked rapidly as she looked at the ceiling. “Don’t worry, I cry over everything. Garret and Edward used to call me crybaby. I guess…I guess I should have realized that they would never see me as anything other than a younger sister.”

      Unsure what to say to that, Rowan turned back to the vanity to give the young woman a moment to collect herself.

      Nancy leaned over Rowan and picked up a wide toothed comb, a forced smile on her face. “But I am happy they found you, truly. They have never looked at a woman the way they look at you.”

      “Not even Cassandra?” Rowan asked with a wry smile.

      Nancy made a disgusted face that had Rowan giggling. “Goodness no. One of the maids said she heard that you kicked Cassandra out Garret and Edward’s room. I wish I could have been there to see it.”

      Blushing, Rowan toyed with the ribbons on the thick robe that she wore. “It wasn’t my finest moment.”

      “I still can’t believe her nerve. Well, then again, yes, I can. Once, she tried to seduce a visiting priest.”

      “No!” Rowan gasped.

      “Oh, yes.” Nancy began to carefully run her fingers through Rowan’s hair as she told a rather hilarious tale of Cassandra chasing the poor priest around town, and how he’d thrown holy water at her, claiming that she was a demon from hell sent to torment him.

      By the time, Nancy finished, Rowan was wiping tears of laughter from her eyes. “Oh, I would have paid to see that.”

      “It’s one of my favorite memories,” Nancy said with a giggle as she tucked a pin into Rowan’s hair. “There, I believe that should do it. What do you think?”

      Looking in the mirror, Rowan had to admit the girl had a talent for hair. Her curls gleamed in the lamplight, darkness having fallen while they chatted. Nancy had managed to tame the unruly mass, and two silver combs embedded with jewels that were either paste or diamonds, she was afraid to ask, glittered as she turned her head.

      “You are a miracle worker,” Rowan said in a sincere voice as she lightly ran her fingers over a curl that artfully framed her face. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you for letting me play with your hair,” Nancy said with a smile. “It’s stunning, and I’m so jealous. I have this boring, straight as a board black hair. I would kill for your golden curls.”

      Rowan was surprised to see that the younger woman meant it. “Nancy, you are gorgeous. I would love to have your hair, it’s so straight and silky.”

      Nancy blushed and busied herself putting the hair supplies away while Rowan stood. “Do you need help with your dress?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Rowan had forgotten about her injuries until Nancy gasped as she dropped her gown. “Holy Mary, Mother of God, they got you good, didn’t they? Those bastards. I hope they…well, I don’t hope they die, because God forgive me for thinking such a thing, but I hope they suffer from the gunshot wounds Edward and Garret gave them.”

      Stepping into the skirt that Nancy held for her, Rowan said, “How do you know what happened?”

      Nancy gave her a guilty look. “I may have just happened to have been listening to my parents talking last night while they had their nightly libation together. Please don’t tell my mother, because she’ll have me cleaning out the stables for a week by myself for eavesdropping.”

      Grinning, Rowan said, “I won’t say anything.”

      “Did your brother really leave you behind?” Nancy asked in a soft voice.

      It was Rowan’s turn to blink back tears. “He did, but he had to. If he didn’t make it to California in time, they’d give the job he was promised to someone else.”

      Nancy’s jaw took on a stubborn jut that reminded Rowan of Mrs. Tibbs, “I never would have left one of my sisters behind, not even if I did have a good job waiting for me. I love them too much.”

      Sighing, Rowan turned so Nancy could do the myriad of buttons up the back of the dress. “Ted loves me. He didn’t abandon me; I made him go. Sometimes, the decisions we have to make aren’t easy, and the sacrifices we have to make hard, but in the end it’s all worth it.”

      Nancy was quiet for a moment, then said, “Do you think he’ll come back for you?”

      Rowan closed her eyes and whispered, “I hope so, but now I worry that he’ll be mad at me for not waiting for him like I promised. And for getting married.”

      “Oh, please,” Nancy said in a crisp tone. “That is just poppycock. If he’s any kind of brother at all, he’ll be happy that you found someone to love.”

      “Or in this case, someones to love,” Rowan said with a grimace. “Gee whiz, is that going to be a fun conversation to have with him.”

      Nancy picked up the length of blue satin from the bed and giggled. “Yes, I can imagine it will come as a bit of a shock to him that his sister married two men, but I’m sure he’ll see you together with Edward and Garret and understand. Every brother wants his sister to marry someone who will love, honor and cherish her. Treat her right and provide for her.”

