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“For there are these three things that endure: 
Faith, Hope and Love, 
but the greatest of these is Love.”
 
1 Corinthians 13:13
Aramaic Bible



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 1
 
 
It was happening again. No matter what she did, no matter how careful she had been, it wasn’t enough. Would never be enough. She could see that now. After weeks of this perverted game, she was finally starting to get the picture that nothing she did would make it go away. It had taken her long enough, but she was ready to admit something had to change. She just couldn’t keep living this way.
With shaking hands, Emily Matherson walked into her small kitchen and fell into a chair at the old oak table. Its scared surface was one that she knew by heart. She’d sat there more times than she could count when her grandparents lived in the house with her, absentmindedly tracing the worn lines and scuffs across its surface as if that would help her mind sort through whatever she was pondering.
Now, she sat all alone at its end nearest the windows. The windows she never opened anymore. Covered now in the shades that she never lifted to allow sunlight through either. Closed off. That about summed up her life now, and she hated it.
Emily placed the stack of mail she had just retrieved from her small front porch on the table’s surface and stared at the one piece that made cold shivers race down her spine. The seemingly harmless brown envelope stared back at her, mocking and taunting her. Screaming at her that she’d never really escape. That no matter what she did, someone’s eyes would always be on her and always find her. 
A broken sob escaped her lips as she propped her elbows on the table and ran her hands through her hair in frustration and anger. Yes, Emily admitted to herself, she was angry. Mad as hell, as a matter of fact, that someone was out there, even now, watching her and studying her. Making her life the subject of their fantasies and cravings. 
For just over two months now, she had received one envelope a week. At first, they contained pictures of her going about her daily routine. Innocuous little snapshots of an ordinary life. Poses that spoke of how relaxed and laid back her days had been. There were several of her at the supermarket, looking for a fresh cluster of bananas or checking the date on a half-gallon of milk. Some showed her jogging through the nearby park, while others depicted her watering the flowers in her yard. All commonplace, innocent moments. 
After several weeks, however, they began to change. The photos took on a more personal focus. There were images of her wiping the sweat from her neck after a long workout session at the local gym, others of her lying on her back deck soaking up the sun’s rays in a bikini, and even a few that showed her walking through her living room at night in a robe. She had been covered, yes, but so very exposed at the same time.
But the last few envelopes had come with not only pictures, but also messages. Little captions written in elegant red script that terrorized her to the point that Emily had changed. She’d changed her routines, her choices, and even her behavior. The slightest noise or shadow provoked a terror in her that sent her scrambling for her grandfather’s gun, a weapon that was never out of reach now. 
The notes still echoed in her mind, even if she wasn’t looking at them. 
“You looked lovely in this sweater. I like you in pink. Wear it for me again.” 
“I like your hair down, so don’t clip up like this again.”
“Stop covering the window in your bedroom. I want to see you at night when you get ready for bed. Watch over you. Don’t keep me out.”
And those were just a few of her stalker’s malevolent comments. But put together, they spoke of a demon that she felt breathing down her neck each and every day. And the weight of it all had finally become too much to bear. 
“Enough is enough!” she whispered in disgust. She swiped at the moisture on her face and drew in a deep, cleansing breath. After grinding her teeth together, Emily reached for her phone, ready to call Andrew and tell him about the latest delivery. But her hand halted midair and then she slowly pulled it back.
What could Andrew do? Really, Emily asked herself, what could he do? She’d been down this road for weeks, and he, nor even the sheriff, could touch a person who left no fingerprints, left no trail. And they wouldn’t be able to do anything this time either. Only collect the evidence, dust for prints, and log it all in. Not that Andrew didn’t want to help her. There just wasn’t realistically something meaningful he could do. 
Andrew Hughes, an acquaintance since junior high, was also a deputy with the sheriff’s office. And he was the only one who’d been home at the time, when the first envelope had arrived in her mailbox, whom Emily had felt safe confiding in. He had kept his word and only told his direct superiors, keeping the whole sordid affair from the local gossip train and so-called newspaper that circulated their small town’s news. 
But as much as they had wanted to help, both Andrew and the sheriff had been sorry to tell Emily that there wasn’t much they could do to catch a stalker in the early days. It was only when the perpetrator made a mistake or got too close, that they were found in such cases. But Emily didn’t want her stalker getting anywhere near her to have such an opportunity. And neither had Andrew.
He, and another deputy named Ryan, had come over and helped her install cameras throughout her home and on its exterior. They’d even gone as far as rigging the windows with alarms that would sound if someone tried to breach them, with the help of a security monitoring firm from the next county over. It had been a step in the right direction, but Emily could clearly see now that it was not enough. 
It would never be enough. Because the mail came six days a week, and that gave her admirer six chances to enter her home. To come inside and terrorize her. 
And so, she had to leave. Leave Whitford Falls and see if there was a place where she might find a safe harbor, and a place where she could completely disappear. That was the problem with her small town, and Emily clearly recognized that now. The population was sparse enough that her comings and goings were easy to keep track of. It didn’t take much effort at all to find out where she was at any given moment. A person had only to ask, and a polite soul would point them her way. And that just made her a perfect target.
Emily shivered again at the mere thought of being a target. Of having someone actually take things a step further, or trying to physically make contact or harm her in some way. She’d tried to make sure all those she loved and cared about were out of the stalker’s line of sight. Over the last months, Emily had slowly pulled back from all her friends and acquaintances. She no longer went shopping or out to lunch with others, nor did she allow them to drop-in on her unannounced anymore. 
Sure, she had tried to explain her odd behavior away, blaming it on looming deadlines from her publisher. But she knew her dearest friend Tara hadn’t bought any of the bullshit she had sold her. Tara had finally backed off, but Emily knew it was only a matter of time before she showed up at her door with a bottle of Moscato in one hand and her other firmly planted on her hip, demanding to know what in the hell was going on.
And then there was Gabriel and Noah. Her original protectors, who had come to her rescue when she was only eight, and had been a constant presence in her life since that fateful day. The day the class bully, Douglass Halton, whose daddy had more money that God, but who also had two chins too many, had decided it was a good idea to push her down and then laugh as Emily slid into a muddy ditch just outside the playground at the bus stop.
Noah had spotted the little prankster first, but Gabriel had been right on his heels. The two fourteen-year-old boys had each grabbed one of Douglass’s arms and jointly lifted him off of the ground before he could blink. After a swift intervention and kick to the rear, little Douglass was apologizing and crying for his mama. And then Noah had taken off his t-shirt to help wipe the mud from Emily’s clothes, while Gabriel had knelt beside her and tied her left shoe. 
It had been the perfect day. The day her two protectors had swooped into her life like guardian angels. One light, the other dark. 
Noah was the fairer of the two, with honey blonde hair and startling green eyes that danced with little flecks of gold when he laughed or smiled. Gabriel’s hair was so dark that it looked like midnight to her, and she swore that his piercing blue eyes could see straight into her soul. Both stood well over six feet tall and always made her feel as though nothing could touch her when they were together. As if just by being there, they could buffer the ugliness that the world might throw at her and keep it at bay. 
Throughout the years, their friendship had steadily grown. When her parents had died in a car crash three years later, and she had moved in with her grandparents, they had been by her side to help her laugh again. When Noah’s mother succumbed to breast cancer his senior year and his father had remarried the year after, they’d been there to hold him up and help see him through the transition. And when Gabriel had taken a bullet in the leg while the men served in Afghanistan, she and Noah had stayed with him through each and every moment of his painful rehabilitation. 
But this time, they’d not been near each other when the danger encroached. The men had been on assignment when it all began. Somewhere, Emily assumed, far away from where she was. Somewhere, where the knowledge of what was breathing down her neck, might just prove enough of a distraction to get them killed. 
So, when the two men dearest to her heart had called her three weeks ago, on a night of downtime, Emily had not whispered a word of the hell she was currently enduring. She had simply filled them in on the little things that had made up her day, letting her supposed normal life ground them and give them something to look forward to whenever they returned home.
Just thinking of the guys and Tara hardened her resolve to act. There was no way in hell she was giving this sick, son of a bitch a reason to go after those she loved most. If she wasn’t around them, then they couldn’t be stalked too. And she knew from past experience, that it wouldn’t be long before Gabriel and Noah were back home again. Their cases rarely lasted over three months, and Emily knew she had to be long gone when they returned. 
She still had choices, Emily told herself. The pervert had not taken away her right to defend herself or others. She could choose to sit in her house and just wait for the stalker to harm her or someone she loved. Or, she thought, she could leave and protect them all. 
She rose abruptly from the table then, leaving the brown envelope lying right where she had dropped it, as well as her phone. Emily headed for her bedroom and the luggage that always stayed tucked out of sight under her bed. She pulled her three large rolling cases out and her two smaller bags, lining them up across her pale, pink comforter.
Emily turned towards her closet and made herself slow down and breathe again. And though her hands trembled, she forced herself to think rationally about what she would need if she was going to pull this off. How she might flee and stay off-grid as Noah would say - out of the realm of credit card receipts and driver’s licenses, things that would help someone track her whereabouts. She would need everything, she admitted, as a little hysterical laughter escaped her.
“What am I doing?” Emily asked the empty room. “Really, what in the hell am I doing?”
You’re saving the only three people you really love, said her subconscious.
And she had no rebuttal to that glaring truth. None whatsoever. Because she did love them. Most especially Gabriel and Noah. Though they’d given her no indication over the years that they wanted anything more than her friendship, it was still the deepest and most meaningful bond she had allowed herself to form with anyone else. Even more so than Tara, who’d been her best friend since she was in the sixth grade. 
Emily had only been eleven when her parents died, and then she’d lost her grandparents within the first two years of her college life. As a result, she had let no one new get too close to her heart. She’d learned the hard way that it just hurt too much to say goodbye and bury those you loved. So only those who were already special to her, namely Gabriel, Noah, and Tara, still occupied the largest part of her bruised heart. 
Yes, Emily admitted to herself that she loved the two men more than they loved her, because if either man had ever given her the slightest hint that they were interested in something more, she would have caved and confessed how long she had dreamed of being theirs. But that was also the reason it could never work out – because she wanted them both. She loved them both equally and Emily knew she could never have one without the other, never choose between the two. It would be like having the day without the night. The light without the darkness. 
Somehow the men’s features and coloring went along perfectly with their temperament and habits. Noah was the more lighthearted and playful of the two. He loved to joke and kid with her, and he always helped her find a reason to laugh. He was like her sunshine, and he could chase away any worry she had when he simply smiled at her.
Gabriel was more introspective, quiet, almost brooding at times. He was also thorough and analytical, and that was one of the reasons he helped to lead his team, even at such a young age. He kept so much internalized, yet surprisingly, he never hid any truths about himself from Noah or Emily. No, with Noah and her, Gabriel was brutally honest, and Emily had come to depend on that candid approach to life. He was her compass, steady and constant. And he was her shelter, because Gabriel grounded her and made her feel safe.
Yes, Emily admitted, she did love Noah and Gabriel. Without question and without hesitation. And that love she felt for them, and for Tara, ran deep, strong and true enough, that she’d do whatever it took to keep them safe. Do anything and go anywhere. Even if it was far, far away from where they were.
“Okay…” she drawled out. Now that the truth was there, that she loved them and she had to get away, she resolved herself to what had to be done. “So, get yourself into gear and get going, girl,” Emily whispered to herself.
She stepped towards the closet again… and this time, she did not hesitate.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 2
 
 
Home. They were finally home after weeks of hunting down yet another twisted soul. Noah Johnston and Gabriel McPherson were exhausted beyond their normal capacity to go without sleep for endless stretches of time, while they ran down those who targeted the youngest and most innocent. It was heartbreaking work, but the satisfaction of knowing another predator was off the streets and firmly behind bars, kept them in the hunt.
Noah kicked their back door closed after Gabriel strode through it, his arms overloaded with luggage and bags. Noah couldn’t help but chuckle at the soft curses that were slipping from his best friend’s lips as he lugged the bulk of their cases inside. But Noah knew he had the more precious cargo, so he continued to smirk as he headed for the fridge. There, he deposited the beer they had stopped to pick up before coming home to crash.
“I’m headed for the shower. Be out in ten,” Gabriel called as he headed towards his room on the first floor.
Noah sighed as he popped the top on his bottle and headed for his own hot shower upstairs. Some creature comforts just couldn’t be topped. And a hot shower was one of them, he thought, as he stripped off his jeans and t-shirt. He set his beer on the counter and then turned the water on full blast, ready to let the heat seep into his tired and strained shoulders. 
As he stepped under the stream, Noah corrected himself. What he really needed was one of Emily’s never-ending massages. It had become standard their first night back together, after he and Gabriel returned home from a case, for them to gather with Emily. They would always order pizza, meat lovers every time, and sit in the guys’ living room, eating, drinking beer and catching up. And somehow, they always took turns sitting on the floor in front of the sofa so she could work her magic on their shoulders and necks.
Noah smiled as he thought of how her hands would creep delicately up into his hair without fail and massage his scalp. It was a feeling like no other, and he found that he longed for that simple and sweet caress from her fingers. Fingers that he also caught himself daydreaming about more and more as time went on. Fingers that he wanted to roam all over his body and touch more than just his shoulders and hair.
And the hell of it was, he knew Gabriel was feeling the exact same way he was about the little burst of sunshine who had been a permanent fixture in their lives for the past fifteen years. They’d both come to think of her as theirs. Not just Noah’s or just Gabriel’s – but theirs – collectively.
They’d finally broached the subject, long held at bay between the two of them, weeks ago when they’d called her to say hello. Just hearing her calming and loving voice that night, after witnessing so much evil earlier in the day, had been the catalyst for Noah to finally bring up the elephant in the room. And it was exactly as he suspected. Neither wanted to step back and let the other march off into the sunset with the one woman who had come to mean everything to them over the years. 
They had talked into the wee hours of the morning, working it all out, until they had a solid plan of how to keep the three of them together, with Emily at the center. It was time to take a risk and declare themselves, to stake a claim on her heart. Time to risk it all, in the hope that their love was accepted and returned. 
Knowing Emily as they did, neither Gabriel nor Noah had any real worry that she did not reciprocate what was now firmly entrenched within their hearts and souls. For that was how deeply ingrained she was – for both men. She was it, and they weren’t looking for anyone else, anymore. Not that they really ever had. No, Emily had always held that one special place that no other woman had even come close to filling. 
But something else about coming home this time felt different. Noah couldn’t articulate the almost imperceptible hum that seemed to vibrate throughout this body. It was more than just his anticipation about the looming conversation with Emily. It was as if a chord of disharmony was also heralding unease and urging caution. A gut feeling that Noah had when something wasn’t right, and a feeling he had long ago learned to heed.
He shook his blonde head under the spray to clear his thoughts, knowing the faster he was out of the shower and dressed, the faster they could call Emily over. Less than ten minutes later he was clean and headed back to the kitchen. He found Gabriel already there, drinking a beer and going through the stockpile of mail their elderly neighbor down the road, Mrs. Paulson, always collected for them while they were away.
“You ready for me to call her?” Gabriel asked, arching an eyebrow at Noah.
“More than ready,” he said with a grin.
Gabriel chuckled and shook his head, his midnight hair slightly sweeping across his forehead as he did so. “Let me,” he smirked. “She’ll hear the difference in your tone immediately and know something’s up. Just be quiet for a minute.”
“Watch it,” Noah warned playfully, and stepped over to snag a bag of chips from the pantry. Now that he was home, he had a raging desire to snack. It was always a joke amongst the three. Emily and Gabriel firmly believed Noah had not one, but two hollow legs.
 
Gabriel watched Noah amble across the kitchen, feeling sure of himself, at ease and at peace with their decision. The night Noah had pointedly asked him if he was ever going to tell Emily he loved her, had been both surreal and humbling for Gabriel. He had always been more tight-lipped about his feelings than Noah, never liking to voice his desires aloud. And Noah had always understood that and respected his need to keep such things private.
But not that night. No, Noah had all but gotten in his face and demanded to know if he was tired of hiding and ready to do the right thing by her. And he had made it clear to Gabriel that he was right there with him, in love with the young woman who had been their best friend and at the center of their individual fantasies for years. Once Noah had made sure the topic of having a joint relationship with her was no longer taboo, Gabriel had been shocked at how easily the words had finally tumbled from his lips. 
He wanted her. Hell yes, he wanted Emily. No one else had ever come close to her in all his twenty-nine years, and he wasn’t willing to step aside and let her go. Even if it was with the man who was his best friend, closer even than his two younger brothers. 
No, he and Noah had shared too much - first their adolescence, then their college days, a few tours with the Marines overseas, and finally on to specialized case work for the FBI. Tracking down the lowest of the low – those who preyed on the youngest victims. He and Noah had experienced everything together, and during all that time, they’d also fallen in love with the same woman.
And now that they’d returned home, they were ready to tell her that she was it for them. For the first time in his life, Gabriel was ready to speak the words and tell a lady that she was his and he was hers. And God, didn’t it feel so freeing, he marveled. No more running, and he had Noah to thank.
Gabriel grunted when he heard Emily’s answering machine pick up. He listened and heard it click over to her greeting after only two rings, signaling other messages waited before his in the queue. He frowned as he ended the call and then dialed her cell. It rang and rang before rolling over to voicemail. Something that had never happened before. He had always reached her on one of the two lines, because she never was without her cell. 
She even carried the thing into the tub with her, placing it on a nearby ledge. Or so she’d told him once when he’d called her and heard the splash of water in the background. He hadn’t been able to sleep for hours after that, seeing images of her naked body behind his eyelids every time he closed them and attempted to rest that night. 
 
Noah heard Gabriel blow out a frustrated breath and he turned back to see him scrolling through his phone until he landed on a different number. He selected it and stared at Noah as he listened for an answer. This time, he wasn’t kept waiting.
“Tara. Hey, it’s Gabe. Yeah, we’re home. Listen, have you heard from Emily today? Know where she is?” he asked, still staring at Noah. But then a hardened look came into Gabriel’s eyes that made sheer dread skate down Noah’s spine. It was a look that meant his friend was ready to take someone apart.
“And when did this start?” Gabriel asked in a low tone.
Noah braced his hands on the island and swallowed hard. Were they too late? Had Emily started to date someone else while they were away this time? It was the one fear that had truly prompted Noah to finally say something to Gabriel about his feelings for her – that Emily might grow tired of waiting for them and move on to a man who was ready to take and appreciate all that she offered. It was an unacceptable option, and one they meant to prevent.
“I see. And you’ve got no details, no information, whatsoever?” Gabe pressed, and listened for several minutes as Tara’s voice raced along on the other end of the line. “Okay, Noah and I’ll head over to her place now. Yeah, we’ll call you once we get some answers.”
Gabriel ended the call and lightly tossed his phone back on the island.
“What in the hell?” Noah asked quietly.
“That’s what I want to know,” he said, his voice taking on that dangerous edge that Noah knew well. “Tara says something has been very wrong with Emily since we left. Says she won’t go out with the girls, won’t answer her door or the phone half the time. Tara said that Emily’s afraid of her own shadow now and the last time she saw her, which was two weeks ago, it didn’t look like she’d slept in ages. Tara said that Emily had dark circles around her eyes and was pale as a ghost.”
“And Tara doesn’t know what’s going on?” Noah scoffed incredulously. “Since when in the hell has she ever not gotten into someone’s business and ferreted out the answers she was looking for. That’s not like Tara, especially where Emily is concerned. Those two share everything.” 
“That’s precisely why Tara said she let it go. She said the more she pushed, the more withdrawn Emily became. So much so, that she was afraid she would break the fragile bond that seemed to be holding them together right now. So, she’s just been taking it a day at a time and hoping Emily would open up to her when she’s ready.”
“Well that’s not what we’re going to do,” Noah stated emphatically.
“Hell, no,” Gabriel ground out. “Let’s go over there and at least get a look at what we’re dealing with. But no, we’re not leaving her to sort out whatever’s gone wrong since we were last home.”
“Damn straight,” Noah muttered. 
He swiped his keys off of the island and returned to his bedroom briefly for his holster and gun. When he reentered the kitchen, Noah saw that Gabriel had done the same and was snapping his holster’s closure over his Sig. With one last glance at each other, they walked back out of the door they’d just come through not fifteen minutes before.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 3
 
 
Gabriel stretched out his legs as much as he could in the SUV and tried to remain calm as Noah drove towards Emily’s small cottage on the edge of town. Nothing could’ve ever prepared him for Tara’s insistent voice, telling him that Emily looked very much like a victim the last time she had seen her. Her description of the lady he loved, was incongruous with the bright and shining ray of light he knew Emily to be. 
She was the one thing that got him through the hell that he and Noah cut their way through, and the breath of fresh air that always greeted him when he returned home. Hell, he admitted to himself, she was home. She was his home and Noah’s, and never before had he felt such a burning desire to take her into his arms and tell her.
He refocused his attention on Emily’s house as Noah pulled into her drive. The small, three bedroom cottage, which had belonged to her grandparents, sat still and dark in the waning light of the day. He scanned the entire perimeter and then opened his door, just as Noah did. Gabriel didn’t take his gun out, not yet anyway, but he walked to her front door with caution. Something he had never done before.
“Her flowers are wilted,” Noah murmured, eyeing the annuals she had planted around the edge of her flower bed on either side of the front door. Emily loved her flowers and never let them suffer, no matter how hot and dry the Georgia weather became. Yeah, he thought, something was most definitely off.
Gabriel nodded and then knocked. Nothing. There was no sound from within signaling movement or chatter from the television. He cast a quick glance at Noah and then Gabriel took out his key and inserted it in the knob. 
Both men had a key to her home, just as Emily had a copy to theirs, and he felt no qualms about using it now. Gabriel slid his Sig from his shoulder holster and then stepped inside. Noah was right behind him, his Glock in hand and already sweeping the living room. Gabriel pointed in the direction of the hallway leading to the bedrooms and, together, the two began a thorough inspection of her home.
Gabriel noticed the changes right away as they canvassed each room. Every window was covered by new drapes or shades, and not one was pulled back to let light in. The house was eerily quiet, but also sterile. It was the only word he could think of to describe what he was seeing. Emily kept her home tidy, but she always had little piles of books, magazines, or files sitting around that helped her research whatever her latest novel was about. 
But he saw none of that now. No, now it looked as if the house belonged to a ghost. Someone who might exist there, but not really live within its walls.
When he and Noah entered her bedroom, both men paused and tried to rein in their shock. It was stripped of the things which spoke of who Emily really was. Her photos of her parents, grandparents, and those of her with Noah and him were missing from the furniture’s surfaces. Her favorite stuffed rabbit, which she’d had since she was six, wasn’t sitting lopsided on the comforter as he always was. And her laptop wasn’t perched on the small desk in the corner where she placed it each night to charge it.
Noah strode forward and carefully checked her bathroom and then her closet, while Gabriel stood rooted to the spot. He had to shake himself out of the stupor that had invaded his brain and every limb when Noah spoke to him.
“Say again?” Gabriel asked.
“I said, her clothes are gone. Almost all of them,” Noah sighed in a strangled tone. He sank down to his knees and looked under her bed, swearing as he did so. “Luggage is gone too. What in the hell is going on here?”
“I don’t know,” Gabriel muttered. “Let’s check out the rest of the house for now.”
Noah gave him a curt nod as he rose from the floor and, together, they headed down the hallway. They found the other two bedrooms sitting untouched, as well as the second bathroom and laundry room. When they entered the kitchen, Noah spotted Emily’s phone next to a stack of mail and he immediately moved forward to snag it.
He began to scroll through her recent calls and texts, finding only a few from Tara, when the sound of the hardwood floor creaking behind them had both men turning with their weapons raised.
“Whoa, guys! It’s just me, Andrew. Put the guns down,” he said in a soothing tone. Andrew held his own gun pointed towards the ceiling with the palm of his left hand facing them. He shook his head as he holstered his piece, and then let out a little huff of relief.
“Andrew, what are you and Ryan doing here?” Noah demanded, sounding more perturbed than he had intended.
“Nice to see you, too,” Andrew smirked.
“Seriously, why are you here?” Gabriel rumbled.
“We got an alert from the monitoring system we helped install for Emily,” Ryan supplied. “We were already headed this way to do our daily check in. Sheriff Strauss has us driving by at random times and canvassing the neighborhood until things are solved.”
Andrew shot him an exasperated look, but Ryan just shrugged in response.
“All right, you two,” Gabriel said and took a step closer. He settled his hands on his hips and angled his head at Andrew. He and Noah towered over the two younger lawmen, and Gabe used that height difference to his full advantage now. “Start speaking and don’t leave out any details. What’s going on with Emily that has you and the sheriff involved?”
Andrew sighed and shook his head. But his expression hardened when his eyes landed on the table. 
“Son of a bitch!” Andrew swore and reached for a pair of gloves that he kept stuffed in the back of his belt. “There’s another one. Ryan take a picture of it before I open it.”
“Open what?!” Noah demanded. “Talk to us and tell us what the fuck is going on here!”
“Emily has a stalker,” Ryan said as he took out his phone and snapped a few pictures of the plain, brown envelope lying on the kitchen table. “He or she speaks to Emily through photos that arrive in the mail, in envelopes just like this one. They’re always innocent looking on the outside, but the sicko has increasingly stepped up the game. The photos have gotten very personal and they come with demanding messages now too.”
“Ryan, shut up,” Andrew warned him. 
“Excuse me?” Gabriel asked in a low tone.
“Look,” Andrew said as his shoulders lowered slightly in defeat, “I’m not trying to be an ass here. But we’re under strict orders not to let a word of this get out. We’ve done a damn good job, thus far, keeping it all under wraps, and that’s how we have to keep it until we catch this stalker. It’s what the sheriff wants and what Emily wants as well. We can’t talk to you about it while it’s an open case.”
“So, I need to flash my badge at you and get the rest of my team in here, in order to hear the details? Is that the way of it?” Noah asked, his tone one of warning now too. “Because I’ll tell you right now – FBI trumps the sheriff’s office any day of the week. And if we come in officially, it will be you guys who are shut out.”
“Stop,” Andrew sighed and held up a hand. “We know you two are like family to Emily. And I understand why you want details, I do. Just let me call the sheriff to tell him you’re here, before I divulge anything. I’m sure he’ll bring you into the loop, but this way Ryan and I won’t lose our jobs in the process.”
“Make the call now,” Gabriel stated firmly.
“Where is Emily, by the way?” Andrew asked as he lifted his phone to his ear and watched Noah inch closer to the envelope. 
“Not here,” was all Noah would say. 
“Sheriff, it’s Andrew,” he began. He turned away from them and started to explain what was happening at Emily’s home.
“Ryan, how many of these has she received?” Noah asked him and gestured towards the pile of mail.
Ryan cast a nervous glance over his shoulder at Andrew and then looked back to the two men before him. “Usually it’s one a week, and it’s been going on for over two months now. Three weeks ago though, she got two envelopes within seven days. It started out with photos of her doing day to day stuff, you know? But lately, it’s gotten downright scary. The son of bitch has been writing her little captions for each photo. And they leave no room for doubt that this person considers her his. She’s been under an incredible amount of stress because of it all.”
“You said ‘his’. Is there anything that points to this stalker being a man?” Gabriel asked, ready to interrogate someone. And right now, Ryan seemed to be just the man for the job.
“No, not a thing,” Ryan said wearily, and reached up to run a hand over the back of his neck. “It’s just a gut feeling I have, that’s all. His notes point to a physical interest in her, and they just seem… Well, demanding and domineering, I suppose. Like she has no other option but to comply with his orders and become his at some point.”
Noah’s nostrils flared as he looked from Ryan to Gabriel. He needed answers and he needed them yesterday. And he needed to know where in the hell Emily had gone. It was clear to him now that she was running hard and scared, just trying to put some distance between her and the demon who had taken over her life. Made her hide within her own home, and had forced her to cut herself off from those who should have been her support network.
“All right,” Andrew said, turning back to face them. “Sheriff’s on his way over. He said to give you guys whatever you need and to bring you in on this. He welcomes your help, and said if you want to call those on your task force in as well, he’s good with that. He just wants this pervert caught, as do we all. None of us wants to see Emily suffer anymore. She’s been through hell of late.”
“Yeah, I’m getting that now,” Gabriel whispered. He ran a frustrated hand through his hair and looked over at Noah. 
He could easily see that his friend was thinking the exact same thing he was. That while they were out catching criminals who trafficked in the most debase of crimes and abuse towards innocents, their very own innocent had been at home, fending off a demon all alone. And it was not a feeling that was sitting well with either of them.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 4
 
 
Sheriff Eli Strauss was a man whom Noah and Gabriel knew and respected well. He had been Whitford Falls’ lead lawman for over thirty years, and he had kept the area free of the heavier drugs that seemed to insidiously snake their way into small-town America these days. It was because he had built a relationship with his townsfolk, and he knew when something or someone was out of place. 
Which only underscored how very careful Emily’s stalker had been. Because no one in the quaint North Georgia town had reported or noticed anyone suspicious in the area. And that meant to Noah and Gabriel that it was most likely one of their own neighbors stalking Emily. Someone she trusted. 
While they waited for the sheriff’s arrival, they’d gotten the full rundown from the two deputies, and they had also placed the initial call to the six other men who worked on their specialized task force, bringing them into the loop and prepping them for the possibility that they were all about to go on another hunt. Even though they were all scheduled for downtime for the next two to three months, because it involved family, all of the men pledged their immediate support and willingness to move out at a moment’s notice.
Noah heard the sheriff’s car pull up before either Ryan or Andrew reacted to it. He headed for the front door, and held it open as the white-haired man entered with another deputy on his heels. Jasper Collins was closer to Noah’s age, just one year younger, and he smiled as he stepped inside, lugging a box under one arm.
“Noah, glad to see you, man. But sorry to catch up under these sad circumstances,” Jasper said and swatted Noah’s upper arm. “Damn, still built like a wall, I see,” he chuckled.
“Jasper,” Noah nodded and then looked to the sheriff. “Did you bring it all?
“Every last picture,” the sheriff replied. “Honestly, Noah, it’s all we have to go on. There are no fingerprints, no evidence that they were printed at any of the local shops or pharmacies, nothing that can give us a lead. Believe me, I’ve tried to find one and so far it’s been one dead end after another.”
“Mind if I take this?” Gabriel asked as he joined them and gestured to the box under Jasper’s arm.
“As long as you have gloves, then the answer is no,” Jasper answered with a grin. 
“Here, son,” Sheriff Strauss offered, and passed a pair from his belt over to Gabriel. He snagged a second pair and thrust them at Noah. 
“Thank you,” Gabriel said softly as he snapped the last one on. He flexed his fingers, a move that Noah had seen him execute more times than he cared to count, and then took the box of evidence Jasper was offering him. Gabriel carried it over to the coffee table in front of Emily’s sofa and promptly removed the top. Noah moved over to sit next to him, while the three deputies and the sheriff stood around them.
“The evidence is filed in order of the date Emily received it, with the most recent envelope in the front and the oldest at the back. I’ll need to open the envelope you guys found here today and catalog all of its contents before I can add it to this box,” Jasper said as he eased down on the sofa’s armrest.
“I’ll go get it,” Ryan offered and headed for the kitchen.
“Prepare yourselves, boys,” Sheriff Strauss warned. “I know you see all manner of things in the line of work you do. But seeing someone you care about targeted will do something to you. Trust me.”
Both Gabriel and Noah looked up at the seasoned lawman and they nodded their understanding. Yes, they had seen their fair share of evil and debauchery since joining the FBI’s specialized task force called Evan’s Own. It was named in honor of the seven-year-old boy who had lost his life to a habitual offender and child predator. A man who had seemed to have a knack for playing the system and escaping at will. Evan’s parents had lobbied and fought for the funding to see that such monsters were apprehended and taken out of neighborhoods, where they hid in plain sight and stalked their innocent prey.
But both men knew Strauss was right. This was different in every way. Seeing the woman they loved hunted, made a red haze cloud their sight and threatened to make them lose all perspective. And if they were going to apprehend this animal before he or she found Emily, they would have to keep their wits about them.
Gabriel pulled the first envelope the perpetrator had sent, and started there. The initial photos depicted the Emily they knew well – happy, carefree Emily, her eyes always glowing and vibrant. But as they moved from one envelope to the next, they could see the toll the stalker’s watch was beginning to take. She became more pale and withdrawn. Her shoulders seemed to curl in and her posture suffered. Almost as if the invisible shadow was slowly and methodically beating her down and sucking the very life out her. 
As he and Noah went through the evidence, it became increasingly more difficult to remain seated and not step out back for a little target practice. Gabriel’s jaw clenched repeatedly as he worked to remain silent and keep his terse comments to himself.
“Oh my God!” Noah breathed, as they looked at one picture which showed Emily just stepping out of her shower, her towel barely wrapped around her glistening body. It looked as though the stalker had been just outside her bathroom window, watching her from a very short distance.
“I know,” Strauss said in disgust. “This was right before she covered all of her windows. After this photo, Emily stopped giving the pervert a clear view. She realized if the lights were on, he or she knew someone was home and in that particular room. So, she also started leaving all of her lights on, in every room, day and night.”
“She’s been living like this for two months, and no one thought to call us?!” Gabriel asked, no longer able to mask his anger.
“She forbade me, son,” Strauss sighed and sank down onto the rocker angled towards the sofa. “And as long as Emily asked us to leave you to whatever case you were working, I couldn’t override her and call you off your own hunt. She felt as though we could keep her safe for the time being, and she didn’t want to stop you from catching the predator you were after.”
Gabriel all but growled over the elder man’s answer and shook his head in disgust.
“And now we get to the commentary,” Noah muttered. He pulled out the photos which each bore a descriptive caption, his hands shaking with his own palpable anger as he spread them out on the coffee table. Curses flew under his breath with a force that had Andrew and Ryan taking a step back.
“I am going to find this bastard and take him apart with my bare hands,” Noah whispered.
“No, you are not,” Strauss stated firmly. “You are going to find Emily and protect her. Then, we’ll hunt down this stalker with your people and mine. But you aren’t going to prison and leave her, Noah, because you can’t control yourself.”
“Yes, sir,” Noah chuckled, despite himself. Whether it was the old man’s age, experience, or just Noah’s ingrained southern manners, he couldn’t ignore the sheriff’s clear command.
“I agree. Emily is our first priority,” Gabriel interjected. “She may have thought she was doing us all a favor by luring the perpetrator away from those she cares about, but she’s only playing into the psycho’s hands by completely isolating herself. We will find her, sheriff, of that you need not worry.”
“How are you going to find her?” Ryan piped up. “Where would she go?”
“Let us worry about that,” Gabriel replied and looked from him to Andrew. “You two said you’ve been regularly driving by and checking on things here. When was the last time you knew she was home?” 
“Um, last night, I suppose,” Andrew said and scrubbed a hand through his short brown hair. “I came by around seven and parked just down the street for about fifteen minutes before I headed home. I saw Emily moving through the living room during that time.”
“You saw her?” Noah asked carefully and angled his head at the young deputy.
“Well, I saw her outline,” Andrew admitted. “With the shades and drapes in place, we can only see her general shape. But it was her. She walked through the living room and headed for the back where the bedrooms are located.”
“We could check the footage to know for sure. But honestly, it’s not something we’ve done thus far. It’s just seemed like too much of an intrusion to look at what she does behind closed doors, because God knows she’s felt violated by all of this enough as it is,” Ryan said.
“What footage are you referring to?” Noah asked quietly, not liking where he thought this was headed at all.
“From the indoor security cameras Andrew and I installed. We had Lamar’s over in Gordon County help us with them. They give us video of the major areas within the house.”
“And where is this footage stored?” Noah pressed.
“At Lamar’s and on my computer at work,” Andrew answered.
Gabriel muttered several rough curses that made Andrew pale slightly. 
“Why is that a problem?” he asked, feeling as though he was about to be hauled outside by Gabriel any minute now.
“Are your computers on a shared network and do they have Internet access?” Gabriel asked and arched an eyebrow at him, as though he was speaking to a child and had to go slowly so Andrew could catch up.
Andrew felt heat on his skin and he flushed as he stared at Gabriel. “Of course they are. Who doesn’t have Internet access on a computer?”
“It’s a problem,” said Noah, “because if you can see out, then others can hack your system and see in. Your effort to protect her can actually backfire and give someone else a clear line of sight into the very home that should have sheltered Emily from this sort of madness. Most likely, she’s been watched far more closely than you realized.”
“We didn’t know,” Ryan breathed and shook his head. He looked from Noah to the sheriff and grimaced. “We honestly thought we were doing the right thing.”
“I know you did, Ryan. Be calm,” Strauss said and then looked to Gabriel. “I also know you’ve got people who can trace this kind of online criminal behavior. So, call them in and let’s get started on this together. The clock’s ticking if Emily has been gone for almost twenty-four hours. The sooner you find her, the sooner I can sleep again. I’ve been watching over her since her grandparents passed on, and I don’t like this one damn bit. She should feel safe in her own home and the town she was raised in.”
“Yes, she should,” Gabriel muttered his agreement.
“Um, guys,” Jasper said softly, causing all eyes to turn towards him. “You all need to see this. It’s gotten worse. Much worse. The only good thing I can say is that Emily never opened this last envelope, so she didn’t have to see what the stalker intended for her to witness.”
“Show us, Jasper,” Strauss directed him. 
Jasper nodded and rose to spread the latest photos out across the coffee table. No one said anything more for several minutes as they digested the clear message the stalker had sent her. Photos of her parents were there, as well as photos of her grandparents. Each of her deceased family members had a large red circle drawn around their heads, with a red slash struck through their faces. There was a similar photo of Emily standing beside Tara at a backyard barbeque and one that featured Emily tucked between Gabriel and Noah on an outing to the nearby lake. 
In each picture, those she loved most had the same red circle drawn across their faces. Only Emily’s visage remained untouched. That was, until they saw the last photo in the packet. Jasper placed it atop the pile and they all drew in a collective breath. 
The photo showed Emily standing proudly by a fan at a book-signing event she had participated in. The fan’s face was covered by a piece of notebook paper cut in the shape of an oval. It featured a prominent question mark drawn in its center with a black marker. And the image of Emily’s body was covered in a bridal gown that had been cut from a magazine and taped on her. But it was the caption written in red script that said it all.
“You’re not alone anymore, Emily.
I’ve waited for you for so long, but we don’t have to wait anymore. It’s time you came home to me and became mine,” it read.
“Aw, man, that’s sick,” Ryan groaned. “See, I told you this person has some kind of romantic agenda where she’s concerned. And now it looks like the stalker has clear plans to stake a claim.”
“Not going to happen,” Noah said through clenched teeth. “It’s time to go to work, Gabe.”
“Long past time,” Gabriel agreed.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 5
 
 
Emily walked up the steps formed into the side of the hill from old railroad ties, and drew in a deep, cleansing breath. The resort area she’d located online after six and a half days on the road was exactly what she had hoped it would be: remote, private and several states away from the prison her home had become. She smiled as she looked around, finding no other people for as far as the eye could see.
The cabins belonged to a retired couple who had begun their own small resort in northeastern Kentucky, and were spaced far enough apart from one another that visitors never had to see another person, if that was their desire, according to the website. When Emily had called from the prepaid cell phone she’d purchased along her drive north, Mr. Eberhardt had assured her that his retreat offered the privacy she had told him she was looking for. Emily had admitted only that she was a writer, and needed a place to work on her latest novel.
A chime sounded over her head when she walked into the small cabin that served as the resort’s office and Emily was immediately greeted by a hefty, chocolate Labrador. 
“Hello, there,” she chuckled, as the dog set about licking all ten of her fingers in greeting.
“Oh, just shoo him away, dear,” a gentleman said and laughed. “Riley, move back and give the lady some space. I’m Roger Eberhardt,” he said and extended a hand. “You must be Nicole.”
“I am,” she said and ducked her head to look back at the dog. It wasn’t technically a lie, Emily told herself, because Nicole was her middle name. “Thank you for taking my reservation on such short notice. I just needed a quiet place to write, and when I found your cabins online, I knew it would be perfect here.”
“Oh, well, we’re glad to have you. Now, you listened to my advice about supplies and such, right?”
“I did,” she nodded. “I’ve already stopped by a store and stocked up. So, I’m good for a while.”
“That sounds good, then. We don’t have much in the way of grocery stores nearby. Let me get your paperwork and then I’ll give you a key and you can get back to writing. You look awful young to be an author, if you don’t mind me saying so.” Mr. Eberhardt grinned sheepishly as he moved behind his counter. 
Emily chuckled and blushed a bit. “I’ve been writing all through high school and college. So, I’ve kind of been at it for several years.”
“Written anything I might of read?” he asked, clearly delving.
“Perhaps. But I write under a pen name, and I don’t usually give the secret away,” she hedged, hoping he would take her words at face value and leave the topic alone.
“Ah, I understand. I’m sure it’s hard to maintain any sort of normalcy if you’re famous. And you are, I can tell.” He smiled and waggled his eyebrows at her.
Oh, Lord, Emily cringed inside. Please get him to back off, she prayed. It was true, her novels were wildly popular with young adults, but they’d recently caught the eye of older readers as well and her sales had skyrocketed. Now, Emily was regretting the fact that she had been truthful about her profession, for she feared Mr. Eberhardt would figure out just who she really was and blow her cover. And then she’d be running again.
“I’m sorry, dear,” he said ruefully. “I’m an old man, and I tend to pry too much sometimes. Your secret is safe with us, and don’t you fret about your privacy. I know every time a vehicle turns into our drive and comes up this mountain, so you can relax and focus on your writing. Here, now just sign this agreement and the key’s yours.”
“Thank you,” Emily breathed, feeling some of the tension leaving her shoulders.
She read over the short-term rental agreement and then surprised Mr. Eberhardt by paying in cash for the entire month. Emily knew better than to purchase anything with her credit card, because if and when Gabriel and Noah ever looked for her, that would be like waving a red flag at them, heralding her location. And it just might do the same for her stalker, because Emily had no way of knowing how tech savvy her ever-present shadow was, nor the lengths said shadow would go to, to hunt her down. 
With a final thanks, Emily returned to her SUV and drove the rest of the way to the cabin that would hopefully be her safe haven for a while. She parked beside the small house, backing in so she could get away quickly if need be, and far enough back so that the vehicle wasn’t visible from the resort’s main road. 
She did a quick check of the perimeter, looking for any and all vantage points that someone might use to their advantage to see her while she was indoors. Once she had a lay of the land in her mind, Emily used the old-fashioned, gold-tone key Mr. Eberhardt had given her and opened the cabin’s front door. It creaked as it swung open, and she smiled, glad to know there would be a sound signaling an intruder. If, Emily laughed to herself, he or she chose to politely come through the front door to assail her.
She walked through the small cabin’s rooms, finding a simple kitchen that flowed into a dining and living area, two quaint bedrooms with a large bathroom between them, and a deck that was closed in on one end. She opened the door to that section of the porch and found a hot tub. Emily almost cried when she saw that feature, knowing how desperately she needed the relaxation it could bring. 
Hopeful to sink down in its therapeutic currents sooner, rather than later, she headed back to her SUV and began the process of bringing inside all of her luggage, groceries, and supplies she had picked up along the way. Once all of her food items were placed in the refrigerator and cabinets, Emily set up the one thing from her own kitchen that she’d brought along. Her grandmother’s old crockpot. 
Emily ran her fingers over its surface and smiled at the memories the simple device invoked. So many dinners and late lunches had been slow cooked in that pot, and Emily could almost hear her grandmother scolding her grandfather for lifting the lid and letting the heat out, when he only hoped to catch a whiff of whatever she was preparing.
Emily shook herself from the reverie, and went about getting a chili started in the pot that would cook for the next four or five hours. It would be ready just in time for dinner, and then she could have a long soak in the Jacuzzi. She strolled through the cabin and began to lower the blinds over each window. She paused as she lowered the third, shocked by the sudden sob that tore abruptly from her lips.
She drew the back of her hand over her mouth to stifle the sound, but another and then another came forth, as if from deep within. Emily bent over and braced her hands on her knees, but even that was not enough to steady her against the onslaught. It had just been waiting for her to let her guard down long enough that it might break free. 
She sank down on the floor and covered her face in her hands as a great dam opened up within her. All of the fear and heartache she’d held in for weeks came rushing out in that one moment, and Emily honestly wondered if she would be able to breathe as her throat constricted. On and on the storm raged within her, purging the gulf of hurt and anguish that her life could be so torn asunder from a nameless, faceless person.
Finally, utterly spent, Emily sank back on the living room’s rug and scrubbed her hands over her face. Her eyes felt swollen and she knew she lacked the strength or motivation to drag herself off of the floor. She was just tired. So, very tired of the strain, terror, and never-ending unease that shadowed her every movement. She closed her eyes and drifted off right there, hoping a nap would chase some of her sadness away.
 
The sound of a ringing timer, which she had found in a kitchen cabinet earlier, cut through the haze of the disjointed dreams she was having and Emily sat up abruptly to place her surroundings. It took her a few seconds, but then it all came crashing back in. The photos, the threats, her decision to leave home so maybe Tara, Gabriel, and Noah remained untouched. She swallowed, still feeling a knot in her throat, and then pushed herself off of the hard floor. 
“I must look a mess,” Emily muttered to herself as she went into the kitchen and checked on the chili. “Perfect as always, Gram,” she whispered.
She gave it a quick stir and then headed for the bathroom. She took a few minutes there to refresh herself and grimaced when she looked in the mirror. Emily forced herself to shrug it off and then snagged her laptop, her grandfather’s old revolver and the prepaid phone she’d purchased in Tennessee on her way through that state. She came back to the kitchen and set up the computer on the small bar area, letting it start up while she resumed lowering all of the blinds within the home. 
Like it or not, Emily told herself, this was her reality now. Even here.
Once she’d dished up a bowl of supper, she took the phone in hand and made the call that she had been dreading for days. But there was no putting it off any longer, so Emily prayed for the right words and called her editor, Wendy. She was supposed to have checked-in with her three days ago, but Emily had been on the road then and did not want to call from a hotel room or a phone that could be traced to a business. Now, she had one that wasn’t tied to her credit card, and she hoped that would be enough to keep her location hidden.
Emily took a bite of food as the line rang, and then she heard Wendy’s familiar voice loud and clear. It was a shock after so many days and weeks of deliberately shutting everyone else out.
“Hello,” she said cautiously, and Emily realized then that Wendy had no idea who was calling her from a strange number.
“Wendy? Hey, it’s me, Emily,” she said and had to hold the phone away from her ear when Wendy shouted her relief.
“Girl, where are you?! I have been calling and calling you for days!” she gasped.
“I’m all right, so stop worrying.” Emily smiled, thinking it was good to know she was still missed by someone, and that she hadn’t alienated everyone who cared about her. “I just decided to take a little vacation, but I have my laptop, so it’ll be a working trip.”
“Do you think I’m worried about you not meeting a deadline? Emily, honestly, I could clobber you over that stubborn head of yours sometimes,” she fussed, and Emily chuckled before she could stop herself. “Oh, go ahead and laugh. I’m very funny, I know,” Wendy said dryly.
“It’s not funny. I’m sorry.” Emily grinned and took another bite of chili. “It’s just good to know that some things never change, and I’m glad that you still feel comfortable reading me the riot act.”
“Always,” Wendy sniffed in mock authority. 
She was nineteen years Emily’s senior, and like a big sister most days. Other days she could be a frightening adversary, but never to Emily. No, Wendy was Emily’s biggest cheerleader and staunchest supporter in the literary world. Always had been, and Emily hoped she always would be.
“Well, if you’re on vacation, I can’t find fault with that. I’ve been begging you to take some time off for the last two years since you graduated from college. So, if you’ve got a few minutes, let’s talk business and then I’ll let you get back to whatever it is that you’re doing. Dare I ask if there’s sand and sun where you are? Because if there is and you didn’t invite me, I will personally tear into the next batch of chapters you send me for proofing.”
“No sand, here. But there is sun,” Emily allowed. “And I’ve got time to talk now. I’m just eating dinner, so go ahead.”
“Fine, you chew and I’ll go through the next few deadlines and what I’ll need from you. Got a pen and paper close by?”
“Got my laptop on, so go ahead,” Emily encouraged her. 
She took another bite of food while she listened to Wendy begin their monthly conference call. It was a routine she knew well by now, and somehow the normalcy of it all brought fresh tears to Emily’s eyes. She willed herself not to sniffle into the phone and continued to eat while Wendy chatted away.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 6
 
 
Gabriel made a motion with his hand in the air for Wendy to continue talking, urging her to keep Emily on the line. He was standing across the table from her, looking with Noah at the computer their colleague and dear friend, Braden, was using to triangulate Emily’s location. 
After almost seven days of searching and coming up short, he was at his wits end and Gabriel knew Noah was too. But he was also so proud of Emily for staying off the grid as well as she had, that he wanted to sing her praises from on high. She was playing it smart, and her caution was keeping her alive. Because if they were having a hard time finding her with all the resources they had at their disposal, then hopefully so was her stalker.
They’d finally thought to call Wendy two days ago, hoping that one of Emily’s deadlines was approaching. And to their utter relief, they found she was, in fact, past due to touch base with her editor. So, they’d hauled ass to D.C. and had their team converge on Wendy’s house. 
She and her husband, Joel, had welcomed them with open arms, hoping that they could play a part in locating Emily before the stalker did. Wendy had been in shock momentarily when Noah gave her a run-down of the basic facts, but she’d quickly rallied and promised them whatever she had, if it meant Emily was found and made safe. 
“Almost there,” Braden whispered. “Come on, come on,” he coaxed the computer.
Noah smirked and shook his head, though his eyes never left the screen while Braden worked and talked to the technology. It was something Braden always did, as if the gentle tones of his voice could produce results faster than if he just silently stared at the screen.
“And… We’ve got her!” Braden smiled and nodded his head in satisfaction. “She’s in Kentucky. Remote part, from the looks of it. Hold on,” he said, while his fingers began to clatter across the keyboard.
“Damn, Braden. You’re going to need another one of those if you keep hitting it so hard,” Ross teased. And this was Ross. He always tried to keep the mood light, no matter what dark cases they worked. Just one year younger than Gabriel and Noah, with the same military background, Ross was a much needed breath of fresh air when things got heavy and depressing.
Braden said nothing, only paused long enough to hold up his middle finger and then he resumed typing.
“Love you too,” Ross quipped and blew him a kiss. 
“One of these days, he’s going to throw that keyboard right at your head,” Ethan said with a sly smile. He walked over and handed Wendy a cup of coffee, hoping it would keep her alert and focused while she talked with Emily. They couldn’t allow any mistakes at this point, and he was determined that Gabriel and Noah not lose their one shot at finding her. 
“I’d like to see that day,” Ross chuckled and crossed his arms over his wide chest.
“Keep at it,” Braden warned, “and you will.”
“Knock it off, guys,” Gabriel muttered and the chatter ceased immediately.
“Okay, I have her exact location now within just a few miles. And from what I’m seeing, it looks sparsely populated. Just a few other dwellings scattered around the mountain. This is probably one of those places where you rent a cabin and get in touch with nature or your inner self, so let me see if I can pinpoint the exact name of the resort,” Braden said, not to anyone in particular.
“Did he just say, ‘get in touch with nature’?” Ross asked incredulously. “I swear, I’ve been insulted. There is nothing wrong with the woods, nor those who come from it.”
Noah held up a hand to silence their banter as Wendy ended her call. She placed the phone on the table and looked up at him as tears filled her eyes. 
“She’s okay,” Wendy whispered and then began to cry in earnest. 
Noah stepped around the table and pulled Wendy up, wrapping her in a tight hug. “You did good for us, Wendy. So good. And we’ll never be able to thank you enough. I promise you, we’ll have Emily under our guard before you know it, and home as soon as it’s safe.”
“You had better keep my girl safe, Noah Johnston. And that goes for you too, Gabriel McPherson,” she warned. “Get to her, and then get this creep who wants to harm her.”
“On it,” Gabriel said with a genuine smile.
“Do we have transport yet?” Noah asked, looking to Braden.
“Yep. Kaden and Garrett should be here within ten minutes with the helicopter and then you’re good to go. Emily is right outside the Grayson Lake State Park, so it’ll take you guys a few hours in the air to reach her from D.C.,” he replied.
“Was coming to my home a bad idea? Did it make you lose time?” Wendy asked, worry creeping into her voice.
“Not at all,” Noah reassured her. “It was more central for the whole team to come here, than to our home. And we also didn’t want the stalker to get wind of our group working to thwart his efforts. This was perfect, and we thank you for letting us crash here for a couple of days.”
“You can have my house if that’s what you need to see to her safety. And I mean that,” she said firmly.
“I don’t doubt you.” Noah grinned and gave Wendy another quick hug.
“Where are we on the photo paper, Lawton?” Gabriel asked, turning his attention to his colleague who was quietly working away on a laptop of his own.
“Getting somewhat closer,” the big man said softly. Though all of the members of their team stood well over six feet tall, Lawton edged over them all by several inches. Yet he was the quietest and most serious, often teased along with Gabriel for being too intense. And though they all answered to one chief supervisor, a discreet and controlled man named Gregory Hollington, it was Gabriel, Noah, and Lawton who most often led their team of eight when they were in the field. 
Hollington led two other such teams for the FBI, devoted to tracking the vilest and most determined child predators, and he rotated the three teams in the field so none of them got too beaten down by the filth they had to witness while on a case. It was what he had insisted on when the task force was first established, and his model was well respected and still in place. When Gabriel had called Hollington to apprise him of Emily’s situation, he had promised Gabe and Noah that the full resources of the department were at their disposal without hesitation.
“It’s definitely stock that’s purchased for use in a home printer,” Lawton continued, “so we’re not going to see the perp on any store footage happily churning out his filth. I’ve got the brand name, and I’m currently working with sixteen other techs to track down anyone who might have ordered it within a hundred mile radius of Emily’s home. If that doesn’t give us results, we’ll expand the radius. It may take a little time, but we’ll get him,” Lawton said in a low tone.
“You all keep saying him, as if you know this is a male suspect. Is that true?” Wendy asked, and watched as all eyes turned towards her. “Sorry, I know I’m not allowed to ask. I’m just concerned, that’s all.”
“And we get that.” Noah nodded sympathetically. “Just know that we’re looking at all prospects and we’ll be vigilant.”
“I know,” she smiled.
“Gabe, Noah, come on and let’s get you loaded up. Garrett just radioed and said that he’s only minutes out now,” Ethan said from the doorway.
Noah gave Wendy one last pat and then he headed out, ready to see Emily’s face after months of separation. And with the challenges they’d faced over the last several days, as they searched endlessly for her, he was also ready to curl up with her in his arms and sleep for twenty-four hours straight. At least. And he knew Gabriel was too.
 