      Rowan wasn’t so sure, but she nodded in agreement.

      The creak of the door opening had both women turning. At first, Rowan’s mind couldn’t make sense of what she saw as it slammed shut behind a large man in a gray duster. His black hair was disheveled, and a thick layer of whiskers covered his normally smooth shaved face and his skin was a pale, cheesy yellow color. One of his arms was in a sling held close to his chest. The gray of his eyes matched the color of his gun that he raised and pointed in their direction.

      “Well, Roger,” he sneered. “So nice to see you again. Scream and I’ll shoot your pretty little friend right in her whore face where she stands.”
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      GARRET

      

      Dr. Tibbs stood from his seat by the fire with a low grunt, then raised his cut glass tumbler to the chandelier blazing overhead. “On your wedding day, may these rich blessings be your due: a wealth of friendships, old and new, quiet nights and busy days, time for prayer and time for praise, some service rendered, some solace given, and gentle peace with God and Heaven.”

      “Hear, hear,” Pastor Milden said as he raised his own glass.

      Sipping the amber liquid, Garret relished the burn while it filled his mouth and traveled down his throat. Right then, he needed some liquid courage. Despite his rush to the altar, marriage wasn’t something he took lightly. This was the moment he’d been dreaming about since he first came to his decision, back in the exotic opulence of Lady Uriel’s court—to live the life that he wanted instead of what society deemed appropriate.

      Mrs. Tibbs bustled into the room, her cheeks red and flushed as she said, “Edward, Garret, there is someone here to see you.”

      “Who is it?” Edward asked as he set his half empty glass of bourbon down on the table nearby.

      Before she could answer, a tall bearded young man with close cropped curly blond hair, tanned skin, and a wide nose and mouth moved past her and into the room.

      Though he was skinny, and his blond beard hung more than a little scraggly, Garret knew instantly who he was by both his features and his pale, ice blue eyes.

      “Where’s my sister?” the stranger demanded. “Which of you bastards has her?”

      Dr. Tibbs began to speak, but Edward cut him off. “Are you Ted? Ted Larsen?”

      “Yes,” the young man said, “now, where is my sister, you kidnapping lowlifes?”

      “We didn’t kidnap your sister,” Garret said, his heart racing as he took in the strong family resemblance between Rowan and Ted. “She’s safe upstairs right now, getting ready for our wedding tonight.”

      The young man blanched beneath the layer of dirt covering his face. “Your wedding? What are you talking about? She’s engaged to Daniel.”

      “Who is Daniel?” Edward demanded, his voice coming out in a low growl.

      “Her fiancé,” Ted snarled back. “The one you and your perverted friend kidnapped her from. I swear, if you harmed her in any way, I’ll kill you myself.”

      Dr. Tibbs held his hands up in a soothing gesture, taking a step closer to Ted who was nearly shaking with anger. “Easy there, young man. I think there’s been some kind of misunderstanding. Neither of these men kidnapped your sister. They saved Rowan’s life.”

      Scrubbing a hand over his beard, Ted shook his head. “No, that’s not true. They took her from Daniel.”

      “Who the hell is Daniel?” Edward said as Ted started to look a little less sure of himself.

      “Her fiancé,” Ted replied. “They got engaged while I was…gone.”

      “You mean after you abandoned your sister, left her alone to die?” Garret had to clench his hands into fists at his side to keep from decking Ted right across the face.

      “I know I shouldn’t have left her, but we didn’t have a choice!” Ted yelled back, but the guilt was obvious on both his face and in his voice. “And I came back as soon as I could. When I got to California, I found out that there was no job. It had been given to someone else weeks ago. I had to scrape by, do whatever work I could find, to afford a ticket back. Besides, Rowan wasn’t suffering—she had Daniel. She was fine until you two decided to kidnap her after you shot Daniel when you robbed him.”

      A sinking feeling hit Garret’s gut as he said, “This Daniel…is his last name Charles?”

      “Yeah,” Ted said with a frown as he studied Garret. “Why?”

      “Is he here? With you now?” Edward asked in a frantic voice.

      Ted frowned, “Why?”

      Unable to stop himself, Garret crossed the room and grabbed Ted by the dirty lapel of his duster and slammed him against the wall. “Because Mr. Charles is the pimp who beat your sister half to death because she wouldn’t work for him. He’s the bastard we shot while him and his thugs tried to beat her to death in an alley.”

      “No,” Ted whispered, his eyes wide. “No, that’s not true. He’s her fiancé. He heard me asking about her, found me and told me that he was her fiancé and she’d been kidnapped. He promised to help me rescue her.”

      “He lied to you, you idiot,” Garret yelled as Dr. Tibbs and Pastor Milden pulled him off the young man. “Where is he?”

      “He—he said he was going to rescue Rowan while I kept you busy,” Ted said in a hollow voice. “He lied to me?”

      Edward and Garret exchanged a panicked glance as Mrs. Tibbs cried out, “Nancy is up there with her!”

      Dr. Tibbs rushed past them, but Edward grabbed onto his arm. “Wait, we don’t know what’s going on up there. If we all rush at once, he might panic. Is there any hidden servant’s entrance or something like that?”

      “No, no,” Mr. Tibbs said in a rough voice. “There are two sets of stairs going up to the second floor, that’s it.”

      “Dr. Tibbs, you and Pastor Milden guard one set, but stay out of sight. Edward and I will guard the other. Mrs. Tibbs, I need you to get the sheriff here soon as possible. Alert the staff, tell them that, whatever they do, don’t engage Mr. Charles. He’s as mad as a hatter and twice as dangerous.”

      “Wait,” Ted said from behind them, “I have an idea. I could go up there and tell Daniel that I couldn’t find you two—that you’re waiting at the church for Rowan. You can hide outside the door, and I’ll give you some kind of signal once I get him away from the women. He has men waiting for us, hidden in town. This may be our best chance.”

      Edward raised a brow. “Good plan. Our room connects to Rowan’s. We can wait in there until you give us the signal. Just call Rowan ‘little tigress’ and we’ll come in.”

      Ted jerked his chin at the stairs, “Show me where her room is, and I’ll do my best to separate them.”

      “Do you have a gun?” Garret asked while Dr. Tibbs and Pastor Milden whispered behind them.

      Ted shook his head. “No, can’t afford one.”

      “Here,” Pastor Milden said as he held out his revolver to Ted. “Take this. Gentlemen, there are firearms in the cabinet to your right. Arm yourselves.”

      Glancing at Pastor Milden’s collar, Ted said, “Thank you.”

      Together, the men made their way up to Rowan’s room. Garret’s heart thundered with each step. His fear that they were too late, that Mr. Charles had killed Rowan out of sheer malice, grew until his hand holding his own gun was slick with sweat. They listened carefully as they walked down the hallway to their rooms, but no screams or gunshots rang out in the night.

      They quietly entered their own room but left the door to the hallway cracked so they could hear Ted.

      Rowan’s brother knocked hard on the door and Garret used the distraction to try the door between the rooms. It was, thank God, open and he cracked it just a little bit, afraid that luck would be against them and Mr. Charles would see. But Ted’s diversion worked, and Garret was able to open the door enough to get a view of the room through the crack.

      Rowan and Nancy huddled together on the bed, their arms wrapped around each other as they stared at the doorway where Ted entered the room.

      “I can’t find them anywhere,” Ted said as he came inside, then without warning, he turned on Mr. Charles.

      Garret sucked in a breath as Ted struggled with the other man, trying to pry away his gun. It went off, and both women screamed as the loud sound echoed through the room. Edward and Garret barreled out of their room, and Edward hit Mr. Charles so hard he almost put him through the plaster wall. Another shot rang out, and Ted cried out in pain, dropping and clutching his head as Garret and Edward proceeded to beat the hell out of Mr. Charles.

      They probably would have beat him to death, if not for Dr. Tibbs and Pastor Milden pulling them off, and Rowan’s terrified pleas for them to stop.

      “Garret, Edward!” she cried out, “Please, come help me! Ted’s been shot!”

      Garret pushed himself up from Mr. Charles limp form, and his heart dropped as he saw his beautiful bride now covered in blood as she held her brother in her arms. Nancy was on her knees beside Rowan, her hands clasped together in prayer as tears rolled down her face. His heart sank as he saw the blood pouring down from Ted’s head, but the young man was still lucid as he reached up with a trembling hand and cupped the side of Rowan’s face.

      “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” she said through her tears. “I love you so much.”

      He didn’t respond, his eyes closing as his color went to a pasty tone that Garret had seen all too often on the battlefield.

      “Ted!” she screamed with such heartache that Garret thought his might break.

      “Move aside,” Dr. Tibbs ordered in his no-nonsense voice. “If we’re going to have any hope of saving this young man, you need to move.”