When they walked outside, Ethan gestured to the SUV waiting curbside for them. He slid in behind the wheel, while Gabriel claimed the front passenger seat and Noah took his place in the second row. Ethan merged with traffic and headed towards the local hospital, one of the few places nearby that had a marked helipad they could use. Their badges and credentials always opened every conceivable door, but you couldn’t squeeze a helicopter through a door very easily. So, they’d had to find a spot and find it quick. 
“Got a question for you guys, and if it’s not one you want to answer, then tell me and I’ll let it drop,” Ethan said quietly, never taking his eyes off the road. 
“Shoot,” Noah said, thinking that he already knew the question.
“You’re both going after Emily, both vested in her safety and well-being. You always have been, as long as I’ve known you,” he began.
“Where’s the question in all that?” Gabriel asked.
“The question is: what are you really going to do when you find her? Not talking about this pervert who’s made her the center of his or her world, cause we’re all going to have a hand in taking this sick one down. I’m talking about how you two will handle sharing one woman for the long-haul. We’ve all known Emily is the one, for both of you, for years. And you’ve got to know you have our support, one hundred percent, in whatever kind of relationship you work out. But are you really, finally ready to make that leap? Make it real and official?”
Gabriel turned to study Ethan’s profile for a long moment and then he drew in a deep breath and nodded. He cut his eyes back to Noah, and saw a gentle smile playing on his lips. Noah looked calm and at peace, as he had all along with what they were proposing.
“Yes, we’re ready to stake a claim and let her know she’s ours. She always has been, like you said, and we’re not waiting another day to tell her so,” Gabriel finally said in a soft voice.
“Well, good,” Ethan smiled and glanced over at Gabriel. “Because if you two knuckleheads were going to wait any longer, I think Lawton and I might have moved in and asked her out, just to get you two in gear.”
“And you would have been prying my foot out of your ass if you’d attempted it,” Gabriel said in a near growl.
Ethan’s smile grew and he chuckled. But his smile fell away as he signaled to pull into the hospital’s entrance. “And there they come,” he murmured, seeing the solid black helicopter lowering itself onto the red and white helipad.
“And here we go,” Noah smiled from the back seat. 
Ethan parked as close to the aircraft as he could, while Gabriel and Noah stepped out and grabbed their luggage from the back. Kaden nodded at them through the windshield, as did Garrett, but neither man left their seats. They waited patiently for the two men to load their gear and then secure the outer door.
Noah strode forward and gave them both a pat on the shoulder, thanking them for coming back in from leave to help them out.
“Get your ass back there and shut up,” Garrett grumbled. “Since when do we not help family out?” He ended the rebuke with a heart-stopping smile that always drew the ladies in like flies. Coupled with his dark brown hair and intense hazel eyes, he was constantly fending women off when they had to go undercover in nightclubs or bars. 
“Yeah, get your ass back there,” Kaden echoed him teasingly, with his own roguish grin.
Noah smacked the back of Kaden’s head and returned to the cabin, hearing both men’s laughter as he dropped into a seat. Gabriel chuckled softly and kicked back in his chair. 
“You’d better sleep while you can,” Gabriel warned him.
Noah frowned at that comment and sat up a little straighter in his seat. “Oh, really? And just why is that?” he asked and arched an eyebrow.
“Because I don’t plan on us sleeping at all once we get to her.” 
“Don’t you think we should at least talk to her and give her the option of whether she wants a relationship with us, before we move to that level? This is Emily we’re talking about. And other than that kid she briefly dated during her sophomore year in college, I’ve never known of another long-term guy in her life. She may need more time, especially with everything that’s swirling around her now,” Noah sighed. 
He honestly didn’t want to wait to make Emily theirs any longer either, but he’d be damned if they would scare her more than she already was, by moving too fast. 
“Noah, if this is going to work, you and I need to be of one accord,” Gabriel said and released a sigh of his own. “We can’t ever be so divided on major issues that she feels torn between the two of us. Like she has to choose you over me, or vice-versa. Does that mean she’s getting two men who are carbon copies of one another? Absolutely not. She knows us and our personalities.”
“But what it does mean, is that we have to be willing to work together to make major decisions easier for her to accept and then deal with. Make them less stressful. I am only committing to one woman here, as are you. But she will have two men who are very demanding and very set in their ways, who want her as their life partner. Luckily she’s known us practically our whole lives, and so she’ll know full well who she’s getting in this partnership.”
“So, in regards to the physical aspect of our relationship with her, I have to say, yes, I’m ready to offer that to her. If Emily accepts and wants that too, I have no reservations whatsoever taking her into my arms. But if she’s not ready, I’ll wait as long as it takes. She’ll get no pressure from me. Now do you understand what I meant? And are you on the same page with me?” Gabriel said and stared into his friend’s eyes. 
“I am,” Noah said with a slow nod. “And I agree that we have to be willing to make some things easier on her. Whether or not we initiate a physical relationship should be the easiest part of it all, and not forced in any way.”
“And it won’t be,” Gabriel said as he closed his eyes, intent on catching a little shut-eye during the flight west. “She’s the sweetest, most giving of souls I know. I think she’s just been waiting for our dumb asses to wake up and smell the coffee.”
Noah chuckled and settled back in his seat too. “Hey, I like coffee. It smells good.”
“So does Emily,” Gabriel smiled. He drifted off thinking not only about how good she smelled, but how sweet she was going to taste too.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 7
 
 
With the kitchen tidy, Emily headed towards the cabin’s hot tub. It had been calling her since she first arrived hours ago, and she was ready to finally relax a little bit. She had even forced herself to focus and write after she’d eaten, getting down the next chapter in her current novel. She’d worked, and now she wanted some time for herself.
As she made her way back, she turned on the lights in the living room and in the bedroom she claimed as hers, purely out of habit. At this point, she hoped and prayed she had evaded her stalker enough over the past few days of travel, that she was at least temporarily safe. 
She had no doubt that eventually the twisted one would catch up with her at some point. People couldn’t hide forever, and Emily knew she was just buying herself a little time with her abrupt road trip. Still, she hoped that if she moved on frequently enough, she might manage to hide in plain sight for quite a while.
Her hand hit the light switch for the enclosed porch, and she realized then that she had not lowered the bamboo shades around the room to shield it from prying eyes. She quickly moved around the area and lowered each and every one. All the way to the floor. Then she turned and knelt beside the Jacuzzi’s controls and read the little card the owners had placed there detailing its care and instructions.
Once she realized it worked just like the one Noah and Gabriel had integrated into their back deck, she started its jets and smiled as the familiar rumble and swirl of water began. She adjusted the temperature and then walked over to a rack at the edge of the porch to retrieve two towels. Emily placed them on the edge of the steps, laying the revolver on the top of the fluffy stack. Then, she turned and disrobed. 
She loved to feel the water against her exposed skin, and had secretly enjoyed the guys’ hot tub on several occasions sans swimsuit, though they had no idea. They had always insisted that their home was her home, and that whether they were there or not, she was free to make herself welcome. So, she had. Frequently.
Emily walked slowly down the steps and slid into the water until it was up to her neck. She tilted her head back and let out a very unladylike groan, one that she felt all the way to her toes. 
“Oh yes!” she sighed. Emily moaned again as she settled herself on a wide ledge and let the jets begin to beat against her back and legs. “This is what Heaven will be like. I know it.” 
She closed her eyes and laid her head against the little pillow that was suctioned there and just let go for a while. For if this was the only moment she could let her guard down and really feel peace again, she thought, then she was going to savor it as a starving man does his next meal.
 
Noah and Gabriel cut the lights to their company SUV, long before they began the drive up the winding lane that ran through the small resort. Ethan had already called ahead and talked with the owners, letting them know that four FBI agents were in route and would take over the care and protection of one of their guests. Mr. Eberhardt was promised a visit the following morning from Kaden and Garrett, so their badges and faces could be seen, but was told to stay out of official business otherwise.
Still, the men used the caution that was firmly ingrained and second nature for them, knowing from experience that one could never be too careful. They kept their lights off as they drove up the winding road and examined their surroundings carefully. They found Emily’s cabin with little trouble and knew it was hers when they saw her own SUV tucked against its side.
“Clever girl,” Noah praised, when he saw how she had positioned the vehicle. “She does listen to us, after all.”
“Yes, she does,” Gabriel said with obvious pride. “Come on, let’s get our gear and then get our girl.”
He backed their larger SUV in next to hers and then switched off the engine. After grabbing their few cases and backpacks, they headed for the front door. Gabriel noted that many lights were on and that all the shades were drawn here as well. He pressed his lips into a fine line, hating what he saw before him and then his eyes drifted to Noah.
“You see what I see?” he whispered.
“Oh yeah,” Noah drawled, his tone not hiding his anger at all.
Gabriel’s eyes narrowed as he lifted his hand and knocked on the door. His knuckles beat out a familiar rat-a-tat pattern, one that he had always used back home when signaling to Emily that it was him at her door. Gabe hoped it was enough to let her know who was paying her a visit in this unfamiliar place. But even still, he called out her name so she would hear his voice.
There was nothing. No sound of footfalls approaching the door. No sound of movement from within. 
Noah stepped off of the porch and walked to the nearest window, trying to see any hint of her silhouette behind the closed blinds. He shook his head and stepped back onto the porch as Gabriel knocked again, calling her name louder this time. 
“Maybe she’s in the back of the cabin in the shower or something,” Gabriel shrugged. “She would have heard me otherwise.”
“I hope a shower’s the only thing keeping her from opening the door.” Noah’s jaw flexed faintly as he considered the alternative. “Give me a few and I’ll get us inside.” 
He took out his small tool kit and began to work on the door knob. In less than a minute, he had the old lock open and they slipped inside. Their eyes took in the empty kitchen, dining, and living area. Gabriel walked forward and turned off the living room’s lights and then they headed towards their right in the direction of the bedrooms.
“Em!” Gabriel called again, hoping she would hear him and that he would not startle her. Given the fear she had been living with, having her suddenly frightened by their unannounced visit was the last thing he wanted. Still, only silence greeted them as they looked into each of the bedrooms.
“She’s claimed the one with the king-sized bed,” Noah chuckled as he placed his cases in the second bedroom.
Gabriel moved to do the same. They peeked into the bathroom, realizing Emily was not in the shower, and then they walked through the master bedroom towards a familiar sound. Very slowly, they opened the door to the back deck and saw a sight that brought them both up short.
“Oh, hell,” Noah muttered. 
“Hmmm,” was all Gabriel could muster.
“How do we play this without scaring the shit out of her?” Noah asked, not taking his eyes off of Emily, where she lay reclined in the frothing water. Naked.
“Is she awake?” Gabriel asked in a hushed tone.
“I don’t think so,” Noah said and began to move forward. He was surprised that his legs still worked. 
He leaned over her and realized she was sound asleep. A most dangerous situation, for what if she toppled over and drowned, he wondered. He looked back up at Gabriel and saw his friend’s intense stare focused solely on Emily. Noah knew from past experience that when Emily fell into a deep sleep, brought on by exhaustion, she could be carried by him or by Gabriel and never wake up during the transfer to her bed. So, he made a decision in that moment that he hoped was the right one.
He stepped back and began shucking his clothes. His shoes and socks went first and then his holster and t-shirt. When he began to peel his jeans down his legs, Gabriel finally broke free of the trance Emily had held him under and he looked at Noah with a frown.
“What in the hell are you doing?” he whispered.
“You said we were going to get our girl,” Noah chuckled. “Well, our girl happens to be in the water, so I’m going in after her. Don’t worry, I’m keeping my briefs on. For now.”
Gabriel rolled his eyes and then kicked off his own shoes. He sat on the edge of the hot tub and crossed his legs, right beside where Emily lay. He reached out and smoothed a hand over her blonde locks, marveling over the various hues that made up her tresses. Some strands were almost white they were so fair, while others were almost as dark as Noah’s blonde hair.
But he also took in her pallor and the dark circles that lay under her eyes. Shadows that had never been there before, not even when Emily had lost her parents or grandparents. No, now she just looked fragile to him, as though she might shatter or break at any moment. And that just was not the Emily he knew and loved. It tore at his heart that the stalker’s slow and relentless pursuit had brought this on. It made Gabriel more determined than ever to find the bastard and take him apart.
 
Noah waded down the steps and made his way over to where she rested. As gently as he could, he lifted Emily and took her place on the ledge. Then he settled her on his lap with his arm wrapped around her back to support her body. His eyes roamed over her face and he saw what Tara had mentioned to Gabriel on the phone. Emily was pale and there were pronounced smudges under her eyes that suggested she hadn’t rested well in ages.
It made his gut churn in anger and rage that someone would target such a pure and loving person. Someone who had never, to his knowledge, hurt another soul in all of her twenty-three years. Just like the child predators he, Gabriel, and their team chased down, this stalker was cut from the same cloth.
“She looks so tired,” Noah muttered.
“Yeah, I see that too. Go ahead and try to wake her gently, so we don’t startle her,” Gabriel prompted, drawing him away from his dire thoughts. Gabe could always sense when Noah was drifting off into the grey areas that went along with their work. And usually it only took a few softly spoken words from his best friend, his brother, to bring him out of it.
Noah nodded, and then leaned in as he lifted Emily closer to his face. He moved his lips to her ear and kissed her there briefly. She shivered and he smiled before he spoke to her.
“Em, Gabe and I are here and we need you to wake up, sweetheart. Open those violet eyes that we both love and say hello. We’ve missed you so much these last weeks,” Noah murmured to her. “Wake up, baby.”
She moaned and shifted slightly, curling further into his chest. And then, ever so slowly, her eyes fluttered open.
“There you are, gorgeous. Emily, it’s me, Noah. Don’t be scared or alarmed, because you know you’re safe when you’re with me. Gabe and I are both here now, and I swear to you on my life that no one will get through us to get to you.”
“Noah?” she asked in the softest, sweetest whisper he’d ever heard. After days of manic searching they’d found her, and Emily was safe. And right where he wanted her.
“Yes, baby, it’s me. Gabe too,” he said and turned slightly so she could see him just over Noah’s shoulder.
Her eyes widened then and they both saw the full range of emotions flit through her gaze. There was shock, fright, worry, anxiety, and finally acceptance, relief, and even happiness as her eyes filled with tears. Noah pulled her closer and Emily buried her face against his neck and began to cry. 
Deep, racking sobs tore from her lips again as they had earlier, and she keened there in his hold. Noah pressed his lips to the top of her hair and murmured nonsensical words to let her know they had her now, and they were not letting go. Gabriel couldn’t take the distance while she cried and he shed his clothes in record time to join them.
Like Noah, he kept his briefs on, and came to sit on the ledge on Noah’s left. He cupped the back of her head with his large palm and gently massaged her until the last of her tears were spent. When Emily began to hiccup, Gabriel felt as if someone was tearing his heart right out of his chest.
“Emily, look at me, honey,” Gabriel urged her.
It took her a few minutes, but finally Emily lifted her head from the crook of Noah’s neck and stared at Gabriel. He cupped her face and smoothed her tears away, shaking his head as he did so. 
“I’m glad you got that out, because we need to talk. And I want you to listen to every word Noah and I have to say to you tonight. Can you do that, Emily? Can you listen to us and talk with us?”
“Gabe, you and Noah shouldn’t be here with me. It’s not safe…,” she began, but Noah cut her off by placing a finger over her lips.
“It is safe, baby,” Noah reassured her. “We know all about it, and we have our whole team working towards making you safe now. Gabe and I are not leaving you for one second. This is what we do, sweetheart. We take on the predators and we put them away. Now, we’ve got one who’s threatened our very heart, and there is no way in hell Gabe or I will let that threat go unchallenged.”
“No! You’ve got to leave,” Emily protested and shook her head vehemently. “If something happened to either of you, because you were guarding me, I couldn’t live with myself. It’s why I’m here and not at home. No, let your colleagues guard me, or assign someone else to me. I can’t let either of you get in the crosshairs, and if you’re with me, you will be,” she said, her face contorting from her newest tears that were beginning to flow.
“Because you love us,” Noah said softly.
“Noah, don’t,” Emily grimaced, not willing to go down this road and chance losing them because she confessed her true feelings. Better to have their friendship, she’d always told herself, than to put it all on the line and be forced to say goodbye and watch them walk away from her. Emily honestly thought the last of her internal reserves would crumble if she heard them say that they loved her, just not in the same way she loved them. As friends, and nothing more.
“Yes,” he countered, just as determined as she. “You heard Gabe, we’re going to talk. About all the things we’ve left unspoken between us for years now. No more running and no more hiding for any of us,” Noah said and stared intently into her eyes.
“What are you saying?” Emily asked in a hushed voice. Oh God, she thought, please don’t do this. She begged Noah with her eyes not to force her to talk about her feelings and end their friendship now. Not now, when she felt so raw and vulnerable.
“You know exactly what we’re saying, Emily,” Gabriel said solemnly, watching the fear play out in her watery eyes. A fear that he hoped his next words would wipe away. 
“When Noah says you love us, he doesn’t mean that you care for us as though we’re your big brothers and we’re just there to look out for you from time to time. Just friends who share an occasional meal or cook-out together. No, he means you’re in love with us - with me and with Noah. As in the kind of love that means permanency, a relationship that lasts a lifetime, and one that sets you on fire from within. That kind of love, Emily, is what you feel for us.”
“Now, ask Gabriel how he knows and understands what you feel,” Noah urged her in the gentlest tone she had ever heard him use.
Emily looked from Noah back to Gabriel, and what she saw there took her breath away. It was the look she had longed to see in their eyes for years. Since she had first started to notice other boys her age, and realized none of them would ever measure up to her two best friends. No one else would ever be her Noah or her Gabriel.
Now there was recognition in their eyes. As if they finally saw her – really saw the woman she was – and they wanted her for their own. Both of them.
“Ask him,” Noah said again and gave her a tender squeeze.
Emily wet her lips, noticing that the motion caused both men’s eyes to dilate and track her tongue’s movement. She swallowed hard and then did either the bravest or the most stupid thing she’d ever done in her life. She asked. 
“How do you know that I’m in love with you both, Gabriel?” Emily murmured.
“Because we’re in love with you too, Emily,” Gabriel replied without batting an eye. “Because we feel the same way, and we know that there shouldn’t be another day that we go without saying it. It’s time for us all to stop running and admit that there will never be another love like the one we’ve steadily cultivated for the last fifteen years. We want you, Emily, heart, mind, body, and soul. And if you want us, half as much as we want you, then there’s no more looking or running for any of us here, ever again.”
“You both love me, too?” she asked in disbelief, her bottom lip quivering almost violently now.
“So damn much it hurts, baby,” Noah grinned. “It hurts to think of letting you slip through our fingers, because we weren’t brave enough to tell you what we’ve known was true for years. That there’ll never be another woman who gets us, likes us, and loves us like you do. You love us, faults and all, and we couldn’t ask for a better friend than you. You’re it for us, Emily. Say you want us and we’re yours, one hundred percent, for the rest of our days.”
Emily began to nod as another sob broke free. It was several more minutes before her newest torrent ran its course. Noah continued to hold and slowly rock her, while Gabriel used his fingers to wipe the tears from her cheeks.
“Is that a yes?” Gabriel finally asked and grinned as Emily struggled to form her words. 
“Yes,” she laughed and cried at the same time. “Yes! I love you both so much. I love everything about you. I always have.”
“Thank God,” Noah sighed and rested his forehead against hers. “Em, I’m going to kiss you now. Is that all right with you, baby?”
“Yes,” she said again as his lips descended on hers. 
Emily gasped from the sheer intensity of the kiss Noah bestowed upon her. She had dreamed many a day and night about what it would be like to kiss either of the men she loved, but this was so much more than she’d ever experienced with another. It was all-consuming, and she felt his tongue tracing the outline of her lips before he delved within. Noah’s hands crept up into her hair and he angled her head so he had better access to claim her mouth. 
She moaned and heard him return the sound, swallowing hers up as she did his. Noah slowed the kiss and began to penetrate her mouth again and again with his tongue, almost in promise of other ways he hoped to share his body with her. Emily tightened her hold on his hair, then loosened her grasp, worried that she might have hurt him.
She leaned back a bit, trying to catch her breath, and stared into Noah’s green eyes, now hooded and almost slumberous after their ravenous kiss. She reached up and slowly traced his swollen lips, amazed at how soft they felt. How many years had she longed to do just that? He smiled, and captured two of her fingers, eliciting another gasp from her. 
“Em,” Gabriel called her, and she turned her head to face him. “Come here, honey. My turn,” he said and pulled her from Noah’s lap. 
As he settled her on his legs, Emily finally remembered that she was without clothing. Her skin flushed a deep crimson and she ducked her head to see if the water was covering her breasts. But Gabriel tucked his fingers under her chin and redirected her gaze back to his. 
“Don’t be embarrassed or ashamed in front of us, Emily. You’re ours now, and that means all of you. I want to kiss you and touch you. Are you ready for that?” he asked, and moved his fingers along her jaw as he awaited her words.
“I’ve never…,” she began and then tried to find the courage to tell them the truth about herself.
“Never what, Emily?” Gabriel asked softly, though he thought he knew. And he prayed he was right.
“Never made love with someone else,” she admitted and blushed even more. “I couldn’t, not when my heart already belonged to the two of you.”
Gabriel smiled and framed her face with his palms. “Then you will be ours, and ours alone. Do you understand what I’m saying to you, honey? Noah and I want you tonight, if you’re ready. If not, then say so, and we’ll only kiss and hold you for now.”
“I’m ready,” she smiled in return, so much hope burning in her eyes. Hope that had, of late, been extinguished. “I’ve been ready to love the two of you for years. I just thought that you wouldn’t want to share. That it wouldn’t be fair to you or normal enough of a relationship to give you everything you might need from a partner. Or that it might embarrass you if you were to say to your families and colleagues that we were all together.” 
Noah laughed and shook his head. “Em, my dad and stepmom think you walk on water. And they even thought once that I was in a relationship with Gabe, because we’re so damn tight with each other. They won’t even blink an eye if Gabe and I each commit to you.”
“My parents and brothers have already told me that they’ll come to whatever commitment ceremony the three of us have,” Gabriel added. “And that was over two years ago, honey. They’ve seen this coming for a while. But what matters most is what we think – the three of us. And I think we just gave each other our word that we want this. So as far as I’m concerned, from this moment on, you belong to me and you belong to Noah. Right?”
“Is this really happening?” Emily murmured as she searched first Gabriel’s eyes, and then Noah’s. She reached up to cup Gabriel’s cheek and watched his gaze soften. He nodded slowly.
“All of this is real, Em. Don’t doubt us or yourself. Just answer my question. Are you ours from now on, honey; and do you want us as much as we want you?”
“Absolutely, I’m yours. I’ve always been yours and no others.” She nodded and smiled while fresh tears spilled down her cheeks. 
“Then like I said, it’s my turn,” Gabriel breathed and then pulled Emily closer.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 8
 
 
Gabriel moved in and hovered over her lips, drawing out the anticipation for them both. He smiled as he lightly settled his lips on hers, making slow sweeping passes that made Emily sigh and smile in return. He kept her face in his hands as he began to pepper soft kisses over her top lip, then he moved to do the same over her lower lip.
“Oh my, gosh,” she whispered, only to hear him chuckle before he melded his lips fully with hers.
Now he became the aggressor, as Noah had, and Gabriel wholly claimed her mouth. His lips slanted over hers again and again and his tongue swept in to duel with hers. His hands left her face and traveled down her back and then around to her waist, before they slowly began to glide upwards.
Emily held her breath as his fingertips grazed the underside of her breasts. But her breath stuttered out unevenly when his hands gently cupped the soft mounds and his thumbs rubbed lightly over her nipples. Gabriel’s lips moved down the column of her throat, kissing and nipping delicately at the skin there, as he continued his tender massage of her breasts.
“That feels…” she began, and then registered Noah at her back and his hands beginning to move over the skin there.
“How does it feel, Emily?” Gabriel asked as he kissed and tongued the shell of her ear. “Tell us.”
“Divine,” she sighed with a smile.
“How does this feel?” Noah asked, and let his hands fall to her waist and then lower to gently cup her backside, kneading each cheek.
“Amazing,” she confessed. “I want to touch you both, too. I’ve wanted to for so long.”
“Trust me, baby, we want that too,” Noah said as he began to kiss and lick the other side of her neck. “I want your hands all over me.”
Gabriel lifted one of her hands and placed it on his muscular chest. He nodded, giving her permission to explore him as he was her. Emily took the invitation and moved both of her hands over the dips and curves that formed his chiseled chest. She knew both men worked out diligently to maintain their strength and well-honed physiques, but actually exploring their bodies was something she had fantasized about more times than she could count. 
“Noah, come around here, please,” she whispered, and felt him leave her back to do as she had asked without delay. “Sit by Gabe.”
He grinned and winked at her, settling himself on the ledge to Gabriel’s right. Emily reached out and placed a palm on his chest, and then began her exploration of his body. Where Gabriel had a light smattering of dark hair on his chest that tapered to a line, which went further south than she’d ever seen, Noah was the opposite. His broad chest had no hair, except for a faint line that always dipped below the jeans and shorts she had seen him wear over the years.
Noah let his head fall back as her hand skated down and brushed across his abdomen. “Go lower, Emily,” he urged her.
She swallowed and glanced at Gabriel to see his blue eyes smoldering with need and want. He nodded slowly and then placed a hand over her palm and began to help her delve further down his body as well. It was the single most erotic moment of her life, as she stared into Gabe’s intense gaze and felt her hand delve into his briefs and then brush against the hardness of his erect cock. Emily gasped and would have pulled back, but he shook his head and guided her fingers to close around him.
“Just like that, Em,” he murmured and groaned as she tightened her grip on him.
Noah did the same then, clasping his hand around hers and helping her delve into his briefs to take his erection in hand. She couldn’t see them under the churning water, but she could feel them, and somehow she liked this initial introduction to their bodies. They each felt so thick and so long, that Emily worried over how she would take them into her body.
And would they want to share her at the same time, she wondered, or be in separate rooms and alternate who had an evening alone with her. The possibilities were endless, but could also be a minefield of danger if someone felt left out or shunned. Emily began to worry over how to proceed with what she’d always wanted and hoped for, because she had no clue how to have them and enjoy such a relationship so that both men felt equal in her eyes and heart.
“I know that look,” Gabriel said and reached up to cup her cheek. “You’re worrying and fretting over something. And since you have a very specific portion of our anatomy in your hands, I can imagine what’s going through that mind of yours.”
“How do we do this?” she asked.
“Well, you see there’s this little talk we could have called the birds and bees…” Noah began playfully, trying to lighten the mood and take her worries away.
Emily teasingly squeezed his cock and he groaned, a sound of pure male pleasure. 
“God, do that again!” he begged, and moaned loudly when she closed her fingers around him and then drug them up to the head. 
“What do you mean, Emily?” Gabriel asked, feeling the same touch now on his throbbing cock as she began to massage him. “Damn, honey. I won’t be able to concentrate for long if you keep that up.”
“I’m asking… how do we make love if there’s three of us? I don’t want to assume anything or hurt someone’s feelings, because I don’t know what you want or what you prefer. And I don’t even begin to know if you’ll each want privacy with me, or if you…”
“Shhh,” Gabriel cut her off and leaned forward to kiss her. His tongue darted inside Emily’s mouth and he swept it around hers until he knew he had thoroughly distracted her. When he drew away, Emily looked slightly dazed and he smiled that his ploy had worked.
“We intend to share you, Emily. And that means we’ll be together at times, and at others we’ll have moments alone with you,” Gabriel began. “No one will be keeping score or an official count of how many times I hold you versus Noah. And we never, ever want you to worry that one of us is jealous of the other. As long as you’re committed to us both, we’re good.”
“I second that,” said Noah. He reached out and ran his hand over her hair and tucked a lock behind her ear. “I’m going to be looking at you, and only you, so I can block out old Gabe here from time to time. But I won’t lie and tell you it’s not a turn-on seeing you in his arms, because just watching you kiss him minutes ago got my blood pumping. I don’t think I’d feel the same way with any other guy on this planet, but Gabe and I have been together for so long, that we’re brothers. And seeing you with him doesn’t make me jealous, angry, or turned-off. Quite the opposite is true, I gotta say.”
“And there’s no way either of us is leaving the room tonight, Emily,” Gabriel assured her. “This is your first time. Not just with a man, but with us. So, unless you’re completely uncomfortable with having us both in the bed with you, then you’ll be right between us where you belong.”
“I want that,” she nodded. “I could never choose between the two of you. It’s why I never made a move towards either of you. I was so afraid of losing one, if I had the other, that I decided I’d take your friendship if that’s all you could offer me. And I tried to let the dream of something more fall away.” 
“Oh, we’re going to have something more. Starting right now,” Gabriel assured her, and then took her in his arms and began to walk out of the hot tub.
Emily wrapped her arms around his neck as he left the water, and she peeked over his shoulder to see Noah only one step behind. Gabriel gently placed her on her feet and then bent to retrieve one of the towels she’d stacked nearby. He set her revolver to the side without comment, determined not to ruin the moment. He tossed Noah the second towel, and together, the two men began to lightly blot the moisture from her body.
“God, Em,” Noah muttered, a mixture of wonder and adoration sounding clear as day in his voice. “You are so damned beautiful, baby. Do you have any idea?”
“No,” she blushed. “My breasts are too big and my hips are too wide…,” she started to list her flaws, but Noah lightly smacked her butt, startling her from her catalog of complaints. Emily gasped and looked over her shoulder at him.
“None of that, Em,” he warned. “Ever. You’re perfect and I won’t listen to you tear yourself down.”
“Listen to him,” Gabriel rumbled, and then dipped the towel he held between her legs, brushing the plush cotton against her most sensitive folds. “You are absolutely gorgeous. Your breasts are just the right size for us to hold and kiss, and your hips will fit perfectly into our hands when we make love to you. You were made for us, honey, and in just a few minutes you’ll see.”
“Don’t make me wait,” she said breathlessly and reached out to caress Gabriel’s chest. “I’ve waited for you both for so many years. And these last weeks have been the worst. I’ve been terrified that you might get hurt protecting me if you found out what was going on. And I’m still scared to death that you will be. I don’t want to wait, Gabe. Please?” she begged. 
And that’s what it was, Emily told herself, begging. She was begging for the chance to finally know what it felt like to be loved by the two men who meant the world to her. Because if she had to hide again or go into some kind of protection program, she could very well be separated from them for God knew how long. 
Maybe she was being too impulsive, Emily thought, for following through with the yearnings she’d had forever. This would change everything. Without a doubt. And yet, even with that quiet part of her mind warning her to use caution where her heart was concerned, it was that same heart that won out. It overrode her mind and shut the door on any objections she might voice. She was theirs – that was all that mattered.
Gabriel growled and lifted her back in his arms. With a few long strides he had her in the master bedroom. Noah cut off the Jacuzzi and the lights there, and then he was with them.
“Kill the overhead lights,” Gabriel instructed and Noah nodded. He switched the bedside lamp on and then moved around the bed to turn on the second lamp. Then he turned off the glaring overhead, recessed lights and reached for the comforter. 
Gabriel gently placed Emily on the bed once Noah pulled back the covers, and then both men stripped out of their wet briefs. Emily’s eyes grew larger as she watched them quickly towel dry their bodies and then crawl onto the bed on either side of her. She reached for both men, just as their lips lowered to her skin.
Noah’s tongue traced a line around her left nipple and then his lips lightly closed around the rigid peak. She moaned as her back involuntarily arched, pleading silently with him to take more of her breast. His fingers began to gently pluck her other nipple until he had it formed into a tight nub. Then his head moved over to it and Noah began to suckle her, while her fingers speared into his thick, blonde hair.
Gabriel moved down Emily’s body, trailing kisses as he went, until he settled himself between her legs. His hands smoothed over her thighs and then he slowly pulled them further apart. She felt his nose graze the inside of her left thigh, and she tensed in reaction to the foreign feeling.
“Shhh. Relax, Emily, and let us have you,” Gabe coaxed her, his voice rumbling over the sensitive skin there. “I’ve wanted to taste you for so long, and I’ve got to have you tonight, honey. Hmmm, you smell so sweet,” he murmured and then nuzzled her delicate folds with his nose.
His tongue lapped straight up her opening until it came to rest on her clit and he made slow circles there that began to drive her crazy. Emily cried out when Gabriel worked his way back down and slipped his tongue inside her. Noah was there to reassure her and he moved back up to devour her lips with his. His hand resumed toying with her breasts while Gabriel used his thumbs to open her further for his advances.
“Wait! Slow down… I can’t...” she panted against Noah’s mouth and shook her head. She felt as though she had been dipped into an inferno, so alive and on fire was she. “It’s too much, Noah!” Emily gasped.
“Yes, you can, baby,” Noah grinned and smoothed a hand over her brow. “I know it’s all new, but this is supposed to feel good. So just let go and feel right now. Experience it all, and know you’re with two men who love you and who are going to take the utmost care.”
“I love you, too,” she smiled, her eyes growing moist again and her lower lip trembling. “And I do trust you both, with everything I’ve got.” 
“That’s good,” Noah nodded and smoothed her hair back again, “because we want it all now. Everything you have to offer. And we want you to come for us before we slide inside you. It’ll make it more enjoyable for you if you’re completely relaxed. So tell me, Em, what’s Gabe doing to you? Describe it for me.”
“I…” She shook her head again, truly and wholly embarrassed by the thought of voicing what was happening to her body.
“Emily, my sweet baby. There is nothing wrong with what we’re doing. Nothing. You’ve got to be able to talk to us and use the right words though, or how will we ever know what you like or what you respond to. Now tell me,” Noah said and lowered his head to lick her neck and the shell of her ear, “what’s he doing to your pussy?”
“He’s…”
“Yes?” Noah whispered and began to trace her nipple again with his tongue. He looked up at her with it balanced on the very edge of that skilled tongue, and Emily found she desperately wanted him to take it back into his mouth and suckle her again.
“Oh, gosh!” she groaned as Gabriel began to slowly work a finger into her virgin passage while he suckled her clit. “He just put a finger inside me. And he’s kissing me there, too.”
“Where, baby?” Noah encouraged her.
“My clitoris,” she gasped as Gabriel began a pulsing rhythm on her clit that had her clutching the sheet at her side.
“And what do you want me to do, while he’s taking you with his tongue and lips?” Noah asked, still watching her writhe under their tender assault.
“Suckle me again, Noah. Please, that felt so good before,” she admitted.
Noah growled low in his throat now, too, and he captured her left nipple between his lips. He began to suckle her harder than before and Emily felt her back rise up off the bed as she struggled to get closer. His teeth nipped at the peak and she cried out while his tongue laved over it to soothe the slight ache. She could feel the hard length of his arousal against her leg, and Emily knew he was as excited and in need as was she.
The pressure down below began to build as Gabriel added a second finger, stretching her tight sheath as he gained more depth within her.
“Gabe!” she shouted and tried to move, but he held her in place as his tongue and lips kept up a steady rhythm against her clit. Then his fingers twisted and she felt him coax a place within her that had a different texture, and it was more than she could stand. Her whole body tensed up and then felt as if it exploded deep within from the force of her first real orgasm. Those she’d produced for herself had been pitiful excuses; she knew that now.
“Yes,” Gabriel moaned as he licked and sucked the moisture that had flooded her there as she came in his mouth. “Em, you taste like sugar and honey.”
“Is that why you call me honey?” she panted.
Noah lifted his head from her breast and laughed, then looked down the length of her body to where Gabe lay. Gabriel smiled up at her and began to crawl forward until he was at Emily’s side, hovering over her lips.
“Taste and see for yourself, Emily,” he whispered and then matched his lips to hers.
She was shocked and overwhelmed by how moist his lips were from her arousal, and even more stunned that he wanted to share it with her. She felt her legs parted again by Noah’s strong hands as Gabriel kissed her deeply. 
“Oh, good Lord,” Noah groaned. “Gabe, why didn’t you say something? Em, you’re completely shaved down here. When did you start doing this?” he asked in a strangled voice.
“A few years ago. Why? You don’t like it?” Emily asked, before Gabriel reclaimed her mouth.
“Quite the opposite, baby. I love it.” Noah grinned and ran a finger along her opening and up to her clitoris. 
“So did I,” Gabriel smirked and licked over her lower lip before he nipped it.
“So beautiful,” Noah said reverently. “So delicate here, like a flower just opening up for us. Only for us. You’re perfect, Emily.”
“Yes, she is,” Gabriel echoed, lifting his head to stare into Emily’s eyes. 
There was so much adoration radiating from those intense blue eyes, that it astounded her. She had taken a leap, the biggest gamble of her young life, and found that the fates were on her side. Noah and Gabriel really loved her, and now she wanted to give it all to them. Just as they’d asked for in the hot tub. Emily wanted to share her body with them, because it was all she had left that they’d not already taken. They already owned her heart, mind, and soul. 
“I want to taste what he had,” Noah said, and blew lightly over her moist folds. “Give me one, baby. Right here in my mouth, just like you did for Gabe. Come for me, Emily,” he encouraged her. Noah fitted his mouth to her pussy and she began to tremble all over again. He thrust his tongue deep inside her and she gasped loudly.
“There you go,” Gabriel murmured against her lips. He kissed a trail down her neck and took one of her nipples in his mouth. He sucked hard and then soft, alternating the pressure he used until she was mindless of everything except the sensations they were creating on her flesh.
She ran her hands into each man’s hair. Holding them against her as they took her even higher. Emily marveled that she could already tell the difference in their touch and lovemaking, while her eyes stayed closed and her head was thrown back. Noah used his tongue inside her more and he slid his thumb over her clit, rubbing in a slow circle to achieve the friction he needed. While Gabriel seemed to devour her breasts, sucking them hard enough to make her cry out, and then gentling his lips until she wanted to purr.
Faster this time, Emily felt herself reaching the peak, until she yelled both their names and seemed to shatter there between the two men. 
“Yes!” Noah chanted and drove his tongue back inside her, until Emily came again. He laved his tongue across her pink folds and began to slow his touch, bringing her down from the intense high she had just achieved.
“I’ve never,” she sighed and grinned. Emily opened her eyes to see Gabriel staring down at her, his dark hair falling forward and sweeping across his forehead. He smoothed a hand down her body and across her stomach while Noah moved to lay on her left again.
“I would hope to hell not,” Noah played, and settled a hand on her breast, his fingers immediately seeking her nipple. “You’re ours, and no one else’s, Emily. And now, we want to make you truly ours. Are you ready for that, baby?”
“So ready,” she smiled languidly. Both men chuckled as Gabe moved to slide off of the bed. Emily caught his hand and brought him back to her side. “Where are you going?”
“To get condoms,” he said and kissed her cheek.
“No,” Emily shook her head.
Gabriel and Noah stilled, and Gabe arched an eyebrow at Noah before he looked down to Emily. “Are you sure, Em? We have no problem using them.”
“I don’t want anything between us,” she said.
“Are you still on birth control?” Noah asked, remembering the first time three years ago he had found her little packet of pills lying on her bathroom counter. He’d hit the ceiling, thinking that another had already laid claim to her body, because he’d considered her his even then. But Emily had reassured him that she needed them to regulate her periods and that was all. It was a testament to how close they were, that he would know this about her and she would have felt comfortable enough to tell him the truth.
“I am,” she nodded. “Please, nothing between us. Ever.”
“God, I love you,” Noah grinned and captured her mouth again with his.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 9
 
 
Noah moved until he was over her body and Emily felt him settle his legs between hers. He spread her thighs with his, pushing gently until she was open and exposed to him. Emily wrapped her arms around him and began to caress his broad back with her palms. Noah kept up a steady assault on her lips, until finally his head dipped to place tender kisses along the column of her throat and down to her breasts again.
Emily looked over at Gabriel when she felt his hand thread through her hair. There was such a look of utter devotion and love swimming there for her, that it took her breath away. 
Noah raised himself up and kissed her chin and the tip of her nose.
“Tell me if I need to stop or slow down, Emily,” Noah said softly, as he fitted his cock to her opening. “We’re going to start slowly, but you help me set the pace. Just a little at a time, okay?” 
“Okay,” she grinned and smoothed a hand over his brow. Emily brought it down to his cheek and Noah turned to place a kiss there against her open palm, just as he pushed inside her.
“Oh!” she breathed out. 
His smile grew as he pulled back and then moved inside her again, just a little bit more than before. Again he rocked back, dragging through her delicate tissues in an achingly slow glide, until he reversed his motion and moved into her body once more. She knew Noah was barely inside her, yet she already felt so stretched. 
Emily lifted her legs and wrapped them around his calves, while she reached for Gabriel with her right hand. He laced his fingers through hers, grounding her as Noah pushed further inside her passage. 
Noah moved again and again, gaining the tiniest bit of ground with each gentle thrust until Emily felt him hit the barrier that proved her innocence. Her eyes widened once more and she looked up at him. Noah’s nostrils flared and his jaw flexed as he held himself in check. She could feel the tension radiating through his body as he began to slowly press forward.
“It’ll be over in a second, Em,” he promised. “Hold on to me and Gabe, baby.” He lowered his lips to hers and thrust his tongue inside just as he pushed through the barrier, lodging himself deep within her.
Emily could not help but cry out as Noah completely embedded himself inside her tight passage. She felt the soft skin encasing his balls touch her and she knew that he was filling her with everything he had. She felt so stretched and so tight, that she didn’t know how he’d manage to move within her.
“Shhh, don’t cry, baby,” Noah crooned and kissed her cheek. “I’m so sorry, Em. I’d never hurt you for anything.” 
She felt moisture there, but had not realized it had leaked from her eyes. 
“I’m okay,” she said a little more breathlessly than she had intended. “It’s just so new and so much. You’re quite large, Noah.”
“Glad you noticed,” he chuckled. “I’m still going to go slow here for a little while. Tell me if it hurts too much,” he encouraged, and moved back until the head of his cock barely breached her opening. Then Noah slowly pushed inside her, until he was buried in her heat and could go no deeper.
They both groaned. She from the slight pain that still registered there as he moved over untried tissues, and he from the tightness that was hugging his dick.
“Christ, you’re tight!” Noah gritted his teeth as he moved again, while sweat broke out on his forehead. Emily reached up and swept his bangs off of his skin and smoothed the moisture away. He smiled over her care and leaned down to kiss her, while he gathered her body closer to his.
Noah’s hips rose and fell, slowly at first, but gradually he gained momentum. He felt her turn liquid and soft in his arms, and he knew they were past the initial pain. Emily began to cling to him and raised her pelvis to meet his thrusts, scoring his back with her nails as he filled her again and again. When he knew he was getting dangerously close to coming, Noah moved a hand between their bodies and found her clit again.
With deft, soft strokes he brought her to a fevered pitch. He watched Emily’s head thrash against the pillow and her skin flush pink all over as she perched on the edge of a much larger, all-consuming orgasm. And God did he want to be the one to give her that kind of pleasure.
“Come for me, Emily. Let’s go together,” he urged her and plunged deeply into her body. Again he drew away and then seated himself to the hilt. And that was the catalyst, for she screamed his name and shook all over as mind-numbing pleasure consumed her.
Noah lost control then and he began to thrust into her heat again and again until he felt his balls draw up and he erupted. He shouted Emily’s name and continued to thrust until every last drop of his seed was spent deep inside her. He’d never been inside a woman without a condom, and he was glad that the first time he got to experience that intimate touch of skin to skin, it was with Emily. He dropped down and let his head fall to the crook of her neck, where he nuzzled her with his lips and nose. 
“Oh, Emily,” he sighed and wrapped his arms around her. “My God, baby, what you do to me.”
“You too,” she giggled and licked the salty skin on his shoulder.
Noah lifted up a bit and stared down at her with a playful smirk on his face. He smoothed her hair back and let his eyes roam over her beautiful face. “Did you just lick me?” he asked, grinning like a loon at her.
“Mmm-hmm,” she nodded and then leaned up to lick his neck. 
Emily felt his cock twitch inside her and they both groaned.
“As much as I’d love to stay inside you all night, I want you and Gabe to enjoy each other too. I’m going to get something to clean you up and then I’ll be right back. I love you, Em. Thank you for the gift you just gave me. To me and Gabriel,” he said solemnly, all pretense of jesting gone as he stared at her. 
“I love you too, Noah,” Emily professed and drew him down for another slow kiss before she let him pull away from her. She gasped a little when he withdrew from the tight clasp of her body. And when he stood to go into the bathroom, she could see the evidence of her lost virginity glistening on his semi-erect cock.
“Emily,” Gabriel called to her, and she turned to find him lying at her side, his hand slowly stroking his length. Her brow rose as she realized he was bigger than Noah, and Noah had not been small by any means. He seemed to read her distress and Gabriel shook his head as he leaned in to kiss her.
“I love you, Emily,” he whispered against her lips. “And if you’re too sore when we try this, you only have to say so and I’ll wait. I never want to hurt you in any way. This is all about pleasure, yours and ours. Promise me you’ll be honest and tell me if this becomes too much for you?”
“I promise,” she nodded and threaded her fingers through his midnight hair. “But I want to share this night with you too.”
“You already have, honey,” he smiled and kissed her forehead. “Watching you feel a man inside you for the first time and then really come while Noah filled you up was beyond beautiful. I was right there with you, every step of the way.”
“This cloth is warm, Em,” Noah said as he gently cleaned between her legs. She squirmed a little and both men chuckled over how sensitive she was. Noah backed away and then Gabriel pulled her into his arms.
He didn’t place her beneath him as Noah had, but kept her at his side as his lips moved over hers in a delicate dance. Emily restlessly began to rub her toes against his legs, finding that the hair there tickled her as well. She ran a hand around his back and marveled over the ripple of muscles she felt moving just under the skin as she touched and caressed him.
“Want you on top of me, Emily,” Gabriel said as he flattened a palm against her lower back and then rolled over, bringing her with him. “Put your knees down and straddle me,” he instructed. Gabe held her waist as she got up on her knees and then he slowly slid his hands up to hold her breasts. His thumbs began to stroke her nipples until they were so hard they felt almost painful to her. Emily squirmed, and he knew exactly what she needed.
“Lean towards me, honey” he murmured and as she did, his lips closed around her nipple. She let out a breathy sigh that had him smiling. Gabriel moved his lips to the other nipple, while his palms skated across her skin, petting and coaxing her to build the fires within again.
Emily began to move against his pelvis, a slow grind at first, but then with more force as his lips moved from one breast to the other. Gabriel moved his hands back to her waist and lifted her slightly, positioning Emily over his cock. She stared into his blue eyes as, slowly, he began to penetrate her.
“Go easy,” he said, and watched her eyes for any sign of pain or distress. “I’m bigger than Noah and I’ll feel even bigger this way with you on top. Inch by inch, honey. Take only what you can handle.”
God, she loved him so much. Her heart squeezed as Gabriel ceded control to her, all in an effort to make the experience as pleasurable and easy as he could for her. Both men had taken such care to ease her into this new world of sensuality and bliss, and it made Emily want to give them everything she had in return. 
Slowly, she rose up again, until just the head of Gabe’s thick cock rimmed her entrance, and then she began to push down. She felt the bed dip as Noah stretched out next to them, but she kept her eyes trained on Gabriel, watching his desire and restraint as it shone brightly there for her. Emily laced her fingers through his and used his hands to give her leverage as she took more of him inside her.
“Gabe, you feel so good,” she groaned as she slipped further down his immense shaft. Her head fell back and she felt her hair tickling her lower back as it swayed with her body’s movements. Never in her wildest fantasies could she have imagined making love would feel this way. Beautiful, yes. Yet so hot that she felt as though she might spontaneously combust.
“God, so do you, Em,” he groaned as she moved down the last few inches. Gabriel felt her soft bottom hit his groin and he moaned again. “Noah’s right. You fit me like a glove, honey. Squeezing me so tight I can’t catch my breath.”
“Can I move?” she panted, already beginning the slow slide upwards.
“Yes, Emily, move now,” he urged her, and it was all the permission she needed.
She found herself at the tip of his cock again and she began to move down his shaft faster this time. He was slick from her juices and even some of Noah’s release, but Gabe hadn’t offered a complaint about that. Instead, his hands found her waist again as he thrust up into her sheath, causing them both to cry out.
“Did I hurt you?” he asked, his face lined with concentration as he tried to force himself to go slowly.
“No, Gabe. Never would you hurt me. Stop holding back though, and take me. Take me and make me yours, just like Noah did,” she said, and watched a fire light within those blue eyes from her bold words. 
He cupped Emily’s face and brought her lips back to his as he took over the rhythm she had tried to begin. His hips pistoned upwards and he filled her over and over again. Gabriel moved one hand to her neck and collared her with it, then slowly pushed Emily back until she was sitting astride him again, all while he loved her and made her his.
Gabe’s left hand found her clit and he began to feather his fingertips over it, until she was mindless of everything else but the burning pleasure both within and there at that one magical spot. Emily felt herself tense deep inside, and her entire abdomen seemed to seize as orgasm overcame her. She cried out and yelled his name, chanting it, just as he clasped her waist and buried himself in her moist heat. They came together, and she had to remind herself to breathe as tremors raced through her body, one after another. 
Emily collapsed on his chest, unable to do anything more. She panted as if she’d just run ten miles and realized then that Gabriel was doing the same. She kissed his sweaty chest and smiled when his palms caressed her back. He began to knead her backside, and that motion drug her up and down his cock again. They both let out a low groan that caused her to chuckle softly.
“Don’t stop doing that,” she sighed and nuzzled his chest with her nose. 
“Okay,” Gabriel laughed, a deep rumble vibrating through his chest under her cheek.
Emily turned her head so she could see Noah. He was lying beside them with his head propped in one hand, while his other hand slowly worked over his cock. She arched an eyebrow at him when she realized he was hard all over again. Noah chuckled and shook his head.
“Don’t worry, Em. If we made love again, you wouldn’t be able to walk tomorrow. Twice is enough for the first night.”
“I don’t think my legs work now,” she confessed, and all three laughed. She reached out and laced her right hand through Noah’s and smiled when he gave her fingers a gentle squeeze.
“Thank you, both, for tonight. This was beyond anything I could have ever hoped or imagined for my first time. And I’m so thankful it was with the two of you. I don’t think I could have let go like that or felt so whole and complete with any other man.”
“It was just that special for us, baby,” Noah grinned. He lifted her hand and placed a kiss on the back of it, letting his lips linger over her skin.
“Amen,” Gabriel sighed contentedly. He moved a hand off of her buttocks and clasped her chin. He redirected her eyes to his and gave her a stern, yet playful, glare. “And let me add, that there will be no others touching your body except me and Noah. What we said earlier in the hot tub still goes. We’re it for each other, and as far as I’m concerned we’re as good as married now. You’re ours, Emily, for the rest of your days.”
She chuckled and nodded her agreement. “I’ve only ever wanted the two of you. And now that I know you love me too, why would I want someone else?”
“Put it from your mind,” Noah smirked. “There are no other men in the world. Just us.”
Emily’s smile fell away, and Gabriel and Noah looked on as she grew very pale and still.
“Em,” Gabriel called to her softly. “What just happened?”
“Sorry,” she said with a shake of her head, but Gabriel clasped her chin again and directed her eyes back to his. 
“No, ma’am, none of that. Partners talk and share with one another. Don’t shut us out, Emily. Tell us what you’re thinking.” Gabriel knew exactly what she was thinking, and he wanted to find the sick son of a bitch who was hunting her and strangle him with his bare hands for putting the fear there that he saw in her eyes. 
“There is another out there. Just waiting,” Emily breathed, her lower lip beginning to tremble. “And I don’t want him here, tonight. Not in this bed and not with us. I don’t want to think about him, please? Just for tonight, I can’t,” she said and began to cry softly against Gabe.
“Come here, honey,” he said and drew her down against his chest. He wrapped his strong arms around her, as Noah crowded in. Noah’s hand went to the back of her head and he began to stroke her long tresses, while Gabe resumed his massage on her lower back.
“No one will get through us, baby,” Noah reassured her. “You’re safe, just as we are. What can we do to distract you? Those damn tears are killing me.”
Emily chuckled despite herself, and she opened her eyes to stare into Noah’s. She touched his jaw and then traced his lips as she had earlier while in the water. 
“Distract me? I like the sound of that,” she murmured.
“What have we turned you into?” Noah played, happy to see her making an effort to put the stalker out of her mind.
“A woman who wants to make love with her men?” she teased.
“Hmmm, now that I like the sound of,” Gabriel echoed her words in approval. “Why don’t we take you to the shower and help you wash and clean up a bit. Then we’ll have a snack. Noah and I skipped dinner, and we’re famished.”
“What’d you cook for supper?” Noah asked. “I know I smelled something good in the air when we walked in.”
“I made chili,” Emily said and looked on as Noah threw back his head and groaned. She reached out and smoothed her palm over his muscled chest, finding that she couldn’t resist the temptation to touch such delicious male flesh. “Mmmm, I love the way you both feel. I’ve watched you move around in front of me and drooled for years. But being able to really feel you… It’s so much better than I’d imagined.”
“Touch me again,” Noah prodded her, and as she did she felt Gabriel’s cock stir within her body.
“Gabe?” she whispered in surprise, only to hear him groan when she moved.
“Em, let’s go to the shower before I flip you over and take you again. I only have so much resistance built into this body and small brain,” he warned.
“All right,” Emily chuckled and leaned forward to kiss him. “A shower with the two of you sounds divine. Lead the way.”
“Um, Em,” Noah smirked and shook his head. “You’re going to have to move off of him first. Hold on, I’ll help.”
Before she could say another word, Noah got on his knees and then leaned over. With no discernible effort, he gently lifted her from Gabriel’s body and then cradled her in his arms.
“Coming?” he asked Gabriel over his shoulder while he stood and headed for the bathroom.
“Smartass,” Gabriel grumbled.
But Emily laughed over their banter, and that made whatever wiseass remarks Noah wanted to throw his way bearable. Because Gabriel would do anything to make her smile and hear her laughter. Take away some of the pain and strain the last weeks had wrought. Yeah, he thought, he’d do whatever it took.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 10
 
 
Emily stood by the small bar that separated the cabin’s kitchen from the dining and living room, with a bowl in her hands. She’d warmed the leftover chili while the guys had brought out the cheese, sour cream, and crackers. They were seated at the bar, contentedly eating their meal. But she was still a little too tender to sit beside them, so she stood and leaned against the counter. 
Noah licked his spoon and she smiled over his ever-present playfulness and joy. He always managed to keep her laughing somehow, no matter what was happening in their lives. He scooped a little more chili into his bowl from the larger container and dove in. It was a dish they’d enjoyed together many times, and Emily was glad that she had prepared the comfort food earlier. Though, she’d had no idea she would have company to help her enjoy it later.
No, she told herself, they were no longer company. No longer simply friends who would visit or men whose house she would go to for movies or get-togethers anymore. They were more now, and if tonight didn’t solidify the change in their status, Emily didn’t know what would.
But, she asked herself, could she go home again, or even to Gabriel and Noah’s house without willfully placing them in danger? And that thought made Emily wonder if it wouldn’t be better for the guys to stash her somewhere else for a while. Though she hated the thought of being parted from them now that she knew what it really felt like to be held and loved by them.
Emily felt a light tug on her hair, and she looked up to see both men studying her face intently. Noah released her hair and then encircled her wrist with his fingers. He drew her closer and wrapped an arm around her waist, anchoring her to his side.
“Talk to us, Em,” he said. “You’re awful quiet, and we know that look. You’re deep in thought, trying to solve one of the world’s great mysteries when you get like this. What’s running through that brain of yours?” he asked and tapped her temple with his index finger. Noah drug it down her face and traced the outline of her jaw, causing Emily to shiver.
“I was wondering where we would live, or if that’s something you even want to delve into right away. Do we date for a while and stay in separate homes? Or do we move in together? And if so, where? Because, right now, my home is dangerous territory and I don’t think I would feel at ease bringing you into a place I know he’s watching.”
A slight growl rolled through Gabriel, and Noah made a strangled sound of protest as well.
“No, don’t get like that,” Emily said and raised a hand to stop their brooding. She knew exactly what their sounds, and the faces they were making, meant for them both. They’d grow stubborn on her and take over, rather than talk it through. “I’m serious, guys. I’m yours, completely. But right now, some sick person out there also thinks I’m his or hers. And I can’t put either of you in danger. I love you too much.”
“Let’s move to the couch and talk about this,” Gabriel said. He rose from his stool without another word and carried his bowl and hers to the sink. He rinsed them quickly and turned to take Noah’s in hand. Within a few minutes, the men had the kitchen in order and they each placed a hand on Emily to direct her to the sofa. 
Emily stood by as first Noah and then Gabe took cushions on the sofa. But they left no space between them, and she wondered over their plan. She didn’t have to wonder for long, though, because Gabriel reached out and drew her down onto his lap. And just as quickly as he had her settled, Noah lifted her legs and placed them across his own lap. He began to slowly caress Emily through the soft pajama bottoms she wore, while Gabriel smoothed her hair back and wrapped both of his arms around her, supporting Emily’s upper body, but also keeping her close to his chest.
“Now, let’s talk,” Gabriel said. “You just rattled off a rather long list of questions and concerns over there, and we do need to discuss it all. I told you in the hot tub that Noah and I intended to talk with you about all of this, but we got a bit carried away when we found you naked in the water,” he confessed.
“Yeah,” grinned Noah, “that kind of caused us to think of one thing, and one thing only.”
“I do that all of the time,” Emily said, and then she bit her lower lip as she realized what she’d let slip out.
Both men frowned at her and narrowed their eyes. Noah’s hands stopped their slow massage, while Gabriel’s grip around her tightened.
“Tell me that doesn’t mean what I think it does?” Noah asked her in a low tone.
“What do you think it means?” Emily asked, stalling for time.
“Oh no, you don’t,” Gabriel warned. “Don’t turn his words back on him. Spit it out, Em. What have you been doing while we’re away from home? Because we sure as hell would have noticed if you’d done it while we were there.”
Emily chuckled and laid her head against Gabriel’s shoulder. She wasn’t put off by their gruffness, because she’d heard it practically her whole life. It was just bluster. Gabe gave her a light swat on the side of her hip and it made her laugh even more. He did it again and she caved.
“Okay, okay,” Emily sighed. “I skinny-dip in your Jacuzzi all the time when you’re gone. In every season.” 
“Jesus, Em!” Noah fumed in an exasperated huff. “What if we had neighbors close enough to have seen you?”
“Come on, you live in the middle of the woods. Besides, you have blinds around that enclosed part of your deck, too. I just let them down and then I crawl in. It feels better that way, with the water rolling over my skin.”
She laughed again at the tortured sound that came from each man. When Gabriel swatted her a third time with a little more of a bite, Emily tipped her head back and nipped the column of his neck, just above his collar.
“Em, stop it,” he warned. “We can’t have sex again tonight without making you very uncomfortable. But if you keep that up, I’ll forgo caution and have you beneath me before you can blink.”
“All right,” she chuckled and stilled her movements. “I’ll be good.”
“I will never look at that hot tub the same way again,” Noah said with a sheepish grin. “Damn, Emily.” He resumed his sensuous caress along her legs, even delving under the fabric to reach her skin. Only now he seemed to be working his fingers over her legs with a more concentrated and deliberate touch.
Gabriel buried his nose in her hair for a few moments, and she heard him inhale, drawing her scent deeply into his lungs. He nuzzled her and Emily sighed from the utter contentment she felt, being held in the arms she had long wanted to shelter in. To know what it felt like to truly be wanted by them both, was the stuff of dreams and fantasies. She was tempted to pinch herself to see if it was all really happening, or if she’d just dozed off in the hot tub and imagined it all.
She lifted her hand and began to gently caress Gabriel’s chest, letting her fingers glide along the defined ridges she felt hidden just underneath his soft t-shirt. He shivered slightly when her nails glided across his right nipple, so she did it again and felt him tense up from her light exploration.
“I have wanted you both for so long,” Emily confessed, her tone serious, yet soft. “I would stand back sometimes and listen to you tease each other, your words coming quickly and so relaxed. I’d marvel over your camaraderie, and your obvious brotherly affection for one another, thinking that no other two people I knew were closer.” 
“At other times, I’d observe you interacting with our friends at a cook-out or get-together, and I would imagine what it would be like to stand between the two of you, one on each side of me, with your arms around my waist or shoulders. Unafraid to acknowledge publicly that you cared for me, really wanted me.”
“Then, there were the nights you’d call me and tell me you were home from your latest case, and I’d feel as if I could breathe again. I would know you were safe, yes, but I’d also know you hadn’t come home with another woman once I got to your house or you came over to mine.” 
“I can’t tell you how many days and nights I held my breath, because I was sure that at some point I’d have to see you with someone else and you’d tell me it was forever. That some other lady had stolen your heart, and you were ready to make her your everything. And I knew if that ever happened, I’d have to move away from Whitford Falls. Because I’d never be able to face you and hide my heartache. Never be able to pretend as if my heart hadn’t been broken in two.”
“Emily,” Noah breathed, and she looked up to see that both men’s eyes were moist with unshed tears. Something she’d rarely, if ever, seen before. Not even when Gabriel had endured day after day of painful rehabilitation for his leg, had he come close to shedding a tear. He’d simply gritted his teeth and bore it.
“You have always been ours, baby. Always,” Noah reiterated in a hoarse voice, thick with emotion. “I won’t lie to you and tell you we’ve lived as monks, because Gabriel and I have dated other girls before. There were only a couple, and we knew right away that they weren’t the one, because they weren’t you.”
“But we’ve never loved another lady as we do you. Never given our heart and soul to a woman on a platter, as we have with you. We’ve never wanted forever with anyone else but you, Emily. Nor have we ever shared a woman as we will you. If there is such a thing as a soulmate – then you’re it, baby. Today, tomorrow, and every other day until we can’t draw breath.” 
Emily reached out and laced her right hand through his, smiling and nodding at him as her own tears began to trial lightly over her skin. Noah pulled her forward and swept his lips across hers, gently and tenderly, as if he didn’t want to push too far in the moment.
“I love you,” she whispered and then deepened their kiss. She’d wanted this for so long, and now that they were here, Emily wanted to take it all in. Revel in them, and drown in everything they offered. And maybe, she hoped, their love and acceptance would take away the fear she’d lived with for the last two months as well.
Noah pulled back and glanced at Gabriel, causing Emily’s eyes to turn towards Gabe too. He cupped her face and took her lips in a heated rush of passion and want. She could feel Gabriel’s hand trembling slightly as he poured his heart and soul into their kiss, his lips and tongue lapping her up as though she was the very air he needed to exist.
When at last he came up for breath, Gabriel rested his forehead on hers, their eyes so close that she could see the true depth of his devotion without a single word uttered between them. If the eyes truly were the windows to the soul, Emily thought, then she knew his belonged to her now and no other. It was there for her to see: plain, true, and unwavering. 
And in that one moment, Emily acknowledged that it had always been there. They were opening their hearts to her at long last, but the look of love she saw in both men’s eyes was the same well of trust and affection they’d always held for her. But now, somehow, it was so much more. More because they weren’t hiding from one another anymore. 
“I love you, too, Emily,” Gabriel rasped. “With everything I have. I’m ashamed to say it took me this long to man up and let you know that I love you. Because I always have. And the thought of you hurting over my hesitation, or worrying needlessly that I’d put some other woman before you, tears my heart out. Know that Noah’s right when he says you’ve always been the one. No one compares to you, honey.” 
“And no one will ever doubt how we feel about you or our level of commitment to you. Ever,” Gabriel swore. “I’m gonna hold you in public, kiss and touch you so much that you’re gonna tell me to stop, because I’m getting carried away. Hell, I don’t even care. I’ll just embarrass you and hold you anyway.”
“I like the sound of that,” she chuckled. Emily ran her hand over Gabriel’s cheek and felt his evening stubble abrading her fingers. His beard always grew faster than Noah’s, but it gave him a rugged look that she’d always found so sexy. 
Gabriel lifted his forehead from hers and kissed her temple and then her lips lightly before pulling back again. “You asked us in the kitchen if we would date for a while and still live separately. We need to know if that’s what you want, Em. Because in my mind, we’ve already dated for years. All of the nights we went out to eat or to the movies… Well, you were the only woman with us. The nights we camped out in front of our TV or yours and gorged on pizza or popcorn, laughing at cheesy B-movies, that was just us – you, me, and Noah.”
“We’ve gone to the beach and mountains on vacation together. Yeah, we stayed in separate rooms, but it was just the three of us. We’ve put up Christmas trees together, given out Halloween candy to the neighborhood rugrats, and sat under the stars in our backyard for years, talking and dreaming with each other. And in all those moments, it was you, Emily, with us. No other.” 
“For me, all of those moments add up to one hell of a date and a relationship that means everything to me, and to Noah. If they mean that much to you too, then I’d say we’re past the dating stage and we all need to be under the same roof.”
Gabriel swallowed and watched Emily’s eyes completely flood with tears. He knew they were happy tears, but he was still gutted by her confession that she’d feared losing them for so long. And that their hesitation to move forward had brought her such worry and anxiety, when all he’d had to do was realize she was more than ready for what they were offering her at long last.
“Em, stop crying, baby,” Noah pleaded, looking slightly in pain from her emotions on full display. “I can’t take much more. I’m with Gabriel now. I’m ready to take you back to bed, lay you out between us, and give you something to smile about.”
She laughed through her tears and nodded. Emily looked from Noah back to Gabriel and kissed his chin. “All those moments felt like dates to me too, Gabe, though I never said so aloud. I’ve felt our bond steadily growing over the years, becoming something meaningful and permanent. And I don’t want to be without either of you, now that I know what it feels like to really be with you. But that leads me to the other horrible reality we face. How can we go home, if home is a deathtrap?”
“Home is this, Emily - you in our arms. Not a structure,” Gabriel said firmly. “I could give less than a fuck where we bed down for the night. As long as you’re between us, I’m at peace. But we will have to decide in the short-term where you will be most safe. Honestly, that’s not your house. It’s the primary place this perp is casing and watching, and you’re not going back there until he or she is caught.”
“No, you’re not,” Noah stated in the same authoritative tone. “If we decide to go back to Whitford Falls anytime soon, you’re moving in with us. That’s already set in stone, Em. Your safety is our top priority, and we won’t risk you in any way. If that makes me a pushy, bossy ass, I don’t care. You come first.”
“But you both come first with me, too, and I won’t risk you, either,” she countered. “I don’t think we should go back. If this person sees you with me, it’s sure to enrage them. They’ll think someone else has moved in on their territory, and that’ll make the two of you the primary target and not me. So, no,” Emily said, her voice growing louder as she became more agitated, “we’re not going to your house either.”
Gabriel arched an eyebrow and pressed his lips together, trying hard not to laugh at her burst of fire. But Emily caught his look and she narrowed her eyes at him. 
“Gabriel Shaun McPherson, if you laugh at me, I will hurt you,” she warned. She heard Noah’s low chuckle and Emily turned to glare at him. “That goes for you too, Noah Michael Johnston. And I have full rein over your bodies now, so I can do some damage.” 
A gleam came into Noah’s eyes, and he lifted her legs from his lap and then stood beside the couch. Without another word, he bent and snagged Emily from Gabriel’s lap, hoisting her up against his chest. He cast one quick glance at Gabriel and then turned towards the bedroom.
“What are you doing?!” Emily demanded, while he walked through the small cabin with long, purposeful strides.
“You said you had free rein over my body, and I want to see what you’ll do with it.” He winked, and then gave her a quick, hard kiss on her lips.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 11
 
 
This time when they entered the bedroom, Noah playfully tossed Emily on the bed. She bounced twice before she came to rest at its center. He stood at its side and began to peel off his clothes, one garment at a time, teasing her as he stripped himself bare. Emily couldn’t help but laugh at his mischievous behavior, and she got up on her knees and walked across the mattress towards him.
“I love that sound,” Noah said approvingly, glad to hear Emily’s laughter. He leaned down to kiss her again before stepping back. “And I’ll do anything to keep hearing it.”
Gabriel was beside him then, and he took the silent challenge, grabbing the back of his t-shirt and pulling it over his head. He gave it a quick toss towards the end of the bed and then reached for the button on his jeans.
“Let me,” Emily said, her voice a husky whisper that she didn’t recognize in the moment. Her fingers trembled slightly as she worked the button free and then slowly watched his zipper lower under her fingers’ direction. Gabriel reached out and threaded his hands into her hair, lightly massaging as she pushed the denim down his legs. He kicked off his shoes and then stepped out of the material. 
“Is anything off limits?” she asked, looking from Gabriel to Noah.
“Nothing is off limits, Emily,” Noah answered for them both. “We are completely yours, and you can do anything you want. Explore us, touch us, taste us… Whatever makes you happy, baby, is what we want.”
“But I’d love it if you’d taste me, the same way we tasted you,” Gabriel murmured, as he leaned down to kiss her ear and nibble a trail along her neck. He gave her a quick nip on her shoulder and Emily squirmed under his mouth.
“I want that too,” she confessed. She slipped her fingers under the waistband of Gabriel’s boxer briefs and peeled that last layer of clothing away, watching his cock spring free, already hard and ready for her exploration.
Emily rose up higher on her knees and began to run a palm over each man’s chest, just as she had in the hot tub. Only now, she could really see them and she smiled as she watched their muscles contract from her featherlight touch. She skimmed lower and touched their hips, feeling how flat and taut their stomachs were. They were amazingly beautiful, Emily thought, like a Grecian or Roman statue depicting a warrior or god of old. And they were so strong, yet so gentle with her.
Then she encircled each man’s cock and gave them a light squeeze that made them groan.
“The skin is so soft here, like silk over stone,” she marveled aloud. “I never knew.”
“It has to go inside you, baby. It’s gotta be smooth,” Noah breathed. One of his hands joined Gabriel’s in her hair, and Gabe let his right hand fall away so Noah had room to touch her. 
“I want to taste you now,” she said and looked up into their eyes. Eyes that looked ready to devour her in return.
“Yes,” Gabriel nodded, urging her on.
Emily kept her hand around Noah’s shaft while she lowered her lips to Gabriel’s cock. She licked over the head and ran her tongue through the seam there, catching a tiny drop of his desire. She closed her lips around the broad head and tasted more of his essence, marveling over the saltiness and hint of musky flavor she detected. He hissed as she slid more of his cock into her mouth, and she drew away, worried that she had hurt him.
“No, honey, that was perfect,” Gabriel panted, clearly reading the worry in her eyes. “Do it again.”
“Tell me what you like, Gabe. I’ve never done this before.”
“God, Em, you have no idea what you’re doing to us,” Noah managed to say in a strangled voice. “I’m about to come again, and you haven’t even gotten your lips around me yet.”
“Well, we can’t have that,” she said in a saucy tone.
“You little tease.” Noah grinned and reached forward to smack her butt lightly.
“You like to swat me now, I’ve noticed. You both do,” she chuckled and then leaned forward to take Noah into her mouth.
“’Cause I can finally touch your ass now,” Noah said, flashing a wicked smile her way. “And what a lovely ass it is,” he sighed, as she blew over the head of his cock. 
“Does it bother you?” Gabriel asked.
“Surprisingly, no,” Emily grinned and cut her eyes his way. “It’s fun, and honestly it feels good.”
“Don’t talk to him right now. Take me inside you, Emily,” Noah chided, desperate to feel her lips around his cock.
She hummed and then closed her lips around the purple, straining head of his shaft. Emily tasted the pearly drop that leaked from Noah’s erection, learning the difference in their flavors. She moved further down and swirled her tongue around the ridge she felt, and smiled when he grasped her head tighter and moaned.
She sat back and let the long, thick length of Noah’s cock pop from her mouth and then she turned to Gabriel. Emily massaged Noah with her hand as she stretched her mouth wide and tried to take as much of Gabe as she could. His hand did the same, tightening and then flattening against her head to guide her movements.
“Relax your jaw, honey, and breathe through your nose. Try to keep your teeth back if you can. There you go,” Gabriel sighed and angled his head to see her better. God there was nothing like watching her lips move over him again and again, he thought. She moved down until he felt the head of his cock brush the back of her throat and then Emily pulled away abruptly and coughed as she fought her reflex to gag.
“Careful,” he murmured and brushed her hair back. “Work up to taking that much of me. The key is to relax as much as you can, and then swallow when you feel the urge to gag. Try again if you want,” he said and smiled at her. 
“Oh, I want,” she smiled back, and then leaned forward again. This time Emily closed her eyes and concentrated on letting go, just as she had when they’d made love to her with their mouths. Her hand left Noah briefly and she clasped one hand around the base of Gabriel’s thick shaft and with her other, she cupped his balls. She began a slow massage of the warm sack, rolling them gently between her fingers while she took his entire length into her mouth and swallowed.
“Em, I won’t last long like this. If you don’t want me to come in your mouth, then pull back when I tell you,” Gabe warned her.
She shook her head in denial, determined to give them as much as they’d given her. Gabriel’s hands flew to her head and he began to move her in tandem with his thrusts, slowly at first and then with a rhythm that signaled his impending release. He grasped her face just as he moved up on the balls of his feet and lodged himself fully at the back of her throat. 
Emily felt him erupt and then the warm slide of his release coated her there. She swallowed again and again, but still some of his come seeped from the edges of her lips. When she slowly sat back and looked up at him, she saw a feral, almost predatory look in Gabriel’s eyes. He moved in quickly and matched his lips to hers, shocking her as his tongue thrust inside. He growled, a sound of pure, male satisfaction, as his tongue plumbed the depths of her mouth. When he drew back, he used his thumbs to wipe the last of his release from her lips.
Noah cupped her face before Emily could utter a single word and he brought her to his rigid cock. In one swift push, he was at the back of her throat and then he began to move. He was tender, but forceful at the same time, and Emily had never imagined that a man could be both with a woman as he claimed her mouth. 
For that was what they had both done. Claimed her. Marked her. Made her theirs forevermore. And she loved every second of it.
She moaned around Noah’s thick cock, and set about teasing his length with her tongue as he glided over it again and again. He bit out a rough curse, and his fingers tightened in her hair. She remembered to cup his balls, and felt him quake under her tender assault on his senses.
“I’m coming, Em,” he managed to say as he cried out, in a sound that almost bordered on pain. 
Emily felt him swell within her mouth and then the head of his cock butted against the back of her throat. He yelled hoarsely as he let go, giving her everything he had. She managed to keep all of his release, losing none of it as she had Gabriel’s. After several swallows against his length, Noah slowly pulled from the warm clasp of her mouth. He cupped Emily’s face and leaned down to rest his forehead against hers.
“Dear Lord,” he whispered. “You have no idea how good that felt.”
“If it felt as good as what you both gave me tonight, then yes, I do,” she grinned.
“Lie down, Emily,” Noah murmured as he gently pushed her back on the bed. “I need to hold you, and I think Gabe does too.” 
She curled into the sheets and watched as they each took a side, placing her firmly between them. Gabriel was the first to turn off his bedside lamp, but Noah’s was switched off seconds later. Only a sliver of light from the bathroom illuminated the room. 
Two sets of hands caressed her, slipping her garments off as they went along. Emily moved over to lay her head against Gabriel’s shoulder once she was bare, just as they were. Noah spooned his body behind hers, making her feel safe and cherished.
Minutes passed in comfortable silence while their hands skated over exposed skin. Noah slowly rubbed his palm over her belly and up to her breasts. Gabriel lightly trailed his fingers along the arm Emily had draped over his waist, and he smiled over the goosebumps he could feel erupting under the path his fingers traversed.
“I haven’t done this in so long,” she whispered.
Gabriel’s hand stilled and he listened to see if Emily would say anything more. When she remained silent, he asked, “What do you mean, Em?”
“Just lay in the bed in the dark. I don’t know how to feel with the lights off. It’s foreign to me now.”
Gabriel ground his teeth together, and he heard Noah blow out a heavy sigh, so he knew his friend was feeling the exact same anger and frustration that he was. No matter how long he lived, Gabe knew he’d never understand why some humans stalked others. It was a sick mystery that he doubted mankind would ever solve. And now someone had directed that sickness at the sweetest of souls. It was beyond his scope of comprehension. 
“Our guns are on the bedside tables, as is yours, and we have excellent hearing, Emily,” Gabriel reassured her. “No one is coming inside without us knowing it. You’re safe now, honey, so let yourself really rest. You need it after all you’ve been through.”
“I am tired,” she admitted and nuzzled his chest.
“Then sleep, and let us keep watch for a while,” Gabe encouraged. 
Emily said no more, and after several minutes both men felt her completely relax. She went limp in their arms and her breathing evened out. Gabriel could feel the soft little puffs of air that came from her parted lips as they blew across his chest.
“I’m going to secure the doors and windows, then I’ll be back,” Noah said softly.
“Call Kaden too, and let him know we’re down for the night,” Gabe murmured. “He and Garrett should be settled in their own cabin by now.”
“Got it,” Noah said and slowly began to inch away from Emily. She sighed and he paused. But she didn’t stir again, and he was able to quietly leave the bed.
Noah slipped on his jeans and then went into the second bedroom. He opened one of the company cases they’d brought along, filled with all the supplies they’d need to make the small cabin more secure during their short stay. He pulled out sensors for the windows, infrared cameras, and additional slide-on deadbolts for the doors. Then he set to work, determined that no one would breach their temporary sanctuary. 
 
When the last window was rigged with sensors, Noah took out one of the Sat phones his team always used while on assignment. It kept their communications encrypted and their conversations scrambled and private. He dropped onto a stool in the kitchen and scrubbed a hand through his hair while he waited for either Kaden or Garrett to answer his call.
“About time,” Garrett drawled out.
“Hello to you, too,” Noah retorted, preparing himself for the ribbing that was coming.
“Since it took you hours to call us, I will assume Emily is now officially off of the market,” he observed dryly.
“Damn straight,” Noah smiled, happy to be able to proclaim her as his. His and Gabriel’s.
“Well, then. It’s good to know you’ve both finally become men tonight,” Garrett teased. “I knew if you guys hung around us long enough, you’d eventually get the picture.”
“Since we’re the only ones with an actual girlfriend now, I think it’ll be the rest of you taking lessons from me and Gabe from here on out,” Noah countered.
“Don’t rub it in,” Garrett sighed, but Noah wasn’t fooled for a moment. He knew their entire team was pleased that he and Gabriel had finally quit stalling and decided to pursue happiness with the one woman who meant everything to them.
“Talk to me, Garrett, and tell me what you guys found,” Noah prompted him, their banter now at an end.
“Absolutely,” he replied, his tone shifting immediately to the business at hand. Namely, protecting the very lady they had just playfully referred to. “Lay of the land looks good around the cabin. Honestly, Emily couldn’t have picked a better spot to hide out for a while. We found no evidence that anyone has bedded down within the vicinity to watch her. And Kaden thoroughly went over her vehicle. He found no tracking devices which would lead the perp to her current location.”
“Good,” Noah sighed, sounding a little more tired than he had intended. The stress of the last week was showing a bit, and he forced himself to sit up a little straighter and shake it off. 
“You sound wiped, man,” Garrett said seriously. “Get some sleep and know that we’ve got you guys covered from the outside.”
“Thanks. I’ve got the inside wired now, so yeah, I’m gonna turn in. Em’s exhausted. She even said tonight she didn’t know how to sleep without the lights on anymore.”
“Then get your ass off of this phone and go hold your girl,” Garrett growled and ended the call.
Noah chuckled and rose to do just that.
 
 
              



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 12
 
 
Emily began to roll to her side and collided with a warm body. A large, warm body. She leaned away and felt another at her back. And then she felt something more on her skin. A light brush of someone’s knuckles across the soft underside of her breasts. A whispered kiss and then the lingering slide of a tongue over her shoulder. Her eyes fluttered open to find that she was staring directly into Gabe’s intense blue irises.
“Hey there,” he smiled and leaned in to kiss her, shocking her as he delved and stole her breath. 
Gabriel’s hands tightened on her waist just as Emily felt his knee move between hers, opening her to his advances. But she was stunned once more when she felt Noah’s fingers skate across her sensitive folds. He petted and stroke her there as Gabriel cupped her face and plundered her mouth.
Emily began to squirm, unable to bear the relentless pressure they were creating from their dual assault on her senses. She grasped Gabe’s shoulders and ground her buttocks against Noah’s groin, feeling the hard length of his arousal. Gabriel’s hands left her face and he began to stroke her breasts, kneading them and thumbing her nipples until she tore her lips from his and cried out.
Noah thrust two fingers into her sheath and rubbed his thumb across her clit, while Gabriel scooted down on the bed and took one of her nipples into his mouth. Emily arched into Gabe while her hips started to move in rhythm with Noah’s slow thrusts. She felt her body climbing towards bliss, and she let them take her there without hesitation.
“I can feel you almost there, baby,” Noah breathed in her ear. “Come for us, Em. Come now, and let us hear you,” he commanded in a rough whisper.
His words excited her beyond reason, and Emily trembled and then let the undertow take her out to deeper waters. Her body bowed between them and then she shouted her release. Pleasure washed through and over her, carrying Emily away momentarily. 
When she reopened her eyes and tried to focus, Emily saw Gabriel smiling at her and leaning in to kiss her lips again. His mouth moved over to her ear where he whispered, “We’ve got to have you, Emily. Are you too sore, or did Noah’s fingers feel good inside you?”
“So good,” she breathed. “I want you both, too. Together.” Emily was shocked that such a bold request had come from her lips. She should have asked them, rather than just thrown it out there. What if they never wanted such a thing and only intended to make love to her one at a time? Heat crept up her neck and face as she tried to meet Gabriel’s seeking gaze.
“We’ll get to that,” he smiled, trying to take her worries away. “But only after we’ve prepared you a bit more. Let’s play for a while and see where it takes us this morning. Okay?”
He was damned glad to hear the direction her thoughts were traveling. Because after last night, Gabe realized he had no problem having sex with Emily while Noah was in the thick of things. It felt good to give her as much pleasure as possible, and the two of them were already finding their rhythm as they put her satisfaction before their own. It felt right, and he wasn’t going to hold back or deny her anything. 
“Okay,” she nodded, more than happy to explore them, while at the same time giving them free rein over her body. 
Emily reached behind her and caressed Noah’s face, smiling over his morning stubble, while she slid her other palm over Gabriel’s honed chest. Noah nuzzled her neck, kissing and nipping as he worked his way down to her shoulder. His hands moved to her buttocks where he began a firm massage.
Gabriel’s head dipped to take her nipple back in his mouth. He moved from one to the other, alternating the pressure and driving her insane. Taking over where Noah’s fingers had left her empty and wanting, Gabriel pushed one long finger gently inside her and then curled it forward. Emily reached for his cock and found it just beyond her grasp. But Gabe sensed her desire and he angled his hips upwards, giving her access to his full length.
He groaned as she closed her fingers around him. His hips began to move, and Emily encircled his thick cock with her hand, providing the gentle friction Gabriel needed to give him pleasure as well. She reached behind her and clasped Noah’s hip, then slid her palm over the firm muscles of his backside. He ground his erection into her, and she pushed back against him without hesitation.
But she stilled her movements when she felt Noah move a finger to the tight entrance of her untried rear passage. 
“Easy, Emily,” Noah murmured against her ear. “I’m only going to play a bit. Tell me if anything hurts or makes you uncomfortable, and I’ll stop immediately.”
“I trust you,” she reassured him.
“And I adore you,” he chuckled and then grazed her jaw with his teeth. “Relax and let me in. Just breathe out as I push in.”
“Okay,” she managed, just as his finger slipped the barest of inches into her anus. “Oh my, gosh!” Emily gasped, and felt her pussy involuntarily clamp down on Gabriel’s finger.
“I felt that,” Gabe chuckled, and then added a second finger to her passage. Noah slipped further inside, and the pressure built exponentially.
“Ah, just like that, Em.” Noah grinned and licked over the shell of her ear. He pushed in deeper and then began to glide his finger back and forth over the super-sensitive tissues.
They began a slow rhythm, moving in tandem with each other. Gabriel would push in and Noah would retreat. Then Noah’s finger moved deep inside while Gabe pulled away. Emily found she couldn’t do anything more than cling to them and cry out as she climbed the peak of ecstasy again. Sensing how close she was, they both plunged their fingers into her at the same moment, and she fell over the cliff.
Emily yelled as moisture flooded from her pussy and her ass clamped down on Noah’s finger. She lost sight of Gabriel and could only buck between the two of them, riding the incredible wave of pleasure that completely claimed her body. When she came to again, Emily felt her body moving as Gabriel lifted her.
“Up on your knees, honey. Tell me if you need to stop,” he said, while he positioned himself behind her. 
Gabriel grasped her waist, while Emily used her knees and arms to support her weight. And then she felt the blunt head of his cock touch her pussy. He glided in the barest inch, paused, and then surged forward, eliciting a loud gasp from her and a deep groan from him. 
“God!” Gabe bit out. He pulled back and then pushed inward again, all the way to his balls. Again he pulled away, but this time Emily followed him, desperate not to lose the friction.
She felt the bed dip as Gabriel sank into her again, and she opened her eyes to see Noah tossing a cloth off the bed that he’d cleaned his hand with, and then he sat in front of her. He cupped her face and directed her lips to his straining cock, silently encouraging her to open for him. She smiled and swallowed him whole.
Noah hissed and threw back his head, lost in a sea of utter sensation. His need for visual stimulation was already on overload from their play and then watching Gabriel sink into Emily from behind. But now the feeling of his morning erection throbbing in her warm mouth was almost more than he could bear. He felt his balls draw up and he tried to count to ten, wanting the moment to last and not end as soon as he’d gotten inside her. He ran his fingers into Emily’s hair and pulled her back a bit, urging her to slow down.
Gabriel couldn’t seem to slow his movements though, no matter how hard he tried. Emily was so tight and so eager, that he continued to push his entire length into her over and over, until they were both mindless of anything but the exquisite pleasure. He felt Emily tremble and he leaned forward to find her clit with his fingers. That motion caused her to moan, and he saw Noah’s jaw fall open as she hummed over his cock.
“I can’t hold on any longer,” Emily whimpered, and looked up at Noah with pleading eyes. “It’s too good. Both of you come with me. Now.”
“God, yes,” Noah begged and guided her mouth back down onto his cock. He took over for her, letting Emily fall into the rhythm he and Gabe established between the two of them. Back and forth they pulled her, rocking her against their shafts.
“I’m right there with you, Emily,” Gabriel promised her, and then sped up his steady cadence, until he had them all turning to pure liquid in a matter of minutes. 
Noah was the first to lose control, coating her throat with his release and shouting his surrender. As soon as he pulled from Emily’s mouth, she and Gabriel tumbled over into utter ecstasy. She cried out their names and trembled forcefully throughout her orgasm. Noah held her face in his hands, trying to steady Emily as slight tears leaked from the corner of her eyes from the intensity of it all.
Gabe growled her name and then threw back his head. He ground into her until every last drop of his seed was spent, and then he collapsed forward, bringing Emily down with him. Noah slid over and made room for them, angling his head as he tried to see Emily hidden under Gabriel’s much larger frame.
“Let her breathe, Gabe,” he chuckled.
“I can breathe,” Emily mumbled against the bed. “But I can’t move.”
All three of them laughed softly. Gabriel kissed her shoulders and then slowly pulled from the tight clasp of her body, causing Emily to sigh. He helped her turn on her side as he spooned in behind her. Noah slid forward and crowded in on her front. He wasted no time fusing his lips to hers, sweeping in with his tongue to taste her.
When he raised his head, Noah let his lips linger over the baby soft skin of her face, peppering a trail up her cheek and across her forehead. The fine hairs around her face tickled his nose, and so he moved down to kiss the bridge of hers. For several minutes, Noah simply explored her skin with his lips, and he found he loved the gentleness of it all. There was no heated rush now that they were all sated. Now, it was just pure comfort and tenderness. Something he’d never felt compelled to seek out with the few others he’d had sex with in the past.
“Is this real or am I dreaming?” Emily asked.
Noah pulled back to stare into her eyes and Gabriel moved closer, resting the side of his face alongside hers. His fingers brushed over her flat belly and he nodded.
“It’s real, Emily. We’re here and we want you,” Gabe said softly.
“We more than want you,” Noah corrected and trailed a finger across her lips. “We love you, Emily. We have for ages.”
“I love you both, too,” she said quietly. She kissed Noah’s finger, then let her tongue dart out and caress the tip.
But even that delicate touch couldn’t distract him from what his ears had detected. Noah arched an eyebrow at the somber tone Emily had used and he glanced at Gabriel, seeing that he’d picked up on it too.
“Why the serious face, baby?” Noah asked, staring now intently into her violet eyes. They still looked slumberous from her passion and their lovemaking, but there was an edge of anxiety there that he’d never seen in Emily’s eyes before. And he knew exactly who’d put that fear there.
Emily stared at Noah in return, and she could see the concern that the tone of her last words had caused. She hadn’t meant to dampen the mood so abruptly, but she also couldn’t hide anything from these two men. They knew her better than anyone else, and she could no more lie to them than they could to her. 
Still, she hated that there was a constant shadow in her life which had the power to claim any portion of her consciousness. Especially now that she was where she had always longed to be. She hated that there was another distracting her from the peace she should be experiencing in the moment.
“Em,” Gabriel called to her, “answer Noah.” He flattened his palm on her stomach and pulled her back flush against his body.
She sighed and nodded slowly. Gabe felt her body cave in just a bit and he knew where her thoughts were leading her. And he hated it for her. Hated this bastard with a growing ferocity that threatened to overtake his legendary calm focus which always prevailed while he was on a case. 
But this was no case. This was his love. His life. His and Noah’s. And he’d be damned if another would strip that away. Especially now that he knew what it really was to hold and love her.
“I was thinking,” Emily began, “that I am exactly where I want to be. I feel whole at long last, and I no longer have to look at what could never be mine, what’s always been just out of reach. Now I can touch you, hold you, and kiss you both. I don’t have to hold back or pretend that our friendship is enough. I can show you what’s been inside my heart, just waiting for the two of you to be ready for more.”
“That’s all good, Emily. So why the edge of sadness?” Noah asked. He ran his hand over the top of her head and threaded his fingers through her hair.
“Because I should also feel free. When you’re making love to me, I do,” she added quickly, lest they think she was unhappy with their new physical bond. “Last night and this morning, I felt truly free in a way I never have before. No worries or fears intruded. It was just us and what we were giving to each other.”
“But?” Gabe murmured. 
“But… This should be the happiest time of my life. You’re here and we’re finally together. We should be celebrating, and instead we’re hiding. You both have to know what the past two months have been like for me,” she breathed, her voice growing tremulous. 
“Freedom has become something of the past. Something I’ve longed for, but something that’s no longer achievable. I’ve changed, and I don’t like it, not one bit. I’ve not wanted to give this stalker that much power over me, but it was inevitable. He or she took it, whether I wanted to concede it or not.” 
Emily gritted her teeth and willed her tears to recede. But her eyes filled with moisture regardless of her desire. Just another sad testimony of how much influence this stalker really had, and how much he or she had really taken over her life. 
“I’ve become afraid of my own shadow. I’ve never been scared to just live my life, day to day, but I am now. I don’t know who to trust or who to let in the front door anymore. I never knew if Tara or someone else would enrage this person, because he or she would think I was giving my attention to someone else and not them. I was afraid that jealousy might spark violence, and I couldn’t bear the thought of someone being hurt because they were near me.” 
“And so, I’ve been alone. Isolated and just so very afraid. I’m not the same me anymore. I’m not.”
She stopped speaking and let her tears fall, unable to go on. She’d confessed the stark truth that was her life now, and Emily wondered if they’d think her too weak, too much a coward. Not the strong person she had always been. And most certainly not the person they’d fallen in love with.
Noah pulled her away from Gabriel and enfolded her in his strong arms. He closed his eyes against the sting of his own tears and clenched his jaw. This was gutting him, and he didn’t know how to make her feel more secure. If he’d only known she was living through this hell, Noah thought, he would never have been away from her, never left Emily to fend off the demon alone.
He felt Gabriel’s hand brush against his arm, and he reopened his eyes to see that Gabe had moved closer and was caressing her back as she cried between them. Gabriel’s eyes looked just as tormented as he knew his did, and Noah stared at him unblinking as he tried to collect his enraged thoughts. It was the last thing Emily needed – their anger - no matter that it wasn’t directed at her. No, she needed reassurance and security. Two things she’d been sorely lacking for too damn long now.
“Emily, open your eyes and look at us,” Noah urged her. He pulled her away from his chest just as Gabriel settled a hand on her shoulder and rolled her onto her back. Both men rested on their elbows so they could see her clearly and she could see them.
Emily resisted opening her eyes initially, but after a few tense seconds she acquiesced. She swiped angrily at her face, but Gabriel caught her fingers and brought them up to his lips. He held on, not releasing her. He simply lowered their conjoined hands to her chest while Noah brushed her hair back again and again. Slow, sweeping motions to calm and soothe her.
“Em,” Gabriel began, but broke off to swallow back his anger that was still simmering just under the surface. “We do know you, better than anyone else. So of course we noticed the change in you right away. We can see how exhausted you are from the toll this has taken. We could see while we were in your home how withdrawn you’ve become. And we understand why, honey. We do. If I’d had someone stalking me for weeks on end, I’d probably be exhibiting some of the same traits too.”
“No you wouldn’t,” she quickly countered. Emily shook her head in both anger and disgust. Disgust at herself and the fact that they were seeing her stripped bare in such a way.
Gabriel’s eyes ignited with a ferocity that would have made most grown men take a good step back; but Emily shook her head vehemently, not put off or intimated by him in the least. 
“Don’t look at me like that,” she fussed and blew out a frustrated breath. “You know you wouldn’t have hidden inside your house. You would have gone on about your daily life and you would’ve given the stalker the middle finger, daring them to take a picture of that. How can you want me now? I’m not the woman you left behind when you went on your last case. That’s the Emily you knew and loved. Not me. Not some damn coward.” 
Emily began to push herself out of their hold, but Gabriel and Noah blocked her escape. They loomed over her and gave her no route to flee the bed or them. Gabriel’s jaw flexed and Noah knew he was fighting a war within to keep his tongue and temper in check.
“Now you listen to me,” Gabriel said in a low voice. She turned her head away, but Gabe cupped her chin and directed her eyes back to his. “Don’t you turn away from me, Emily. You will not call yourself a coward. This is not your damn fault, and I won’t let you think that or tear yourself down with such lies.” 
“You are the victim here, no matter what you wanted or wished. This stalker came into your life, into your sanctuary, and made it his or her own. Noah and I’ve seen enough victims in our line of work to tell you that what you’ve dealt with is normal and to be expected under such horrific circumstances. You’ve done nothing wrong, Em, and we won’t let you think for one damn second that you have.”
“Listen to him, Emily,” Noah said, his tone grave and utterly serious. “In my mind, you’ve done everything right. You called the sheriff’s office right away and reported it. You took steps to keep the perp from seeing in. You purchased extra security and started carrying your granddad’s pistol, so you could better defend yourself. And you made sure everyone who meant something to you was safe. How can any of that be wrong, baby? You’re pretty damn courageous in my mind, and Gabe’s right – we’ve seen enough of this shit to have an educated opinion.”
“You are still our Emily.” Gabriel nodded and watched her eyes carefully. “Brave and tenacious – hell yeah. You left home, as Noah said, to protect us and Tara. We know you did it for that reason, honey. You stayed off grid and left the piece of trash far behind.”
“And no matter what pictures this freak has snapped, your core, your heart has not been captured or damaged,” Gabe said and raised her hand still held in his back to his lips. “And we can say that, because we felt your heart open wide for us last night and this morning. All that goodness and love within you is still there. You are still our Emily. And that, sweet girl, is the truth. The only truth that matters and the only one you need to believe in. You’re still you, and the stalker hasn’t won.”
Emily nodded as she shook from the force of her newest tears. Gabriel leaned down and kissed her forehead and then her cheek. Noah moved in to claim her other, and together they wrapped Emily in love and warmth.
“We’ve got you, Em,” Noah murmured against her ear. “Don’t you ever doubt it.”
“I’m sorry for taking it out on the two of you,” she managed to say, though the words were difficult to get out. Her infernal pride had taken quite a beating lately, and of all times, it wanted to rear its ugly head now. Emily fought hard to tamp it back, and take the branch the guys were extending to pull her out of the murky waters she’d been swimming in. 
“I’m just sick of feeling like a weaker version of myself,” Emily confessed. “I’m so angry and I want to fight back. I just don’t know how, because I don’t know who’s doing this to me.”
“That’s good,” Gabriel said and rose back up on his elbow. “Get mad and fight. We may not yet know who it is, but you can fight the war within you and not give this perp another inch. Keep the walls within built high, and protect your integrity and heart from further injury or insult. They can only tear you down as much as you let them.”
“Then help me fight,” she implored him. “Help me get this maniac, so I can live again. So we can live, the three of us, in safety. I want you guys to be happy that you’re with me, and not feel like I’m another job or a burden. I’d never wish that for you.”
“How can you say you’re not the same Emily?” Noah chuckled, surprising her. “There you go, worrying about us before yourself, just as you always have. Sweet and caring as always. And let me add,” he grumbled as he shifted and threw a leg over hers, “that you are not some damn job.” 
“Baby, you’re everything to us. You gave us your virginity last night. You gave me the best blowjob a man has ever had, and Gabe would probably tell you the same. And this morning, you absolutely rocked my world when you got between us and trusted us to take you where you wanted to go. We don’t make love to those we meet on the job. In fact, I can honestly say, that I’ve never made love before last night. I might have had sex, but I’ve only made love to you.”
“Same goes here,” Gabriel rumbled. “And you’re also not a burden, Emily. We take care of our own. That’s what family does, you know that. You’re ours and as of last night we’ve staked our claim. We’ve drawn the line in the proverbial sand, and we’re not regressing, only moving forward from now on with you at the center. So don’t think to back away from us now. No, honey, we’re staying right by your side.”
“Or on top of you,” Noah grinned and lifted himself over Emily, settling his cock at her pussy’s entrance. Gabe moved back a space as Noah planted his palms on either side of her head. 
“Or inside you,” Noah winked and slowly began to penetrate her. “God! I cannot get over how tight you are,” he groaned and then leaned down to match his lips to hers. 
He pulled back slowly and then filled her one delicious inch after another. When he was fully seated within her, Noah tilted his hips forward and Emily cried out, shocked at the depth he had achieved. It felt as though he was touching her womb, completely filling her. Not just her sheath, but her heart and soul too.
“Put your legs around me, Emily, and let’s get lost in each other for a little while,” he encouraged her. Noah ran a hand down her side and lifted one of her legs, helping her move into position. 
She nodded and then wrapped her legs around his waist. Higher on his body than she had the night before, and Emily felt the immediate difference. They clutched at each other, desperate to get closer as Noah began a slow glide in and out, going to the hilt with each thrust.
“Don’t stop,” she breathed.
“Never,” he vowed. “I will never get enough of you.” 
He rocked forward with more momentum and Emily cupped his face, pulling Noah down for a drugging kiss that had them both panting for air. She wanted to take everything he had to offer and give her all in return.
Faster he moved, until the bed sounded its protest, but he didn’t relent. Instead, he fused his lips to hers and continued to crash into her until they both shattered. Noah shouted her name, cradling her close to his heart, as he twitched and quaked through the tremors of his release. It seemed that several minutes passed before he remembered to breathe again, and Noah finally managed to lift himself up enough to see Emily. 
He was worried momentarily that he’d hurt her by throwing caution to the wind and taking her without restraint. But Emily began to smile slowly and Noah couldn’t help but smile back. Her skin was flushed and damp with perspiration. Her luminous, golden hair was in a riot, and she glowed like a woman who had enjoyed everything her man offered her. And, Noah thought proudly, he’d been that man. 
“You look like you enjoyed that,” he chuckled and gave Emily a leisurely kiss before he let her answer him.
“So do you.” Emily ran her fingers through his damp hair and smiled, watching the utter contentment in Noah’s green eyes. “That was amazing,” she murmured.
“Only with you, baby,” he said sincerely.
Emily looked to her right and realized that Gabriel was no longer with them. She’d been so lost in the moment with Noah, that she hadn’t even realized he had slipped out of the bed. She glanced back at Noah, and he grinned and nuzzled her jaw with his nose.
“He headed for the shower a while ago. I’d guess he’s making breakfast for us right about now. Do you want to get cleaned up and eat, or just stay here in bed? Totally your call.”
“I want both,” she said and shrugged helplessly.
“Well… That might be a bit difficult to achieve.”
“I know. I’m just playing.”
“And I’m glad you are,” Noah said, staring intently now into her eyes. “If making love to you takes it all away, sets you free as you said earlier, then Gabriel and I will make sure you aren’t left wanting. We’ll take great care with you, but we’ll also make sure you know that you’ve got us in every way a woman can have a man. Heart, mind, body, and soul.”
Emily felt her breathing come to a standstill. Noah’s words struck a chord deep within her heart that she had willfully ignored for years. She’d always hoped that their friendship would be enough to see her through. Enough of a substitute for what she really wanted. Enough to dull the ache of her wish for something more. Now, they were offering her everything she’d ever dreamed of, and the change in their relationship was staggering to say the least.
“Em?” Noah whispered, bringing her back to the moment and to him.
“You’re talking forever, Noah,” Emily managed to say. She cupped his cheek and swept her fingertips over his stubbled skin. “Was that a proposal?”
He smiled ruefully at her and leaned in to run his nose along her jaw. “Gabriel and I have plans for how we want to do that,” he admitted and lifted his head to look into her eyes. “But I think we already made that pledge last night. Don’t you?”
Emily noticed the immediate shift in his tone and the vulnerability that shone clearly in Noah’s eyes. She realized he was just as afraid of losing her as she was of losing them, and she sought to reassure both Noah and herself that this burgeoning relationship was possible. That they wouldn’t slip away from one another. Not now, not ever.
“Yes, Noah, we did.” Emily nodded and threaded her fingers back through his thick hair. “I’ve never committed to anyone but the two of you. And I never will again.”
She felt his cock twitch within her pussy as it began to come back to life and she arched an eyebrow at him in surprise. 
“Don’t look at me like that,” Noah chuckled. “I’m not quite thirty yet, and you’ve unleashed the hounds, Em. Every time I think about how new this is for you, or how Gabe and I’ll be the only two to ever have you intimately, I get hard all over again. I’m trying to behave, but it’s a struggle, believe me. I’ve fantasized about you for years, but the reality is so much better.”
“Your incorrigible,” she admonished him and giggled as she looked away.
“No, I want you to encourage me. Often. All the time,” he played and waggled his eyebrows. “Day and night. I’ve got lots of fantasies about you that we can have fun with.” 
“Well, Mr. Johnston, I happen to have lots about you and Gabriel as well,” Emily retorted. She relaxed and fell into the easy banter that had always been there between them. Only now it was uninhibited and she loved the freedom in it. Never would she guard her words around him or Gabe again.
“Can’t wait,” Noah growled. He gave her a quick kiss, and then he eased from her body. He lifted her in his arms and headed for the bathroom, not willing to let her out of his sight or out of his arms until he was good and ready.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 13
 