      Garret and Edward ended up dragging a crying Rowan away, her eyes glassy with shock. Dr. Tibbs ordered some of his staff to put Ted on the bed, and then to go fetch his medical bag.

      “Ted,” she sobbed as she held onto their arms. “He came back. I knew he’d come back. I should have waited for him. I should have waited. It’s all my fault if he dies.”

      “Shhhh,” Edward hummed against her head. “No anger or sadness in a sickroom. He needs you to be strong, my little tigress. Be strong for him.”

      Garret felt her shudder in his arms, and he held her even tighter, guilt and worry filling him. He knew in his gut that if Ted didn’t make it, Rowan would never be the same. She’d carry the remorse of his death with her like a stone around her heart. A group of men came in and dragged a battered and still unconscious Mr. Charles out, promising to keep him locked up in the town’s small jail until the local sheriff could come get him.

      They stayed like that for what felt like hours, though Mrs. Tibbs managed to get Rowan to change out of her blood-soaked gown. Food was brought up, but Rowan refused to eat anything as Dr. Tibbs worked on sewing up the long wound along the side of Ted’s head. Nancy sat in the other corner of the room, saying a steady litany of prayers as her fingers moved over her rosary. The wound on Ted’s head started at his temple and went all the way back. Dr. Tibbs gave Ted medicine to keep him asleep as he worked, and by the time he was done putting in twenty-one stitches, they were all exhausted.

      Cleaning his hands in a bowl of water, Dr. Tibbs walked over to the side of the room where they all sat in chairs that had been brought up by the staff. “He’s lost a lot of blood, and he wasn’t very strong to begin with. Looks like he’s been missing a few too many meals. Luckily, the bullet skimmed the side of his skull. Didn’t penetrate the bone but I worry that there may be some swelling in his brain from the trauma.”

      “Is he going to be all right?” Rowan asked, her voice raw from crying.

      “I won’t lie to you, dear girl. He is badly hurt, and we won’t know the extent of the injuries to his brain until he wakes up. Best thing you can do for him right now is to let him rest and pray.”

      Rowan let out a little sob, and Nancy handed her father a towel as she said, “Thank you, Pa. He’s a hero; he saved our lives. Mr. Charles was going to…do unspeakable things to us. If Ted hadn’t come…”

      Garret wanted to point out that Ted hadn’t saved them alone, but he saw the hero worship in Nancy’s eyes and kept his mouth shut.

      “Thank you,” Edward said as he rubbed his thumb along the back of Rowan’s hand. “I know you did your best.”

      Rubbing his face with the clean towel, Dr. Tibbs sighed. “I’m spent, so I’m going to try and get some sleep. I’m assuming you won’t be leaving his side?” They all said no, and Dr. Tibbs ran his hands through his mussed up red and white hair. “I’d tell you to try and get some sleep yourselves, but I know you won’t. I will say this—when your brother wakes up, he’s going to want to see his sister. He’d probably be distressed if she looked like she was about to pass out from exhaustion. Try to get some rest.”

      Without a word, Rowan let go of their hands and made her way over to the bed. Moving carefully, she laid down next to her brother and took one of his hands in her own. A steady stream of tears leaked from her eyes as she began to whisper to him. Exchanging a glance with Edward, they both settled in for a long night.

      

      Three weeks later

      The violinist played a merry reel that had the revelers spinning madly on the wood floor of the schoolhouse. The desks had been cleared away, and pine boughs hung from the rafters along with silk ribbons and other pretty decorations the women of Bridgewater had made. Laughter and music filled the air, and Garret sat at one of the small tables pushed up against the wall.

      Out on the improvised dance floor, the women’s dresses swirled out like colorful flowers as they were passed from partner to partner. Overhead the lanterns blazed, and the heat from the crowd and the cast iron stove at the end of the room kept everything toasty. Outside, more snow fell, and he looked forward to spending the rest of the evening in bed with their wife.

      Once he managed to drag her away from the festivities.

      Rowan had blossomed in the short time she’d been in Bridgewater, her smile bright and happiness practically radiating from her like the sun.

      Garret’s gaze wandered through the crowd, finding Ted sitting next to Nancy not too far away under the watchful eye of Mrs. Tibbs. The young man was recovering well from his injury, though he would bear a rather nasty scar on the side of his face for the rest of his life—not that Nancy seemed to mind. The way she batted her lashes at Ted with stars in her eyes, and the way Ted was gazing at her like she was the only woman in the world, made Garret chuckle.