 
The smell of bacon and sausage had Emily sniffing the air appreciatively as she and Noah entered the cabin’s main living area hand in hand. Gabriel looked up from the stove as they approached, his smile relaxed and untroubled as she moved to his side. Any worries Emily might have harbored about their ability to share her evaporated when Gabe dropped a kiss on top of her head in greeting.
“Hmmm, you smell good,” he said and then kissed her temple.
“It’s just a little thing I like to call shampoo,” she played.
Gabriel swatted her butt and she yelped. “Smartass,” he grumbled, but he was still smiling as she moved away from him and headed for the coffee he’d brewed. 
She poured herself a mug and then one for Noah. He kissed her lips in thanks, pinning her against the counter while he leisurely explored her mouth with his tongue.
“All right now,” Gabriel grumbled. “Ease up or you’ll be eating alone, Noah. Too much more of this and I’m taking her back to bed.”
Noah chuckled and lifted his head, winking at Emily as he braced his arms on either side of her. “Shall I give him a break, Em? Or just keep going?”
“Let’s take a break,” she laughed. “I am a little sore now.”
Noah’s face grew serious within a heartbeat and he lifted a hand to cup her face. “Just how tender are you? Did I hurt you earlier?”
“No, you didn’t hurt me,” she reassured him. Emily lifted her hand to caress his cheek and Noah leaned into her palm. “This is all new for me, and my body just needs a little time to recover. That’s all.”
“We’ll take it easy today. I promise.” Noah nodded and kissed the tip of her nose. “There are lots of ways to make love that don’t involve our dicks sliding inside your pussy.”
Emily flushed a deep shade of crimson and she looked past Noah to the fireplace.
“Em,” Noah whispered. He watched as her gaze slowly returned to his. “Stop being embarrassed by words. I won’t talk like this about our sex in front of anyone but you and Gabe. But there is nothing wrong with calling things what they are. And it’s a hell of a turn on for us, I gotta tell you. Guys are visual. Paint us a picture with words and we’re good to go.”
“I’ll try,” she laughed helplessly. “But so far, it’s pretty embarrassing.”
“No it’s not,” he growled and brushed his lips across hers again. “It’s sexy as hell, and you know it.”
“Noah, I swear to God. Put a leash on it. Now!” Gabriel insisted.
Emily took pity on him and she dipped below Noah’s arms to escape his hold on her. She began opening cabinets to find the plates and utensils they would need. Then she set the table and began pulling out the condiments. She smiled when she saw Noah dropping slices of bread into the toaster to help Gabriel out.
They moved with such familiarity and ease around each other, and she knew that it could never have been any other way for the three of them. Some things just were. And this bond they’d formed, this friendship they’d cultivated, was one of them. Adding in the ability to physically express what lay within their hearts, well… that was just the icing on the cake in her mind.
“Earth to Emily,” Noah said, as he snapped his fingers in front of her face. “Ready to eat?”
She shook herself and realized both men were standing beside the table with a hand on a chair. They were watching her with bemused grins. She nodded and stepped forward. Gabe pulled her chair back and once she was seated, he took his place beside her. Noah dropped into the chair at the end of the table on her right, and once again Emily found herself cocooned between the two of them.
Noah placed a little extra meat on her plate and she glanced at him, wondering why he was adding to her normal portion.
“Gotta keep up your strength,” Noah smirked. “We’re a lot to take on.”
“Stop it,” she fussed half-heartedly. 
Emily speared a sausage link and waved it at him. Then she slowly closed her lips around the end and toyed with the food for a few seconds, running her tongue up and down its length. She noted that they had both paused and were watching her every move. Emily smiled and bit off the tip of the link, and then happily chewed it while she grinned at Noah.
He groaned and raked a hand over his face while she chuckled. Gabriel clasped her chin and turned Emily’s head in his direction. She offered him the same goofy grin until his lips swooped down and captured hers. He cupped the back of her head with his palm and devoured her until she felt light-headed. He pulled back and she gasped for air, staring bemusedly up at him.
“Eat,” he commanded and she simply nodded.
Emily tried to concentrate on the meal before her, but she couldn’t seem to settle herself comfortably in her seat. She squirmed every so often, and fidgeted around on the lumpy cushion tied to the chair’s spindles. After minutes of effort, she finally found the right spot and sighed. 
Then, she set about eating.
Her appetite had taken a nose dive over the past two months, and she knew she had lost weight. All of her jeans and shorts were much looser, and she’d already been in shape from the running and workout schedule she kept. But now, with Gabriel and Noah so close, Emily felt safe and at peace for the first time in what seemed like forever. 
So she dug into the full country breakfast Gabe had prepared, and cleaned her plate quickly. She licked her fingers often, savoring the flavors. When she reached for seconds, Gabriel’s hand closed gently around hers, halting her from lifting the plate of bacon.
“Em, answer something for us,” he said quietly.
“What?”
“Have you been skipping meals?”
“Yes,” she admitted, “though not intentionally. I’ve just kinda lost my appetite lately.”
Gabriel studied her face and then he released her hand. He picked up the platter and began to fill Emily’s plate. 
“No more of that. Got it?” he asked. “You’re safe now, so you eat your fill and then some. Okay, Emily?”
“Okay, Gabriel.” She smiled. Emily leaned against his arm and rested there briefly. “I bought enough food along the way north to last me for about a month, but with the three of us here it’ll go faster.”
“Not a problem,” Noah said quickly. He reached for her hand and held it while she continued to rest against Gabriel. “We can send Garrett or Kaden out for supplies if we run low. But I don’t think we’ll be here that long for it to be a problem.”
“Garrett and Kaden?” she asked. Emily sat up in her seat again and looked from Gabriel to Noah. “Are they nearby?”
“Right down the mountain in the next cabin,” Gabe answered. “They came with us and have already established a guard around the perimeter. Noah and I took care of things from the inside.”
She blew out a breath as she looked across the room at the windows. All covered and closed off from the spectacular views just on the other side. What had happened to her life, she mused sadly? 
“Are we safe right now?” she whispered.
“Very,” Gabriel replied, watching her eyes closely now. He saw a fierce light spark in them, and he wanted to give Noah a high five and shout his thanks as he observed its return. Emily always had been a fighter, and he saw the burgeoning evidence of her strong will and resolve resurfacing.
She slowly rose from her chair and took measured steps across the living area. She paused right in front of the large, picture window that graced the far wall. Emily stared at the blind’s chord, noticing how badly her hand shook when she reached for it. In a moment of sheer determination, she forced her fingers to pull the chord back.
The blind slowly inched upward, until the room was flooded with the morning’s bright light. She felt her shoulders shaking and realized that tears were coursing down her cheeks. Emily drew a hand over her lips to stop any sounds from escaping, but she need not have worried. 
Two strong sets of arms were there to catch her and hold her up. Gabriel in front and Noah behind her. She buried her face in Gabe’s chest and gasped as she fought another onslaught. Emily clenched her jaw tightly against the deluge that threatened to overtake her.
“We’ve got you,” Gabriel murmured. He rocked her and dropped his chin atop her head. But he winked at Noah, feeling as though they needed to celebrate the milestone she’d just reached. Noah nodded his understanding and agreement while he gently caressed Emily’s lower back.
“I want to open them all,” she said determinedly and pulled away from Gabriel’s arms. “All of them. Now.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he grinned and dipped his chin. “Let’s open the ones in here first and finish eating while the food’s still warm. How does that sound?”
“Like heaven,” she said truthfully. “If we were at the beach, I’d lay out in the sun right now. Really soak up the rays.”
“Tell you what,” Noah began, as he propelled her forward. They flanked her as they led Emily back to the table. “Let’s get through this little challenge, and then we’ll all go to a tropical locale together. Some place where we have a private cabana or house, and we’ll keep you naked the entire time.”
“I never knew you had such a one track mind,” Emily chuckled. She slid into her seat and laced her fingers through his, once Noah was settled.
“I told you in the bedroom, Em, you’ve opened the barn doors. There’s going to be no holding me and Gabe back now.”
“You won’t hear any complaints from me,” she promised. “And one more thing.”
“What’s that, baby?” Noah asked. He angled his head and watched her eyes grow serious again.
“I noticed that you called this situation a ‘little challenge’.”
“Yeah?”
“I liked that,” she said softly. “I like it a lot. It gives me hope, and I’ve not had much of that lately.”
Noah’s eyes narrowed and he leaned forward in his seat. He lifted her hand and pressed his lips to her skin. He held her gaze for several moments, then he nodded. Just once, but with enough conviction to make her smile. 
Gabriel slid into his chair after opening the rest of the room’s blinds. He kissed her cheek and then handed Emily another piece of toast.
“Eat up, Em,” he said and smiled.
She drew in a deep breath and held it a second before she exhaled. Yes, Emily thought, she had hope again. Hope, faith, and love unending where these two men were concerned. Now, she just had to have confidence in their abilities to do the job that they were trained to do. To track down her own personal demon and send him back to the fires from whence he came. 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 14
 
 
Emily lay on the sofa with her eyes closed, sure that she was in bliss. Her head was in Gabriel’s lap, and he was slowly trailing his fingers through her hair. She could feel the sun’s rays on her skin, even though it was streaming in through the barrier of the window panes. Still, it was like giving a person who’d been locked in solitary confinement the keys to the prison yard. It warmed not only her skin, but also her soul.
Noah joined them on the sofa once he’d cleaned the kitchen and he took his place at her feet. He got comfortable, settling his large frame down on the plush fabric cushions, then he slipped first one of her socks off and then the other. He lifted Emily’s left foot and began a slow massage that made her jump and open her eyes.
“Steady,” Noah chuckled. “I know you’re ticklish, Emily. I’ll be gentle.”
“Lie back down and close your eyes,” Gabriel said softly. 
She nodded and tried to lie still, though she couldn’t help but flinch each time Noah’s adept fingers ran across her instep. A rumble of laughter rolled through Gabriel’s chest, and she narrowed her eyes at him in return. 
“Close them, Em,” Gabriel warned in that stern tone that made shivers run down her spine. 
Emily could tell that he knew exactly what effect he was having on her when he used it, because his lips pressed into a firm line with just the tiniest hint of a smile pulling the right corner of his lips up. It made him look masterful and completely in charge. And something deep within Emily responded to that.
“Yes, Gabriel,” she whispered. Emily dutifully closed her eyes, but not before she caught the fire that flashed in his blue eyes.
He dug his fingers into her scalp, intensifying his massage. Taking over and letting her know he was most assuredly in charge of her for as long as she’d let him. Emily decided not to hold out on them, but to voice her response. Hadn’t Noah said he wanted to hear the words? Well, Emily thought, maybe they both wanted to hear every breathless sigh that their touch produced too. 
She tilted her head back in Gabriel’s lap and blew out a heavy breath. Her back arched and Emily pressed her right foot against Noah’s inner thigh, curling her toes just a bit. She listened intently and was rewarded when she heard him groan softly. Oh, this was so much better than watching them while she got them hot and bothered, Emily thought. She felt a little bolder with her eyes closed and she liked the freedom it won her.
Emily slipped a hand under her t-shirt and gradually ran her palm over her stomach, then upwards towards her left breast. She circled her nipple again and again until it stood in a rigid peak and then she began to pluck at it, teasing the pleasure point until she started to squirm between them. 
Her breath came out in shallow puffs, as her hand left her breast and skated down her abdomen. She delved into her shorts and found her clitoris, rigid and alert to her touch. Noah pressed hard on her instep just as she touched her clit and cried out. 
She felt Gabriel’s hands leave her head and he clasped the hem of her shirt, then he rolled it up and off of her. Noah’s hands abandoned her foot and he reached for the button on her shorts. Emily lifted her hips when she felt him tug the garment, and soon it was a thing of the past too.
Both men drew in an audible breath, and Emily felt sure it was because she had skipped wearing any underwear after her shower with Noah. It had just felt decadent to go without, and she liked the awareness of her body it had brought. Every time she moved, the cotton of her shirt had abraded her nipples and her shorts had rubbed her clit in such a way as to keep her constantly aroused.
She’d said nothing throughout breakfast, but now they knew. And from the sound of their labored breathing, Emily thought that they were not disappointed by their discovery.
“Keep your eyes closed, Emily,” Gabriel directed.
“Yes, Gabe,” she said again, smiling as she uttered the compliant words.
His hands covered her breasts, gently kneading the mounds and pushing them together. Noah’s fingers ran up her legs at the same time, seeking and getting closer to her own hand. He clasped her wrist and slid her hand down to her side. Ever so slowly, Noah pushed her thighs apart. 
Emily arched up again as she felt Gabriel pinch her nipples and Noah blow warm air across her pussy. She reached for them, her left hand colliding with the solid wall of Gabriel’s chest. But Noah was just out of reach. He halted her seeking fingers midair and placed her right hand back down on the sofa, tapping her wrist and letting her know she was to keep it there.
“Guys…” she panted, suddenly needing to see them, to connect with them in some other way.
“Shhh,” Gabriel corrected her. “Eyes closed or we stop.”
Emily whimpered, but nodded. She had started this, but quickly lost control of the game. And now they were going to finish it. Or her, she thought ruefully. 
But she trusted them, and she needed this. Needed to let go of all the worry and anxiety that had plagued her life for over eight weeks. And if ever there were others who knew her needs, inside and out, it was Gabriel and Noah. 
She’d grown up fast, dealing with the loss of her parents and then her grandparents. And though she’d had Gabriel and Noah to lean on, Emily had never had them like this. Not really. Not as her partners and her lovers. Never shared what they could now. 
Yes, Emily said to herself, it was time for someone else to make the decisions.
So, she drew in a deep breath and gave herself over to their care. She gave herself over to the moment and with her surrender, Emily found true freedom. The kind of freedom she hadn’t experienced not just in the last two months, but in all of her twenty-three years.
 
Gabriel stopped breathing the moment Emily’s body went soft and yielding. He had never analyzed why he liked control in the bedroom. Never acknowledged that darker edge of what he really craved, yet had not explored with another. He’d never felt comfortable taking the reins in such a way, for fear that the few brief partners he’d had would think he was overbearing, unfeeling, or uncaring. 
But in that one glorious second, he got it. As if someone had just dropped an anvil on his thick head. It wasn’t about control at all. It was surrender. For them both. 
He watched all of the tension and worry leave Emily’s brow, the lines easing away. Her breathing calmed and her muscles relaxed. It was a supreme moment of trust. And that was the key. It was all about trust. The reason why he’d never felt for another, what he did for Emily. He’d never trusted them enough or himself to let them in, or to truly let go. 
God, he loved this woman. Loved that he could be himself with her, without fear that Emily didn’t want what he was offering. He could be a cranky bastard at times, he knew. But normally Emily would just chuckle at his bluster and give him such a sweet and honest smile. One that reached her eyes - one that came from her heart. 
It was the same smile that now graced her lips as she lay there stretched out between him and Noah, completely giving them her body. Her heart. A lifetime of her love. Her everything. 
Trust was a two-way street, and Gabriel knew he’d never gotten what it was all about, like he did in that one moment. 
Gabriel’s eyes lifted from Emily’s body to meet Noah’s gaze, and he saw the same shock and reverence reflected there. Noah arched an eyebrow at him, and cocked his head to the side, his fingers no longer exploring her delicate folds. Gabe knew that Noah realized the significance of the moment too, and was just as committed to not destroying the trust Emily had just placed squarely in their hands. 
With a slow nod from Gabriel, they began again. But this time, with a totally different objective. This was no fast race to completion. This was slow, sensual love-making at their direction.
Gabe lifted his hands from Emily’s breasts and he swept his fingers through her hair. Over and over again he lightly massaged her tresses and scalp. He moved his fingers down the sides of her face and gently pressed against her skin, lingering over every inch of Emily’s countenance until he glided his fingers down the column of her throat. 
For countless minutes he kneaded the skin across her shoulders and chest, staying just above her breasts. Then Gabriel changed the pressure he was using and barely skimmed his fingertips across her collarbones. He traced the lines and then sent two fingertips trailing along her sternum. Emily sighed deeply and arched her back, but still he resisted her breasts.
He brought his hands up and then used the blunt edge of his fingernails to lightly scrape the sensitive underside of her arms. He lifted first one arm, and then her other, making slow, sweeping passes until gooseflesh erupted over Emily’s entire body. He watched her wet her lips as his palms moved over her ribcage, before he switched back to using his fingertips. Gabe traced the outline of each bone under her pale skin. When she trembled, he moved his hands back up to her hair and began all over again. 
So lost in his own ministrations was he, that Gabriel had completely forgotten about Noah. He glanced down to see Noah working his fingertips up the inside of her right thigh. He wondered how far Noah would go during the initial stages of this sensuous exploration, and found himself smiling when Noah’s fingers trailed up the crease where Emily’s leg met her body, circled her mound, and then continued on down her left inner thigh. 
Yes, Gabriel thought proudly, this was damn near perfection.
 
Noah was just as lost in this sensual new world as Gabriel and Emily. He had almost swallowed his tongue when she had submitted to them. Submitted! His Emily! Noah would never have thought such a thing possible, or something he’d even have wanted. But if he really looked at what had taken place since they came to the cabin, that was what had happened in a way. 
Emily had trusted them to initiate her into the physical realm of a relationship, giving herself completely over to their care. And in doing so, Noah acknowledged that she had given them such a gift. She trusted them with everything. 
Noah was ashamed now that he’d ever shared himself with another woman. He’d always known his heart belonged to Emily, and yet he had indulged in the pleasures of the flesh with a few others. But nothing he had ever experienced came close to touching what he had shared with Emily since they found her in the cabin. 
He saw clearly what he’d been missing over the years, and was amazed at the difference between sex and making love. He’d always thought the term was a bit cliché, like something you only read about in a mushy greeting card, but not anymore. He and Gabe were the ones with the experience, but Emily was fast teaching them that they’d never really understood the complexities of it all. What sex could be, if you were fully invested in your partner. 
It was more than just physical release. It was an exchange of trust and love, all wrapped up in a bundle of fun and absolute gratification. Never had release felt so good to him, as when he watched Emily come apart in his arms, all while he was pouring himself into her. No, Noah told himself, he’d never understood before. But he damn sure did now. And he never wanted to turn away from what was possible for them. He’d never let her go.
Noah’s fingers crept steadily upward along Emily’s inner thighs, lightly massaging and teasing as he went along. When he came to the crease where her legs met her core, he skimmed his hands up and around her waist until they found her buttocks. He kneaded the globes there and watched Emily arch up again and again. One of his fingers teased the crease of her ass, and she gasped.
His gaze flickered briefly to Gabriel, and he saw Gabe’s slow nod that he too was ready to step this up a bit. Noah watched Gabriel’s hands slowly cup her breasts, his thumbs lightly brushing across her nipples, and felt himself harden even more. If such a thing was possible. Who knew watching another pleasure her would turn him on so, he chuckled inwardly?
Noah brought his hands back around her hips and he gently pushed Emily’s thighs further apart. His fingers began to lightly graze her folds and the pad of his thumb found her clit. She whispered his name, and the soft plea in her voice was unmistakable. Emily was asking for more, and Noah was more than happy to give it to her. 
He wet the index finger of his other hand in his mouth and then lowered it to the tight ring which lay hidden almost out of sight. When he brushed across the rosette with that one, seeking finger, Emily opened her thighs further to his advances. It made Noah light-headed, that one so inexperienced was allowing him whatever liberties he wanted. A rumble of satisfaction rolled through his chest as he moved a finger into her pussy and one into her core.
 
Emily was suddenly on a precarious edge, and she began to move her hips in time with the steady rhythm Noah was producing with his fingers. But just as quickly as she’d begun, she felt one of Gabriel’s hands leave her breast and settle on her hip. He pushed down with just a tiny fraction of his strength, but it was enough for her to understand his silent directive. 
Still. He wanted her still, so she received what they chose to give her, not what she tried to take. It was so hard to do, but with a soft whimper, Emily complied and sank against the cushions and their warm bodies. And with that last surrender, Emily truly began to soar.
Noah eased two fingers into her sheath while his other digit sank deeply into her anus. She felt those in her pussy twist and curl forward as he sought that one special spot that had her screaming the night before when Gabe had explored her. Just as Noah found it, a second finger entered her back entrance and Emily cried out his name in a broken sob. 
Gabriel rolled and pinched her nipples, and Emily knew she was moments away from shattering. She bit her lower lip, waiting for what, she didn’t know. But her breathing became erratic and her skin flushed as her body began to bow between them.
“Now, Emily,” Gabriel said, his voice strong and unwavering. “Come for us now, honey, and don’t hold anything back. We want it all.”
That was what she had been waiting for, Emily realized, just as all other thoughts fled her mind. Her body took over and she came so hard that tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. She shouted their names and felt wave after wave of pleasure wash over her body. And just when she thought she couldn’t possibly achieve further bliss, Noah pressed his thumb down on her clit and rotated, while his fingers remained within her.
Now she knew she was shattered. Completely undone. Lights flashed behind her closed eyelids, and she felt moisture flood from her pussy under Noah’s direction. Emily cried out and she begged, but for what, she didn’t know. She only knew that she needed them to take care of her until the storm passed.
Noah’s fingers slowed in their pulsing rhythm while Gabe’s sure touch grew lighter and more soothing. They began to work her down from the intense high she’d just soared to, until she felt boneless. Over and over they petted and stroked, both within her body and over her skin, until with a final sigh, Emily knew she was at peace. Blessed, beautiful peace. This, she told herself, was what love felt like. To know that another saw you, flaws and all, and wanted you regardless.
“Open your eyes, Emily,” Gabriel said, his voice hushed, almost reverent. 
Slowly, she let her eyelids flutter open and her gaze immediately connected with Gabriel’s. He cupped her face and kept her eyes directed towards his. His thumb began to sweep across her damp cheek in another bid to soothe her.
“Do you have any idea what gift you just gave us? And what that gift means to me and to Noah?” he asked softly.
Emily lifted her left hand and felt it clasped in his without delay. Gabriel lifted it to his lips and held it there as his eyes bore into hers.
“I think so,” she replied, her own voice sounding too loud in the silence that stretched out between them.
“I want that from you, Em, each and every time we come together,” Gabriel stated solemnly. “You’ve given us your trust and free rein over your body since last night, and I want that to continue indefinitely. I never want you to hold back from us. Always let go of any inhibitions or reservations you might have, and know without a shadow of a doubt that Noah nor I will abuse that trust. We’ll take you as high as you want to go, honey, and be right there with you.”
Emily smiled tenderly up at him, and then let her gaze move down the length of her body to find the same intense look in Noah’s eyes.
“You’re amazing, Emily,” Noah said and shook his head. “I second everything Gabe just said. I want unfettered access to your body, just like this, from now on. I’ve never wanted anything more, than I wanted to watch you come apart just now. Trust us, and we’ll find so much pleasure together.”
“I do trust you, Noah. And you, Gabe,” she said looking from one to the other. “I want the same from you both, as well. I want to know that there’ll never be another who comes between us, and that I can fulfill your needs. I have to admit, it’s been one of my concerns all along for this kind of relationship. You only have to focus on me, but I need to know that I’m enough for the two of you.”
“After what we just shared, you’re worried that we’ll feel short-changed?” Noah chuckled and smirked down at her. “Em, I swear, you are too much, baby. Just let go and trust us. Trust that when we say you’re enough, we mean it. I couldn’t be any happier than I am right now. And that’s all because of you.”
“Okay,” Emily smiled and shivered. She could feel the moisture saturating her pussy and thighs and it made her blush, despite her effort to keep the heat from her skin. “I need to clean up,” Emily admitted and tried not to grimace. Coming to terms with her body’s responses was still a bit daunting, no matter what the men said.
Noah ran a finger through her wetness and then brought it to his lips. Emily’s eyes widened as he sucked it into his mouth and hummed, as though she was the sweetest of wines. Noah looked back down at her and gave her a slow wink.
“This is normal, baby,” he said and drug his finger back through her folds. “Especially when you have a G-spot orgasm. And you did.” Noah grinned proudly.
Emily chuckled, in spite of herself. “You get so cocky after sex,” she grinned. “And before sex. And during sex,” she played, pressing on his leg again with her toes. 
“Did you just say cocky?” Noah laughed, pure devilment flashing in those green eyes.
“Oh no, you don’t,” Emily warned as she started to roll off of their laps. “I am sore now. Give me a few hours, at least.”
Gabriel stood and wrapped his arms around her, pulling Emily back against his chest. He nuzzled her neck as his lips roamed over her soft skin. He nipped her just below her ear and then in a trail until he reached her shoulder. He grazed Emily there with his teeth, until she was squirming in his hold.
“What you need is a warm bath, not a shower, to take some of your tenderness away. Come on, I’ll take it with you since Noah had the privilege of showering with you earlier.”
“You want to take a bath with me? Gabriel, that’s not necessary.”
“I didn’t say it was necessary, Em. Desirable and tempting, though, hell yes,” he grinned and kissed her neck again. “No more arguing. Come on.”
“Yes, Gabriel,” she played, only to get a light swat on the backside and his growl in answer.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 15
 
 
Gabriel turned Emily away from the living room and herded her towards the bathroom. Noah followed in their wake and he moved over to the sink to wash his hands while Gabe bent to start the warm water flowing into the large, garden tub in the room’s corner. Emily shook her head in bewilderment that Gabriel actually wanted to sit in a tub of water with her.
She stepped away from Gabe’s side to open the blinds over the bathroom window. Such a simple act, that continued to make her hands shake. She stood there, gazing out at the spectacular views the small cabin afforded, amazed at how quickly her life had changed in the last twenty-four hours.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Noah asked. He wrapped his arms around her and leaned down to settle his face alongside hers.
“So beautiful,” Emily murmured.
“No matter how long it takes, Em, we’ll get to a point where all of your windows are open again. I swear it,” Noah vowed. He moved his face against hers and she flinched. He didn’t know if his words had upset her, but he mentally kicked himself anyway for letting the stalker intrude on their afterglow.
“I think you and Gabe need to shave,” she chuckled. 
Noah breathed a huge sigh of relief. So it was the scratch of his facial hair that she objected to. “You’ve never said anything about my stubble before.”
“I’ve never felt your stubble rubbed against my skin like I have since we woke up this morning,” Emily countered in a sassy tone.
“Another first then,” he grinned. “I can shave while you soak for a while.” 
He straightened away from her as Gabriel extended a hand in Emily’s direction. Noah let her be pulled from his embrace, and he ran his fingers over her arm as she followed Gabe. He was tempted to hold on to her, but he knew this was part of the deal. If he and Gabriel were really going to make this arrangement work, there would be times he would have to relinquish Emily to his best friend.
Noah forced himself to turn away. He walked into the neighboring bedroom and snagged his shaving kit, then returned to the bathroom. He couldn’t help but look over at them in the water, and he saw Emily settled between Gabriel’s outstretched legs, her back resting against his chest and her eyes closed as she relaxed. 
“Noah, come over here,” Gabriel softly instructed. He was working on Emily’s shoulders and did not bother to look up as he issued the request.
Noah took a few steps away from the counter and perched on the wide ledge that encircled the tub. Gabe finally glanced up and nodded at the end of the tub. “There’s room down there if you want to work on her legs and feet.”
Noah’s mouth almost fell open when he heard Gabriel’s offer. He stared intently at Gabe, trying to sort it all out in his mind. What was he saying?
Gabriel clearly read Noah’s confusion and he chuckled. “I’m sharing her, you nut,” he sighed. “Get in the damn water if you want to. Just settle down there and touch her, not me.”
Emily laughed softly and reached out to touch Noah’s leg.
Noah felt both embarrassed and relieved. Embarrassed that Gabriel had read the longing in his eyes to be with her and offered to open up their bath, so Noah would not feel excluded in any way. But he was also relieved to know that he would never be denied the opportunity to be with Emily. That Gabriel would never shut him out.
He shook his head and then stood again. “Nah, you guys enjoy. Someone here thinks I need to shave.” He held Gabriel’s gaze and watched him nod and smile. It was a look Noah had witnessed more times than he cared to count. It was the look of respect and approval that occasionally flashed in Gabe’s eyes. Rare, but well received when one was gifted with it. Noah nodded in return and then set about preparing to shave his face.
“I love you, Noah,” Emily whispered.
“Love you too, Em,” he smiled over at her.
“What about me?” Gabriel asked and dug his fingers into her shoulders.
“I love you with my whole heart too, Gabriel. I’ve got room enough in there for the both of you,” Emily sighed. “Especially if you keep that up.”
“Oh, so it comes with strings, huh?”
“No,” she chuckled. “My heart doesn’t work that way.”
“I know.” Gabriel sobered quickly and wrapped his arms around her. “That’s just one of the reasons why you captured ours. You don’t play games, or try to act cute or coy. You’re honest in everything you do and in every relationship you have, Emily. I like that you don’t try to manipulate or string us along. You never have.”
“Gosh, what kind of women have the two of you been hanging around?!” she asked incredulously. But just as quickly as the question popped out, Emily raised a hand to silence them. “Forget I asked that. I don’t want to know.”
Both men chuckled and decided it was best not to delve into that part of their past. Better to let it all lie behind them.
Still, Noah turned and arched an eyebrow at her. The motion wasn’t lost on Emily and she angled her head at him.
“What?” she asked.
“Have you really never dated anyone else except that one guy in college? I mean, I know your granddad said on more than one occasion that he had to turn the boys away at the door on a weekly basis when you were in high school and just starting college.” Noah leaned his hip against the counter as he studied her face. 
“Well, they asked,” Emily said hesitantly and concentrated instead on moving her hands around in the water to stir the bubbles back to life. “I just didn’t reciprocate their feelings, so I always thought it best not to lead anyone on.”
“But you said yes to… What was his name?” Noah pressed on.
“Jonathan,” Emily sighed. “Look, I don’t want to talk about him. Okay?”
“One last question and I’ll let it drop. Well, make that two,” Noah amended himself.
“Go ahead,” she said and blew out a heavy breath. 
“First, how did things end with Jonathan? Amicable split or would he harbor any resentment that you ditched him?”
Gabriel knew now where Noah was headed with his line of questioning and he turned Emily slightly in his arms so both he and Noah could see her face. This was something that had to be addressed, but he had hoped to delve into it all later in the afternoon. After she had rested a bit longer. The dark circles under Emily’s eyes were still too pronounced for his liking.
“What makes you think I ditched him?” she asked and smirked at Noah.
“Come on, Em,” Noah scoffed. “No man or boy in his right mind would turn you away if he thought he had even a glimmer of hope with you.”
“Okay, okay,” Emily sighed again, this time with exaggerated flourish. “I agreed to go out with him, because he seemed sweet and I was lonely. I’d just found out Gram had terminal cancer and you guys weren’t in town. I was just… Well, lonely, like I said. I had several classes with Jonathan and he sensed that something was off with me. He asked if we could go out to dinner and it just went from there.”
“He never officially asked me if we could start a relationship or if I’d date him,” she said and quoted her last two words in the air with her fingers. “He was just there for me initially when I needed someone and he was kind. Always attentive, always a gentleman. But when I could feel him wanting something more, I began to pull away. He seemed to respect that, until one night…” she broke off and looked at her fingers instead of Noah or Gabriel.
“One night, what, Emily?” Gabriel asked in that quiet tone he used that sounded more like a warning than an actual whisper.
“One night,” she began again in a hesitant voice, “he took a detour before he brought me back home. He pulled over on the side of a dirt road and turned off his car. He told me he needed to talk with me. Jonathan said that he had never felt for another what he did for me. He said he could see a real future for the two of us, and he wanted to know if I did too.”
“Why is every hair on the back of my neck standing at attention right now?” Noah asked, his tone a dangerous one as well. He strode back over to the tub and sat on its edge again, needing to be closer to her.
Emily pursed her lips and looked away, but not before they saw the sheen of tears glistening in her eyes. Gabriel gently clasped her chin and he directed her eyes back to his.
“Tell us everything, Em,” he whispered.
She expelled a shaky breath, but Emily finally nodded and continued on. “I told Jonathan that I valued his friendship, but that I didn’t want anything more than that at the time.”
“And how did he take your refusal?” Gabriel asked.
“At first he nodded. But then he… He captured my face between his hands and forced a kiss. It wasn’t gentle by any means, and he proved much stronger than me,” Emily gasped, seeing clearly back into the frightening night. 
Gabriel looked over her head at Noah, and he saw the same rage in his eyes that he knew to be simmering in his own. Now he really wanted to take someone apart.
“The entire time he was kissing me, I was reaching behind me and searching for the door handle. As soon as he lifted his head to stare into my eyes, I opened it and took off. I’ve always been a fast runner, as you know, and I left the road, headed through the woods for home. I knew the lay of the land far better than he, and though I heard Jonathan calling me and crashing through the underbrush, he never got close to me.”
“I came out of the woods on Sullivan’s Road and, after running for what I’d guess was another ten minutes or so, I was spotted by Jasper and Andrew. They were cruising that road because they’d had reports of kids hitting mailboxes with baseball bats after dark. Only that night, they didn’t find rowdy teenagers, they found me.”
“Jasper and Andrew found you?” Noah asked in disbelief. Here was yet another glaring example of a frightening episode in Emily’s life that they had no knowledge of, and those deputies had never once breathed a word of her scare to him or to Gabriel. Noah didn’t know whether to respect their dedication to the job and her privacy, or strangle the two men once they returned home.
“They did,” Emily admitted and looked from Gabriel to Noah. “They immediately stopped their cruiser and got out to check me over. I was upset, but not hysterical. I told them what had gone on, and Jasper placed his jacket around me while Andrew called for another car to go over and see if Jonathan was still there.” 
“They never found him that night and after talking with my grandparents, we decided to file a statement but let it lie. But Jasper still came to campus with me for the next week to make sure Jonathan wasn’t going to cause any more problems. He left the day after and transferred to a university closer to his parents’ home in Virginia. I’ve never heard from him again.” 
“Emily, why didn’t you tell us about this?” Gabriel asked.
“What good would it have done?” Emily shrugged. “You were both overseas on duty. It’s not as if you could take leave and come track down some young man who forced a kiss one night.” 
“Back then, I was an overachieving seventeen-year-old who couldn’t wait to start college. Just eighteen when I met Jonathan. I was always slightly out of my element, because I was so wrapped up in my imagination, lost in my own little world at times. I had already published one book and had another two in the works. Sometimes, I didn’t see the forest for the trees. Or the bears that stalked through the woods,” she added sadly.
Emily’s shoulders slumped forward in defeat and silent tears tracked down her cheeks. “Maybe I still don’t,” she murmured.
“Em, don’t do that, honey,” Gabriel said, his voice clearly reflecting how much he ached for her. “Not one damn bit of that incident or this current situation is your fault.”
“I know that,” she muttered. 
She sounded so forlorn, that it made Gabriel lift her and settle Emily on his lap. He wrapped his arms around her, as if daring the rest of the world to hurt her in any way. He began to sweep his palm over Emily’s back, trying to infuse his warmth and reassurance into her.
“What’s your second question, Noah?” Emily asked.
His head snapped up and he focused on her with a fierce gaze that would have anyone else scurrying away. Emily only smiled sadly and reached for his hand. 
“Go ahead, Noah. I’m not going to break. I’m stronger than I look.”
“Yes, you are, baby. And don’t forget that. Hold onto it, you hear me?”
“I am.” She nodded slowly. “Go on. What do you need to know? If there’ve been any others who I’ve spurned or turned away? The Sheriff asked me all these questions and I had nothing to offer. I haven’t dated, because I was in love with the two of you. I haven’t slept with other men, I haven’t led anyone on, and I’ve never had another incident like the one I had with Jonathan. No deranged fan has ever approached me at a book signing and I’ve never had an argument with any other man. I’ve led a very solitary life.”
“Did you say all of that to the Sheriff?” Gabriel asked.
“Well, not in so many words, but basically, yes.” 
“Did you admit to him that you loved us? As in both of us, Emily?” Noah questioned.
“No, I’ve never admitted that to anyone except Gram. I think Tara knows, because she seems to be able to read my mind. But she’s never asked and I’ve never confessed my true feelings. Maybe a few of the other girls in our loose knit group have implied that I’m interested in one of you or the other, but never both. I don’t think people in our small town are wired to comprehend such a possibility yet.” 
“Besides,” Emily added, “the girls are far more vocal about their desires where the two of you are concerned, than they are thinking that I have feelings for you. I think they believe I’m oblivious where guys are concerned.”
“Who’s implied their interest?” Gabriel asked gruffly, zeroing in on her admission immediately.
“Gosh, I don’t know.” She shrugged. Emily ran a hand over her tired eyes and stared out of the window again. It promised a freedom that wasn’t hers yet. Freedom that was so close, but still not attainable. 
“Julie has always carried a torch for Noah, so has Becca. They like to quiz me on who he’s dating and are constantly asking if I’ll drop their name to get him interested. As if I’m the way to get in his bedroom door.”
“Lisa and Melanie both want you, Gabe. And then there’s Heather, who thinks that the two of you would be great one after the other. She doesn’t want long term, just a chance to have a night with each of you, and she doesn’t care who she starts with. I can honestly say that the only good thing about having a stalker, is that I’ve stopped attending the monthly girls’ night out session and I don’t have to listen to their crap anymore. I’ve grown quite sick of it over the years, believe me.”
“Becca? Ugh!” Noah grimaced and shivered from head to toe.
Emily splashed water out of the tub and the arc sprayed Noah across his chest. “All you heard was that?!” she gasped. 
“Watch it, Em,” he warned and grinned at her. “You don’t want to start that with me. I’ll finish it.”
“Melanie, huh?” Gabe asked, and pretended to think over the possibility as he stroked his chin.
“That’s it,” Emily huffed and began to struggle out of Gabe’s hold. “Let go of me.”
“Now why would I do that?” he chuckled.
“Because I asked you to,” Emily fired back, her ire clearly rising.
“No, you told me to,” Gabriel countered. “You never asked. Big difference.”
“Gabriel, would you please let me go?” she asked through clenched teeth.
“Ask me nicely and give me a kiss. And then maybe I’ll consider it.”
“Absolute, rotten…” she spluttered until Gabriel’s lips descended on hers and crushed her litany of insults. He held Emily’s face in his hands and chuckled as she yielded to him within seconds. Even as irritated as she was, she had no desire to fight him. Never had, never would. Gabriel would stake his life on that guarantee any day.
His mouth slanted over hers again and again, while his tongue thrust deep to duel with hers. Gabriel felt Emily’s hands uncurl from the tight balls she’d held them in against his chest, and then her fingers began to feather across his skin, petting and stroking him ever so gently. He angled her head in his hands and took everything she had to offer and then he felt her hands settle atop his shoulders, clinging to him and drawing him closer. Her nipples brushed across his skin, making him growl low in his throat.
He rested his forehead on hers when he broke away, both of them gasping for breath after the heated rush.
“Now,” Gabriel paused and drug in a deep breath, “you tell me if you really think I give a damn what Melanie or any other woman wants. You’re it, Emily. You and no other. Say it. Now.”
“I’m yours and you’re mine,” she breathed. Emily opened her eyes and stared at him, his blue eyes so very close to her own. “Yours and Noah’s.”
“Damn straight,” Gabriel growled and kissed her again. With this embrace he was slower, more patient. He wooed and sipped at her lips until she moved to sit astride his lap. The water sloshed against the tub’s side as she repositioned herself, but Gabe’s fingers wrapped around her trim waist and held her steady.
Emily cupped his face and she pulled back ever so slowly. She caressed Gabriel’s skin and stared into his eyes, imploring him to listen to her.
“I do love you both, so very much. And no matter what happens in the future, no matter what people think of me or of us, I won’t let petty comments tear us apart. I know how people can be. And if our small town can’t handle us as we will be, as we are now, then I want to live somewhere else. But I won’t let trivial, slanderous gossip destroy something so beautiful. Do you both feel the same? Would you move, if it made being together easier?”
“Without a doubt, Em,” Gabriel answered in the next breath. “I told you last night that I didn’t give a fuck where we lay our heads, and I mean that.”
“As do I,” Noah agreed. “Home is where the heart is, Emily, and you are our heart. So, big city or small town, I don’t care. As long as you’re there, I’m good.”
She smiled at Noah and then leaned forward to rest her head on Gabriel’s shoulder. His hands roamed over her back and he felt her sigh and melt a little further into their embrace. He kissed her hair and stared at Noah while he thought through everything she’d shared with them. It was a lot to take in and sort through. A lot of names mentioned, and not one that Gabriel was willing to ignore as a potential perpetrator.
“I’m tired,” Emily muttered against his skin. “Can I take a nap with you both? It would make me feel safer, if you don’t mind.”
“Honey, why would we mind holding you while you tried to catch up on your sleep? Hmmm?” Gabriel asked. He swept her hair back from her face and peered down at her. “That’s what we’re here for. To take care of you, always.”
“Come on and let Noah help you stand. We’ll dry off and then snuggle down on the bed together. He and I can shave later.”
“Okay,” she mumbled, her energy clearly flagging now.
Noah wasted no more time. He stood and leaned over her, helping Gabriel hoist Emily to her feet. Noah lifted her out of the tub and placed her on a plush, green bathmat, while Gabriel stood behind them. Emily watched from the corner of her eye as the water sluiced down his toned and muscular body. She turned and stared unabashedly at Gabriel’s physique while Noah began to dry her skin.
“Like what you see?” Gabriel played. He arched an eyebrow and reached for a towel. He never took his eyes off of Emily while he removed the moisture from his body. 
“You know I do.” She grinned. “You both remind me of the old Grecian warriors. You’re beautiful.”
“We’re guys, Emily,” Noah rumbled. “We don’t do beautiful. Handsome, rugged, sexy even. But not beautiful. That just makes us sound pretty.” He narrowed his eyes at her, but Emily could see the glint there telling her he was only teasing.
She smiled slowly in understanding and patted his chest. “Whatever you say, Noah.” Emily kissed his chin and then she stepped away and headed for the bedroom. 
She decided to skip clothing and instead slid under the covers before the guys could join her. She had not been kidding when she’d admitted she was tired. It was all finally catching up with her and Emily felt a real crash coming on. The kind she had when she pulled a series of all-nighters in school. When she combined studying with writing, until she finally gave out of steam. 
The bed dipped behind her and Emily felt herself pulled into Noah’s arms. His semi-erect cock brushed against her backside and she smiled over the fact that he’d decided to leave his clothes behind too. Gabriel slid into bed in front of her, and Noah relinquished her momentarily so Gabe could snuggle her. He too was naked, and Emily kissed the skin above his heart as he held her there. 
She moved back over to the middle of the bed and felt four hands touch her. They stroked her skin, avoiding her nipples and intimate flesh below. Nothing that would excite or arouse her, but only touches that would soothe and calm her. Within minutes she drifted off, feeling whole and safe in their arms. 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 16
 
 
Noah watched Emily fall asleep, her breathing evening out and her facial features relaxing as she let them carry the load for a while. He reached out and lifted the lock of hair that had fallen over her left cheek. Gently, he moved it off of her face and let it fall back against the pillowcase.
She looked so damned fragile right now and he couldn’t help but wonder if he and Gabriel hadn’t contributed to some of the stress she was under. Emily’s parents weren’t there for her after their untimely demise, nor were her grandparents after their illnesses. Other than her few friends, she was utterly and wholly alone. And she’d finally confessed how she had longed for their love, but resigned herself to never having anything more than friendship with him or Gabriel.
Emily hadn’t told them about Jonathan, and she hadn’t uttered a word about this stalker when they’d called her over the last two months. She hadn’t really confided in them when she had needed them most. And Noah knew that her reluctance to share her burdens was truly his fault. His and Gabe’s. They should have told her sooner that she was the only woman they had ever or would ever give their hearts to. 
So much time wasted, and too many opportunities for others to see her as an easy mark. She’d had nobody to defend her, and his gut churned on the acid that built up from the realization that someone out there had hopes of making Emily theirs. A growl almost escaped his lips at the thought of anyone forcing such a thing on her. On the one who was his very heart. 
“Noah,” Gabriel whispered, drawing him away from his self-castigation. 
He glanced over her body and stared at Gabe, and watched him slowly shake his head.
“Don’t do that to yourself, man,” Gabe said heavily, as though he was right there with Noah, thinking along the same lines. Gabriel moved his elbow under him and propped his head in his hand. Noah did the same, so they could talk softly while Emily slept.
“If we’d just told her how we feel sooner, Gabe,” Noah sighed and glanced back down at Emily before he refocused on Gabriel.
“We can’t go back and change things, so let that shit go now,” Gabriel softly commanded. “It serves no purpose and it’ll only tear you down. Not what Em needs from us right now. We need to be on top of our game if we’re going to keep her safe.”
“I know, I know.” Noah nodded and blew out a frustrated breath. “I want to track down this Jonathan character and I want to see a copy of the report Em and her granddad filed about him. Why didn’t Jasper or Andrew mention this to us when we sat talking about the stalker in her house? Hell, why didn’t the sheriff say something?”
“It’s possible they’ve already investigated that angle and they’ve eliminated Jonathan as a probable suspect, or they’ve decided he’s not applicable to the current situation at all. I want to call Braden and Ross, get them started tracking him down. Then I want to call Sheriff Strauss and have him fax Kaden and Garrett the report Em filed six years ago. And whenever Emily wakes up, we need to take her back through the photos we scanned in, and help her think logically about who might have been near her during some of the initial pictures – when her guard was completely down and she wasn’t looking for a pervert behind every shadow that crossed her path.”
“Yeah,” Noah muttered. He scrubbed a hand across his face and let it rest on Emily’s stomach. He watched her for a few moments, hating that the impending conversation had to happen at all. 
“It’ll be all right, Noah,” Gabriel encouraged him. “None of this will be easy, for her or for us, but at least now Emily won’t face another minute of this madness alone. We’re going to be there every step of the way and our guys won’t let anyone through our line. It’s solid, just like we are. You, me, and Em.”
“You know, I’ve never really said this, but I’m grateful for your friendship, Gabe. Always have been, always will be. We make a good team. And you’re right, you and I can do this. We can protect her.”
“Of course, we can.” Gabriel smiled. “We’ve been through too much to fall apart over this case. Now, let me slide out of here and make those calls while you keep her warm. You called Garrett last night, so it’s my turn.”
“Thanks.” Noah settled back down and placed his head next to Emily’s, rather than pull her into his arms and wake her. He kept an arm over her waist though, hoping his nearness would infuse some warmth into Emily’s pale skin.
 
Gabriel slowly slid out of the bed and stepped into his jeans. He headed first to the spare bedroom for their laptop and then he carried it and their satellite phone to the kitchen’s small bar. He found an outlet at the end of the cabinet and got the computer set up. And while he waited for it to start up, he called Ross.
The line only rang one time before Ross answered, almost singing his hello into the phone. Gabriel held it away from his ear and grimaced. This was Ross. Always so damn cheerful, trying to keep the team’s spirits up by joking and kidding, keeping their minds distracted from the depravity they had to witness. But occasionally it raked across Gabe’s last nerve.
“Sorry, man,” Ross chuckled. “I know I can pull this shit with Noah, but not with you so much. How are things in the secluded little cabin, or is that off limits too?”
“Ross,” Gabriel sighed and shook his head. Ross was still baiting him, and it made Gabe chuckle a little, despite himself. “You can say whatever you want around me, you know that.”
“I do,” Ross replied, his smile heard clearly in his voice. “You ready for an update?”
“Yeah, and I also need to have you and Braden track down a young man who once got a little too hands-on with Em. She filed a report against him, but she doesn’t know his current whereabouts.”
“What did the little prick do to her?” Ross demanded, all jesting put aside now. 
Gabe could put up with Ross’s banter, because when the shit hit the fan he was all business and an expert marksman. Someone you definitely wanted on your team when things got dicey.
“She says he forced a rather aggressive kiss on her, but she got away before he could do more. On a secluded, rural dirt road, I might add,” Gabriel grumbled.
“With no witnesses for miles around, I’m sure,” Ross bit out. “It will be my pleasure to track the bastard down. You know his full name?”
“No, but I’m going to call the sheriff and have him fax it to me.”
“No need for that. I can get it,” Braden chimed in. “Ross has you on speaker by the way.”
“All right,” Gabe smirked. He propped his phone between his ear and shoulder while he typed in his login information. The secure FBI issue laptop finished coming to life, his home screen appearing on the display.
“When did this happen, and was it in Whitford Falls?” Braden asked.
Gabe could hear the clatter in the background and he knew Braden’s fingers were flying across his keyboard.
“Yes, it happened back home and I would say it took place about six years ago. Em said this kid’s name is Jonathan. I know she went out with him a few times during her sophomore year in college, and that would have put her at eighteen years of age. She said Jonathan moved back in with his family in Virginia right after the incident, and she’s never heard from him again.”
“Shithead,” Braden muttered under his breath.
“Tell us how you really feel there, Braden,” Ross laughed. “Use those big words!” There was a distinct sound of a hand whacking someone across their back, and Gabriel could just picture Ross standing over Braden and landing the blow.
“Are you two finished?” Gabe asked dryly.
“We’re good,” Ross said indulgently. 
“I’ve already hacked into the sheriff department’s database yesterday, with a warrant I might add, so this won’t take but just another minute,” Braden reassured him.
“Well, while he does that, let me give you the interesting news from home,” Ross offered, sounding a little too smug for Gabe’s liking. “You know Lawton and Ethan headed to your house, intent on covering things on the home front. They were also hoping to poke the bear a bit and let this stalker know Emily has more than just the two of you looking out for her.”
“And?” Gabriel drawled out slowly. All of this was known to him, but he knew Ross liked to draw out the suspense.
“And, two pretty little southern belles came to your door within an hour of each other. Both bearing casseroles and both wondering where in the world you and Noah were. Lawton said one of them looked simply crestfallen when he told her you were still on assignment and just letting some of your friends crash there for a while.”
“Are you shitting me?!” Gabriel was flabbergasted that any woman would be so forward, much less two.
“I shit you not,” Ross said with an obvious smile sounding in his voice.
“Did he get names?” Gabe asked. Would they be some of the women Emily had named, he wondered?
“Of course,” Ross chuckled, “and their numbers. First one was named Heather and the second was named Becca. And would you believe that little Heather actually offered to stay and help Lawton heat up the casserole, afraid the big guy wouldn’t be able to operate an oven?”
“God,” Gabe sighed and shook his head. “Noah quizzed Emily a little today and she admitted that there’s a bit of interest in Noah and me amongst her friends. But she’s never given it any attention, just ignored them over the years.”
“Well, Ethan said this Heather is a pushy bit of goods. Said she didn’t like hearing no from Lawton and continued to look for ways to stay.”
“Hmmm,” Gabriel grunted. It was all he could muster. He hadn’t really ever noticed Heather when he attended large-scale gatherings back home. He thought she had light brown hair, but couldn’t be sure.
“Got him,” Braden piped up. “His name is Jonathan Elliott Dixon, and he is two years older than Emily. He lives in Roanoke, Virginia with his parents still, helps his dad run their hardware store, and he’s single.”
“Are you looking at his online profile?” Gabriel chuckled.
“Yep. He’s tall, relatively thin, with blondish brown hair and brown eyes. Looks like the all-American kid. Just as most predators do,” Braden sighed. “Says here he likes to hike and spend time outdoors. And that his fondest memories are of his first few years of college, and the one who got away.”
“No way!” Ross said in disbelief. “He actually posted that shit online?”
“He did, indeed,” Braden confirmed.
“Well, it’s one thing to have memories or even fantasies. It’s quite another thing all together to act on them. And we need to know if Jonathan is still fixated enough on Emily to seek her out after all these years. Maybe send her a photo or two,” Gabriel said, ready to move the guys along.
“Gotcha,” Braden quipped. “I’m sending the original report Emily filed to your email. You should have access to it… now. And I’m giving you a link to Jonathan’s profile page, so you can see him as well. It looks like two of the deputies you mentioned are listed here as part of what went down that night.”
“Yes, she said Jasper and Andrew were the two who found her on a different dirt road. Emily ran through the woods to get away from Jonathan and ended up there.” Gabe brought up the two separate files, wanting to read the report along with them. “I see it now.”
“Um, well this lists Andrew and a guy named William, not Jasper. Could she have been so upset that she got their names mixed up?” Braden asked hesitantly.
“No, Em wouldn’t mix something like that up,” Gabe answered quickly. “Those deputies are only a few years older than she, and Em would have known them well from school and around town. The town’s not that big. She even told us that she was upset that night, but not hysterical. She said she kept her wits about her so she could get away from Jonathan unscathed.”
“Just another reason I love your girl,” Ross praised. “She did good both that night from the looks of this report and with the current situation. She’s careful.”
“Yes, she is,” Gabriel nodded. He skimmed the report, finding it read just like the accounting Emily had given earlier. But the change in deputies gave him significant pause. “Braden, can you tell if this report was tampered with in any way?”
“I can,” he said proudly. “Give me just a little time on that, though.”
“Of course. Get me a list of all the deputies from six years ago while you’re at it, and the current roster so we can compare. Look for overlaps.” 
“Yep,” was all Braden would say. Gabe knew he was already working on it, and Braden’s short answers were commonplace amongst the group. Nothing to take offense over.
“I’m going for now, but Noah and I will call you guys back in a few hours. Emily’s asleep right now, and whenever she wakes up, we’ll go over the photos the perp sent her and see what we can help her uncover. Once that happens, we’ll touch base again.” 
“Don’t wake her up to question her, Gabriel,” Ross sighed. “Let her rest for as long as she can, man. All of this has got to have taken its toll, and we’ve got you guys covered, so there’s no rush.”
“I think I just said whenever she wakes up. But thank you for telling me how to take care of Emily. I’ll be sure to do just that.” Gabriel couldn’t keep the sarcasm from his voice, though to his credit, he did try.
“Give him one of your big words, Braden,” Ross said in pure devilment.
“I’m going to give you one of my words,” Braden shot back at him.
“Thanks, guys. Talk to you later.” Gabriel ended the call and placed his phone on the counter next to him. He sat at the bar for a few more minutes going through the old report and Jonathan’s social media webpage. Nothing about the police file looked odd or out of place, but the name swap bothered Gabriel deeply. 
And just looking at good old Jonathan made his blood boil. He appeared to be Mr. Normal. Looked like the kind of guy any family would welcome through their front door and be happy to see their daughter dating. Whether he would have let Emily go that night without further molestation or not was anyone’s guess. But the fact that she had told him she didn’t want a relationship with him, and then Jonathan had forced his lips on hers, was enough for Gabriel to classify him as an offender. One he would be having a chat with, one way or another.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 17
 
 
Gabriel quietly settled back next to Emily, happy to see that she still slept. Noah arched an eyebrow, ready for an update on anything that he’d gleaned while in the other room. In soft, muted tones, Gabriel related everything Ross and Braden had shared. Noah’s reaction to the change of names was the same as his had been. He pushed up on his elbow and stared at Gabe in disbelief.
“That makes absolutely no sense,” Noah muttered. “Could Jasper’s legal name be William? Maybe Jasper is his middle name?”
“Maybe,” Gabriel shrugged. “Braden’s looking into it for us. If it can be found, he’ll ferret it out.”
“Well, now I’m wondering why Jasper would not want to be tied back to that night. If he was there as her rescuer, he would have been seen in a positive light.”
“Mmmm-hmmm,” Gabriel murmured.
Noah glanced over and saw that Gabe’s focus was solely on Emily. He had lowered himself down and was staring intently at her, and only her. Noah decided to leave it for now and he stretched back out. He put a hand behind his head and stared at the ceiling, going through everything Gabe had said, his mind racing to find answers.
“Is there even a William on the force back home?” Noah asked before he could stop himself.
“Honestly, I’m not sure,” Gabriel answered. “We’ve been in and out of town so much over the last decade, that I wouldn’t know.”
A few minutes of silence passed while they both stayed lost in their mental ramblings. Noah ran a hand over his abdomen absentmindedly and then turned towards Emily. It was automatic to reach out for her, and he found that Gabriel’s arm was already draped over her waist. Noah just scooted down a bit and let his arm fall over her upper legs. 
He closed his eyes and inhaled her scent, drawing it deep into his lungs. She did smell like sugar and honey, just as Gabe had said. That thought led to another, and he opened his eyes and whispered Gabriel’s name. Gabe cracked his eyes back open and peered down at him.
“Heather and Becca actually came to our house?”
Gabriel nodded, but said nothing. 
“Don’t you think it’s strange that of all the times for them to think we’re really available, it would be when Emily is out of town? As in, maybe she left for good, or for an extended trip? They’ve never been so forward or brazen before. Why now? What’s changed?”
“Good questions to ask,” Gabriel nodded. “And I don’t know. Yet,” he qualified.
Noah nodded in return and fell silent. His mind was on overdrive, and he knew it would be a while before he could sleep. But he also knew Emily was beyond exhausted and she desperately needed the rest. So, he closed his eyes and let his mind work while she slumbered against him. Noah smiled, thinking he could get used to working this way, with her soft, naked body molded to his.
 
Just as Emily had thought, her body and mind were long overdue for a crash. She sporadically felt herself surfacing from her dreams. Dreams that were haunted and fragmented. Broken little snippets of all the times she’d felt afraid or hunted over the last two months. But just as she would start to become more alert, warm hands would smooth over her skin and she’d go back under.
Somehow, even in this disconnected state, Emily knew that Gabriel and Noah were on either side of her. From time to time she heard them talking to each other in low tones, and at others, she registered their deep, even breathing close to her ears. They were keeping their promise and making sure she felt safe. Safe enough to let go and really rest for a change.
But eventually, her dreams turned to Jonathan. Emily saw his youthful face again, even though she’d put him from her thoughts years ago. She remembered the alarm she’d experienced that night when he pulled over on the dirt road and cut his engine off. She knew girls had always bragged about ‘parking’ with boys throughout her high school days, but it was not an activity Emily had ever participated in. There were only two young men she had wanted to touch her, and during those years, Noah and Gabriel had not been in Whitford Falls much.
Still, the moment Jonathan clasped her face in his palms and held her to him were some of the most harrowing of her young life. Her mind replayed that night in vivid detail. Emily felt tears streaming down her face and she began to run as fast as her legs would carry her. She heard her name called, and she poured on the speed, determined that Jonathan would never catch her.
 
Gabriel came awake with a start and he knew that something was very wrong. Noah sat up just as he did and quickly switched on his bedside lamp. Gabe glanced around, seeing that the room was cast in darkness and that the day had gone by while they rested. He looked down at Emily and saw then why they had awakened so abruptly.
She was crying and fighting with the sheet, kicking as though she was running from something or someone in her dreams. And after their conversation in the tub, Gabriel thought he knew who was after her. 
“Get her legs, Noah,” Gabe mumbled. He had no liking for this, but it had to be done. He reached for her face while Noah clasped his hands over her calves. Together, they gently held Emily in place, but her struggle increased.
“No,” she whimpered, her tears streaming down her cheeks.
“Emily!” Gabe said in an elevated voice. “Open your eyes for me and Noah, now,” he commanded, his voice calm, yet firm. “You’re safe, honey, I swear it.” He lifted a hand and swept it over her hair, trying to soothe her while she fought against her demons.
Emily shook her head, still resisting them. Noah leaned down and whispered directly in her ear that he loved her. He kissed her skin there and pulled away just as her eyes fluttered open. There was so much fright and hurt there, that he dropped his hold on her legs and reached for her cheek. The one Gabe had released when he’d begun to stroke her hair. 
“Hey, baby, it’s us,” Noah crooned. “See? Nobody else, just me and Gabe here. You’re safe, I swear it.”
“Em, just breathe slowly,” Gabriel instructed. “In and out.” He continued to glide a hand over her hair while his other wiped her tears away. 
Emily rolled to her side and buried her face against Gabriel’s chest. She sobbed against him, her entire body shaking from the force of her tears. Gabriel wrapped both his arms around her and slowly rubbed his chin across the top of her head.
“Get it all out, Em,” he murmured. He angled his head and pressed his lips to her hair, riding out the storm with her.
“I’m sorry,” she mumbled, her voice hitching and breaking around her tears.
“Shhh, baby,” Noah reassured her. “There is no need for an apology, Em.” He stroked her back in a slow sweeping path. It was as much for him as it was for her, he admitted, because he needed to comfort her. Most desperately.
Emily reached behind her, blindly searching for Noah. Gabe released her from his tight hold and instead let Emily settle her body flush against them both. Noah spooned her back while Gabe molded himself to her front. He cupped her cheek and used his fingers to wipe the moisture that continued to trickle from her eyes.
“It’s dark now?” she asked, still trying to orient herself.
“It is,” Gabriel answered. “Other than that last bad dream, you seemed to soak up the rest today. And we’re glad you did, because you clearly needed it.”
She nodded and lifted a hand to touch his face. Emily ran her fingertips over his pronounced stubble. A few more days and Gabe would have a short beard, she thought, her mind straying to safer topics for now. He leaned into her touch and the motion made her smile.
“I love you, Gabriel.” Emily moved to kiss him, her lips brushing softly over his. Then she turned and did the same for Noah, pledging her love before touching her lips to his.
“Do that again,” Noah prompted her. The simple kiss she had given him was just not enough in the moment. 
“Okay.” She chuckled as she matched her lips to his. Emily felt Noah’s fingers wrap around her waist and he brought her flush against his body, his erection clearly evident as it pressed into her belly. She gasped when she felt it twitch against her, and Noah’s tongue swept into her mouth as her lips parted. 
He plundered the depths of her mouth, but as soon as he lifted his head, Gabriel curled his hand around her shoulder and rolled her back towards him. His mouth descended on hers in a heated rush, forceful, yet so very gentle. Emily moaned as he ran his tongue over hers, exploring and tasting her over and over again.
For several minutes they alternated their kisses. Noah would hold her and kiss her passionately while Gabriel’s hands wandered over her skin, his thumbs stroking her nipples to life. And then Gabe would claim her lips while Noah’s adept fingers sought out her most intimate flesh.
“I need more,” Emily panted as Gabriel reclaimed her lips.
“What do you need, baby?” Noah asked and grazed her shoulder with his teeth. “You’ve got to know we’ll give you anything.”
“I can’t chose. I just know that I want you. Want you both. I trust you, just love me. Please?” she whimpered, unable to conjure a scenario that would lead to their mutual fulfillment in the moment. Emily only knew they had lit her on fire within, and now she was burning for them. For them both. 
“Let’s go slow, here,” Gabriel said, his voice low, commanding, and oh so compelling to her ears. “You can take us both. But we need to make sure we don’t hurt you in any way, Em. That’s not an option when we’re loving you.”
“I want you both,” she said again. Her voice sounded almost pleading, but Emily didn’t care. She’d do anything to love them both. And the thought of taking both men into her body excited and terrified her in equal parts.
“I’ll be right back,” Noah murmured against her shoulder. He gave her a lingering kiss there, his tongue sliding along her skin and making her shiver.
The bed dipped behind her as Noah rolled away. But Gabriel gave her another deep kiss that had her sucking air through her nose, because he would not relent. Again and again his mouth slanted over hers until she was lost to him. Utterly and completely his to do with as he pleased.
Noah rejoined them and his hands immediately began to caress and knead her backside. She felt one of his fingers slip between her cheeks and then he started massaging her tight entrance. It was instinct to clinch, but she tried to make herself relax as she had that morning when they’d played together.
“Remember, Emily, just relax and let it happen,” Gabriel coaxed her. “We’ll go slow and be gentle. If something hurts, tell us.” 
He moved his mouth down the column of her throat, kissing and nipping until she grasped his shoulders, desperate to find purchase somewhere. He lifted one of her legs and hoisted it over his waist, giving Noah easier access to her tiny rosette. But the motion also allowed his erection to brush over her clit again and again, until Emily was whimpering from the sensations. 
Gabriel slid a finger into her moist sheath just as cool gel spread over her anus. Noah slowly penetrated the ring, waiting for Emily to exhale before he moved further inside. Gabe added a second finger to her pussy and Emily thought she would come apart right then and there. How was she supposed to take their cocks at the same time? There was no way it could work, and her fear of possible pain began to overshadow the passion they’d built between them.
“What’s the matter, baby?” Noah asked against her ear. “I can feel you trembling.”
“I’m scared this is going to hurt too much,” she confessed. Though she’d begged for both of them to love her, Emily was also not able to lie to them.
“No,” Noah assured her, “not if we’re careful. And we will be. Just relax and trust us. We’ve got all the time in the world to make this happen.”
“Okay, I’ll try,” she nodded.
“Kiss me, Em,” Gabe directed her, leaning in to seal his lips over hers.
Again he began to stoke the fires within, with his mouth on hers and with his fingers deep inside her. He added a third to her channel just as Noah plunged two into her core. Emily cried out and clutched at Gabriel’s shoulders, as the pressure built substantially within her abdomen. Gabe’s fingers curled forward and she felt a rush of fluid coat her vagina and make his movements easier.
“Yes,” Gabriel growled and bit her neck a little harder than he had before. Emily yelped, but felt his tongue lave over the spot in the next instant, taking the sting away.
“She’s ready, Noah,” he said, already moving to fit his cock to her opening. Slowly, Gabriel penetrated her while he stared into her eyes. Whatever soreness she’d experienced that morning was forgotten as Emily felt her very soul meld with his. He nodded his head and then buried himself to the hilt, causing them both to cry out.
Gabriel rolled then, taking Emily with him and placing her atop his body. He clasped her waist and rocked his hips upward, completely filling her in one swift movement. Emily placed her hands on his chest to steady herself, as Gabe arched up into her heat again. Again he moved within her, lost in the bliss of the moment.
Noah moved behind her, the bed dipping again as he positioned himself. She felt his hand glide down her spine and then across her buttocks. Gabriel stilled his movements deep within her, and he ran his hands up her body until he cupped her face.
“Lean towards me, Emily,” he said as he pulled her forward. “Slow and easy here, honey. Do as Noah tells you.”
She nodded as more cool gel was spread over her tight rosette. Noah’s fingers continued to tease and enter her, one and then two at a time. He wiped his hand on a cloth he’d brought with him and then she felt the blunt head of his cock pressing against her.
“Exhale now, Em,” Noah said, and she could hear the tension in his voice. But then there was pressure, incredible pressure unlike anything she had experienced with them thus far. “Easy,” he crooned and pressed in a little more. “Bear down, like you’re trying to push me out.”
He continued to nudge his way in, using slow, short thrusts to gain depth within her last virgin passage. She felt her entire body tremble as the final bit of resistance gave way and he popped past some barrier that she was unaware of. Noah grasped her waist and glided into her body until his pelvis met her ass.
“Oh. My. Word!” Emily gasped. She truly shook all over now, so full that she dared not take another breath for fear of bursting into a million pieces.
Neither man moved, they just caressed and stroked her body, giving Emily time to adjust to the new sensations. But there was so much to process that she continued to tremble and drag ragged breaths into her lungs.
“Emily, open your eyes and look at me,” Gabriel called to her.
Her violet eyes flashed open and immediately found his. 
“Hey, there.” He grinned and ran a hand over her cheek. It glided up into her hair and he tucked it behind her ear so he could better see her. “This is new for us too, Em, so we all have to take it nice and slow. Noah’s going to move, and then I am. We’ll find our rhythm together, here. One stroke at a time.”
“Yes,” she sighed and smiled down at him. “Together.” 
Emily turned her face to kiss the inside of Gabe’s palm just as Noah began a slow glide backwards. His length drug across her super-sensitive tissues, but also across the thin barrier separating his cock from Gabriel’s. Emily and Gabe let out a loud moan that had Noah feeling the vibrations along his entire shaft. He groaned in tandem with them, the pleasure more than he had anticipated. 
“Did you guys feel that?” Noah asked in a hoarse whisper.
“Yes!” Emily and Gabriel answered together.
“I’m gonna pull back as you glide in, Noah,” Gabriel managed to say. He was barely holding on, but determined not to let this end within the first few seconds of such an amazing experience. Who knew the pressure within her, as they both filled her, would also get to him?
Noah’s hands moved higher on Emily’s body until they gently curled around her shoulders. Gabe let his hands fall back to her waist, and then he lifted her while Noah tunneled his way back in. And when he retreated, Gabriel sank into her moist heat, feeling the incredible tightness hug and clench his cock as though it were a hungry fist. On and on it went, until they were all mindless to the newfound pleasure.
“Emily, baby, you have me right on the edge,” Noah panted. He pulled her back on his cock and seated himself to the hilt. She cried out, as did he, and then he reluctantly retreated, making way for Gabriel. He just wanted to stay buried deep inside her. Never had he felt anything like this. Never.
“I’m on the edge with you,” she said as she rocked her hips forward. The motion drug Noah with her as she took more of Gabriel’s thick length inside.
“Oh, there it is again!” Noah hissed through clenched teeth.
“Let’s try going together,” Gabriel said as he pulled Emily’s face down to his. Gabe surged his hips upwards just as his tongue thrust deep within her mouth. Noah pressed inward and that was when Gabriel felt the first spasms of Emily’s pussy fluttering around his dick. She was unraveling, and he was all too happy to go with her.
He and Noah retreated and then plunged deep within her body. Emily’s face creased in either bliss or agony, and Gabriel prayed it was the former. But then she screamed their names and began to buck uncontrollably between them, and he knew it was pleasure she’d found and not pain. Gabriel felt his balls draw up and then his own release raced up his cock, exploding in such a rush that his eyes rolled back in his head. 
Noah felt them both orgasm and he could no longer hold on. His hips moved of their own accord until he felt one thick burst of his come after another fill her passage. He pulled back and watched as a trail of his semen seeped from Emily’s opening, and the sight made him tunnel back inside, desperate to feel her clenching him again.
Emily collapsed against Gabriel and she felt Noah come with her. He blanketed her completely, and she wondered how Gabe was breathing under their combined weight. But any further movement was not an option, because she was sure her legs no longer worked at all. For that matter, her entire body had gone limp, and Emily knew that they would have to help her move if she were going to leave the bed that night. 
Noah managed to place his hands down on the mattress and push himself up a bit. Gabriel groaned when he removed some of his weight from the pile they’d made, and Noah chuckled. He ran his lips across Emily’s back, watching her continue to quake and shiver under him. It gave him such a head rush to know that he was partly responsible for taking her to those heights.
“Emily, I’m going to pull out slow and gentle,” he said and kissed the side of her face. “Just exhale for me. Now,” Noah instructed and pulled the last of his length from her core. She trembled and he smoothed his hand over her backside to reassure her. “That was beyond amazing, Em,” he said reverently. 
“For me too,” she sighed. Her eyes stayed closed as Noah fell onto his back at their side. Gabriel wrapped his arms around her, trying to keep Emily warm as she lost Noah’s heat behind her.
“I don’t even have words that can come close to describing that,” Gabe confessed. He chuckled softly and nuzzled the top of her head with his chin. “Nor can I believe how easily that came to us. We will definitely be doing that again. But next time, I want your ass.”
“Gabe!” she gasped.
“What?” He laughed a little louder and turned his head towards Noah. “Is she blushing against me? I can’t see her face.”
“Oh, yeah,” Noah smirked. “Bright pink.” He reached out a hand and caressed the right cheek of her bottom. “We’ll get to a point where the words aren’t so embarrassing. Right, Em?”
“Hmmm, I’ll try,” she hummed. “That feels good.”
“Feels good to me, too. I swear there were times when I’d see you in a bikini or your little jogging shorts, and my mouth would water when I’d look at your ass.” Noah gave her butt a playful squeeze that made her squirm. Gabe groaned and it was then Noah remembered he was still embedded inside her. 
“Sorry,” he chuckled, by way of an apology. Noah didn’t really think Gabriel minded Emily squirming on his dick a whole hell of a lot, though.
“I like your… backsides too,” Emily mumbled.
“Can’t say ass, can you?” Noah teased. He watched her skin flush even more, and he worked his hand over her plump flesh in a more concentrated massage. He saw her flinch and he eased up immediately. “Are you too sore, Emily? I didn’t hurt you, did I?”
“No, Noah, you didn’t hurt me,” she said and lifted her head to see him better. “Neither of you did. There was a little pain in the beginning, but it disappeared quickly and became something else entirely.”
“Tell us,” Gabe said in a gruff voice.
Emily stacked a palm under her chin and peered down at him. She lifted her other hand and smoothed his dark bangs off of his sweaty forehead. Her fingers trailed over his skin there, tracing the faint lines that appeared when he was deep in thought.
“When Noah first came inside me, it burned and hurt a little. Kind of like last night as things stretched to accommodate him. And with every movement he made, it was like a thousand nerve endings were singing, overwhelming me. But when you both moved inside me, I felt as if my entire abdomen was full and it was unbelievable. I could feel you rubbing against one another and it just made me come unglued.”
Emily looked from Gabriel to Noah, wondering if she should ask the question that was burning through her mind. 
“Ask what you want to ask, baby,” Noah said with a lazy smile.
She smiled ruefully in return. The fact that they all knew one another so well made these conversations feasible. Made letting go possible for her.
“I was thinking, that if I could feel you moving against each other, then certainly you could too. Did it bother either of you?”
“Um, no,” Noah laughed.
“Not in the slightest,” Gabe answered just as quickly. “I did say we would be doing this again, so there’s no problem on my end.”
“Wow,” she whispered in true wonder.
“Em, I don’t know what else to tell you.” Noah shrugged. “It felt damn good. You are tight everywhere. Add to that snugness, Gabe pressing in and making you even tighter… Well, the friction was unbelievable. Every time he moved I thought I was going to come. So, yeah, I’ll want to experience that again. And again, and again…” He trailed off when she reached out to swat his chest. Noah simply captured her hand and held it to his heart. 
“Yep, to everything he just said,” Gabriel muttered.
“Tired there, Gabe?” Noah asked and arched an eyebrow at him.
“Oh, like you’re not?” he shot back.
Emily chuckled and laid her cheek against his chest again. “I love you, both.”
Gabriel squeezed her while Noah patted her backside. “We love you too, honey.” 
“So much, baby.” Noah grinned at her sleepy face, and felt his heart warm through and through. Yeah, he told himself, he was ecstatic that he’d forced Gabriel to admit that he wanted Emily too. Because now, all three of them could reap the rewards for the rest of their lives, and their friendship did not have to come to an end because she was with only one of them.
“I’m hungry, but I really don’t think my body works anymore,” Emily confessed. “Certainly not my legs.”
“That’s what you’ve got us for,” Gabe said and ran his hands over the smooth skin on her back. “We’ll carry you wherever you want to go.”
“I like that,” Emily sighed and burrowed against him.
“I think a long, warm soak is in order for you,” Noah professed. “You take that bath with Gabe that got interrupted earlier, while I hop in the shower. Then I’ll get supper started and have it ready by the time you’re both done.”
“Thank you, Noah. That’s so sweet of you,” Emily said, reaching out to touch him again.
“Least I can do. You cooked last night and he did this morning.”
“I also like that we can all cook. It’ll make chores so much easier to manage.”
“No,” Gabe scolded. “No talk of chores while I’m still inside you. We’ll get to all that crap later. Right now, I just want to concentrate on us getting to know each other intimately. Holding and touching one another like I’ve wanted to for years.”
“Yes, sir,” Emily teased sarcastically, only to be met with two hands lightly smacking her backside. She gasped, but couldn’t summon any real outrage. They’d barely tapped her, and she knew that they were trying to be playful but not hurt her in any way.
“Watch it,” Noah warned. He rolled away and strode towards the bathroom. 
She watched him saunter out of the room and marveled again over his honed physique. She heard water running into the bathtub and was touched by his care for her. Emily turned her eyes back to Gabriel and smiled slowly at him. His right eyebrow lifted as she rose up on her knees.
“Em?” he whispered. His cock involuntarily twitched a bit, but Gabriel knew there was no way in hell it was coming back to life so soon after that epic love-making session they’d all just shared.
“Shhh,” she played back, placing a finger over his lips. 
Emily glided her palms over the expanse of his chest, watching his muscles jump in reaction to her exploration. She shook her head in wonder at Gabriel’s beauty and then she moved over his cock, undulating her hips in a slow and sensuous wave. Emily didn’t know what she was doing, but it felt right to move in that way. As if her body understood, more than her mind did, what it wanted. And right now, it wanted more time with Gabriel.
The more she moved, the more he responded. She felt his erection steadily growing until Gabriel clasped her face in his hands and brought her lips back to his. She stopped wondering if he couldn’t or wouldn’t want her again so soon, and just let the moment carry them away. 
Suddenly, Gabriel rolled her over and pinned her beneath him. He clasped both of Emily’s hands and drew them over her head, and then he really began to move, deeper and deeper with each thrust. 
He kept one hand encircling her wrists while his other skated down her side to squeeze her nipple. She arched her back, urging him to take her breast into his mouth. Gabe growled as his lips closed over her nipple and Emily gasped as he lightly bit the puckered tip. His head moved to her other breast, teasing and taunting her as he commanded her body like a well-tuned instrument. 
Emily wrapped her legs around his waist, remembering the depth Noah had achieved that morning when she’d moved into that position. Gabriel swore as he hit what felt like her womb, and then he leaned back. He released her wrists and clasped her hips. 
He began to pull out just to the rim of her pussy and then crash back into her, causing them both to cry out. Emily looked on as he watched his dick gliding into her with such male pride and satisfaction. He seemed fascinated that she was taking all of him with each powerful thrust he generated.
He looked back into her eyes and then fell forward. Gabriel gathered her close to his body and kissed her deeply, their tongues moving over and under each other’s, trying to infuse the same emotion and love they felt for one another, during each drugging kiss. He rested his forehead on hers and stared into her eyes as he rocked into her body again and again.
“Come with me, Emily. Come with me now and look at me while you do. Give me everything. Your heart, your soul, your mind, and your body. Now, Em, come now,” he urged, and his words completely undid her.
Emily’s body was not her own, but his in that one moment in time. She felt her back bow as her entire body yielded to Gabriel. She clutched his broad back and cried out his name over and over again. Still he moved inside her, and he stared into her eyes as she came in wave after wave of mind-numbing pleasure. 
Only when the last vestiges of her orgasm were over did Gabriel speed up his thrusts and shout his surrender. And though his body collapsed against hers, he kept his forehead resting on Emily’s and his eyes wide open. His lips lightly grazed hers once, then twice, before he blew out a tired breath. 
She smiled and saw him smile in return.
“I love you, Emily Matherson. Don’t you ever forget it.”
“Never, Gabriel. Never,” she whispered. 



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 18
 
 
Gabriel walked into the cabin’s kitchen and stretched high over his head. He rolled his head from side to side and then his shoulders. He headed for the refrigerator, and snagged one of the beers he and Noah had brought along. Emily wasn’t much of a beer drinker, so they knew if they wanted one, they had to supply their own. He also knew he’d only have one, wanting to remain alert and watchful. But that one was going to taste so damn good right about now.
“Where’s Emily?” Noah asked, glancing over his shoulder.
“Asleep in the tub,” Gabe chuckled.
“I’m not surprised,” Noah grinned and shook his head. When he’d stepped out of the shower he’d heard them in the throes of passion, and so he had headed on down the hall, giving them the same privacy Gabriel had afforded him earlier that morning.
“What are we havin’?”
“Steaks, potatoes, and salad,” Noah supplied. “I’ve got the meat marinating until she comes out. No sense letting it cook and then get cold.”
Gabriel nodded and took a long swallow from his bottle. 
Noah leaned against the bar and lifted his own bottle to his lips. When he lowered it, he gestured towards the laptop. “I read the report and looked over Jonathan’s social media page while you were bathing. Gotta say, I’m not liking the guy at all. But it also feels a little too convenient, if you know what I mean.”
“I do,” Gabe said quietly.
“I hate to question her tonight,” Noah muttered. He stepped away to clean the potatoes and start them baking.
“So do I, Noah, but it’s got to be done. The sooner we figure this mess out, the sooner we can get on with life.”
“Yeah,” Noah sighed. He took his frustration out on the food, scrubbing the potatoes a little too hard and chopping the salad makings with a bit too much gusto. He wanted to bask in the glow of everything they were sharing and discovering with Emily. Not watch her smile give way to that haunted look he’d seen in her eyes several times now. He hated it. He just damn well hated it.
Noah paused in mid-slice when two delicate, warm arms encircled his waist and a head pressed against his back between his shoulder blades. 
“Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it together,” Emily murmured and then placed a kiss where her cheek had rested. “Calm down, Noah.”
He blew out a heavy breath and set his knife to the side. Noah braced his hands on the counter’s edge and hung his head. He’d been caught and he couldn’t help but smile over her insightful words. She knew him as well as he knew himself.
Emily moved around and under Noah’s arms. She leaned back against the counter and cupped his face. She smiled as she stared into his green eyes, happy to see that she was drawing him away from his anger.
“Hello, handsome.”
“Hello, yourself.” Noah chuckled and leaned in to lightly match his lips to hers, needing Emily more than he had words to say in the moment. 
When he straightened, he wrapped his arms around her and dropped his chin atop her head. Slowly, he rocked her, thinking to himself how well she fit his frame. Emily was tall, but his height made her mold to him perfectly, so that he always felt as though she was safely tucked in the shelter his body could provide her. He liked the idea of keeping her safe. He liked it a lot.
“Now,” Emily said as she leaned away and locked her hands behind his back, “how about you tell me what’s got you so miffed.”
“Miffed?” he smirked. “I like your words just as much as mine, I think.”
“You always have,” she played back, determined to keep the mood light.
“Yes, I have,” he said more sincerely. “Em…” Noah broke off and shook his head. His jaw clenched, because he just couldn’t say the words.
She cupped his face again and stared into his eyes, willing him not to break contact with her. “Since I think you enjoyed making love earlier as much as I did, I don’t think it’s that aspect of our lives that has you flustered. So it must have something to do with the one who’s been targeting me.”
He arched an eyebrow at her, but she only nodded and pressed on. 
“I told you earlier today that I won’t break, and I won’t, Noah. Yes, it’s upsetting and hurtful, but I’ve dealt with all of this for months now. I can talk about it with you and Gabriel and help you as you investigate. That’s what has you so upset, isn’t it, sweetheart? You’re worried that it’ll take away from what we’re building between us, and dampen the mood?”
“You called me sweetheart.” He grinned a lopsided, lighthearted smile at her. The smile that spoke of her playful partner. Her Noah.
“Is that all you heard?” Emily chuckled and threaded her fingers through his thick, blond hair.
“That was the only important thing.” He shrugged. 
“Well, then, sweetheart,” she smiled in return, “as you and Gabriel have consistently told me since you arrived here - I’m no longer alone. Not in this challenge, nor in the next one that comes along. So even though I detest this freak as much as you, I’m also ready to do my part in removing the worry from our lives indefinitely. And I say ours, because this is our future we’re talking about here. Breathe a little easier, Noah, and know that there’s three of us in this fight together, not just one.”
Noah reached down and cupped her backside in his hands. In one swift motion he lifted her and felt Emily wrap her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck. He turned and placed her atop the bar, then took her lips in a hungry kiss. He felt his dick surge to life, but he ignored it, knowing she couldn’t handle any more than they’d already given her during the day. 
Instead, he kissed her with all the love and pride he held in his heart for her. He growled softly when she nipped his lower lip playfully. Noah’s lips moved down her neck until he reached the hollow of her throat. It was only then he noticed what Emily was wearing.
He lifted his head and stared into her eyes, clearly clouded by passion, need, and yes, even want. She wanted him, and that did all sorts of things to his body. And his heart. He swept his fingers into her hair and moved in closer, hovering over her lips.
“Did you steal my shirt?”
“No,” she grinned.
“Then what would you call it, if it’s not theft?”
“Borrowed?” Emily said so innocently, that he couldn’t help but laugh. 
“You know, you’ve borrowed my clothes before through the years. And every damn time you did I’ve wanted to peel said garment off of you.”
“Let me close the blinds so Kaden and Garrett don’t get an eye full,” Gabriel muttered from behind them.
Emily flushed deeply from her embarrassment, while Noah only continued to chuckle. She swatted his chest, but he easily captured her hands and pinned them behind her back. She struggled a bit, but finally gave up when she realized he wasn’t letting go. 
“Now, that’s better.” Noah nodded in approval and then glanced over her shoulder. “Help me out?”
Emily looked behind her and saw Gabe standing just on the other side of the bar again. The blinds were closed and he wore that predatory look that always took her breath away. She shook her head at him, only to see his slow nod in Noah’s direction.
“We told you earlier, Em, that we want unfettered access to you. Have we betrayed your trust yet?” Gabe asked her in a low tone.
“Of course not,” she breathed, unable to will her voice to sound any louder.
“Then be still,” Gabriel instructed as he moved in closer.
Within a blink, Noah released her hands and Gabe’s replaced them. His palms flattened out against hers and she felt his thumbs sweeping gently across her wrists. Over and over Gabriel repeated the motion, calming and reassuring her with that simple touch that she was safe in their care.
Noah hands moved under the edge of the t-shirt she wore while he watched her eyes intently. Her stomach muscles contracted as he skimmed across her skin. He smiled, but continued on a path upward. 
“Ah, no bra again,” Noah sighed with delight. “I like that a lot. Makes it easier to touch you.”
A rumble worked its way through Gabriel’s chest, and Emily felt its vibrations in her own. As if she were so attuned to both of them, that even the sounds they made could arouse her. She moaned and Noah’s fingers moved upward still. 
He played with the underswell of her breasts, running the backs of his fingernails across the sensitive area repeatedly. Emily couldn’t help but squirm, and Noah stilled his movements until she settled back down. He smiled and then let his fingertips glide across her nipples, feeling how tight and alert they already were. Just waiting for his exploration.
“Noah, please,” she begged. “This is too much.”
“No, it’s not, baby. Let me give you a little more, and then you can tell me if it’s too much.” 
Emily whimpered as his fingers began to pluck her eager nipples.
“Gabe, this shirt has got to go.” Noah issued the demand just as four hands moved in unison to pull it up and over her head. Before Emily could protest, Gabriel had her hands secured under his again behind her back and Noah was leaning in to blow warm air over her breasts.
“Noah,” she moaned and shook her head slowly from side to side. She felt Gabriel’s head come to rest next to hers, stopping her light thrashing.
“Be still, Em, and watch him. See what your body responds to. Learn what you like for us to do to you,” Gabe murmured next to her ear.
Noah’s tongue darted out and he traced her right nipple in a delicate circle that had her hips arching up. He moved over and repeated the teasing trail around her left nipple, then he balanced the rosy tip on the edge of his tongue. He looked up and watched her as he slowly closed his teeth around it. She whimpered again as the pressure increased. It didn’t really hurt, but it made her burn. Everywhere.
He smoothed his tongue over the nub and then he began to suckle her. Lightly at first, but then with more pressure. Noah lifted a hand to gently fondle her other nipple, keeping it rigid and ready for his pleasure and hers.
“Noah!” Emily cried out, unable to bear the delectable pressure. 
“You’re close to coming, aren’t you, Em?” Gabriel asked in a soft voice.
“Yes,” she panted. Noah moved his mouth and suckled her other nipple, hard enough to make her back bow between them.
“Then come,” Gabe said. “Now.”
She yelled again, her eyes rolling closed and her head falling back against Gabriel’s shoulder as Noah brought her to first one peak and then another. He grazed her nipple with his teeth again and Emily felt moisture flood her folds below.
Noah’s lips moved down her chest to her ribs and then on to her abdomen. His tongue encircled her navel before he lightly nipped her hip just above her low-slung jeans. 
Emily was all but sobbing by then, calling out both their names in a hoarse whisper. Gabriel released her hands and brought them around in front of her while he rubbed them gently between his. Noah stepped forward and cupped her face.
“Look at me, Em,” he said softly. She finally focused on Noah’s face and had to swallow hard at the look of love and tenderness she found radiating in those emerald depths. “Breathe with me, baby. That was beautiful, you know? Just to see you let go and come apart from something as simple as my touch and kiss. Just beautiful.”
Noah pressed a gentle kiss to her lips. He seemed to know Emily was at her limit and any further stimulation would be too much. So instead, he and Gabriel held her between them and warmed her as her breathing and erratic heartbeat calmed.
“I don’t know how you can both make me come so completely undone in a matter of seconds. Is it like this for everyone else?”
Gabriel chuckled and then he nuzzled her neck with his lips. “I don’t know about everyone else, but it’s how it will be for us. Always.”
“Yep. Always, Em,” Noah smiled and leaned in for one last soft kiss. “Now,” he said as he moved back from her tempting body, “let me finish dinner while you relax. We’ve worn you out, so let Gabe keep you warm.”
“Noah,” she called to him. Emily lifted her arms from Gabriel’s hold and wrapped them around Noah’s neck when he stepped closer. Noah dropped a kiss on her shoulder and enfolded her against his chest. “I love you.”
“And I love you, baby,” he said. 
He was happier than he could ever remember being in his entire life. And he was so grateful that she had delicately diffused his anger, turning the night back around from the direction his brooding thoughts were leading them. Hell, Noah admitted, he owed her all the orgasms she could take, for seeing to his worries and care before her own. That thought made him smile all the more, as he squeezed Emily and then released her to Gabriel so he could prepare their dinner.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 19
 