      “What is it?” Edward asked as he returned from the dance floor, his face shiny with sweat.

      “Young love,” Garret said as he slid Edward a beer after he sat down. “I’m guessing it won’t be too much longer before Mrs. Tibbs has another wedding to plan.”

      Brushing his upper lip, Edward tilted back in his chair so he could see the couple, then grinned. “Oh yeah, he’s a goner.”

      “Rowan will be happy.” Garret’s eyes once again searched for his dancing bride. “She’s been trying to figure out how to get him to stay.”

      “You know,” Edward said as he unbuttoned the top of button of his shirt then fanned it out, “this means Mrs. Tibbs would officially become part of our family.”

      “Think Dr. Tibbs will approve of the match?”

      Chuckling, Garret nodded. “He helped save Nancy’s life. Dr. Tibbs would give Ted the world if he could, but most certainly his daughter’s hand. Especially when his daughter is obviously head over heels for the lad.”

      Rolling the half empty glass of beer between his hands, Edwards said, “Do you think we should tell Rowan that Mr. Charles is dead?”

      “Yes, eventually, but not right now. She doesn’t need to be thinking about that bastard swinging from the gallows for his crimes tonight.” He gave Edward a wink. “Tonight the only thing I want our lovely wife thinking about is how good it feels to have us inside of her.”

      Laughing, Edward clapped him on his back. “Come on, let’s get our bride out of here before she dances herself to sleep.”

      Moving to the edge of the crowd, Garret waited until Rowan in her pretty ruby red dress spun by, her golden curls flying.

      Catching her by the arm, he then lifted her by her tiny waist and spun her around to a waiting Edward.

      Laughing, she panted as she said, “I was dancing!”

      “I know you were,” Garret said as he kissed her soft lips, “but you need to save some energy.”

      Fanning herself, she stepped from between them, her cheeks rosy and her blue eyes sparkling. “I have plenty of energy.”

      Stepping closer, Edward said in a low voice, “You won’t when we’re done with you.”

      As Edward swept Rowan into his arms, Garret shouted to the crowd, “Thank you, all of you, for the lovely party, but I am afraid our wife has grown tired and it is time for us to put her to bed.”

      The children had gone long ago, and the suggestions yelled out by the crowd grew bawdier by the minute as they left.

      Rowan laughed in Edward’s arms when the stepped out onto the shoveled walkway, and their wagon already waited at the door.

      Dr. Tibbs stood there, steam rising off him as he smiled. “Drive safe, and God’s blessings upon you all.”

      It didn’t take them long to get home, and Edward sprinted up the stairs with Garret in hot pursuit.

      Their big two-floor cabin had been built with a large family in mind, and their master bedroom was no exception. The bed itself was custom made by a Bridgewater family, and could easily sleep five grown adults. Which was a good thing because Rowan was known to kick and elbow in her sleep. And for such a tiny thing, she was a blanket hog. He’d woken up more than once with his arse freezing in the air while Rowan was bundled up next to him with the entire quilt wrapped about her.

      Leaning up on her elbows, Rowan licked her lips as she said, “Do you know how distracting it is to dance with a phallus in your bum?”

      Garret, who was busy stripping out of his clothes, paused. “Pardon?”

      “This thing in my bottom,” she pouted. “I kept feeling it all night. Every time it shifted, I thought about what it was like to have your fingers or tongue back there.”

      For the past two weeks, they’d been slowly stretching her bottom with a series of smooth, wooden plugs. Rowan had been reluctant at first, but she soon begged them during their bedroom play to play with sweet little arse.

      Edward, nude and heavily aroused, crawled onto the bed with their bride. “Are you feeling achy, little tigress?”

      “Very,” she pouted.

      While Edward helped Rowan out of her dress, Garret went to the cupboard near the bed and took out the special oil they used on Rowan. Rolling the bottle between his fingers, he watched as Rowan giggled and played with Edward, her clothes tossed over the side of the bed until she was how he preferred her, naked. Her body was filling out, now that she was no longer starving, and her breasts had a lovely jiggle to them as Edward tickled her.

      He kept the lanterns on either side of the bed burning bright as he joined them, loving the way Rowan smiled up at him. The way she looked at him, with complete devotion and trust, made him feel ten feet tall. Though his cock was eager to get back to its favorite place in the world, inside of her, he took a moment to stroke her cheek and drink in her golden beauty.

      Leaning down, he ghosted a kiss over her lips and whispered, “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” she said back, her ever-present smile warming him. “Both of you, so very much.”