 
Emily slid the last bite of her steak into her mouth and closed her eyes to savor the flavor. Noah could cook even better when he had a grill at his disposal, but he’d done just fine with the oven. She smiled as she scooped up the final bite of potato on her plate and licked the fork’s tongs so she lost none of the sour cream.
“Emily,” Gabriel called. He settled a hand on her upper leg and applied light pressure.
“Hmmm?” she asked, and licked her upper lip when she felt a last bit of sour cream there too.
He narrowed his eyes at her and shook his head. “Stop.”
“What?” She frowned, truly perplexed at the serious tone he was using.
“Ease up, Gabe. She has no idea,” Noah chuckled. He reached out and took Emily’s fork from her hand. He placed it gently on the side of her plate and then laced his fingers through hers. “You were turning him on in a big way, Emily. He just has to cool down a bit, that’s all.” He winked at her and smiled, helping her through the awkward moment.
The sound of a phone ringing made her jump hard in her seat, and she clamped down on Noah’s fingers in a punishing grip before she thought better of it.
“Shhh, it’s just our phone,” Gabriel reassured her. “Be calm, honey.” He ran his palm over her head and then rose to retrieve it from the bar.
Emily bit her lower lip and tried to extricate her fingers from Noah’s, but now it was his turn to hold on. He shook his head at her and continued to sweep his thumb across her skin while Gabriel answered the call.
“He’s talking with Lawton,” Noah said.
“How can you tell?”
“Just can.” He shrugged, no real way to explain what had become second nature to them all. Their team knew one another well enough to know who was calling, even if they were only hearing one side of the conversation.
“What did the sheriff say?” Gabriel asked, turning back to look at Noah while he awaited an answer.
Emily grew very still from the look in Gabriel’s eyes. He was angry. Very angry. And she didn’t envy the person on the other end of that wrath one little bit. 
“You’re kidding me?! No visuals, no video whatsoever? Damn it! Are they all asleep down there?” he fumed. Gabriel lifted the laptop and brought it over to the dining table. Emily hurriedly moved their plates out of the way to give him room and he murmured his thanks as he started up the machine.
“Well tell me that you and Ethan have pictures of the scene, at least,” Gabriel huffed. “Thank you.” It came out as a relieved sigh, and Emily looked to Noah to gauge his reaction. 
His brow was furrowed too. He had propped his elbows on the table and rested his chin atop his stacked hands in the air. He wasn’t looking at her now, only at Gabriel.
“Yeah, it’s coming up. Hold on.” Gabriel set the phone down and placed it on speaker, letting Lawton know that he had an audience.
“Hey, Law,” Noah offered by way of greeting.
“Noah,” he said, in his usual quiet way. “Emily, you’re there too?”
“I am, Lawton. Sorry to talk under these circumstances, but it’s good to hear your voice again.”
“No worries, sugar. We don’t mind helping take care of you one little bit.” 
“Thank you, Lawton,” she chuckled softly. 
Noah arched an eyebrow at Gabriel in surprise. The big guy had turned into a ball of fluff in two flat seconds when he’d heard Emily’s voice. “Sugar?” he mouthed and saw Gabriel stifle a laugh. 
“When this is all over we should get together. Have a cook-out maybe,” Emily offered. “I would love to see you and the other guys again. It’s been almost a year.”
“I like the sound of that,” Lawton said, his smile clearly heard in his voice. “But I just patched the rest of the team through, so you can invite them yourself, sugar.”
To that statement there was a chorus of hellos, and Emily laughed a little louder as she spoke to each member of Gabriel and Noah’s team. Each man had a distinct tone that they used when they talked to her, and it warmed her that each voice radiated sincerity, friendship, and support. Exactly what she needed during the current situation to make her feel more secure. Less alone.
“Miss Emily, are you ready to make honest guys out of those two cavemen holed up with you there?” Ross chuckled, teasing her as he always did.
“I think so.”
“You think so?” Garrett grumbled. “Hell, I knew they didn’t know what they were doing. You should know by now, Emily. Just say the word and we’ll step up to the plate if they can’t get it right.”
“Watch it,” Noah warned. 
Laughter sounded from each person on the line and he couldn’t help but smirk. He stood and pulled Emily up from her chair. Noah quickly slid into her place and then drew her down on his lap. He wrapped his arms around her, anchoring her there as they readied themselves to hear the bad news. 
Noah had no illusions about the nature of Lawton’s call. He didn’t place a call like that, unless he had something of significance to share. And from Gabriel’s reaction, Noah knew Lawton wasn’t calling with good news from home. 
Gabriel had their laptop running and logged in before he turned to face Emily. He reached out and cupped her face, sweeping his thumb over her skin. She placed her hand over his and nodded at him.
“I’m ready for whatever you guys need to say or discuss, Gabe,” she said in a quiet, but reassuring tone. “We can do this.”
“Yes, we can. And you remember that, Em. We implies more than one, and we’re all in this together.” Gabriel nodded firmly. He gave her face a light squeeze and then he slid the laptop a little closer to her and Noah, so they could all look at the screen.
“We’re ready now, Lawton. Give us the rundown,” Gabriel prompted.
“Yeah,” Lawton sighed. “Emily, I don’t know how much the guys have shared with you yet about what the rest of us have been working on…”
“She only knows Garrett and Kaden are in the next cabin over,” Noah cut in. “We just finished eating supper and we’d planned to delve into all the old photos afterwards.”
“Gotcha,” Lawton rumbled. “Well, Ethan and I are staying at Gabe and Noah’s place. We made contact only with the sheriff once we arrived, but we’ve told those we’ve run into that we’re just crashing at their place while they’re on assignment.”
“Who have you run into?” she asked, picking up on that comment immediately.
“Smart girl,” Ethan chuckled across the line. “Two of your so-called friends dropped by with casseroles. One named Becca and the other named Heather.”
“What?!” Emily asked in disbelief. “What in the world?” she spluttered as she stared at Gabriel.
“That was our reaction too, honey,” he said and clasped her hand in his. “They’ve never done anything like that before, so we were perplexed as well.”
“Good grief,” she muttered.
“I couldn’t agree more, darlin’,” Ethan chuckled. “Desperate, pushy women do nothing for us.”
“Anyway,” Lawton jumped back in, “we got a call a little over an hour ago from Sheriff Strauss. He asked us to come over to your house, Emily, with our gloves and cameras. It would seem that your near week-long absence has pushed this stalker a bit too far.”
“What has this person done to my home?” she whispered.
“They got inside, Emily, and they took out their frustration that you weren’t there, sugar.” 
Noah’s arms tightened around her as Gabriel accessed the pictures Lawton and Ethan had taken. She bit her lower lip as the first appeared on the screen. Her home was now a crime scene, taped off in a yellow, plastic barrier that screamed of someone’s actual invasion into her sanctuary. The home her grandparents had taken her into. The home where she’d always felt safe. But not anymore.
Yet, the house was just a structure, she quickly told herself. A thing she could replace. And Emily knew she had left something far more precious unattended there in Whitford Falls. A certain someone whom she loved to pieces. 
“Lawton, have you or Ethan checked on Tara? She’s the only one back home I’m worried about now. Not the house.” Emily’s breath stuttered unevenly over her lips as she tried to maintain control.
“Just another reason we all love you, Emily,” Ethan praised. “We have Tara here at Noah and Gabriel’s house with us. We went straight to her apartment after we left your place and got her to pack a bag. We’re not letting her out of our sight until this is all said and done. She’s safe.”
“Oh, thank you,” Emily breathed as the first of her tears began to come. “Don’t let anyone hurt her, guys.”
“Not gonna happen, sugar,” Lawton said in a deep, gravelly tone that was warning enough on its own.
Gabriel scrolled through the initial shots until he came to those taken inside her cottage. “Where did the perp do the most damage, Lawton?”
“Yeah, that’s honestly the worst part of it all. He or she tore into each room, upending furniture and shredding anything that covered the windows. They hit all the rooms, but one. The suspect left only Emily’s bedroom intact.”
Gabriel growled softly and scrolled until he got to the specific photos that spoke of the rage this person felt at being denied her presence. Her living room looked like a tornado had hit it, as did her kitchen. Drawers had been pulled out and all of their contents spilled on the floor in a haphazard array of utensils and the typical gadgetry most people accumulate over the years. 
Emily saw her grandmother’s collection of recipe books scattered over the old linoleum and she felt fresh tears flood her eyes. “I’m so glad Gram isn’t still here to see her house destroyed like this,” she whispered.
“Em, no,” Noah said gruffly. He pushed her head down on his shoulder and held her there. “Don’t do that, baby.”
She swallowed hard, but didn’t say another word. Not until she could get herself back under control.
“Listen to him,” Garrett urged her. “We’re all looking over these pictures now too, and there is no way in hell that you can give this predator even an ounce of your time or emotions. Give them nothing, Emily. If they get inside your head, even a little bit, they’ll try to take it all. Trust me.”
“I do, Garrett,” she murmured without hesitation. “I trust you all.”
“Good girl,” he rumbled in his own gruff voice.
“Show me the photos of my bedroom,” she prompted Gabriel.
Noah removed his palm from the side of her head so she could turn and look back at the screen. He began to rub her back, still trying in some way to warm her and help Emily bear it all. It was either that or go outside and empty his gun into the nearest tree.
“Oh, my,” Emily said softly. “Enlarge it, Gabe.”
Gabriel nodded and then did as she asked. “Is there anything out of place, Emily? Anything that is not as you left it?”
Her eyes carefully scanned the photo Ethan had taken, drinking in every facet of the room that was her true sanctuary. Slowly, Emily began to nod. She reached out a shaky hand and pointed to her comforter.
“I didn’t leave the covers turned down. I made my bed the day I left, and there were three decorative pillows stacked up in front of the two I lay my head on at night. I normally place my old stuffed rabbit in front of those pillows, but I brought him with me.”
“We know.” Noah smiled and then kissed her temple. “When we went to your house to check on you, I noticed he was gone.”
“Yeah, and we noticed that some of your photos in their frames were gone too,” Gabriel said as he pointed to the area of the screen that showed her dresser. “Any missing, other than the ones you took?”
“Um, actually yes,” she nodded. “I had two on the end that I left there. They were pictures of me without anyone else in the photo. One was of me in my college cap and gown, and in the other I was washing a car for a local cancer fundraiser a few years ago. Tara took it, and I always kept it because she gave it to me. I was in shorts and a tank top, soaking wet, but laughing my head off.”
“That sounds like something our stalker would love to have in his or her collection,” Garrett huffed in disgust.
“I’d say,” Ross sighed. “Anything else, Emily?”
Gabriel scrolled to the next photo and gave her time to look over it thoroughly.
“I… Um… I’m sorry,” she paused and scrubbed a hand over her face. 
“Just take your time, honey.” Gabriel settled his palm on her knee and lightly stroked her leg while she got herself back together.
Emily drew in a deep breath and then forced her words out.
“I didn’t leave the nightgown out that’s draped over the chair in the corner. I would never have left it there, and certainly not positioned it like that. That’s all I see that’s different.”
“And that’s good, baby,” Noah praised. He kissed her temple again and left his lips there.
“Yes, it is,” Lawton quietly agreed. “We found no decorative pillows in your room, so I think we can assume the perp took them and your two pictures. He or she turned back the covers and selected a white nightgown, leaving it in a place where you’d see it, if you were there.”
“Did none of my new security cameras get footage of who did this?” she asked.
“No, sugar,” Lawton said regrettably. “This person came in through the laundry room’s window after they broke the upper and middle panes out. They seemed to know where each and every camera was, because they covered them from below, never letting one of them catch a glimpse of a face or body. We don’t have a single image that gives us height, weight, or build.”
“The window sensors only go off if someone lifts them up,” she mumbled.
“Andrew and Ryan helped you install those?” Gabriel asked.
“Well, they were more there to supervise and help me feel safe while guys I didn’t know came in the house, but yeah, they tried to help. They contracted with Lamar’s, because the company wasn’t local and they thought it would help keep everything quiet. Even Sheriff Strauss thought it best not to let the case become local gossip, because then we’d never catch this maniac.”
“But they sent the video feed to Andrew’s computer. That still makes no sense to me,” Noah said.
“Well, we thought it would speed things up if the monitoring company had the footage, as well as the local authorities, until this person was apprehended.” Emily chewed her bottom lip nervously. She was second guessing herself in a big way. And though she knew it served no purpose, it was hard to shake the feeling. 
“Noah, you said you were planning to go through the photos after you ate. I take it that means Emily hasn’t seen what was in that last envelope you guys found on her kitchen table?” Braden was the one asking. He’d been quiet up until then, but he was ready to have more information that might help him track this sicko down. He’d been coming up short with his part of the investigation, and he did not like the feeling one bit.
“Nope, she hasn’t seen them,” Noah answered. “Gabe, pull them up,” he said softly. He clasped Emily’s chin and turned her eyes towards his. “Em, these last photos are far more frightening and personal than anything else you received previously. I need you to steel yourself, baby, and be ready for that.”
“I understand,” she breathed. 
Noah tightened the arm he had around her waist and Emily gave him a gentle pat. Gabriel’s hand resettled on her leg after he opened the file containing the last envelope’s pictures. He also gave her a tender squeeze as the first came into view.
All of the color drained from Emily’s face in the next instant. As she looked at each picture, she was hit with the sickening realization that her stalker had been much closer to her than she’d ever realized. Closer than the men realized either. It was hard to find her voice so she could tell them the truth, but somehow Emily willed her next words to come.
“Guys, I’ve seen all of these before. All of those pictures are mine. This stalker has been in my house before today. In my bedroom.” 
Emily swallowed hard and then felt her vision dim. Her dinner churned in her stomach, twisting in the acid that began to rush up her throat. She managed to extricate herself from Noah’s lap and run in the direction of the trash can, just in time for the first wave of retching to begin.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 20
 
 
Gabriel sprinted across the small living space, just as Noah did, their hands reaching out to steady Emily as she leaned over the trash bin. The sounds of her heaving tore at his own gut, but he held her waist, determined to be her strength when hers had fled. Noah gathered her long hair and he kept it clasped in his hand at her nape.
She trembled and shook, crying all the while, as everything she’d consumed that night was lost. Gabe grimaced to see her so ill, because he knew how desperately Emily needed the nourishment. God, but he wanted to put his fist through the damn wall. It wouldn’t help. But it sure as hell would feel good, Gabriel thought.
Emily’s knees gave out on her, but before she could crumple to the floor, Gabriel scooped her up into his arms. He held her against his heart while Noah tore off several paper towels and wet them with cool water in the sink. He stepped closer and mopped her brow. Then he drew them down to her lips and chin and cleaned her skin of any lingering sickness.
“There now,” he crooned softly. “Just relax and breathe slowly with us.” Noah swept his hand over her forehead and hair. Again and again he repeated the motion. Both men looked on as Emily’s eyes fell shut against the tears they’d seen gathering there. So much pain reflected in those violet depths before she shut the world out momentarily.
Gabriel finally turned back to the table and he walked with Emily over to his chair. Noah helped him get settled with her, and then he stepped back into the kitchen to snag a few fresh napkins. He wet those too, and returned to his former seat. He folded the drenched towels and placed the impromptu compress on her forehead.
Emily’s eyes opened and she stared at him. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “It was just a shock, that’s all.”
Gabriel pulled her closer and shook his head. “Shhh… Just rest here and breathe, like Noah said.”
“We’re back now,” Gabe added, letting the others know they could continue.
“She okay?” Garrett asked, his voice much quieter and tenderer than they normally heard from him.
“Yeah,” Noah would only say.
Lawton cleared his throat and tried to pick up where they had left off. It seemed an effort for him, but like Emily, he managed to push his words out.
“Emily, where specifically in your bedroom did you have these photos stored? In frames, albums…”
“In photo albums, Lawton. I keep them in a cedar chest at the end of my bed. It has a lock on it, but I’ve never bolted the old trunk since Gram gave it to me. Never saw any need.”
“Okay, what else do you keep in there?” he asked, keeping his voice calm and soothing. 
“A few scrapbooks that highlight my writing career. They have newspaper clippings, reviews, and the two awards I’ve received. I have some of my mother’s wedding items for when I get married, an old afghan that was Gram’s, my dad’s personal journals, bridal magazines, and an old typewriter that my granddad gave me when I was six to get me started writing. I think that’s about it.”
Noah handed her a glass of tea and kept his fingers wrapped around it while she tipped it back for a sip. Emily thanked him and he winked at her.
“You keep bridal magazines in there?” Kaden asked.
Emily blushed and looked down at her hands. “Most women have looked through one or two, Kaden. Don’t laugh at me.”
“No way am I laughing at you, Emily,” he said in a deadly serious voice. “I’m wondering if the perp’s last picture didn’t come from your cedar chest too.”
“What do you mean?” she asked.
Gabriel reached around her and brought up the last photo the stalker had included. It showed Emily posing beside an unknown fan at a book signing, the fan’s face obscured with an oval cut from notebook paper and a big black question mark. The bridal gown taped over her picture showed in stark relief against the actual photo.
“Yes, that came from my trunk,” Emily said sadly. “I cut that one out and added it to a scrapbook I have. I was daydreaming one day, and I liked the gown. So I cut it out and placed it on a page. This person has been through all of my things.” Her voice broke on her last word and she turned to bury her face in Gabriel’s chest. And though her shoulders shook, Emily didn’t make a sound as she cried in his arms.
“We took the entire lot of pictures you guys brought in and sent them for more detailed processing,” Braden offered. “I know local law enforcement didn’t pick up any prints, but we’re hoping to get a hit on the back of the tape. Let’s hope this person didn’t use gloves when they assembled that last picture.”
“Braden, did you track down any and all Williams who might be involved, as we talked about earlier?”
“I did, and I found three.”
“That many?” Gabriel was surprised. He’d expected one or two in a town their size, but not three on the force.
“Yes, and two of the deputies you’ve talked about have William in their names. Jasper is officially William Jasper Reeves. Then there’s Ryan William Knox and Eric William Waltower. All three on duty six years ago when Emily had her confrontation with Jonathan, and all three still on the force today,” Braden supplied.
“I remember Eric,” Noah said as he scrubbed the stubble on the side of his face. “He was a year behind us in school and he always was an intense ball player. Could hit ‘em out of the park every time. But he busted his knee in college and gave up on the dream of playing for the minor or major league teams. Em, do you know Eric?”
“I do,” she nodded. “Eric used to date Heather, if you could call what they were doing dating. More like an open-ended arrangement, where they would call each other if they needed a bed partner to help them pass the time.”
“Please tell me you and Ethan did not eat that woman’s food?” Ross teased Lawton.
“Shut up,” Lawton grumbled. “We’ve got enough sense not to eat anything a possible suspect shoves at us.”
“You said used to,” Gabriel pointed out to Emily, ignoring the banter in the background. “She and Eric don’t hook up any more?”
Emily scrunched her nose at his comment. “I hate that term – hook up. It sounds so sleazy.”
“Because it is,” Noah chuckled. “Big difference between casual sex and making love. I told you that.”
“Okay, now. Let it go,” Gabriel warned, not willing to start down this road with everyone else listening in.
“Yes, God, please let it go,” Garrett begged. He didn’t want to hear the happy trio’s sex talk any more than the others on the line did. Some things were better kept behind closed doors.
“Sorry, Garrett,” Emily chuckled.
“Well at least you’re laughing. If talking this way keeps you from getting sick again, chat away, sweetheart.” Hell, Garrett thought, he would probably be the one to get the ribbing now, but he’d take anything over the sounds of Emily’s retching that had echoed over the phone. That had almost torn his own carefully guarded heart right out of his chest.
“I’m not going to get sick again,” Emily said with a gentle smile. “I’ve got nothing left.” She sighed and leaned a little closer to Gabriel’s chest. He was so warm, like a heater, and she gladly soaked up his warmth. “And in answer to your question, Gabe, no. Heather and Eric are no longer an item. She’s had her sights set on Jasper, you, and Noah. But Jasper has ignored her, just as the two of you have.”
“Who broke off their arrangement?” Gabriel asked.
“She did. She was looking at greener pastures, or so she thought. But Heather has always liked the thrill of the chase and the rush a new lover brings her. Believe me, she loves to talk all about it when we get together for a girls’ night out.” 
Emily shuddered at the very thought of constantly hopping from bed to bed, using men as they used her. She knew it worked for Heather, but it just could never work for her. She valued herself too much to let herself be used in such a way. Emily knew her heart would get involved and then she’d get burned inside and out.
“Eric was also there the night Jonathan got too aggressive,” she remembered to tell them.
“He’s not listed on the report, is he?” Noah asked.
“No, I didn’t see his name,” Gabriel said with a shake of his head. “Tell us, Emily.”
“Andrew had barely been on the job for a month, and he was riding with Jasper that night. I told you they were the ones who found me. But when they called for a second car to go down Wrightsville Road and look for Jonathan’s car, it was Eric and another deputy named Lance who responded. They were closest and they looked for him. But he was long gone, and so they met us at the station. Eric brought me a cup of coffee that night while we waited for my grandparents to arrive.”
“What did the other deputies do?” Gabe pressed on, needing to see clearly into that night and gauge everyone’s mood and intentions where she was concerned.
“Well… Jasper put his jacket on me when they pulled over after first spotting me running down the road. I told you that. I kept it on throughout the night, and only when I left with my grandparents did I give it back. I also told you Jasper went to campus with me for the next week, just to make sure Jonathan didn’t show up and try to start something. The sheriff didn’t tell him to do that, Jasper just took it upon himself to make sure I felt safe. Granddad thanked him each day he came by the house to follow me to school.”
“Andrew is close to my age, and he looked visibly upset to see me so disheveled that night. But he held it together pretty well and stood right behind me while I gave my statement. I remember that he patted my shoulder often. It was kind of an awkward pat, but I could tell he was attempting to comfort me in the only way he knew how.”
“And then Eric just seemed really angry. After he brought the coffee to me, he sat beside me and started talking about sports. I knew he was trying to distract me, and himself, and I let him because I couldn’t stop shaking. Eric finally reached over and held my hand until my shaking subsided. The whole night seemed too surreal, and I wanted nothing more than to go home and take a long, hot shower.” 
“That’s understandable.” Gabriel stared at the laptop’s screen, but didn’t really focus on it while his mind sorted through it all.
“So two of the three Williams were there the night someone else showed an interest in Emily, even if it was a twisted version of interest,” Ethan said.
It sounded to Emily like he was mentally piecing things together as Gabriel was, letting his comments flow freely among the team so they could hear his mental ramblings. Maybe pick up on a clue Ethan was missing. 
 “Yes, Ryan started with the department when Andrew did, I think,” Emily said and chewed her bottom lip as she tried to figure out a timeline that might help them in some way. “He was always a year behind me in school, but I believe he and I are the same age. He might actually be a year older than me, now that I think about it.”
 “One thing I did confirm, was that the original report was tampered with.” The sound of Braden’s fingers tapping on his keyboard could be heard as he delivered that bit of news. “The first submission names Jasper and Andrew, not William and Andrew. Someone went back and changed the name; and the date on the newly uploaded file is fourteen weeks ago. Right before all of this photo business began.” 
“So we have a problem within the sheriff’s department. Lovely,” Noah sighed. He raked a hand through his hair and then let it fall on Emily’s legs. He slowly stroked her as he considered how much harder their task was if they had local corruption working against them too.
Emily took his hand and laced their fingers together. She gave Noah a gentle squeeze and smiled a little when he turned his eyes towards her. Her smile made his appear, and she was glad to see its return. Everyone seemed on edge, the tension so thick she could cut it with the proverbial knife.
“What if we were to go back home?” Emily softly asked.
Gabriel drew her away from his chest and gave her a hard glare. “There is no way in hell I am taking you back home, not knowing who is waiting to harm you. No way, Em.” 
She cut her eyes over to Noah and saw the same fierce denial in his gaze. Behind her, several of the men voiced their objections over the phone. None of them liked the idea, and they weren’t shy about letting Emily know. But something made her push, even when they were clearly warning her not to test them.
“Hear me out, and then you can tell me what you think.” Emily looked from Noah to Gabriel as she began, trying to ignore the tightening around the corners of their eyes. “This person left my bedroom intact with a gown lying out. They turned back the covers. Obviously, they’re just waiting for me to return for a rendezvous they’ve got planned out in their head.” 
“If I did go back, and you guys had me wired or affixed with a camera of some kind, I could pretend that I’m trying to clean up the mess. It would take me hours to undo the damage, and during that time you could be hidden out of sight nearby, just waiting to take the stalker down when he or she showed themselves. I have no doubt that this person will be happy that I’m home. They just might very well be compelled to come by and say hello.”
“Abso-fucking-lutely not, Emily,” Gabriel growled. “Not gonna happen.”
She looked to Noah and he shook his head. 
“Don’t look at me to contradict him,” Noah warned. “I am solidly in his court on this. You are not going home.”
“Well then tell me how you all go about trapping the predators you take down. You spend time building an online relationship, don’t you? You build their trust in you, and then you send in an agent who can pose as a decoy. Well, make me the decoy. You can be close enough to snag whoever this is,” Emily pressed. 
“And I know how to use a gun,” she added. “Granddad and you guys taught me, so I can have a weapon on my person and defend myself if it comes down to it.” 
“What part of no, is not clear to you?” Gabe asked, his voice growing much colder now. Almost frigid. “We will not risk you. Not for any reason!”
Emily suddenly felt completely and utterly out of her depth. As if she’d just been doused in ice cold water from one of the nearby streams. She’d tried to hold on to what little control she’d had in her life over the last two months, as her trust and faith in her fellow man slowly eroded. Like the tides that wash upon the shore and carry some of the sands away, the insidious assault had taken away the very foundations she relied on to give her a sense of security within her own home. And within her day to day life.
And even here, where she’d fled, she still had no voice, no chance to make it all stop. She was just as much a prisoner here as she had been in Whitford Falls, Emily admitted to herself. She’d been a fool to leave.
She felt fresh tears hit her eyes, but she was determined not to let them fall. Emily clenched her teeth and looked away from Gabriel, focusing instead on the screen. But she didn’t want to see the photos anymore either, and the silence all around her was deafening.
She moved off of Gabriel’s lap before he could stop her and stood at the end of the table.
“Guys, I thank you all for everything you’re doing to solve this case. Please accept my apology for butting into your plans and trying to tell you how to do your job. I think I need to turn in for the night, so I’ll talk to everyone later. Lawton, give Tara my love.”
Without another word, Emily left the living area and headed for the bathroom. The taste of sickness lingered in her mouth and she wanted to wash it away. After she brushed her teeth, she considered her options. She could crawl into bed, knowing sleep was not going to come, or she could go out onto the porch. She could sit for a while or just soak in the hot tub.
But nothing sounded enticing, when her internal walls were crumbling. What had happened, she asked herself? She’d been so happy that evening, even telling Noah not to worry. That they could get through this together. But they weren’t in this together. They couldn’t be, because she was their case. And they would have to keep her at arm’s length to maintain any kind of objectivity. They couldn’t really let her help them. And that placed her on the outside, alone, yet again.
She looked around and realized her feet had made the choice for her. She was on the back porch, the night air crisp and cool around her. Emily trudged over to a swing that hung there at the end of the porch and dropped down on it. She wrapped her fingers around the chain that held it up on one end and then pushed herself off with her feet. And as she slowly began to rock, she tried to figure out where she could go from there. 
Another state? Another town? Another cabin? Somewhere tucked away from where Gabriel and Noah were.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 21
 
 
“Well, that went over like a lead balloon,” Ross murmured. His usual chipper demeanor non-evident in his voice.
“I’ll say,” Kaden sighed. “Gabe, do you and Noah need to go check on her?”
“No.” Gabriel blew out a heavy sigh of his own and looked over at Noah. Noah looked as though he’d just swallowed razor blades, and was having a hard time breathing. “We’ll let her calm down and then we’ll talk to her. In private.”
“Shit,” Garrett muttered. “I wish she’d just yelled at us instead of being so polite.” 
“I second that,” Braden said heavily. 
“Listen,” Ethan spoke up, “Lawton and I need to go back over to Emily’s house. We need to dust and catalog that cedar chest. If someone took photos from the albums and scrapbooks stored in that thing, then I’m hoping they did it early on and weren’t careful enough to wear gloves. Once things settle there, ask Emily if she had any parties or get-togethers in the months leading up to the first envelope coming to her doorstep.”
“We will,” Gabriel said. 
Noah still wasn’t speaking, and Gabe couldn’t blame him. He was having a difficult time forming a complete sentence too. He’d lost his temper and Emily was the last one he had meant to lash out at. She hadn’t needed that heavy-handed approach from him, tearing her down when she was just beginning to build herself back up again after weeks of torment. 
She had been smiling all evening, but she wasn’t when she left them minutes ago. No, Emily had looked crushed. Just as she had when they’d arrived. Beaten down, and he had his own mouth to thank for that. Yeah, he’d fucked up, and now he had to make it right.
“Guys, let us get off of here and talk with Em. We’ll call you again tomorrow. But Lawton and Ethan, you both be damn careful going back in that house. Call Strauss and let him know you’re going in a second time. I don’t want either of you shot because our problem within the department wants to eliminate Emily’s protectors. For all we know, her stalker is one of those deputies.”
“Will do, Gabriel,” Lawton said quietly. 
Gabe reached out and settled his hand on Noah’s shoulder when he finished what he had to say. He held on as the others said their good-byes until finally the line went dead. Then he turned his eyes in Noah’s direction and took a deep breath.
“What in the hell just happened?” Noah asked in a hoarse whisper.
“We lost our tempers,” Gabriel said heavily. “Me, most especially.”
“Did you see her face?”
“I did, Noah. And we need to go and address this now before it festers. Emily doesn’t normally hold a grudge, but she does internalize things and keep them bottled up. So come on, and let’s apologize for snapping at her when we should have talked it through.”
“I feel sick to my stomach,” Noah admitted.
“I know. So do I.” Gabriel drew in another deep breath and pushed away from the table. He waited for Noah to rise and then they walked down the short hallway, looking for her.
They found both bedrooms and the bathroom empty, so they headed for the hot tub. The Jacuzzi and the lights surrounding it were all off. Gabriel hoped to hell Emily hadn’t truly fled. He didn’t think he could take another desperate search for her that went on for days. But he heard a creaking sound to his left and he pushed through the screen door that separated the hot tub from the rest of the back porch. 
And there, in the pale moonlight, sat Emily. Her head was down, her chin almost touching her chest as she rocked slowly back and forth. He glanced at Noah and nodded. Together, they made their way over to her, hoping like hell she’d accept their apology. 
 
Emily looked up when the slats of the wood floor creaked under the weight of the two men walking towards her. She did not want this confrontation now. In fact, it was the very last thing she wanted while her heart was still in her throat. So she looked away and stared out at the woods that surrounded them.
“Emily,” Gabriel called her name softly. 
So softly it sounded like a caress. Like a touch between lovers, but she didn’t want that gentleness now. Not after he’d bitten her head off. Emily shook her head and continued to look away from him.
“Not now, Gabe,” she managed to say. “Please… just not now.”
“Yes, honey. Now,” he said solemnly. 
Gabriel moved forward until his legs brushed against her knees and she was forced to stop swinging. Emily looked down and stared at the place where their bodies touched. And then she closed her eyes again as pain swamped her heart. 
God, when would this feeling of desolation within her come to an end, she railed?! She was just sick of heart and tired of it all. So bone weary that she didn’t have it in her at the moment to mentally or verbally spar with them. They’d push and she’d cave. And then what would be left? 
“I cannot do this with either of you right now. I’m out of reserves tonight. Please respect that and just go back inside,” Emily pleaded, and then buried her face in her hands. Damn it, she did not want to cry again, but the tears were there anyway. Ruining her attempt to be strong.
Gabe lifted her gently off of the swing and then sat with Emily held against his heart. Noah sat beside them and let her feet drape over his lap. The swing groaned and protested under their combined weight, but it held steady, so Gabriel put it from his mind.
Noah slid a little closer, until his leg touched Gabriel’s, and then he reached out and pried Emily’s hands from her face. He pursed his lips when he beheld her grief-stricken face, trying not to let himself break down with her. He’d never meant to cause this, but he had, and now he felt as if his future depended on what they said to one another in the next few minutes. 
“Emily, we need to talk,” Noah tried to say. He coughed and cleared the lump that had firmly settled in his throat. “It’s important. So important, baby, and we can’t let it lie. Not when you’re hurting like this and not when everything’s on the line.”
She looked away and shook her head. Noah and Gabe watched her bottom lip quiver and then her teeth pull it in to stop its telling motion. Gabriel lifted his hand and gently cupped Emily’s chin. He turned her towards them and waited patiently until she looked up into his eyes.
“Noah’s right. There’s a lot we need to say, so let me begin.” 
Emily held her breath. They were about to launch into a lecture that listed all the reasons why her idea had been moronic, and she steeled herself for the blast.
“I am sorry, Emily, for being a complete and utter ass in there,” Gabriel said and watched her eyes widen in surprise. He nodded sadly in answer. “I was, and we all know it. I bit at you, when I should have talked it all out. You didn’t need that from me, and you should have felt as if you could say anything to me or in front of me without my temper flaring at you.”
“And all I can say in my defense is the thought of someone hurting you tears me to shreds inside. Makes me want to hunt them down and rip them limb from limb. I overreacted, and for that I’m sorry. Please, accept my apology and forgive a stubborn, bull-headed man.”
“And forgive me too, Em,” Noah said as he took her hands in his. “I was just as short and curt with you, and that was wrong of me. I handled it all wrong. You were actually right on the mark when you detailed how we often go about catching a predator. And we should have discussed your idea, not shut you down so quickly.” 
“By that, I mean there might be another agent in the bureau we could call on who matches your physical description, and she could be our decoy. Gabe and I don’t want to see you come to harm, in any way. Our first instinct will always be to protect and shelter you. It’s what you do for the one you love, and we do love you, Emily. Above all others. So please, know that we love you and we’re sorry we hurt you in there.”
“And let me add this before you say anything,” Gabriel said, as he caressed her chin with his fingers and thumb. “You told me and Noah how things had changed for you when we were all lying in bed together. How you’ve changed from all the stress this nightmare has brought on. And if I’d really taken that to heart, then I would have been able to stand back in awe of you in there, instead of putting my own need to shelter you ahead of your logic.”
“You were still fighting when you began to detail that idea. You want your life back, and you were telling us that you were ready to fight like hell to have it. And I didn’t see that in the moment, Em,” Gabriel sighed. “All I could see was you in danger.” 
“Had we listened and thought it through, we might have looked for a decoy, as Noah said. But instead, we shut down the very thing we’ve been telling you to do since we got here. We stopped you from fighting back. So, don’t take our outburst to heart. You keep fighting, and keep clawing your way out of this pit. Keep being brave, Emily, because I swear you take my breath away, honey.”
Emily’s shoulders began to shake again and she closed her eyes as Gabriel drew her head down against his shoulder. Noah caressed her hands still held in his, and they waited for whatever she could or would say to them. Though it felt like hell to wait, they knew they couldn’t push her any further than they already had. She was at her limit. Now, it was all up to Emily and they’d let her decide if she could accept their words or not.
 
Emily felt Gabriel’s large palm gently stroking her head and hair, while Noah held onto her hands for dear life. How could she tell them everything that was swirling in her heart and mind? There was just so much she needed to say, and her emotions had her so befuddled that she didn’t know where to begin. 
Maybe, Emily thought, she should begin with what was foremost on her heart after their impassioned words, and the rest would somehow follow. 
“I love you both,” she began softly and lifted her head from Gabriel’s chest so she could face them.
“And we love you,” Gabriel replied sincerely.
“Yes, we do,” Noah nodded and heaved a heavy sigh. “I love you, Em. So much.”
“I know. And I know your personalities as well as my own, so I know you get surly and grouchy when things have you tied in knots. But I’ve never been on the receiving end of that ire, until tonight… And… Well, it didn’t feel good, let me leave it at that.”
Gabriel tensed against her and Noah grimaced. But Emily shook her head, willing them to let her get it all out.
“Before I left home, I was barely hanging on by a thread. I was exhausted, terrified, and so very tired of being afraid. Of living in that constant state of apprehension and fear. Of not trusting anyone anymore, not even myself. But when that last envelope came, I sat there at Gram’s table and I thought to myself that I still had one choice. To stay and wait to be a victim, or leave and protect those I cared about most. I chose to leave, because I still had that freedom at least.”
“Now I’m here and you are too. After all these years, you’re really here with me. I’ve been drawing strength from you both, trying to infuse this new found love you’ve professed into my heart and soul, so I had something more than my own depleted reserves to draw from. And tonight, I finally felt like it was working. Like we were working as a team.” 
“But when you slammed the door in my face, so to speak, it was a hard wake-up call,” Emily said heavily. “Like it or not, in this, I am another case to you. I’m the one you’ve got to defend and protect, not the woman you love. And so you can’t include me, you can’t plan with me, and that means I’m on the outside of this, just like I was at home. I’m still running and I’m still hiding, just waiting while others control my life. A life that I no longer have any say in.”
“Does that mean I love you any less because things are the way they are? No. I’ve always loved you. Loved you both. And I accept your apologies. I need you to know that I understand why it has to be this way, why you have to exclude me. Logically, I do.” 
“But my heart…” Emily broke off as a sob escaped her lips. The sob she’d been trying so desperately to hold in. “My heart is done. I don’t know how to give up any more than I already have. My life as I knew it, my freedom, my home – they’re all gone. And in that one moment in there, I felt so alone, like the stalker had taken you too. Ripped that partnership right away. I’m at my end here, guys. The very end.” 
“Emily, my God, look at me,” Gabriel rasped. “You are not on the outside of us! Never that! Never, honey! You are at the very center of us. Without you, there is no us! Do not let our tempers and our fears tear you down to the point that we undo all we’ve been building here over the last two days. We’ve known and loved one another for too many years to stop now.”
“I didn’t say that I didn’t love you, Gabe,” she breathed. “I said I cannot live like this anymore. With no voice, no control, nor any hope. I miss those things. A lot.”
“And we will help you reclaim your life and every precious ounce of freedom that has been wrested from you,” Gabriel pledged ardently. “But it will be the three of us, Em, fighting the good fight. Do not give up now, Emily. Please don’t, honey.”
“Emily, come here,” Noah called and held open his arms to her. He couldn’t bear the distance any longer. Not while she was slipping away. And she was. He could feel it just as surely as he could the air which was traveling into his lungs in ragged bursts.
Emily let Gabriel help her move over until she was astride Noah’s lap, perched there so he could see her. He cupped her face and kept his eyes firmly locked on hers. 
“I cannot make it without you, Emily,” Noah professed. “And that love and need to shelter you, is what made me deny any plan which might involve you getting hurt. I did not say those words to knock the supports out from under you. Far from it. It was an emotional outburst, and not logical thought at all. See it from our perspective, please. Men don’t sit and analyze their words before they pop out of their mouths like women do at times. We get riled, and sometimes words fly.”
“But hear these words, baby. I. Love. You. I’ve only ever wanted you, only craved you. You get me through so many nightmares and days of bleakness. You’re my ray of sunlight, and tonight I saw that light coming back into your eyes before and during dinner. Forgive us, and know that we can’t find this person without you. We can’t sort through it all, make sense of it all, or move forward as the family we are, without you. You, Emily, are a part of this team and a part of us, until we’re no more.”
“Tell me you hear me, and that you can move past this. Please tell me we’re not over. Not now that we’ve finally gotten the courage to tell you what’s always been there in our hearts. Please,” Noah begged. And he was most assuredly begging, he acknowledged, because his life would have no meaning whatsoever if she walked away from him now. Noah began to pray and beg God as well that Emily not be torn from his arms. 
“I don’t want us to be over, Noah. That’s not what I said. I do love you,” Emily cried. She gave up the fight to hold it all inside as she closed the distance between her chest and his. Emily wrapped her arms around Noah’s neck and buried her face on his shoulder while the last of her bitter heartache tore free.
All of her remaining anger, desolation, and hopelessness poured out as he held her to his heart. If she’d thought the tears she’d shed earlier were a torrent, Emily knew then that she had been wrong. Her grief over all that had been lost to her was an ugly, living thing in the moment. And as her sobs constricted her airways, Emily saw her grief for the monster it really was.
She was letting this fiend, this stalker, actually take her from the two other people who loved her more than they loved themselves. She was giving up in a way she hadn’t before, not fighting for what was hers. And didn’t that truth sting and burn?
They’d always verbally sparred with each other, playfully bantered back and forth, and in the past she’d given as good as she got. But not this night. No, she’d let their hot-headed words, spoken in the heat of the moment, shake her newly formed foundations. 
What had happened to her, Emily wondered? Where had she disappeared to in all this? Where was the Emily she knew? The fighter? The dreamer? 
She’d done the one thing she’d sworn never to do when this whole nightmare had begun. She had given up, and Emily was sorry to admit that she was ready to send the guys on with their team while she hid somewhere else, far, far away.
The truth shamed her. She was the coward, not they. But she didn’t have to be, Emily told herself. She could be the Emily she was before this all started. She could be a fighter, someone that she and her family could be proud of. 
At that thought, she remembered her Gram’s face. What would Gram say if she could see her now? Oh, Emily knew. She’d tell her to shake it off, get mad, and then get even. Hell, she’d stand there with her hands on her hips and demand that Emily find her backbone again. Because Emily not only had to fight this intruder, this interloper, she had to fight to keep Gabriel and Noah. She had them, but if she didn’t speak the words, she could lose their precious gift. Their promise of love and forever. 
Emily leaned back and stared into Noah’s green eyes. He was crying right along with her, and she cupped his face and began to wipe the moisture away. She had to swallow repeatedly to get her voice to work, but finally there was enough there that she could speak to him. To them both. 
She lifted her right hand from Noah’s face and settled it on Gabriel’s. Emily was shocked to feel tears there on his skin too, and she knew then that these men were worth fighting for. She held their hearts in her hand, just as they did hers, and she wasn’t letting go.
“I love you,” Emily said in a hushed tone. It was all she had after her gut-wrenching sobs. “I love you both. I want a life with you, a future with you, and I want to work alongside you to see this through – I need to, so I can reclaim my voice in all this. I want to be your partner in all ways and in all things. And that means we have to work together now to secure that future.”
“Hold me up when I’m weak and when I’m failing, guys, and I’ll try to do the same for you. And forgive me too, when I crumble, stumble, or fall. I don’t mean to, but sometimes the weight of all this becomes too much for one person to bear. Let’s move past this, because I cannot lose you too. I cannot, for you’re both the other pieces of my soul. Without you, I’m not whole.”
“Neither are we, Emily. Not without you,” Gabriel sighed. 
He felt as if his entire world had just started spinning again. There was still some fight left in her. They hadn’t crushed it after all. And not only was she fighting this intruder, Emily was still fighting for the three of them as well. He was so damn thankful and happy, that Gabriel had only one singular thought which compelled him to move. He had to show her what she meant to them, not just tell her.
Gabriel leaned in and settled his lips over hers. A gentle brush of lips that felt like homecoming. Emily felt so soft and so tender as he swept his tongue across her lower lip, urging her to open for him. And when she did, he felt like a man truly reborn. 
He cupped the back of her head and delved deeply. He tasted her, drank of her, made a feast of her. When at last Gabriel pulled back, Noah wasted no time turning Emily to face him again. 
Noah understood Gabe’s hunger, because his was still a living thing too. It seemed to swell and grow there between them, as if their need to reaffirm and solidify their new bond was the only thing of importance. Nothing else mattered in that moment. Nothing else existed except the three of them.
Noah looked into Emily’s watery eyes, his gaze sweeping lower to take in her swollen lips after Gabriel’s plundering kiss. He shook his head as he cupped her face, and then lowered his lips to hers. Like Gabe, he began slowly. Tasting, nipping, and lightly brushing his lips against hers. He wooed her back to him with as much tenderness as he could produce, amazed that it came so effortlessly to him where she was concerned. 
Yes, Noah thought, it was Emily. Always Emily that made him feel so sure of himself and so at peace. And she was his still, no matter what short-sighted thing he’d let slip through those same lips that were now mending their fences, and making it all better again.
Noah turned her face slightly and then ran his tongue deeper inside her mouth. He ate her up, needing Emily to want him just that much and more. When she whimpered low in her throat, he felt the last shreds of his composure slip away. Noah moved his hands down to her backside and pressed her against him as he rose in one swift motion.
He knew Gabriel would follow, so he made his way over to the door, ready to go inside and show Emily just how much she meant to him. To them both.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 22
 