      Edward lay down next to her with a wicked grin. “Do you know what I love?”

      “No, what?” their sweet little wife asked.

      “When those pretty lips of yours are wrapped tight around my shaft.”

      Rolling her eyes, Rowan tried to elbow Edward. “You’re so romantic.”

      “What?” Edward said with a laugh. “Would you like me to write a poem to your oral skills? Fair rose with lips like velvet—”

      This time, Garret elbowed him. “Why don’t you put that mouth to better use? Ease her while I remove the plug.”

      Rowan let out a happy, almost purring sound, knowing what was coming next.

      Edward laid on his back, and Rowan eagerly straddled his face, her hands braced on the headboard and her bottom sticking out. He could see the flared base of the dark brown wood plug in her bottom and his dick jerked. Soon, soon he would get to feel her tight heat wrapped around him, but they had to make the experience pleasurable for her as well. One of the skills the men in Lady Uriel’s court had taught him was how to train a woman’s body to take her husbands without pain.

      Pouring more oil over her bottom, Garret pushed on her lower back, having her arch even more. She gave a little shuddering moan as Edward worked his mouth between her legs. Easing the plug out a little, he watched her bottom stretch around the plug, the need to take her back there becoming harder to resist. She began to rock on Edward’s face, using him as Garret pushed the plug in, then pulled it out, repeating the motion until she was thrusting back into each plunge.

      “There we go,” he soothed her as she cried out, her back arching as she ground her pussy into Edward’s eager mouth, “do you want me inside of you, little tigress? Do you want my cock in tiny bottom?”

      “Oh yes,” she practically sobbed. “Please, please, please.”

      Pulling the plug out completely, he lifted her from Edwards face and, working together with his best friend, seated her on his thick shaft.

      Right away, she began to ride Edward, crying out in protest when they wouldn’t let her move.

      “Please,” she cried out, as Garret poured the oil over his shaft, lubricating it. “Please.”

      She was so close to her orgasm that he could feel the soft opening of her bottom flex and contract as he pushed the head of his shaft inside of her. The plugs had done their work, and though it was a tight fit and probably a little painful, she opened for him beautifully. Sliding slowly into her, he could feel his shaft rubbing against Edward’s as they both filled her.

      Edward groaned, his hips bucking up while Rowan threw her head back with a harsh cry. She began to shake between them, her bottom practically sucking on Garret’s cock as she climaxed. He leaned down, biting her shoulder as Edward began to move and he held still, fully inside of her and dying to fill her up. The effort it took to hold back his own release was close to painful, and yet so exquisitely good, he never wanted the feeling to end. Edward worked his shaft in and out of their wife, and Garret pressed down on her hips, making her clit rub against Edward’s pelvis.

      “Yes, yes, yes,” she chanted, her hips wiggling as her bottom pushed against him. “Oh, that feel so good. More.”

      Smiling against the side of her neck, he complied, moving in time with Edward, his fists gripping the headboard next to her slender hands.

      Together they bucked and strained, and Garret gave up holding himself back as she squeezed again, her next release making her body so hot and tight. Thrusting himself inside of her, he froze as he felt Edward’s shaft swell inside of her, then began to pulse as his best friend growled out his release. Then Rowan cried out and her gripping channel combined with the knowledge that Edward was cumming, sent Garret over the edge. White hot fire sizzled down his spine and he thrust inside of her as deep as he could. His balls emptied into her as he came close to blacking out.

      Slumping forward, his body trembled, or maybe it was hers, as they all rode out what had to be the longest climax in his life. It felt like hours later when he was finally able to think enough to gently pull out of her. Rowan made a pained sound that gave him the energy to roll out of bed and grab the bowl of special cleansing water made with herbs that would sooth her abused flesh. He cleaned her gently, the sight of his cum dripping out of her bottom and down on to Edward’s shaft and balls highly erotic.

      Once she was tended, Edward slid her off his still hard shaft and cleaned himself up while Garret cuddled her close. She curled into him, a sleepy little bundle of femininity that was the greatest treasure in the world. As Edward turned off the lanterns, darkness filled the room, broken only from the embers of the fire flickering in the hearth. They bundled up beneath the blankets together, a tangle of limbs and arms, soft kisses and gentle sighs.

      “I love you,” Rowan whispered in a sleepy voice.

      “I love you, too,” both Edward and Garret said at the same time.

      A full moon shone off the glittering snow outside, and as Garret drifted off to sleep, his thoughts were filled with visions of his golden bride.
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