 
Emily clung to Noah’s body, her arms wrapped around his neck and her legs locked firmly around his trim waist. He moved his lips down her throat as he walked them back inside, past the hot tub and to the bed. Slowly, so slowly that it made her breath catch in the back of her throat, he released his tight hold on her bottom and let her slide down the length of his muscular body. 
Just as soon as her feet touched the floor, Gabriel was there at her back. He picked up where Noah left off, his lips scorching a hot trail down her neck while Noah reclaimed her lips with his. Emily felt his hands roaming over her body, and she lost herself in the sea of sensations that were coursing over and through her.
Noah’s adept fingers skimmed down her sides until he clasped the edge of her shirt. He and Gabriel lifted their heads away from her long enough to pull the t-shirt over her head. Then Gabriel reached around her and flicked the button of her jeans open. The soft rasp of a zipper was the only sound in the room, other than their labored breathing, and within seconds Emily knew he had it undone too.
Gabriel bent, trailing his hands along the smooth length of her legs as he pushed the denim down. Noah wrapped his fingers around her waist to steady her as Gabriel pulled each leg out of the material. He tossed her jeans to the side and then stood at his full height behind her once more. His hands ran down her back and cupped the pert globes of her ass, kneading and plumping them until she began to squirm.
They gave Emily no time to hold on to any one sensation, they just kissed, touched, and stroked her body until she was putty in their hands. Completely amenable to whatever pleasure they chose to bestow upon her. But Emily needed to connect with them of her own accord too. Give them what they were giving her.
She ran her palms up the contours of Noah’s toned chest and pushed his shirt over his head. He raised his arms and let her divest him of it, and then cupped her face to kiss her while her fingers began to work on his jeans. She opened the button and then the zipper, smiling as his stomach muscles contracted each time her knuckles brushed against his skin.
Noah stepped back only long enough to hook his thumbs into his belt loops and, in one swift motion, he shed his jeans and briefs. Emily licked her lips when his cock bobbed free, already fully engorged and beaded with liquid at its head. She reached out and clasped her hand around his shaft, hearing Noah hiss as she leaned over and closed her lips around the tip. Her tongue swept over the slit and she drank in the first dewy drops of his arousal.
He groaned as she took more of him inside her mouth, and Noah ran his hands into her hair to steady her as Emily slid her tongue over the sensitive area just at the back of the ring around his cock’s head. He moaned again, louder this time, when her teeth grazed lightly over him there.
She let him slowly glide from her mouth and then she turned to Gabriel. She found him already naked, and staring at her with hungry, smoldering desire in his blue eyes while his hand slowly stroked his erection. He was ready too, and Emily wanted to taste him just as much as she had Noah. She stepped forward and glided her palms over his chest, then leaned in to encircle his right nipple with her tongue.
Gabriel made an inarticulate sound of pleasure when Emily closed her lips and began to suckle him. She loved the texture of it in her mouth and she moved over to taste his other. It was flatter and broader than hers, and she marveled over the differences in their bodies. He ran his hands into her hair and held her to him, murmuring his encouragement as she teased and lightly bit the engorged nub.
“Harder, Em,” Gabriel rasped, and she applied more pressure as she tugged back a little, pulling on his nipple with her teeth. “Yes!” he gasped in approval. “Just like that.”
She moved over and tugged on his right nipple again, then she began to trail kisses over every dip and contour of his ripped abdomen. Emily sank to her knees, her hands gliding down his muscular thighs along the way, until she knelt directly in front of his fully, erect cock. He was so large, but not that much larger than Noah she realized, now that she really compared the two. Yet there was enough of a difference for her to feel it when he was inside her.
Gabriel clasped her head in his hands and waited until she leaned in before he helped guide her movements. She stared up into his eyes while she ran her tongue over the head, needing to have the connection with him so she could share in his pleasure. And as she took more of his length into her mouth, Emily understood why Gabriel had wanted to stare into her eyes when they’d made love earlier. With every motion, she watched his response to the pleasure register in his gaze, and it was a heady feeling to know that she was giving that to him. She and no other.
Emily sank back on her heels and let Gabe’s cock slip from her mouth, just as Noah moved closer to her. All she had to do was turn her head, and she could take him back into her mouth. And so she did. Emily clasped a hand around the base of his cock and then took him to the back of her throat.
“Oh, baby,” Noah breathed. “Don’t stop.”
Emily hummed and shook her head, and continued her tender massage. She used her free hand to slowly stroke Gabriel’s hardness, keeping him ready, but also giving him pleasure so he was a part of it all. Not left out while she concentrated on Noah.
When she pulled her lips away from him, she recaptured Gabriel’s cock. She remembered to let her jaw go lax and she felt him push in until he rested at the back of her throat. He held himself there and she swallowed so she wouldn’t get overwhelmed. The action made Gabe groan loudly and then he pulled himself out of her mouth.
Gabriel hooked his hands under her arms and lifted Emily in one swift motion until she stood between him and Noah, and then he bent to seal her lips with his. Gabe began to walk her backward until she felt Noah hook an arm under her knees and his other under her shoulders. Gabriel gently pushed her backwards and Emily fell into Noah’s strong hold. He lifted her and then placed her at the bed’s center.
Both men slid onto the mattress with her and descended on her body in the same instant. Emily ran her hands into Noah’s hair as he claimed her lips, kissing her deeply and stealing her breath. Gabriel trailed kisses over her nipples, stomach and lower still, but he skirted around her pussy and licked over the inside of her left thigh. He moved down, tracing her knee with his tongue and placed tender kisses down the length of her calf.
Emily moaned when he closed his lips against the inside of her ankle and sucked - hard. Her instinct was to jump, but Gabriel’s fingers encircled her leg and he held her steady as he teased her skin. Then he moved his tongue to the arch of her foot and Emily felt moisture flood her pussy. She cried out and Noah lifted his lips from hers so her sounds could be clearly heard.
“That’s right, baby. Let us hear you. Let us hear it all,” he praised and then swept lower to close his lips around her nipple. 
There was no buildup, no teasing this time, just the sure and steady pressure of Noah’s lips against the sensitive peak. He suckled her until Emily speared her fingers into his thick hair and moaned loudly. 
“Noah, I’m going to come,” she panted.
She felt him hum against her nipple, and then he increased his suction just as Gabriel’s lips found her clit. Emily yelled a hoarse cry as her back bowed off the bed. Noah moved his mouth to her left nipple and she came once more. Gabriel’s tongue laved over her quivering folds and then he pushed up inside her, drinking and sucking her arousal as she peeked yet again.
Without a word, Gabriel moved up her body as Noah clasped her shoulders and turned Emily towards him. Noah fused his mouth to hers while he slid a hand down her body, past her hip and to her knee. He gently lifted her leg and draped it over his hip, then fitted his cock to her entrance and pushed inside her with one deft, long stroke.
Emily gasped again at the sensation of being filled so completely and so suddenly, but Noah kept her face cupped in his right hand as he pulled back and then arched up inside of her once more. His eyes bore into hers, just as his thick member did, and every movement in and out of her body caused them to breathe in time with each other.
Just when Emily thought it couldn’t get any better, Noah moved his hand from her leg to her buttocks and he pulled her cheeks apart as cool gel smoothed over her. She gasped when Gabriel’s finger began to massage her tight rosette again and again. She stared into Noah’s eyes, seeing so much love, but also his deep seeded need and longing for her. And she knew he could see the same in hers. 
Her mouth parted open when Gabriel’s finger pressed inside her core. Slow and questing at first, then deeper and firmer. He added more gel and a second digit, and she had to lean in to kiss Noah to keep from crying out again. Noah stilled his thrusts as Gabriel prepared her, and he drugged her with a kiss that wiped away any worry she might have about impending discomfort.
Then, Gabriel’s fingers left her back passage and she felt the blunt head of his cock pressing against the tight rosette. Noah lifted her leg higher on his hip and he remained still as Gabe worked to enter her, one slow, shallow thrust at a time. 
Emily couldn’t help but whimper as he stretched her open further than Noah had when he’d filled her there. Gabriel slowed his movements and they petted and stroked her skin as she let go of the tension that had suddenly gripped her. When Emily relaxed and exhaled, he pushed inward. The burn was there, yes, but there was also another sensation right on its heels that overrode any pain the invasion caused.
Her head fell back and she grasped Noah’s shoulders as Gabriel’s pelvis finally met her backside. Emily felt even more filled than she had when they’d first tried this, and she could hardly breathe from the spasms already rippling through her abdomen.
“Hold on for us, Em,” Gabriel murmured in her ear. He licked and kissed the delicate skin there and then ran his tongue down her neck. “Let’s make this last, honey.”
“I’m trying,” she breathed. Emily reopened her eyes just as Noah’s tongue swept into her mouth. He groaned loudly while he rocked backwards, his cock barely rimming her pussy’s entrance when he came to a stop. Gabriel slowly drug his erection over her hypersensitive tissues, pulling away from her until she felt empty from the loss of both their shafts.
“I need you,” she whispered. “Come back.”
“We haven’t left you, baby,” Noah reassured her. He smiled and smoothed a hand up her cheek and into her hair. “We’re just getting started. Hold on to me, and feel how much we love you. Feel, Emily,” he intoned as he pushed himself in to the hilt. She gasped and he smiled as he nodded at her, watching her eyes as he rocked backwards and Gabriel filled her core.
“See,” Noah grinned. He nipped the end of her nose and then her chin as he slid inside her velvety heat. “We’re here, Em. Always here. Always inside you, inside your heart.”
“I know,” she nodded and gasped again when Gabriel pulled back. “I believe you. I believe you both. Trust you both.”
Gabriel seemed to lose a bit of his carefully guarded composure at those words. He grasped Emily’s waist and pushed back into her, as far as he could go. The movement spurred Noah forward, and the pace of their rhythm began to increase.
Emily could only stare into Noah’s eyes while they glided into her body, one after the other. She was buffeted between the two on a gentle wave of pleasure and the slight burn of something edgier that stirred her blood into a fevered pitch. She caressed Noah’s chest and shoulders as he moved against her, strong and solid as always. She saw his eyes flicker over her shoulder to Gabriel, just as their hands tightened on her and they took her together.
She clutched Noah’s shoulders as their thrusts moved in time with each other, each man filling her in unison until the pressure became immeasurable. Gabriel’s hand slid between her and Noah and she felt him press down on her clit. She was shocked that his hand was there, touching her, yes, but his knuckles were also grazing Noah’s skin at the same time. 
Noah seemed so lost in the moment though, that he never batted an eye. Gabriel’s fingertip began to glide across her super-sensitive nub in a circular pattern, and Emily could bear it no longer.
Her body took on a life of its own. Every muscle within her felt as though it locked in a massive spasm, and Emily opened her mouth on a silent scream as the first wave of her release crashed over her. She felt Gabriel’s teeth sink into the column of her throat just as Noah surged into her pussy so hard that the wave built into something even higher, something almost frightening.
Emily began to cry out their names and buck between them. And the sensations of her inner muscles clenching and clamping down on them spurred their own orgasms. Gabriel groaned and Noah shouted hoarsely as they gave in and filled her with everything they had. They continued to pump into her until every last drop of their come was rested from their balls, and then they slowed their movements until they lay against her. Still connected and still a part of one another.
No one wanted to draw away and interrupt the amazing moment, and so they didn’t. They just lay together, holding, touching, and kissing as they came down from the heights they’d soared to collectively. Emily felt so cherished there between the two men who meant everything to her. So loved.
“I have never felt so at peace, as I do now.” She opened her eyes and looked up to find Noah staring intently at her. She lifted a hand and trailed it through his damp hair, smiling slowly in response to the grin she saw lifting his full lips. “I will never give the two of you up. Never want another day that doesn’t have you both in it with me.”
“That’s good, Emily,” Gabriel rumbled behind her. “Because we have no intention of letting you go. This is all we want too, honey.”
“Just this,” Noah sighed in pleasure. He slowly traced the outline of her jaw as he stared into her eyes.
“And if you do try to leave, I will tie you to our bed and make sure you can’t escape,” Gabe added. 
Gabriel’s words took a moment to sink in, but then Noah and Emily burst out laughing. Gabe gave in and laughed too, the motion causing Emily to squirm between them. They each placed a hand on her and stilled her movements, not wanting their cocks to come back to life and hurt her. 
They knew they probably should have shown more restraint and been mindful of how tender Emily was. But after experiencing the startling fear of her possibly walking away from them, they needed to reconnect with her in the most intimate way they could and remind Emily that she was most assuredly theirs. That no one else would ever cherish the gift of her love or her partnership as they would. As they always had.
Emily looked over her shoulder and smiled at Gabriel. “You said our bed. Will we share a bedroom when we get home, or do you each want to keep a separate room?” Her fingers glided over Noah’s chest while she awaited their answer.
“I hadn’t really thought about it.” Gabriel shrugged. 
“But now that we are?” she asked.
“We both have king-sized beds, so it would be easy for all of us to fit in either one,” Noah said and brushed a kiss across her brow. “I like having you between us, so it doesn’t bother me to share sleeping quarters on a permanent basis. But sometimes I’ll want you all to myself too. So it’s probably best to have more than one bedroom, and we can just play it by ear. I think we’d all be happier if there was no schedule or sleeping rotation.”
“Gosh, no!” Emily immediately said and wrinkled up her nose. “That would be awful! Let’s never do any such thing. We’ll just go wherever the love and passion of the moment takes us.”
“God, I love you,” Gabriel chuckled and kissed her shoulder. “I’m in full agreement. We can have one room we all share and then another for whoever wants privacy.”
“Yes, I like that,” Emily nodded. “And can I ask a more delicate question?”
“Em, our dicks are still inside you. How much closer could we be before you know you can say anything to us?” Noah laughed.
“Hush,” she admonished and swatted his chest. He just captured her hand and began to suck on her fingertips.
“Ask,” Noah mumbled as he laved his tongue between her thumb and index finger.
“Gracious, that feels good!” Gabriel nipped her shoulder to get her to speak. “Okay, okay,” Emily smiled. “I was wondering what you thought about having a family together someday. Do you want children?”
“I like kids.” Noah nodded and drug her pinkie deep into his mouth.
“You are a big kid,” she chuckled. Noah bit down on her finger and winked at her.
“I think we would do a good job raising any children we have, when we decide we’re ready for that,” Gabriel said. He sounded a bit more serious and Emily looked over her shoulder at him again to gauge his mood. He smoothed her hair back and moved his hand down her side to caress her hip. 
“I think you’ll make an amazing mother, Emily, and I’d love to see you carry our child. But honestly, it will take me a few more years to be ready for that. Noah and I see the worst people in humanity target young children and teenagers in our line of work, and I’ll need time to get myself ready for the demands parenthood will bring. I’ll want you and any children we have to be utterly and completely safe, so I’ll know such predators can’t get to my family.” 
Gabriel stared at her with such raw vulnerability in his eyes, that Emily could not help but reach for his face to comfort him.
“I can understand that fully, Gabe,” she said and offered him a tender smile. “And I’m honestly not quite ready yet, either. I’m only twenty-three and I need a few more years, too.”
“That’s good.” Noah’s mischievous smile made Gabriel and Emily chuckle before they heard the rest of his statement. “Because we need a few years to play without worrying that we’re waking up the kids. You’re a screamer, Emily, and a newborn probably wouldn’t be able to rest through all of that noise.”
“Oh, really?” she said in challenge and arched an eyebrow at him. “Well what would you call those loud noises that come from you and Gabe? Hmmm? Sounds like shouting and yelling to me.” 
“All in the name of love, though, baby,” Noah played back. 
“Luckily, our neighbors are far enough away that we can yell all we want,” Gabriel said with a lazy smile. “Em, we need to clean up, honey. And you need to eat something. You really only had one meal today, and you need more.”
“I know.” She took a deep breath and tried to draw the moment into her heart, mind, and soul. Just seal it away, so in times of stress or trouble she could pull it back to the forefront of her mind and bask in the glow they’d created together.
“We have all night to come back to bed and lie here together,” Gabriel said, as though he were reading her mind.
“Well, with that promise in mind, I’ll agree to get up.”
“That’s my girl,” Noah praised. He kissed her forehead and then slid from the clasp of her pussy. 
Gabriel gently eased back, coaxing her softly to breathe in time with his exit from her body. They helped her rise, steadying Emily as she stood beside the bed, and then they directed her to the bathroom. Noah turned the shower on, letting the water warm before they stepped inside. 
And as they had in the bed, they placed her between them. Gabriel washed her hair and back, while Noah lathered a cloth and gently took care of her front. They used the lightest of touches on her most intimate flesh, knowing she needed minimal contact after all the love they’d shared throughout the day and night.
They let Emily help bathe them, finding opportunities to massage or caress her when she turned her attention from one to the other. It was a natural cadence, one that would only get better over the years. And one which they all knew was worth fighting for.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 23
 
 
Emily woke the next morning to the delicious smell of coffee wafting near her nose. She sniffed the air appreciatively and rolled over onto her left side to get closer to the aroma. She heard Noah’s deep, throaty laughter and she smiled as she cracked her eyes open to look at him.
His blonde hair was tousled, giving him a sexy, lazy air and his stubble was even more pronounced. He sat on the side of the bed with one leg drawn up so he could see her clearly, his other dangled off the side. In one hand he held a mug and with his other he reached out and began to trail his fingers through her long, blonde tresses.
“Good morning, gorgeous,” he murmured. “Do you have any idea how precious you look when you first wake?”
“I look a mess, Noah,” Emily chuckled and stretched, feeling every bit of her lingering soreness from the previous day’s activities. But it was a delicious soreness that reminded her who she belonged to, so Emily smiled over the possessive stamp they had placed upon her.
“No you don’t.” He laughed softly, the sound rumbling in his chest in a way that had her wanting to sit up in bed and kiss those delectable sculpted muscles.
“I like that you think I look decent when I first wake up.” Emily gave him a goofy grin, and then closed her eyes to enjoy his light massage on her head. “Hmmm, that feels divine,” she hummed. “Don’t stop.”
“Oh, but I have to,” he played. Noah moved his hand from her hair and down her arm until he clasped the sheet that lay draped over her. He slowly peeled it back and then let his palm glide over her abdomen and up to her breasts.
“Noah,” she breathed. Emily looked up into his eyes, seeing them clearly hooded with desire. Yet, she noticed he also seemed to be tempering that desire so they could both enjoy the soothing, delicate dance of his hand over her skin.
“God, you’re beautiful,” he murmured. Noah shook his head just a bit, and watched as his hand moved over to her hip and then skated around to her backside. “Everywhere.”
Emily couldn’t close her eyes as Noah slowly explored her body in a way he hadn’t yet. She lay as still as she could, watching him as he did her. Watched every flicker that registered in those green depths, which spoke of his longing and affection for her. How had she ever gone without this, Emily wondered? Or thought that she could survive with only their friendship binding them?
“Gabe and I have plans for us today,” he said, as if finally remembering that he was supposed to tell her about it.
“Oh?” Emily asked, her word coming out as a breathy gasp as his fingers began to lightly tease her right nipple.
“Hmmm,” he hummed and nodded. Noah leaned forward and placed his mug on the bedside table, then bent down to blow over the nipple he had enticed and toyed with. “Lie back, Em,” he directed her. 
She rolled to her back and stared up at him as his lips hovered over that sensitive peak. Please, she mentally begged him, wanting so badly to feel his lips on her there. But Noah continued to blow across Emily’s skin until she arched up, trying to force him to take her nipple into his mouth.
He chuckled and then moved over to blow across her left nipple, drawing out the anticipation. They both looked on as her body immediately responded. Emily whimpered, needing more than he was giving her in the moment.
“What’s the matter, baby?” he asked between puffs.
“You know what I need. Why are you making me wait?” she asked in exasperation.
“All in good time. Patience is a virtue, or so I’ve been told. I’ve never had much, but you inspire me to do better. With you, patience is a beautiful thing to behold. And it can be so rewarding.”
“Noah,” Emily warned, almost growling his name in frustration.
“Look how tight and alert they are,” he mused, completely ignoring her pleas. “You see, Em, for guys, this is heady stuff. I told you we’re visual creatures. So seeing evidence that our touch, our nearness, our very breath can turn you on… Well, that’s enough to get any man’s blood pumping. In the right direction, that is,” Noah added. 
He gave her a wolfish grin that made her think he was either planning to continue this torture or gobble her up any second. She wanted the latter. So how to get it? Noah said he liked words. Wanted a picture. So, Emily decided, it was time to paint him that picture he seemed to crave. To use her skill as a writer and show him just what he was missing out on – using only her words.
“Yes,” Emily nodded slowly, “your breath can make my nipples hard. Completely rigid and begging for your tongue to trace them slowly. For your lips to close around them and suckle them. Gently at first, but then with more pressure until I can feel the same pulses between my legs.” 
“My pussy will get wet, so wet, and then even my clit will pulse in time with the rhythm of your lips on my nipple. I’ll feel that invisible chord, deep within, tying the different parts of my body together. And when you finally graze my nipple with your teeth and suckle me hard, I’ll completely lose all sense of myself and come so hard that moisture will flood my folds below.” 
“My back will arch off of the bed and the only coherent thought I’ll be able to form is calling your name, because it will be you who brought that pleasure to me. You and no other man, because no other man will ever touch me as you and Gabriel will.”
“But,” she shrugged, “since that is all the stuff of dreams at this moment, I suppose I should get up and get ready for whatever you and Gabe have planned for the day.” Emily tacked those last words on as nonchalantly as she could, and then began to slide out from under his arms.
Noah grasped her shoulders, holding her firmly in place, just as Gabriel pushed himself off the doorframe where he’d been leaning, taking in each and every tantalizing word she’d spoken. She hadn’t realized he was there too, so lost in Noah’s game had she been. Emily looked from one to the other and knew she was about to find out exactly what her words could do to her men. And she couldn’t wait.
Gabriel set his own mug of coffee down on the opposite nightstand and then he dropped onto the mattress on her right. He looked from Emily to Noah with a dangerous smile playing on his full lips.
“I think someone here is a very good student,” Gabriel said softly. 
“I’d say,” Noah rumbled.
“Shall we test her theory? See if her nipples really will do all of that for her?” Gabriel asked, arching an eyebrow at Noah, not Emily. As if they had discussions about her body all the time while she lay under them, hungry from need and want.
“She came in the kitchen last night just from my lips on them. I think she’s learning her body’s response to us well. Aren’t you, baby?” Noah turned his eyes back down to Emily and brushed her hair out of her eyes. 
“Well, let’s see what happens when she has both stimulated at the same time. I think her body will surprise her,” Gabriel pondered aloud. 
And with that statement, two heads leaned in to take a nipple into the warm clasp of their mouths.
Emily gasped loudly from the dual sensation of their lips taking possession of her breasts. It was hard to process it all, for she felt as if her entire body had suddenly been doused in the flames of red hot desire, not just her nipples. She reached for each man’s head and threaded her fingers through their hair, then closed her eyes and let go.
Her body relaxed into the bed and Emily felt Gabriel growl around her right nipple. She’d noticed the day before how much he seemed to like her compliance, her submission. She supposed that was what she was really giving them. It felt good not to think about how scripted everything might be otherwise, if she were trying to position them, direct them, or control their lovemaking. 
No, Emily thought, that was never what she wanted – never wanted their love to feel staged or fake. Because what she was experiencing in the moment was what freedom was supposed to feel like. To know that if she placed her trust in them, they wouldn’t abuse it. Rather, they’d cherish it and her, and thereby give her what she needed. Even if she couldn’t always articulate her needs, they would learn her body well enough to know and bring her release each and every time. She would always feel complete in their arms.
Noah’s tongue began to dance around her nipple while Gabriel teased her other with his teeth. Slowly, the buildup began. And just as she had predicted, Emily felt that tightening in her stomach and down below that she’d mentioned to Noah. She massaged their heads as their lips began to suckle her, both of them using light suction at first, but then morphing into a strong pull that had her crying out.
She began to pant and squirm, but each man placed a hand on her legs and held her in place. Gabriel hummed against her skin and Emily could feel the vibration all the way to her clit. She yelled their names and felt the first wave of bliss spread throughout her limbs. The pleasure seemed to radiate from her breasts outward, until every fiber of her being was aflame.
Gabriel raised his head from her breast first, but his movement prompted Noah. They each leaned back slowly and beheld the amazing sight before them. Emily’s skin was flushed pink and her chest rose and fell heavily as she gasped for air. Her hair fanned out around her head on the pillow like a halo from all of her thrashing as she came. 
Gabe felt as though he’d sensed her orgasm in his soul, which honestly amazed him. Just as it had been in the kitchen the night before, when Noah’s lips had brought Emily to fulfillment, he’d had such a head rush watching her soar. And for a man to feel that good when his dick wasn’t involved, Gabriel admitted it must mean the heart utterly and completely was. At least his was. And from the satisfied look on Noah’s face, he knew he could safely say the same was true for his best friend.
Noah let his hand begin the slow glide up the inside of Emily’s leg. He smiled as her eyes reopened and he beheld the hazy remnants of her orgasm in her gaze. His fingers brushed against her lower lips and he felt just how wet she was from their play. Slowly, he drug his fingers through her folds and then used the moisture to make the glide of his thumb over her clit easier to bear.
“Noah, I can’t take any more,” Emily pleaded and shook her head at him. “You’ve got to stop.”
“I’m not going to hurt you, Em.” He shook his head and watched the war within her play out in her violet eyes. She was still slightly unsure of it all, though she’d tried to step out of that comfort zone and entice him earlier. With words that Noah knew she had spoken for his benefit. He wanted to reward Emily for her bravery, and show her that her body was capable of orgasming many, many times.
“I’m just going to touch you lightly here while we talk about today. Try to listen and concentrate on what I’m saying. If it truly does hurt, you need only tell me and I’ll stop immediately. Okay?” 
Emily stared at Noah momentarily and then nodded and bit her lower lip. 
Noah concentrated on her clit, while Gabriel’s palm moved up her right leg and his fingers began to play with her pussy’s entrance. Together, they petted and stroked her delicate flesh in an intimate dance while they calmly began to outline their day.
“First, we have breakfast for you,” Noah began. “Something light to start with, because we’re all going for a run afterwards. We looked over the packet of brochures that came with this place and realized there are all kinds of nature trails that snake all over this mountain. And after our talk on the back porch last night, we also realize that we’ve done you a disservice by keeping you inside this cabin. No one knows where you are, and with Kaden and Garrett watching our sixes, we can help you breathe a bit of fresh air again.”
Emily’s eyes clouded with unshed tears and Gabriel reached out with his free hand and smoothed it over her forehead and hair.
“We’re taking what you’ve told us to heart, honey,” Gabriel said tenderly. “You need to get out, feel the sun on your skin, and feel free while you’re at it. So, we’ll exercise for a while, because we all need it and enjoy it. We’ll come back here and shower, then head to a place we’ve picked out that’s perfect for a picnic lunch. Noah’s already packed one of the coolers you had in your car, and it’s sitting in the kitchen waiting for us to use it.”
Emily tried to hold on to the beautiful day they were painting for her while their adept fingers stroked her into near oblivion. But the words they were using were far more erotic than those she’d teased Noah with. Because they were a promise that all was not lost to her yet, and she attempted to savor them as her body began to grow ever closer to another orgasm. 
“When we return here, we’re going to call Lawton and ask him to put Tara on the line,” Noah continued. “You’re going to talk to her for as long as you want, and then you can either sit and write while we fix supper, or you can go relax in the hot tub. Your choice, baby. Today is all about you, Emily. You breathing a little easier and smiling again. Sound like a plan?”
“Yes,” she nodded and tried to smile. But her tears made it come out as a watery, tremulous attempt.
“I think she likes it,” Gabriel said with a broad smile. His grin was big enough for them both, and he nodded at Emily as he eased a finger inside her, searching for that special spot. “Come for us now, Emily. You’re right on the edge, I can feel it.”
And as before, Gabriel’s softly spoken command sent her right over the cliff. Emily stared at him as she gave herself over into their care. Gabe cupped her face while Noah intertwined his free hand through hers and helped to steady Emily as she came apart. 
“Beautiful,” Noah said softly. He lifted her hand held in his and kissed the back of it. His lips lingered over her skin as he removed his thumb from her clit so Emily could catch her breath. “I’m looking forward to a lifetime of this.”
“So am I, Noah.” Emily sighed and closed her eyes, letting the last of the magical moment wash over her. She felt Gabriel’s fingers leave her pussy and trail across her inner thigh. She shivered and he chuckled.
“Can we coax you out of this bed?” Gabriel asked. “Kaden and Garrett will be here shortly and you probably want to be up and dressed by then.”
“Yes,” she laughed and then sighed once more. “It’ll be nice to see people again.”
“Yes it will,” Gabriel said somberly. He closed his mouth before any more words escaped. Her simply spoken statement had once again cast a spotlight on just how alone and isolated Emily had become. But no more. Not if he had anything to say about it.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 24
 
 
Emily was just taking the last bite of her oatmeal when a knock sounded on the cabin’s front door. She turned quickly in its direction, but Noah placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. He stood between her and the door while Gabriel walked over and looked through its peephole. He opened it and stepped back to let their teammates enter.
Kaden wasted no time wiping his feet on the welcome mat and heading straight for Emily. He stood beside her and opened his arms wide. She dabbed at the corners of her mouth with her napkin and rose to receive the hug he was offering her. She chuckled as he swept her up into a tight bear hug and lifted her until her feet hovered just off the floor.
“Put her down,” Noah grumbled. “Now.”
“Someone’s jealous,” Kaden teased and gave Emily a quick kiss on the forehead as he placed her back on her feet. “You look well considering everything, Emily. These guys taking care of you?”
“Of course.” She grinned and blushed furiously. “They’ve given me the best care since you guys found me. But then again, they always have.”
“I know.” Kaden smiled and tweaked her nose. “I’m just messing with you. Are we all forgiven for ganging up on you last night?” He added that last question in a more serious tone that instantly got her attention.
She nodded in his arms and patted the side of his handsome face. “Of course, Kaden. I know you were all well-intentioned. It’s just that, in the moment, it didn’t feel so good to have my idea squashed before we could really talk it through. As I’ve explained to Noah and Gabriel, I haven’t had a great deal of say in my life of late, and now that I’m finally catching my breath I want to get my nerve back and fight this intruder.”
“That a girl.” Kaden nodded tightly in approval. 
“Next time though,” Emily said as she stepped back, “I’ll just fire back at you and not clam up.”
Kaden gave her a wide grin just as she found herself hauled away from him and against Noah’s side. Emily couldn’t help but chuckle over his sudden possessiveness. She patted Noah’s chest and tilted her head back to look at him.
“Calm down. I only belong to two men. I couldn’t possibly handle more.”
“I know that.” Noah gave her his bashful smile and leaned down to sweep his lips across hers. He loved that Emily had openly admitted to belonging to him and Gabe within minutes of their friends arriving. The fact that she wasn’t embarrassed in the slightest to talk about them made everything in him settle down. Made breathing easier, too.
“You guys ready to head out?” Garrett asked, watching Noah with thinly veiled humor playing on his face. 
“Oh, let me go switch shirts and then we can take off,” Emily said. She slipped out from under Noah’s arm and headed for the back of the cabin.
Four sets of eyes watched her go and then Gabriel stepped over to the bar area and snagged his holster. Though he hated to run with the thing on, he damn sure wasn’t leaving his side arm or badge behind as they set off into the woods. He saw Noah turn and do the same, lifting his from the dining table. The other guys already had theirs firmly strapped across their chests, not leaving a thing to chance.
“Coast is clear, as far as we can tell,” Kaden offered. “I jogged the route an hour ago and couldn’t find a problem.”
“You mind running it again?” Gabriel asked him.
“Hell no!” Kaden scoffed. “Do I look like a damn rookie? I can run circles around most cadets, even if I am pushing thirty.”
“Shut up,” Garrett grumbled. He and Lawton had hit the big 3-0 in the last half year, and none of the others had let them forget it yet.
Gabriel and Noah couldn’t stop themselves from chuckling. They were within months of hitting the landmark themselves, and they knew what it felt like to have the number looming directly ahead of them.
Noah snapped the closure to his holster just as Emily returned from the back. Oh man, he groaned inwardly. She had switched the t-shirt she was wearing to one of those stretchy little tops she always wore when she jogged. That, combined with her tiny spandex capris, had him wanting to yank off his own t-shirt and cover her with it. 
Emily smiled up at him as she tied her hair in a ponytail, completely oblivious to the way in which Garrett and Kaden had forced themselves to stare at anything except her perfect body. Damn, but this having a wife business was going to be hard, Noah thought. He was always going to feel the need now to pummel the men around him. Even his damn teammates, apparently.
“Emily, do you want to take water along?” Gabriel asked. 
Gabriel cleared his throat as he moved closer to her, and that was the only slip in his composure Noah could detect. Ah, but there was a tiny tightening at the corner of his eyes and that made Noah smile. Gabe wasn’t so unaffected, after all, over the fact that Emily was nearly naked in front of their friends.
“Nope, I’m good, love.” She grinned and lightly touched his arm. 
That did it, Noah smiled to himself. She’d called Gabriel ‘love’. 
Gabriel’s eyes narrowed just as he swooped down and gave Emily a quick, but thorough kiss that had her teetering off balance. So much so, that Gabe had to steady her when he drew away. He winked at Emily and then turned to Garrett.
“Let’s go.” Gabriel nodded. 
Garrett smiled and shook his head. “Oh, Miss Emily… the wonders you have worked,” he mused as he opened the front door cautiously, looking around before opening it wide. 
She said nothing else. Only laced her fingers through Gabriel’s and let him lead her through the door.
Garrett and Kaden took position in front, which surprised Emily, because she’d heard Noah say they would ‘watch their sixes’. She didn’t know all of the jargon the men used, but even one not indoctrinated in their military or law enforcement background could easily surmise the phrase meant they should be at the rear. Emily wondered over the swap as Gabriel remained on her right and Noah flanked her on the left.
They stretched briefly and then set off at a slow pace on the trail the men had agreed upon. Emily repeatedly drew in deep breaths of the fresh mountain air, just to feel the crisp burn in her lungs and to feel alive again. It was like waking after a long hibernation, she admitted, like waking from a coma. She’d trudged through life in the last weeks, feeling her spirit almost caving in on itself.
But no more, damn it. She was ready to fight. Her pace picked up as Emily thought back to the image of her Gram she’d envisioned the night before. Of her standing there with her hands on her hips telling Emily to fight and get her gumption back. She was going to make her Gram proud. Hell, she was going to make herself proud. Nobody was going to take her life away from her, certainly not some pervert. 
Garrett glanced over his shoulder when he felt Emily and the guys right behind him. He could see the furrow of concentration on her brow and realized she was lost somewhere deep in thought. But she was gaining on Kaden and him. So he nodded at Gabe and then lengthened his stride as he refocused on the trail in front of them.
“Feel good, Em?” Gabriel asked. He looked down at her momentarily, hoping to draw her focus back to their run.
“Yeah,” she grinned and shook her head slightly. “It’s perfect. But you guys don’t have to go slow on my account. I normally run at a much faster pace.”
Garrett heard her and burst out laughing. Kaden did too and he shot her a wicked grin over his shoulder.
“Are we holding you back, young lady?” Kaden teased.
“No, not if we need to go slow for protection’s sake. But if you’re worried about my stamina, I can handle it. I like to run for long distances.”
“She’s not kidding,” Noah said proudly. “Em can outlast and outdistance us all.” He had run with her enough times to know she could leave them all far behind if she put her mind to it.
“Outlast me?” Garrett shook his head and chuckled. “You’re on, Miss Emily. Let’s go.”
“With pleasure, Mr. Garrett,” she teased back. She heard him groan and the other men laugh whole-heartedly.
“That’s what we started calling him when he turned thirty,” Noah said conspiratorially. “I guess you can see he doesn’t like it.”
“You’re kidding, right?” Emily asked incredulously. “Older men who look like all of you do, are sexy as hell. You’ve nothing to be ashamed of at all, Garrett, trust me. Any lady would count herself lucky to have you as her partner and if she didn’t, it would be her own problem and not your fault.”
“Thank you, sweetie,” Garrett said and gave her a rare, genuine smile over his shoulder. “I think you’re one of kind too. Now, about that challenge…”
Emily chuckled and kicked it into high gear. She forced their pace to increase as her long legs opened up and she ate up the asphalt along the trail. No one said anything more for almost an hour as they followed a long, circuitous path that snaked around the mountain, taking them through the dense forest. Autumn was just beginning and the first hint of vibrant color was evident in the canopy’s leaves that fluttered in the light breeze. All in all a simply perfect day in Emily’s estimation.
She saw a long stretch coming up and she glanced up at Gabriel to see if he’d allow her to sprint away from them. He looked down when he sensed her eyes on him and arched an eyebrow.
“Can I go?” Emily asked between breaths.
“Only with me,” he warned. “Come on.” 
Gabriel nodded and she grinned as she added on the speed. He was right there with her and they flew through the gap between Kaden and Garrett’s bodies. Emily heard Garrett swear as she blew past him, and she laughed as the burn she craved began in earnest down her legs. 
It morphed into pure pleasure and soon she felt as though she was running on air. This was why she ran, Emily sighed inwardly. There was just no feeling like a runner’s high. Well, she corrected, there was a feeling better than this and she knew it well now. That thought made her blush, but Emily didn’t look back over at Gabriel to see how he was faring with the pace she was setting.
Gabe let her sprint for another few minutes before he called for Emily to start slowing to a stop. She eased up and let her body begin a cool-down that involved a run, which turned into a jog, and finally slowed to a walk. 
Emily had just taken her last stride at a jog when she was swept off her feet from behind by Noah. She squealed and wrapped her arms around his neck, only to have his panting mouth descend on hers to silence her. She chuckled against him and finally drew back to lay her head on his shoulder.
“God, Emily! I can barely breathe right now,” Noah huffed and grinned down at her. “Are you trying to kill us and get our life insurance money?”
“Oh, of course! That was my plan all along,” she nodded, playing along in a voice that dripped with sarcasm. “Couldn’t have anything to do with me having fun, now could it?”
“I stand corrected. Ignore my asinine question completely and answer this one instead. Did you have fun, baby?” Noah let her slide down his sweaty body until she was standing by his side again.
“Tons!” Emily beamed.
“Well, that’s all that matters then.” He winked and gave her a quick slap on the ass before his hand snaked around her waist.
“There’s some rocks up ahead that form a look-out. Let’s stop there for a few minutes before we head back.” Gabriel motioned in their direction with his head as he caught his breath and Noah nodded.
Garrett and Kaden fell into step and soon they were perched on the natural outcropping of granite. It gave them views for miles and miles all around. They could see a nearby lake in the distance, shimmering and glistening. There were hills and valleys which seemed to roll on forever, and large birds soaring on the thermals high overhead. 
Emily stared unblinking at the majestic scenery in the hopes of imprinting the image on her brain forever. There was so much beauty to behold and so many blessing, she thought. She sat perched on a long, flat shelf of rock between Gabriel and Noah, with her legs hugged against her chest and her chin propped atop her knees. She could feel Gabriel’s fingers lightly tracing the exposed skin on her back between her pants and top, and the little touch made her smile wistfully.
“People take opportunities like this for granted so often. God knows I used to,” she sighed. “Just to sit outside in the sun and look around at nothing in particular… You never know what kind of magic you’re going to discover. What wonders you’ll uncover. What tales you’ll see that need to be told.”
“And well, it’s something that makes dreaming possible. Makes hope a certainty. And makes faith in your fellow man a promise reaffirmed. When you can go outside and be a part of the world around you without fear or dread. Breathe the same air as your neighbor and see them return the smile you offer.” 
Emily sniffled against the tears that wanted to come. She laced her fingers through Gabe’s when he extended a hand to her. Then she did the same with Noah when he reached for her. With their support she continued. 
“I’ve always been able to write stories for others, because I could see so much good in what is all around us. I can see a person walking across a street and imagine an entire untold story from the lines that define their face, as I picture what kind of life etched those marks into their skin.” 
“I can watch children having fun and envision the imaginary world they play in. And I find I want to play in it too. I can see a scene like this one before us, and write about the native souls who might have walked over those hills five hundred or five thousand years ago. They had families too. Children they loved and parents they wanted to see cared for in their old age, just as we do.” 
“There’s just so much about the human story to tell. So much good and so much beauty… Everywhere. I don’t want to lose that,” Emily quietly confessed. “I don’t want to lose that window that lets me see outside of my own home, outside of myself, or outside of my soul. I need to see others just as much as I need them to see me. I need to connect. And I need moments and opportunities like this, just as anyone does, so I can be free to breathe and imagine what could be.”
“I see now just how wrong I’ve looked at all this,” Emily admitted. “It didn’t matter if I stayed inside or not, this person still found a way to terrorize me. So I’m not staying inside anymore. This is where I was meant to be. Free to walk out of my own front door and jog down the street if I want to. Free to stop and talk to old Mr. Gibbons at the end of the block, and let him talk my ear off about how gifted his little grandson is. Free to see Tara for coffee and laugh over her latest antics. Free,” she murmured.
“This stalker may have taken pictures of me, but those images don’t tell my story. He or she doesn’t know me. And I won’t let my story be interrupted another day. Not anymore.”
Emily noted the hush that had stolen over their small group and she looked around to offer each man a small smile. She sniffled again and Gabriel softly called her name. She looked up to see that he had raised the edge of his sweaty t-shirt to dry her tears. Emily said nothing as he moped the moisture from her skin and then dropped the hem to cup her face.
“We will use caution still with whatever plan we make, but I swear to you, Noah and I will do everything in our collective power to ensure you reclaim your freedom and safety. Yours is not a spirit that can stay locked in and caged away. You’re absolutely right, Em: you need this and you cannot lose it. And after everything you just said, I am proud to see that you haven’t yet.” 
“Remember what we said last night, honey – keep fighting and keep looking for reasons why this is an anomaly of nature.” Gabriel gave her an encouraging nod. “Most people you meet don’t want to do harm or take your freedom and choices away. Our whole team has to remind ourselves of that on a daily basis in our line of work. That most people are not monsters who prey on those they perceive as weaker than they. There is still lots and lots of good in this world, Em. Keep looking for it.”
“I will,” she whispered.
“Promise?” Noah asked her in his own thick voice.
“I do.” Emily laughed softly through her newest tears.
“I like those two words. For more reasons than one,” Noah praised and then swallowed hard. He lifted her hand and kissed the back of it.
Emily nodded and leaned over to bury her head against Noah’s chest. She squeezed Gabriel’s fingers still laced through hers, and closed her eyes as she fought the new tears that threatened to come. She wanted no more to flow and carry her away. She was stronger than all this, and Emily knew only she could combat the war within her. Just as the guys had all said. Even Garrett. It was up to her to keep the stalker out of her mind.
 
Kaden looked at the scene before his eyes with a compassionate smile gracing his lips. He was happy that his friends had found the nerve to finally speak up for what they wanted. Now, they were poised to have a lifetime of love and companionship with a lady who, he knew, would never betray them or take what they offered her for granted. It made him long for the same, though he had yet to find one who moved him, as Emily did these two.
He glanced at Garrett and saw a look of longing on his face that completely startled him. Garrett kept his relationships a mystery, as most of their group did. Only Ross liked to talk about those he had the hots for, though Kaden suspected it was mostly just bluster. 
Noah and Gabriel had only ever talked about one woman, so they all knew who their hearts belonged to. But from the expression Kaden was seeing painted over his partner’s face in the moment, he knew that if Garrett could find the one, he’d be willing to take the plunge too. Surprising, thought Kaden, but good all the same.
 
“Shall we head back?” Emily asked. She nuzzled Noah’s chest as she waited to see what their plan was.
“In a little while,” Gabriel said in answer. “I think we all need to take in the view a bit more.”
Emily shifted and wrapped her arms around his waist, sharing her affection with him as well. She nodded and smiled. He was giving her what she’d just asked for. More time in the sun to look around and appreciate the little things. 
They were listening to her, Emily thought, and she was glad now that they’d had the disagreement the night before. Maybe it had helped to clear the air and they would no longer regulate her to the background of this whole sordid business. No, because they knew now that wasn’t what true partners did; and as Noah had said, she was not a case to them. She never would be.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 25
 
 
Lunch was exactly what the doctor had ordered for Emily’s spirit. The five of them drove to the edge of the nearby state park and pulled out the picnic lunch Noah had so artfully packed. He had thought of everything, and even brought along a blanket he’d located in the cabin’s small linen closet, so they had a soft surface to spread out on. There were picnic tables available, but the men didn’t want to risk getting too close to others who might want to start idle chit-chat with them, as tourists liked to do from time to time.
Emily slipped her socks and shoes off, and propped her feet in Noah’s lap when he was finished with his second sandwich. She had watched with a bemused smile as each man polished off at least two sandwiches, Garrett taking three before he was satisfied. Good thing she’d shopped with a month’s stay at the cabin in mind, because at this rate, Emily knew they’d need everything she had purchased to satisfy the men’s voracious appetites. 
She leaned back against Gabriel’s chest and ate one of the cookies from the package she’d hoped to make last through the month. But with four men dipping into the bag, Emily doubted it would last the day. She didn’t care though. It felt good to be out with them, amongst others at long last.
Gabriel threaded his hand into her hair and began a light massage of her head that had her humming softly. He chuckled and she sensed the vibration of it rumble through her body. Emily felt him kiss the top of her head and her smile grew.
Kaden glanced at her and grinned before looking away to continue his scan of the area. He and Garrett sat perched on the edge of the blanket, their stances relaxed. At least at first glance they appeared that way, but Emily knew better. Their eyes were hard at work making sure they were safe. That she was safe. 
“I thank you all for this, so much. I’m so happy right now. I just don’t have the words to tell you.” She chuckled when Noah winked and began to massage her feet in answer to her statement.
“I can only imagine,” Garrett said softly, though he was still looking away from Emily and the others. “Guys, we have a slight problem. Three o’clock. Brown vest. Red hair.”
“I see her,” Gabriel muttered. “Em, put your shoes back on. Now, honey.”
Emily jerked upright and started to glance past Gabriel to see what the possible danger was that they were alluding to. But Noah shook his head and began slipping on her socks to speed her up. Emily took their tone to heart and was lacing her sneakers when she saw both Garrett and Gabriel rise from the corner of her eye. She heard them unsnap their gun holsters hidden under their jackets, and she stared at Noah, trying to quell her panic. Kaden never rose from the blanket, but he unsnapped his sidearm’s holster as well.
“It’s okay, baby,” Noah quietly reassured her. “Probably just a tourist wanting directions or something. Just keep looking at me.”
“Okay,” she whispered.
“Can we help you, ma’am?” Garrett asked calmly, as though nothing out of the ordinary was happening. He and Gabriel took three steps forward, stopping the approaching woman and keeping her further away from Emily.
“Well, I hope so,” she began. Her voice sounded southern, like theirs, Emily thought. Warm and welcoming. “I know I’m interrupting your picnic, and I’m sorry for that. But it’s just that my family was eating our own lunch, just over there at that table, and my daughter, Rachel, swore you guys were eating with Emily Matherson. Rachel has read all of her books and she wanted to know if it really was her and maybe get an autograph. Are we right?” the lady asked, her voice hopeful as she smiled at the two men blocking her path.
“I’m sorry,” Emily mouthed at Noah, but he shook his head and smiled at her, determined to keep her calm.
“You were right,” Gabriel finally said after a lengthy pause. “Emily,” he called to her, though he continued to stare at the lady as she clasped her hands together in front of her and beamed.
“Oh, Rachel is going to be beside herself! I’m Liz Hopkins by the way.” She extended a hand to Gabriel and then to Garrett as Noah and Kaden stood. 
Noah pulled Emily to her feet and draped his arm over her shoulders. She’d gone completely pale, and he wanted to shake this woman for intruding on what was clearly an intimate lunch. Did people have no concept of personal space and privacy, he fumed within?! Yet, Emily surprised him as she stepped forward and smiled at the lady.
“Hi, I’m Emily,” she said and then extended her own hand. “You said your name is Liz?”
“It is, dear. Oh, thank you for doing this! Rachel is only thirteen and she just idolizes you. She wants to be a writer like you someday. You don’t mind meeting her?”
“Of course, not. Lead the way.” Emily said and gestured for Liz to walk ahead of them.
Gabriel leaned down and whispered in her ear, “Stay right by us, Emily. They’ll want to take a picture, I’m sure, but let Garrett and me handle that. Okay?”
She nodded and laced her fingers through his.
They walked across the short distance and Emily forced herself to stand tall with each step they took. She felt Noah’s hand on the small of her back and his arm and leg brushing against hers. He was just that close and she was glad for it.
Emily smiled when the teen shot up from the concrete picnic table’s bench. Rachel’s grin was a mile wide and she said something quickly to her younger brother and father. They all rose and met them when they came to a stop a few feet from the table.
“Rachel, run to the car and get your book. Miss Matherson is going to autograph it for you,” her mother said and turned back to smile at Emily.
Rachel nodded, though it took her a minute to drag her eyes away from Emily and head to her family’s sedan. She looked completely star struck. 
“Thank you, for doing this for her. I’m Stan, Rachel’s father. And this young man here is Joe,” Mr. Hopkins said as he clasped a hand over his son’s hair and playfully ruffled it. Joe immediately tried to move away from his father’s harmless touch.
“You’re welcome,” Emily chuckled. “And how old are you, Joe? Ten?”
“No,” he blushed and shook his head. He looked at his feet for a few seconds and then stared up at Emily as he considered his answer. Or maybe he was considering her, she thought. Trying to decide if he liked this newcomer. 
“I’m almost nine,” Joe decided to say, with a set to his jaw that told her he was sticking to his claim.
“Ah, I see.” Emily pretended mock seriousness as she nodded at him. So like the young to always want to round up, she thought. “Well, you look older than nine to me.” His grin told her that she had hit the mark. “Do you like to read, too?”
“Not as much as Rachel,” Joe admitted.
“And that’s okay, too. We all have hobbies and activities we’re interested in, things we’re good at. When I was your age I couldn’t take my nose out of a book. I loved to get lost in a good story and see where it took me. That and my legs. I loved to run… Still do.”
“You run?” he asked, his interest clearly piqued now.
“I do,” she chuckled. 
“Me too,” Joe supplied. “I’m fast. Faster than Rachel,” he added and Emily smiled while his parents tried to shush him.
Rachel returned and she came directly to Emily with a copy of her latest novel and a pen. She looked so nervous that Emily immediately reached out to shake her hand. She forgot about the danger and just focused on the beautiful girl before her.
“Rachel, it’s so nice to meet you.” 
“And you, too.” Rachel beamed up at Emily. “I can’t believe you’re actually here in the same park with us.”
“Yes, it’s a lovely place. Gabriel, would you mind if I sat for a few minutes and talked with this young lady?” she asked, though Emily continued to smile at Rachel.
“Of course, not. Go ahead,” he murmured. He gave her fingers a light squeeze and let Emily step away from him to take her place at the family’s table. He and the other men remained close. Kaden and Garrett watched the other families around them, while Noah and Gabriel stood only a few feet away, not willing to let the distance stretch farther than they could reach out and touch her.
Emily settled herself on the bench beside the teen and she propped her elbow on the table, then placed her closed fist against her temple. She asked Rachel to tell her about herself, and she listened with rapt attention, never once looking away or taking one word the girl spoke for granted. 
Rachel’s eyes lit up when she began to detail her personal reading list, and other books she’d read that she had enjoyed. She quietly confessed that she liked Emily’s fantasy series the best and asked when the next volume was coming out. Emily laughed softly and promised Rachel it was currently in the works and would be on the shelves before she knew it.
Joe inched forward and he stood just behind his sister, wanting to be a part of their conversation. Emily effortlessly drew him in, and told him about authors she knew of, who wrote sports oriented novels for kids his age. She promised him that if he liked just one series she’d mentioned, then she would be proud of his effort of trying something new. He toed the dirt as he considered it. Finally, Joe promised he would look them up.
Rachel chuckled and patted him on his side, and then she turned to hand Emily the book. Now that they’d chatted, Emily knew exactly what kind of message to write. She took the pen in hand and gave Rachel words that she hoped would always hearken back to that day for the teen, and not just be a cold, impersonal signature that she’d seen so many authors offer at signing events. 
“Here you go,” Emily said and touched Rachel’s hand as she passed her the book and pen. “We’re going to head out now. But I thank you for reading and I hope you’ll continue.”
“Always,” Rachel promised. “You write it and I’ll read it.”
“Sounds like we both have a plan then, doesn’t it?” Emily teased.
“Yes, ma’am,” Rachel nodded. 
Emily searched her eyes for a second and saw only honest, youthful wonder in Rachel’s gaze. She smiled again and then rose from the bench. She felt Gabriel’s hand immediately close around hers and Emily stepped back until she was by his side. They moved to turn and leave when Mr. Hopkins asked if they could have a photo. Emily closed her eyes and swallowed hard.
“Mr. Hopkins, if we allow a photo, we ask that you not post it on any public forum or online site until a few weeks have passed,” Gabriel said, his tone serious and offering no room for refusal. “As you can imagine, it’s very hard for Emily to have any kind of privacy, even when she’s on vacation, as she is now. We don’t want others to learn of her whereabouts and make what should be a relaxing trip into a free-for-all. Do you understand and agree?”
“Oh, of course,” he immediately answered and nodded. “Here we are doing the same, aren’t we?”
“We don’t mind at all. Just promise us that you’ll help protect her privacy,” Gabriel pressed.
“We won’t post it at all, if that’s what you want,” Mr. Hopkins replied.
“That is what we want.” Gabriel smiled. 
Emily noticed, however, it didn’t quite make it to his eyes. He and Noah were the ever-watchful guards and she loved their attentiveness where she was concerned. Gabriel gave her fingers another light squeeze and she turned back to take a few photos with the family.
Emily forced herself to smile into the camera, not wanting the Hopkins family to sense the distress that was beginning in her gut in earnest. She could feel the sweat beading up along her spine and trickling down it as her nerves began to get the better of her. It wasn’t these people she was reacting to, it was the damn camera. She wondered in that moment if she’d ever look at one the same way again.
 
Noah watched Emily’s face carefully, reading her distress clear as day. Yet this family had no clue that she was putting on a brave face for their benefit. She’d calmed down when she and Rachel had sat talking at the table, but the second the camera came out, she lost a good bit of her color. He shifted from one foot to the other, itching to call a halt to the whole thing and get her out of there. 
Gabriel inched closer and his elbow brushed against Noah’s arm, willing him to calm down. Noah glanced at Gabe, saw his arms folded across his chest and his stoic expression, and he nodded his understanding. He stopped moving and instead stared at Emily, hoping she could remain strong as Stan snapped away.
 
After what felt like the tenth photo, Emily stepped away from the cluster they’d formed. Rachel shook her hand one last time. Emily told them all to have a fun afternoon, and with that final comment, she resumed her place between Gabriel and Noah. She strode away from the Hopkins family without looking back, seeing that Garrett and Kaden were doing that for her. She rubbed her hands down the front of her jeans, trying to remove the sweat that had formed there from her small panic attack. 
“You handled that like a pro, Em,” Noah quietly praised her.
Emily emitted a shaky little chuckle, but still managed to smile up at him. “I am a pro at it, Noah. This is what I do for a living. I write and I meet fans. Get used to it, sweetheart, ’cause it’ll always be like this.”
“She called me sweetheart again.” He grinned crookedly and looked over at Gabriel.
“That she did.” Gabe smiled and looked down at her as they stopped beside their blanket. “I know you were enjoying this outing, Emily, but we drew too much attention just then. We need to leave.”
“Of course, love.” Emily continued to smile as she repeated the endearment she’d directed his way that morning in the cabin. She was determined to hold on to the good that was happening that day, and not her brief upset there at the end. 
Gabriel winked at her and began gathering their food and supplies. Emily knelt to help him and she felt his hand pass over her hair. 
“I’m proud of you too, honey,” he said softly.
“Thank you. Both of you,” Emily said in response. She looked from Gabriel to Noah before she refocused on the task at hand.
 
In less than five minutes they were back in the SUV Kaden had brought them to the park in. Emily sat between Noah and Gabriel in the second row, her hands laced through theirs. She watched as Kaden circled the parking lot, slowing behind the Hopkins’ sedan. He waited until Garrett gave him a quick nod before he resumed normal speed and left the area behind.
Emily glanced at Gabriel and arched an eyebrow.
“He was getting their tag number, Em,” Gabriel said in answer to her silent inquiry. “We’ll give their names and information to Braden, and he’ll find all of their online profile pages, email accounts, and the like. He’ll make sure they don’t post any mention of your whereabouts or those pictures they just took.”
“Better to use caution and assume that they’ll post them anyway,” Noah added. “We never leave such things to chance, baby.”
“Oh,” she managed to say. “Well then thank you, Garrett, for thinking of that.”
He met her eyes in the review mirror and nodded slightly. “You’re welcome, Emily. I know that was unexpected, but you made that little girl’s day.”
“I don’t regret meeting her,” Emily said with a shake of her head. “She was precious. And so was her little brother.”
“That kid would have followed you home like a puppy,” Kaden chuckled. “He was more star-struck than his sister, though he was trying to hide it. He kept inching closer while you and Rachel talked.”
“Yes, I noticed,” Emily smiled. She looked out of the window and watched the tranquil scenery roll by for several minutes. Her mind wandered, but it repeatedly came back to one thought, one idea that wouldn’t leave her. Kaden’s words had struck a chord in her and Emily needed to speak up and talk it out. This time, she was determined that’s what they would do – talk and discuss, not shut her down. 
“Guys, in your experience on the job, do predators shy away from the object of their desire over time, or do they get closer? Do they give up if things look challenging or do they find ways to make contact regardless?”
Both Kaden and Garrett glanced at her in the rearview mirror again. Gabriel’s eyes turned downwards towards her, just as Noah’s did. Emily looked from one to the other until her gaze locked on Gabriel’s.
He sighed, but spoke, giving her an honest answer to the insightful question. “Emily, most often, once such a perpetrator fixates on one individual, they look for ways to make contact. They may try to substitute another person who bears a striking resemblance to the one they truly want, but that never satisfies their appetite. They want the one they’ve mentally laid claim to, and sometimes others are just a practice run to get them ready for the person they actually intend to take.”
“How do they make contact, Gabe?” she asked quietly.
“All depends on the person. No two are exactly alike. Sometimes, they leave gifts or mementos. Others send pictures, like your stalker has done, trying to let the victim know that they are seen and appreciated by the predator. As if the photos prove there’s a connection between the two and the stalker wants to tell the victim that they’re not alone, that someone out there sees them and values them. It’s a twisted version of what’s really going on, but to the criminal, they think what they’re doing is a loving gesture.”
“While there are others who will get physically close,” Gabriel went on to say “They will walk right past the person they’re fixated on, maybe on a sidewalk or in a grocery store. They may hand the victim something they’ve dropped, just to be helpful and get a chance to look directly into their eyes. Any way or means to touch them, they’ll seek out such opportunities and see such moments as a small victory. As if the moment their eyes locked, the victim acknowledged there was a connection between them. That usually just speeds things up, for they think the victim is encouraging contact and asking to be taken.”
“I see.” Emily chewed her lower lip while she considered what Gabriel had just shared with her. “You know, the sheriff told me after the first three packages arrived, that he thought this person was someone I knew. Maybe someone I’d never really given the time of day to, as in noticing them as a potential or suitable partner, but someone who had dreamed of us being together nonetheless.”
“He said that?” Noah asked, his brow furrowing heavily.
“He did. I told you he asked if I’d ever spurned anyone or refused anyone other than Jonathan. I told him I hadn’t. But he still thought that this stalker was a hometown person with a crush that had gone from wishful thinking to a full-blown case of want. He was afraid that if their desire turned to frustration, I would be in real, physical jeopardy.”
“And yet he only sent two young deputies by every so often to check in on you?” Noah bit out, his ire rising.
“No, he came by too. So did Jasper, Eric, and Lance. All six of them made the rounds and swapped out with each other. The sheriff gave me their numbers and had me enter them into my phone, so if I ever felt scared I could call them directly.” 
“And did you ever call them?” Gabriel asked.
“No. I was grateful he gave me the ability to call on them, but I never did. Well… Wait a minute. That’s not exactly true. I did call Andrew. But I initiated that, because I looked his number up in the phone book and called him when the first envelope came. I considered calling Jasper, but his number was unlisted, so I called Andrew instead.” 
“What made you trust him over all the others?” Garrett asked as he turned around in his seat to look directly at her.
“I don’t know,” Emily shrugged. “I’ve been around Andrew since junior high and we see each other at the gym sometimes when I go to work out. He’s sweet and I thought he could help me keep it all quiet. He immediately called the sheriff, and Strauss came to the house that day. He and Andrew were the only two to know about it initially, but when the second envelope came a week later, that’s when the sheriff pulled in the other deputies I mentioned and tried to make sure I was surrounded by protection.”
“How did this Andrew take what was happening to you?” Garrett pressed. 
“He was not happy about it at all. In fact, he was even angrier than he was the night Jonathan pulled his stunt. But all the men acted that way, the day the sheriff brought them in on what was happening.”
“Go back through that day for us, Emily,” Gabriel said. “Think through each man’s behavior and describe it. Help us see them as you did.”
“Okay… Well, the sheriff was methodical, organized, and calm. Though a little twitch in his jaw let me know he wasn’t as cool on the inside as he appeared on the outside. But he was the leader of that group and he fulfilled his role well, never letting his emotions cloud his judgment.”
“Jasper and Lance each gave me a hug after the debrief was over and told me how sorry they were that such a thing was happening. They promised that they would do their best to watch the area. Jasper even offered to let me move into his parents’ home, telling me I could have his old childhood bedroom, but I refused to put anyone else in jeopardy. I know his parents well from church, and I’d never want to see them hurt because they took me in.”
“Eric and Ryan didn’t say much initially. Eric had that same tick in his jaw that the sheriff did and I remember him shaking his head repeatedly in disgust. He offered to go through my house and make sure there were no bugs or devices planted that could give someone the drop on me, and the sheriff agreed. Eric did that the very next day, but he found nothing.”
“And Ryan?” Noah prompted her. “He was verbose the night we went to your house and learned what was going on. In fact, he was sharing so much that Andrew told him to be quiet.” 
“That took some nerve,” Kaden smirked.
“Yes. I was close to wringing Andrew’s damn neck,” Gabriel grumbled.
“Oh, Gabe,” Emily chuckled, “you probably scared him to death. You and Noah are so much larger than he or even Ryan is.”
“And don’t think we didn’t use that to our advantage,” he replied, unapologetically. “We had them caving in no time.”
“I can only imagine,” she sighed playfully. 
“But back to Ryan,” Noah redirected her. “Tell us, Em, what he said or did.”
She nodded. “Ryan was quiet initially. He listened to everything the sheriff said and he looked over all the photos with the others. After Jasper got through talking with me, Ryan promised that he and Andrew would patrol my street regularly and that they wouldn’t let anyone harm me while they were on watch.”
“Did he hug or touch you like the others did?” Noah asked.
“Um… I think he may have touched my hand when he gave me a cup of water. Nothing untoward though. Nothing like the hug Jasper or Lance gave me.”
“And Eric is the one you said used to sleep with Heather?” Kaden asked.
“Yes,” Emily sighed. “She and Eric had a relationship. Julie went out with him too, before he and Heather got together. And I think Becca and Melanie went out with Andrew at different times over the course of the last two years. None of it worked out, and as far as I know, all the girls are single now.”
“Gotta love small towns,” Kaden laughed under his breath and shook his head.
“What are you talking about? You come from a small town.” Noah made a sour face at him and it only made Kaden laugh all the more.
“Yeah, but I wised up and now I live far away from there,” he retorted.
A frown pulled Gabriel’s features in tight and his brow furrowed. Emily noticed the strain around his eyes and she swept her thumb across the back of his hand to take away whatever had upset him.
“I’m still trying to understand why Heather and Becca came to your house,” Emily said to Gabriel, ignoring Kaden and Noah’s banter. “Do you think one of the guys leaked information and told them I was away?”
“Don’t know, Em,” he said with a shake of his head. “Ross is supposed to be working on phone records, to see if either woman has talked with one of the deputies of late. We’ll see.”
“And you’re all focusing heavily on the deputies,” she went on to say. “You don’t act as though you think this suspect is another person in town? Why look at just them?”
“We’re not looking at them exclusively, honey. We’ve pulled the gym’s membership and their sign-in logs, to see who might have been around you during some of those initial photos. We’re considering who might have come inside your house before the first packet ever arrived, trying to determine who might have gone inside your bedroom and into that cedar chest.” 
“Ethan and Lawton will soon have a warrant to extensively interview your neighbors, to see if any of them noticed a person hovering too close to your home. And Braden is trying to verify if anyone has accessed the video surveillance of your house through Andrew’s computer. A lot is happening behind the scenes.”
“And yet you’re looking into the deputies too?” Emily asked again.
“We are,” Gabriel said with a sly smile. He couldn’t get anything past her, and he loved it. Loved her ready wit and her intelligence. Loved that she could go toe to toe with him and give as good as she got. He was just glad some of her gumption was coming back so she would.
“Okay,” she chuckled and leaned into his side. “So tell me, handsome: who’s your money on?”
“Hey, now,” Noah warned playfully. 
“You’re just as good-looking, calm down.” Emily lifted her hand and threaded it through his blonde hair to reassure him.
“I know I am,” he played back at her, grinning like the rogue he was in the moment.
“Just not beautiful, right?” She remembered his earlier insistence that men could not be called beautiful; and for some ungodly reason, Emily wanted to rib him with the term in front of his teammates.
“Ugh!” Noah shivered. “Bite your tongue, woman.”
“Woman?” she asked indignantly.
“You guys sure you’re not already married?” Kaden asked dryly.
They all shared a laugh together before Emily realized Noah had distracted her from getting an answer from Gabe. She wondered if it had been deliberate, or if Noah was truly picking at her as he liked to do. She looked back up at Gabriel and saw him watching her intently. 
Emily realized he was waiting for her to ask again, but she saw a small amount of hesitation flit through his blue irises. She decided to let it lie for now, and talk more when it was just the three of them again. Gabriel slowly inclined his head, and she knew that she’d made the right decision. She trusted him not to lead her astray and so she leaned back against his side. His arm wrapped protectively around her and she smiled as Noah took her hand back in his. 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 26
 
 
“Is she asleep?” Garrett asked softly.
Gabriel nodded and whispered for Noah to come open his door, so he could slide out with Emily still held in his arms and not wake her. Noah dipped his chin and left his seat, looking over the area as he made his way around.
“The plan for tonight still the same?” Garrett asked.
“Yeah,” Gabriel murmured. “We’ll call later on and touch base with everyone.”
“Okay.” Garrett turned back to watch the surrounding terrain while Noah helped Gabriel step out of the vehicle with Emily in tow. He and Kaden waited until they were inside the cabin before they moved on down the lane to the cabin they were using. They parked and then went about a thorough perimeter sweep before trekking inside to get comfortable for a while.
 
Gabriel paused inside the doorway and waited for Noah to go through each of the cabin’s rooms before he brought her further inside. He looked down and watched Emily sleeping against his chest. Watched the slow rise and fall of her body and the way her long eyelashes brushed against the delicate skin below. The dark circles under her eyes were greatly reduced and he was glad for it.
“Coast is clear,” Noah said softly. He walked back over to them and slid his sidearm back into its holster. “Bed or couch?”
“I think I’ll put her on the bed. I changed the sheets after she bathed this morning, so it’s ready to go.”
Noah smiled, but said nothing. He knew Gabriel liked to keep a place tidy. A throwback to his parents’ insistence that everything should have a place and stay in it. Noah followed him and watched as he gently deposited her on the mattress. Emily muttered something unintelligible and then her eyes came open.
“Hey, there,” Gabriel smiled down at her, his expression completely unguarded and loving. “Go back to sleep. We weren’t trying to wake you.”
“Join me? Both of you?” she asked and held her arms up to him.
To Noah, it seemed that Gabriel melted right in front of him. One minute he was standing over the bed, and then next he was stretched out beside Emily, gathering her in his arms. His shoes hit the floor in the next instant, as he kicked them off.
“Noah?” she asked in a groggy voice.
“I’m coming, baby.” He slid his holster off and placed his gun on the nightstand. Then he took his shoes off and set them to the side. He walked around the bed and told Gabriel to give him his holster, amazed that he hadn’t done it himself. Gabe sat up long enough to hand it over and then he refocused on Emily. 
Noah chuckled softly as he made his way back around to the side he had claimed as his. Emily rolled towards him and hugged him when he joined them, but then she rolled to her back between their larger bodies. Just as she’d done when they had rested together before. 
Gabriel propped his head in his hand and slid his other hand under the edge of her shirt. He slowly smoothed his palm over her skin in a gentle pattern that made her smile.
“Tell me something, Em,” Gabe said softly. 
“Anything.”
Gabriel smiled at her immediate reply. “Tell me what you see for yourself in Whitford Falls in a year or five years down the road. Really?”
“What do you mean, Gabe?” Emily asked, becoming more alert by the second. She blinked hard to clear the last of the sleep in her eyes away. She noticed something - she wasn’t sure what yet - flit through his eyes. Something that made her uneasy.
“I mean, you’ve let slip a few times that you don’t think people in our town are ready for the kind of relationship we’re in now. You’ve said something about knowing Jasper’s parents from church, and I’m not sure that the congregation would welcome an arrangement such as ours through their doors. I want you to be happy, Emily. Before any needs or wants I might have, I want you to be content and fulfilled. I don’t want you to have to live in shame because of who you love.”
Noah rolled over and propped his head in his palm, mimicking Gabriel’s posture, and met his eyes with a fierce stare. What the fuck?! Where was he going with this, Noah silently demanded to know, and why in the hell hadn’t they talked it out before broaching such a topic with Emily?
“Okay,” Emily exhaled as she blew out a beleaguered sigh. “Let me up.”
Gabriel frowned as she slipped from her place between them. She sat up and removed her shoes, then scooted off the end of the bed. Gabriel pushed himself up and braced his arms behind him as he watched her stand and face them. Noah did the same.
Emily stared at them as she pulled her shirt over her head and gave it a quick toss towards the closet. She slowly opened the button on her jeans and then seductively slid her zipper down, one inch at a time. She did a little wiggle as she worked the denim down her legs until it hit the carpeted floor. 
She arched an eyebrow pointedly at Gabriel and reached behind her to unhook the lacy, black bra she was sporting. She held the cups as the straps slid down her arms, until she finally released the wispy material to the pile she was creating. Emily’s eyes turned to Noah next as she ran her hands over her waist, letting her fingers collide with her tiny, black panties. Her hands skimmed down her toned legs until there was nothing left to cover or hide her body from their appraisal.
Emily brushed her long hair over her shoulder and settled her hands on her hips. She watched both of them stare at her, their eyes raking over her from her head to her feet before they could remember to look her in the eye. Then she leaned forward and crawled back atop the bed until she stopped by their knees. Emily slid her hands up their legs, pausing when she came to the discernible bulge of their constrained cocks. The swell which their jeans could not hide. 
“Now, let’s try this again,” she began. Emily smiled at Noah and then looked to Gabriel. She reached for the fly on his jeans and began to disrobe him as she spoke. Gabriel stared openly at her, dumbfounded, but he did manage to lift his hips to help her with the task.
“First, I have lived in our home town all of my life. Why? Well, it’s not because it’s the most glamorous or exciting place to pass the time away. And it’s not because I have a real interest in all the small town gossip or need to one-up your neighbor that goes on there. I’ve even been coaxed in the past by my publishing house to move to a larger city, but I never have. Lift your butt up, please.” 
She added that little directive in so politely, that it took Gabriel a moment to realize she had given him an instruction she meant for him to follow. When he did, Emily slid his briefs off, smiling as his cock bobbed free and hit his flat abdomen. Then she set about divesting him of his shirt. 
When she was satisfied with her work on Gabriel, she turned back to Noah and began the same process all over again. Noah gave her a crooked grin as he watched her take charge in a way she hadn’t yet. It was hot as hell, he thought. 
“No,” she continued, as if nothing out of the ordinary was going on, “I stayed there because of you two. I loved you both so much, that I was willing to go to a local college, not the Ivey League universities that actually tried to recruit me, just so I could be home when you came back on leave or between cases. I remained in my grandparents’ home, not because I am incapable of leaving it behind, but because it was where you knew to find me.”
Emily tossed Noah’s shirt over the side of the bed and then moved back in front of Gabriel. She slid between his legs and gently pushed his thighs apart. Then she leaned in and blew softly over the head of his thick cock, grinning when it twitched before her. With light pressure, she grasped the base and then licked over the moist slit again and again until he hissed through his teeth and raked his hands into her hair.
“Em, what are you doing?” Gabriel asked in a pained voice.
She looked up at him and angled her face. “What does it feel like I’m doing? I’m trying to get it through your head that I love you and I don’t give a crap what people say or where we bed down at night, as you put it the other day. And I thought I’d talk to the correct head, the one that is really invested in all this and the one that would most certainly listen to me.”
Noah burst out laughing and wiped his hand over his face. He fell back on the bed, shaking, as he tried to rein it in.
“Oh, your head and I are talking to each other in a minute or two, so hush,” she teased.
“My head loves you, baby, so feel free to talk to it all afternoon,” Noah played easily against her banter. “Talk to it, kiss it, suck it, lick it…” he trailed off and waggled his eyebrows at her. Noah laced his hands behind his head and settled back to watch the show. 
She gave him a sultry wink and then closed her lips over the crown of Gabriel’s shaft. She slowly began to move up and down, teasing the head with her teeth lightly and running her tongue over the thick vein along the underside. While she worked more of him into her mouth, Emily placed a hand on his stomach and began to push him back, so he lay flat on the bed.
Gabriel complied, but he managed to prop himself up on the pillow so he could look down the length of his body and watch her. He pulled her hair back and held it in one hand, wanting an unobstructed view of her lips as they stretched wide to accommodate him. When he felt the head of his dick hit the back of her throat, he held his breath. But then Emily swallowed and the ripple it caused over his engorged flesh nearly sent him right over the edge.
“Em, I’m about come in your mouth,” Gabriel managed to warn her. He was disappointed to see her slowly pull away, but she rolled his balls in her hand before she moved from her position and he was briefly pacified.
She took Noah with the same finesse she had taken him, and Gabriel stared unabashedly as Emily closed her lips around Noah and took him deep. Noah arched his hips upward, trying to get in her even deeper; and Emily went with it, taking it all. Gabe still couldn’t believe that this was coming so easily for him, that they could share like this and he would feel no jealousy whatsoever. All he could see was the startlingly beautiful and giving woman before him, who was taking care of her men.
Then she leaned away and sat on her heels between them, looking from one to the other. Emily held Noah’s cock in her right hand and she wrapped the fingers of her left around Gabriel’s shaft. She began to lightly caress them as she spoke again.
“Years ago, before Gram died from the cancer that claimed her far too soon, she asked me one day if I would ever tell the two of you that I was in love with you both. I was so shocked and startled, that I had to sit down on the side of the bed where she lay and catch my breath before I could speak.” 
“I remember feeling my eyes cloud over with tears, because I was sure she would discourage me. Tell me I was wrong to feel that way. But I should have known better, because that wasn’t my Gram.” Emily blew out a happy little sigh as she remembered the lady who had come in and rescued her after her parents died. The one who always got her, and who always made her feel safe and accepted. 
“She clasped my hands in hers and she smiled. She said, ‘Emily, there are all kinds of love in this world, and so many chances to share what’s in your heart with those around you. Some people go a lifetime looking for what’s already in front of you, staring you right in the face. They make mistakes and experiment, getting their hearts broken in the process, while they look for what comes effortlessly for you, Gabriel, and Noah. So how could telling those two boys that they mean everything to you, ever be wrong? How,’ Gram asked, ‘could being whole as the three of you are, only when you’re together, be a shameful or sinful thing?’”
“I told her that in my heart it wasn’t wrong, for I loved you both with a ferocity that took my breath away. You are my day and my night, my absolute everything. You’ve always had my heart, you see - my mind, body and soul, too. I’ve saved every part of myself for you, Gabriel, and you, Noah. No other.” 
“So my answer is this Gabe: I want to be wherever the two of you are. I will never hang my head in shame because my heart is big enough to love you both. I will never deny us, never choose one of you over the other, never play favorites or make one of you feel less important or unworthy. Because you are both so very deserving of all the love I can heap on you.”
“And I’ll do that wherever we choose to live. Our parents chose Whitford Falls for their homes, and that’s where we were raised. But that doesn’t mean that’s the place we’ll finally decide to settle down. I vote we talk about it more. Talk about places in this great, wide world that I’ve always wanted to see and that you’d both like to explore. Let’s travel, and if another place speaks to us and treats us fairly, then we’ll buy a house and set up shop there.”
“But wherever we are in the moment, that’s where home is. Just as you said the other day. Because as long as I have the two of you, I’m content, happy, and so very at peace. Now,” Emily sniffled, “does that answer your question?”
Gabriel glanced at Noah, a look passing between the two of them, before they sat up and each placed a hand on her face. Emily released their erections and drew in a deep breath from the heated intensity in their eyes.
“This isn’t exactly as we planned it, but it’s the right moment. We feel exactly the same. There’s no one else in this world that we want to make a lifetime commitment to, other than you, Emily Nicole Matherson,” Gabriel said in a thick voice.
“No one else who completes us,” Noah grinned, his eyes looking bright from the moisture flooding them. “No one who we want to laugh with, love, and grow old with, like you, Em. No one who has ever taken the time to really see us, the person behind the face. So we have a question, and we want your answer.”
Emily held her breath, so afraid and excited at the same time at what she thought was coming, that she dared not move a muscle. The moment was too perfect in its fleeting stillness for her to disturb it in any way. She looked from one man to the other and watched their smiles grow. 
“Marry us, Emily?” Gabriel and Noah asked in unison.
She lost sight of them as tears obliterated her vision. But she began to nod as she leaned forward and wrapped an arm around each of their necks. Emily felt their hands slide to her back, steadying her as she cried against their warm chests.
“Is that a yes?” Gabriel whispered in her ear. He kissed the delicate shell and then tugged on her lobe lightly with his teeth.
“Yes,” she breathed and sobbed happily all over their shoulders.
Noah chuckled helplessly against her. He leaned his head against hers and nuzzled Emily while his hand stroked soothing lines up and down her side. Finally, he turned his head and kissed her wet cheek.
“Be right back, baby. Hold on to Gabe,” he murmured against her skin and then slid from the bed. He walked across the room and stepped into the adjacent bedroom. Noah found the small box in his luggage that held the promise of a future he and Gabriel had agreed upon before coming home. He smiled to himself as he turned to carry it back to the beautiful lady who was still weeping in their bed. 
“Emily, look at us,” Gabriel said. He cupped her face and drew her away from his shoulder as Noah rejoined them. While Noah got settled, Gabriel used his fingers to wipe the moisture from her skin. He smiled when she finally focused on him, happy that she could see him again.
“Accept this from us, as a promise of what’s to come,” Gabe added huskily. “For all the years ahead that we’ll share, through the good and the bad.”
“We picked this out to represent us, Emily.” Noah managed to get the words out, but he had to turn and cough to clear the knot in his throat. Damn it, he wanted to be stronger than this during such a significant moment. Be the rock she could lean on. But he was just as moved as she, and Noah couldn’t remain stoic to save his life. 
“You see, Em,” Noah tried again, “we decided before we came home this last time to finally tell you how we felt, to make us official. We couldn’t ask your dad for your hand, nor your granddad, but it sounds like your Gram gave us her blessing from what you just said. So that makes me happy to know that when she passed, she knew that somehow we’d work it out and make a go of it together.”
Emily watched as Noah opened the box he held in his trembling hands. She gasped and placed a hand over her heart when she beheld what they had chosen together. It was extraordinary, and she looked from it to Noah and then Gabriel in wide-eyed wonder.
“The center diamond is you, Em,” Gabriel said and palmed the side of her face. “The big, bright spot in our lives, who makes it all possible. The two diamonds on either side represent me and Noah. We’ll be strong partners, we’ll never leave you, and we’ll keep you protected between us until our dying day. The three of us, forever, honey.”
“Oh my, gosh!” she breathed, shaking her head slightly from the beauty of it all.
“Hold your hand out,” Noah chuckled. Gabriel had to help Emily and he supported her hand as Noah slid the three-stone, platinum diamond ring on her finger. “Perfect fit,” he grinned. Noah leaned forward and kissed the ring. When he leaned away, Gabriel did the same, sealing their engagement and their lives together in an unbreakable promise. 
“I love you both, so very much.” Emily reached out to trail her hands over their faces and necks. She let her hands glide down until they rested over each man’s heart and she paused there. She leaned in and kissed first Noah’s chest above his heart, and then she turned and swept her lips across Gabriel’s skin in the same place. 
“Make love to me. Both of you, until I can’t feel where I end and you begin.” 
“Always,” Gabriel rumbled low in his throat. He cupped her face and then turned her, laying Emily down on the bed between them. His lips moved over hers with amazing strength and gentleness, stealing her breath with each masterful stroke of his tongue along hers.
Noah’s lips roamed over her skin, tasting and teasing her nipples initially, until the treasure below called to him. He glided down her body and parted her thighs, settling himself there for a while. There was no hurry, because they really did have a lifetime, he thought. Noah drew in a deep breath, savoring her scent, and then he pressed a delicate kiss to her folds. 
Emily arched up and he smiled. His hands smoothed over her thighs and then he sent his tongue dancing over her intimate flesh until he worked it inside her channel. He used his thumbs to open her up further. His fingers massaged her clit in firm presses as he made love to her with his mouth, fucking as deep as he could with his tongue. 
He felt her quivering beneath him, knew she was close, and he looked up to see Gabriel loving her breasts, tonguing them and lightly biting the excited little nubs. The sight made him dive back into her heat and with that last plunge of his mouth and tongue, in and against her, Emily cried out their names and came forcefully. Noah drank from her, smiling as he heard her cry his name again while she soared to yet another peak.
 
Emily felt completely swept away from the first orgasms she had achieved under their skillful hands and lips, but she knew there was so much more to come. She held Gabriel’s head to her breast as he suckled one, while plucking her other nipple to a rigid nub. Noah’s hand palmed her face and he turned her towards him, taking her lips in a deep kiss that had his tongue plunging in against hers. She groaned when she tasted herself, his head moving artfully over hers, claiming her mouth as she writhed under them.
When Noah drew back, there was a look in his eyes that was so intensely possessive, it stole away what little breath he had left her with. As though he were reaching in through that portal to her soul and taking everything. Every thought, every dream, and every wish she had ever made about them. 
“Trust us, Emily,” he said huskily, his tone making her shiver. “We won’t hurt you, ever, but we both need to claim you now as ours. Together, baby. No taking turns today.”
Gabriel lifted his head from her breast and stared at Noah, hearing the shift in his tone. Noah glanced at him and then turned away momentarily to grab the lubrication the guys had brought along. He returned a scant second later and began to place gel on his rigid cock. 
Gabe leaned in to kiss and stroke her while Noah prepared himself. His hands were everywhere. He petted and coaxed Emily between her legs, drawing her right back to the edge of release, but easing off just before she plummeted over the cliff again. She panted and clutched at his shoulders, wanting more than he was giving her in the moment, but still Gabriel held back.
“Lift her on top of me and help steady her,” Noah directed him.
Gabriel slid his fingers away from her pussy and sat up, taking Emily with him. He moved in front of her on his knees and she mimicked his stance, not knowing what Noah had in mind. But Gabe obviously did, so she followed his lead.
“Straddle Noah, facing away from him, Em,” Gabriel said softly. He kept his hands on her waist, holding her above Noah’s cock as she positioned herself. “Now ease down, honey, and let him get you ready. Slowly.”
Noah’s hands skated up her spine and smoothed across her back, eliciting chills over her skin. She shivered and Gabriel released her waist to cup her face. He swept back in for a passionate kiss. He kept her drugged with his lips while Noah’s hands fell to her buttocks, palming and cupping her cheeks, stretching Emily with each circular motion of her flesh.
She felt the tip of one finger touch her rosette and she knew then where he wanted to take her. She tried to relax while he played and pressed, massaging until his finger slipped past her resistance and into her core. He continued to ply her with that single digit until it became two, all while Gabriel created a wet trail down her neck and across her collarbone.
Emily had just run her hands back into Gabriel’s thick, dark hair when Noah’s fingers left her and the broad head of his cock touched her tight ring. Somehow Gabriel knew what was happening out of sight, maybe because she had tensed slightly, Emily thought, but he moved his hands back to her waist and began to help her bear down as Noah pressed upward. As Noah gained depth, she gasped loudly, but it was swallowed by Gabriel’s kiss.
After what felt like minutes or maybe hours, she couldn’t tell, the slow glide ended with her ass resting on Noah’s pelvis. He filled her so snuggly that she felt as though she couldn’t breathe or move. But move she did. Not under her own power, that was certain, but under their guidance. 
Noah’s fingers replaced Gabriel’s at her waist and he began to move Emily slowly up and down while Gabriel lightly cupped her ribs, just under the swell of her breasts, and moved her in time with Noah’s gentle thrusts. Emily began to glide along his cock, the burn stretching out until it became a longing and a heaviness that felt as though it spread throughout her entire abdomen.
Slow thrust after delicious thrust kept her on edge, but never did Noah pick up his pace to help her achieve completion. She had begun to squirm restlessly, until Noah stilled his movements and moved his hands up her spine until his fingers curled over her shoulders. He began to pull her back, as Gabriel gently lifted her legs and repositioned her. He draped her legs over Noah’s, spreading her wider and forcing Noah’s cock deeper in her ass.
Emily’s eyes widened as Gabriel moved over her, for now she truly understood their plan. But she had no idea how her body could accommodate them or accomplish such a thing at that angle. She whimpered as Gabe took his large cock in one hand and began to run it through her moist folds, ensuring her readiness to take him.
“Shhh, baby,” Noah murmured in her ear. “We only want to love you. If it’s too much, you only have to tell us. Relax,” he intoned. He glided his hands up and down her arms, keeping her calm as Gabriel began to press inside.
Gabriel watched Emily’s eyes, seeing them widened as he worked into her snug channel, made even more so by Noah’s presence. He slowed his movements and felt sweat break out on his forehead as he tried to give her time to adjust. Her hands shook as they feathered over his jaw, and he could not help but turn his face into her palm to press a lingering kiss there.
“I’m okay,” she whispered. 
Gabriel wasn’t sure if Emily was saying that to convince herself or them, but he gave her a tender smile and then pushed in again. “Almost there, Em,” he murmured. “Exhale now,” Gabrial instructed, and when she did, he seated himself to the balls in her moist heat.
“Oh my, gosh!” she yelled, her body arching between them. Four hands latched on, keeping her from unseating them as they filled her.
“Easy,” Noah drawled. He kissed and tongued her exposed neck. “We’ve got you. Just give yourself time to adjust, okay?”
“Okay,” she panted and nodded her head in a jerky motion.
“Emily,” Gabriel called to her, and she focused her glassy eyes on his. “Remember what we said before about giving all of yourself to us?”
“Mmm-hmm,” she continued to nod.
“Do that now. You’re too tense for this to feel good to you. Completely let go and let us take over. Relax, so we can move you between us. Don’t fight it. Can you do that, honey? Let go and let us have you?”
And damned if she didn’t give him exactly what he wanted. What he and Noah wanted. Gabe saw her surrender and submission within the next heartbeat reflected in her gaze. So incredibly precious, he thought.
“Yes, Gabriel,” she murmured. Emily stared into his blue eyes and willed herself to relax. Though it was hard to do with the myriad of sensations swamping her senses, she exhaled and let her body go completely lax in their hold. She saw that fire flare in the depths of Gabriel’s eyes, which came only when he watched her give herself to them, and she smiled. 
“Oh, yes,” he rumbled low in his throat. His nostrils expanded with the deep breath he drew in. Gabriel smiled back at her as he began to slowly glide through her pussy. He paused when the head of his cock rested at her entrance, waiting while Noah wrapped his hands back around her waist and lifted her along the length of his straining erection.
They began an alternating rhythm as they had before, one claiming her and then the other tunneling inside. For many minutes, Emily’s smaller frame was buffeted by their larger, more powerful bodies stroking deep within her, yet making her feel so cherished and protected at the same time. 
Gabriel palmed her breasts, lifting and kneading the mounds until he could see the need for more stimulation deepen in her gaze. His fingers began to tease her nipples into a fever pitch as he moved in and over her. Emily clutched at his shoulders and their pace increased. 
She was on fire in every fiber of her being, and she didn’t know how she could take much more. Emily stared into Gabriel’s eyes, begging him to see and feel that she was precariously close to her limit. Yet there was something keeping her orgasm just out of reach and she needed him to help her find it.
He shook his head at her, willing her to hold on. “Not yet, Em,” he warned. 
She looked on in surprise as he took her hands from his shoulders and drew them over her head. Noah grunted as Gabriel leaned forward, pinning her firmly between them. Gabe plunged inside her body just as Noah thrust upwards. They all three cried out, the moment almost surreal in its intensity.
Gabriel began to move in earnest then, taking over and thrusting into her pussy, the movement causing her to glide up and down Noah’s cock without him having to lift her by her waist any longer. Noah released his hold on her there and instead, he clasped her wrists in one hand, keeping them pulled up while Gabriel’s hands roamed over her body. Noah’s free hand cupped her chin and turned Emily’s face towards his so he could match his lips to hers, see her eyes and the passion blazing there.
The fingers of Gabriel’s hand resumed plucking and lightly twisting her nipple while his other hand found her clit. All while he seated himself to the hilt with firm thrusts that had them all groaning and approaching that peak together. He watched her skin take on the familiar blush that told him Emily was moments away from exploding in ecstasy. Her back began to arch upwards and he knew it was time.
Gabriel’s thumb pushed down and circled her clit as he said, “Come now, Emily. Give us everything you’ve got. Soar, honey, and let us watch you fly.” He drew away only a second before rushing back inside, tilting his hips up so he glided over her G-spot. Gabriel swore as he touched what felt like her womb, the sensitive head of his cock striking against something soft, yet solid and warm.
Emily lost all sense of herself and screamed into Noah’s mouth as her mind and body separated from each other. One moment the incredible pressure, which had built into a tidal wave within her abdomen, had towered over her; and the next, it was crashing through her until she felt herself shake and spasm. The quakes went on and on until she sobbed into the kiss that Noah would not break. 
 
Noah felt Emily become completely unglued against him and he was right there with her. Every damn time Gabriel had thrust into her, his own cock was squeezed and drug through her core. The pressure so unbearable, that he was having trouble seeing. He released his hold on her wrists and, with one last surge into her back channel under his own power, Noah felt his balls draw up and he erupted, filling her completely with more come than he knew he could produce.
 
For Gabriel, feeling them both go over the edge, drug him right over with them. He released Emily’s nipple and clit and planted his hands on either side of her and Noah. He began to thrust again and again until he felt his own climax hit with the force of a sledgehammer. He shouted her name, feeling Emily’s pussy ripple over his hyper-sensitive cock as she came yet again.
It was several minutes, hell maybe an hour, he thought, before Gabriel reopened his eyes to stare down at Emily. She lay panting between them, her skin flushed and damp with perspiration, his and hers mingled together. No part of her looked untouched by them in some way, and it gave him such satisfaction to know that she was theirs and theirs alone. Never would another man touch, fill, or own her body and soul as he and Noah did.
“Gabe, can’t breathe down here,” Noah grunted, though he chuckled softly, letting Gabriel know he damn well could draw breath.
Gabriel leaned forward, putting more of his weight on Emily and thereby Noah. He grinned wickedly as Noah groaned loudly. Noah threw back his head, moaning and laughing at the same time. 
But a soft hiccup from Emily caused them to cease their play and Gabriel to immediately push himself back up. 
“Emily, open your eyes,” Noah said, not able to keep the worry from his voice. He gently turned her chin so he could see her face, and he drew in a deep breath to see the silver trails of tears that flowed over her skin. “Baby, what’s wrong? Please tell me that we didn’t hurt you.” 
“Em,” Gabriel said, his voice gruffer from his concern. He ran his palm over her damp cheek and waited one breath and then another until finally she complied and looked at Noah.
“Are you hurt?” Noah asked quietly.
“No,” she whispered as her bottom lip quivered. “I’m not.”
“Then what is it, Emily? Why are you crying?” Gabriel pressed, not sure she wasn’t hurt from their possessive love-making. Had he gone too far?
“I’m so completely fulfilled and undone at the same time… I can’t begin to tell you how overwhelmed, yet happy I am.” She stopped when another hiccup interrupted her speech.
“Oh, baby,” Noah sighed and kissed the tip of her nose. “So are we. I’ve never come so hard and so much in my life, as I just did. You take my breath away too.”
“Em.” 
Gabriel’s voice rolled over her softly, the vibrations of it felt throughout her entire body as he sheltered her under his. She looked up, blinking the moisture away while she tried to get herself together. This was too significant a night to let her emotions take their joy away, Emily chastised herself. But he saw everything as he stared into her eyes, and Gabriel slowly shook his head.
“As long as you’re not hurt, you cry all you want. This is an important night for us, too. And as your Gram said, nothing about this is shameful or wrong. Quite the opposite, honey. It was absolutely amazing. Perfect, in every way.”
“I thought so, too,” she grinned. 
“Our beautiful, Emily,” Gabriel murmured and lightly kissed her lips.
Emily leaned into Gabe’s palm when he placed it on her face. Yes, everything felt just about perfect. As if the cabin had given them the perfect bubble in which to discover one another and flourish. She was glad she had found the secluded little place. If she had her way, they’d come back to it in the future and remember that this was where they had promised each other forever. Where Noah and Gabriel had made her theirs.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 27
 
 
Gabriel heard the insistent ring of his Sat phone from what seemed like a dozen miles away. He had slept hard, harder than he had in ages, and his brain was having a difficult time kicking the fog away. He cracked an eye open, trying to determine what time of day it was. The bedroom was dark. Only the bathroom’s light was visible, shining through as a tiny sliver around its door.
“Who the hell is calling us?” Noah grumbled. 
Gabe felt the bed shift and then Noah slid out, shuffling out of the room and down the hall to retrieve the handset. Gabriel glanced down and saw Emily sound asleep, resting peacefully on her stomach. Her hair was spread out across her back and her body rose and fell in a gentle, slow cadence that told him she was well and truly under. 
He scrubbed a hand over his face, feeling the last day’s growth covering his jaw. He would have to shave first thing. Gabriel smiled to himself, knowing now that Emily preferred their faces free of the abrasive stubble. Her skin had glowed pink after their love-making that afternoon, not just from exertion, but from their five o’clock shadows rubbing against her sensitive body. He’d have to take a little more care, he thought.
Their afternoon plans had fallen by the wayside after Emily’s heartfelt words and their impromptu proposal. They’d cleaned up with a quick shower eventually, but then collapsed back in the bed and passed out. Emily’s call to Tara, her writing, even their hope that she’d relax in the hot tub had not come to pass. Hell, they hadn’t even had supper. But, Gabriel thought, what had happened between them was far more important than the things that they’d overlooked. 
“Gabe,” Noah whispered as he came back into the room, “get up and come in here. We’ve got a situation.”
His tone said it all; Gabriel hadn’t needed the words. He eased Emily’s arm off of his waist and then slid away from her. Gabriel made sure the sheet still covered her, not wanting her to get cold, and then he snagged his jeans and followed Noah out of the room.
Noah stepped into the second bedroom and came out wearing jeans and a t-shirt. He was behind Gabriel before he had time to sit at the dining table, where Noah had left the upturned phone and their laptop. Both were on, the little green light blinking on the handset letting Gabe know the line was open.
“I’m here,” he said gruffly.
“About damn time,” Garrett groused right back. “Look, I’m just gonna come out and say this, ’cause it’s not good. We need to head out of here and back to your home town. The sheriff down there has told Lawton and Ethan that they have no more than four hours to get you guys back there, if you want to be in on the interrogation of none other than one young deputy named Andrew Hughes. Apparently, Strauss has his own evidence against Andrew now, implicating him as the prime suspect in Emily’s case, and he’s not willing to sit on it for long.”
Gabriel almost exploded, but Noah shut him down with a fierce look. Noah pointed towards the rear of the cabin, and Gabriel forced himself to lock his lips closed until he could get his fury under control. It took him more time than he wished, but finally he swallowed back his temper and drew in a deep breath.
“Better now?” Garrett asked, his tone hiding none of his own irritation over the current state of affairs. 
“No,” Gabe bit out, “but I can at least talk without yelling.”
“Well, that’s something at least,” Kaden sighed. He sounded just as out of sorts, but like Noah, he was better at keeping his terse comments under control.
“Do we know what kind of evidence he thinks he has against Andrew?” Gabriel asked. He settled his hands on his hips and stared into Noah’s determined eyes.
“We honestly don’t know a lot. And to me, it sounds like he’s collected circumstantial evidence, nothing that would hold up in court,” Kaden supplied. “Strauss would only tell Lawton that once the yellow tape went up around Emily’s house, one of her neighbors came to see him in his office and reported that he’d seen the young deputy outside her windows on more than one occasion over the last two months. That, and supposedly Strauss pulled Andrew’s work log and has him on record as signing in to his computer during off duty hours. The same hours during which Emily’s surveillance video was accessed and watched repeatedly.”
“Is that all he’s got?” Gabriel pressed. He leaned forward and gripped the back of the chair closest to him. “He’s normally more calm and cautious. This isn’t like Strauss.”
“He supposedly has one last bit of evidence, but he wouldn’t go into it over the phone. Said it was a slam-dunk with that final piece.” Garrett sounded just as bewildered as Gabriel felt. 
Gabe shook his head and stared at Noah. “I knew we should have officially taken over this investigation, and not left it in their hands on paper. Strauss still has rights over the case, and if he nails the wrong person to the wall for this, the true criminal will just go to ground for an indefinite period, making Emily’s life pure hell. She’ll be in hiding for God knows how long! Son of a bitch!” Gabriel bit out, his temper spiking ferociously.
“Then maybe we should go home and stop him,” Emily said quietly.
Gabriel and Noah’s heads whipped around, and they saw her standing just inside the room with only one of Gabriel’s t-shirts covering her. Noah strode forward and wrapped his arms around her, as if his body could put a barrier between Emily and everything that was poised to crash in on her. On them.
“Em,” Gabriel began, shaking his head as he struggled to form his next word without shutting her down again.
“Gabriel,” she sighed. Emily patted Noah’s back and stepped away from his tight hold. Once she had her fingers laced through his, she moved forward and extended her other towards Gabe. She waited for him to take it.
Gabriel stared into Emily’s eyes and saw no fear, nor hesitation. There was only calm resolve there. Unwavering. Ready.
He took the two steps necessary to lace his fingers through hers, and he felt Emily clamp down with a fierce grip. No, she wasn’t letting go and she wasn’t backing down this time.
“Let’s go home and face this together,” she said evenly. “Last time I was there, I didn’t have the two of you as I do now. I didn’t have your whole team backing me up. I was too tired and too scared, and my spirits were pretty low. But I’m much stronger now, because I’m no longer alone. Not in the way that really matters. We can do this, Gabriel. I have no doubt.” 
“Emily… If we go back and something happens to you…” He stopped. Couldn’t say it. Couldn’t think it.
“I’m a fast runner,” she grinned. “They’ll have to catch me first.” She chuckled sadly and stretched up on her tiptoes to brush her lips across first Gabriel’s and then Noah’s.
“You stay right with us, Emily,” Noah said in his own strained voice. “Right between us. You don’t even go into the bathroom without one of us right beside you, understand?”
“I do,” she nodded and smiled tenderly. “Did you say we have four hours, Garrett?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied with obvious respect. “We have our division’s helicopter still at a local airfield. If we head out in the next ten minutes, I’ll have us there within three.”
“Well then, let me go gather my things.” She kissed Gabriel and Noah once more and then she turned and left the dining area, headed for the bedroom.
“Where are Ross and Braden at present? Still in D.C.?” Noah asked.
“Nope,” Kaden said. “They’re inbound too. Should get there about the same time as us. Hollington is monitoring from the office in their stead.”
“I was hoping not to pull the boss in on the details of this, if we didn’t have to,” Gabriel said and looked at a nearby window for a moment. It was still covered by a blind. They just hadn’t had enough time away from it all.
“Lawton made that call. He wants the rights to shut Strauss down, so he got Hollington rolling on the paperwork. We should be able to go in and assume authority over the case when we touch down. There’s still time to stop this train wreck,” Garrett advised.
“Good,” Noah nodded. “Tell Lawton I personally said thank you. We’ll pack up and meet you guys out front in ten. We’ll leave our SUV and Emily’s here, and someone can be assigned to drive them back for us later.”
“See you in ten, then,” Garrett muttered and ended the call.
 
Gabriel turned back to face Noah. They just stared at each other, no words coming. What could they say? They knew what was riding on this forced trek. The lady they loved, their entire world, the rest of their lives would hinge on this one despicable case. Simply put, their success meant everything.
“I can’t pack it all up in ten minutes alone!” Emily called from the back of the cabin, sass dripping from her voice. “Get a move on, guys!”
Noah was the first to crumble. He wiped his palms over his face and began to chuckle. “Come on, you gotta love her,” he quipped.
“I’m going to tan her damn hide if she keeps trying to calm me down,” Gabriel grumbled.
“You and what army?” Noah scoffed. He began to head towards the sound of Emily hurriedly packing, shaking his head and laughing under his breath.
Oh, Gabriel thought, she had no idea the risk she was running if she thought for one second to put herself in harm’s way. He most certainly would take Emily over his knee and show her how damned good a spanking could feel. For them both.
 
Gabriel did one last sweep of the cabin before he closed and locked its door behind him. Emily was already beside Noah in the vehicle’s second row, and he slid in next to her, placing her snuggly between them. As soon as he closed his door, Kaden started rolling along the road leading out of the quaint resort. 
Little was said as they drove to the small, rural airfield the men had touched down in. Emily was amazed at how much clout and power their badges really did carry once they were preparing to take to the skies. Their flight plan had already been filed for them by Ethan, and their helicopter was refueled and ready. All they had to do was sign a form and climb aboard.
Gabriel retrieved a blanket and pillow while Noah got her settled in a plush chair. Though they both insisted she try to sleep along the journey, Emily knew there was no more rest coming for a while. Her mind was too wired as she tried to make sense of it all. Nothing was adding up, and so she began to furiously search for a clue of some kind that she’d missed before.
She had never once suspected Jonathan would act as he had the night he forced his lips on hers. Never suspected such a thing possible, given what she knew about his character. If that had been true in the past, however, who else had she misjudged or naïvely placed her trust in?
When she had walked from the back of the cabin and heard Andrew named as the sheriff’s main suspect, Emily immediately wanted to shout her denial. But the memory of what Jonathan had done that fateful night gave her pause. Made her doubt her own interactions with Andrew, and his intentions towards her. Enough so, that she was sitting there in the helicopter mentally replaying their recent exchanges with each other and looking for a clue.
But try as she might, Emily couldn’t conjure one single moment during which Andrew made her uneasy. If anything, she had felt safe around him. She always had. 
Just as she had with Jasper, Ryan, and the rest of the deputies. None of them had ever held on to her too long when they’d hugged her or touched her hand, or leered at her until the hair rose on her arms. Weren’t those supposed to be the tell-tale signs of a potential threat? 
Nor had the men hung around her house longer than was needed while the investigation crept along. If anything, it was as if they were trying to give her as much space as possible, sensing how much she needed her home to remain a safe haven. Andrew had even made sure she had a new security system, so she could reclaim her sense of safety. 
No, Emily told herself, she hadn’t misjudged her friend. Not this time. 
She sat up a little straighter in her seat and looked out of a nearby window. It was dark outside, the middle of the night still. The sun would most likely not even be up yet when they touched down.
Emily’s eyes widened and she looked over sharply at the guys. They had their eyes closed, but she didn’t think they were asleep. Like her, they were trying to figure this mess out as the hourglass emptied.
She whispered their names and, just as she suspected, their eyes immediately opened and met hers. They were just as awake as she.
“Four hours,” Emily said softly. “Strauss said we had four hours. Why that number? Why not two, or six, or ten? Hmmm? Why just four?”
Both men smiled slowly at her, their approval clear as day for her to see.
“You’ve already cued in on this, then? So what do you think? Why did he phrase his timeline in such a way?”
“I think that had something to do with us, baby,” Noah replied. “When we sent Lawton and Ethan to our home, they checked in with Strauss and only him. He never asked where we found you, only how long it would take us to bring you home if need be. Lawton told him four to five hours, though he didn’t say that it would be by air. The sheriff knows you left by car, so he probably thinks you were a lot closer than you actually were.”
Emily could only offer him a nod and then she looked down at her hands. She touched the new addition to her left hand, letting the fingertips of her right spin and play with her engagement ring. Okay, so that idea hadn’t led to any great revelation, Emily thought as she sighed. So what else was there? Could all of this madness really be one of the deputies’ doing? Or was it someone else in town who she’d completely overlooked and never suspected of a thing? 
“Emily, come here to me,” Noah called to her, drawing Emily from her thoughts. 
When she looked up at him, he held out his hand to her. She unhooked her safety belt and took a few steps in his direction. Noah clasped her hand and brought her down on his lap. He turned her so she could rest her head against his shoulder and her legs draped over his and to the side. Emily felt Noah kiss her hair and then lay the side of his face against her head.
Gabriel reached into her seat and snagged her blanket and then he turned and handed it to Noah. Between the two of them, they covered her again. Then Gabe bent and slipped her shoes off.
“Thank you,” Emily smiled.
He gave her sock covered toes an affectionate squeeze before he released her.
“Gabriel, when we left the park after lunch, you never answered me when I asked you which deputy you would place your money on, if you had to bet on one as the suspect. Is there a reason you hesitated?”
“There is,” he said quietly. 
“Tell me.”
“I don’t put a name to a suspect, Emily, unless I have enough evidence to solidly convict them. The same is true for every man on our team. If you begin to concentrate all of your focus on one individual, it takes your eyes off the other potential contenders. And if you’re wrong, then the real criminal often gets away with murder.”
A shudder rolled through her at the mention of his last word. Noah pulled her a little closer to his chest. His arms were wrapped solidly around her and Emily was more than happy to share his warmth and support. Yet, her eyes stayed locked with Gabriel’s.
“I’m glad, love,” she murmured. “I’m glad you both use such caution and always make sure you have the right person. Just one more reason for me to feel safe at night when you go away on your cases. I’ll know you’re not placing yourselves in unnecessary danger.”
“Well, that’s another topic we’ll need to deal with down the road,” said Noah. Emily leaned away from his shoulder so she could see him and she watched Noah nod slowly. “We’ll figure out something for the future. But for right now, all I know is I’m not leaving you behind. Don’t know exactly what that’s gonna entail, but that’s what my gut says.”
“Just your gut?” Emily asked slyly, thinking there were certainly other parts of his anatomy that would miss her. She knew there were parts of his body that she didn’t want to do without in the foreseeable future either. 
Noah’s eyes narrowed playfully and he leaned in closer until his lips hovered just over hers. “Behave, baby,” he whispered, his lips barely brushing against hers as he uttered the warning.
“Or?” she goaded him.
“I can’t bend you over and show you. Kaden and Garrett are just too close for that right now.”
“Rain check, then?” she countered.
“You’re just asking for it, aren’t you?” 
“That depends.”
“On?”
“What it is.” Emily shrugged and gave him a wide, innocent grin.
A devious smile spread across Noah’s lips as he watched the delight play and dance in her eyes. A low rumble worked its way through his chest just before his lips descended on hers. His hands thrust into her hair and he held Emily to his face, devouring her.
Emily gave as good as she got, and before Noah realized her intent, her hands had slipped under his shirt and she was stroking his taut abdomen. He sucked in a short gasp and reared back, the green within his eyes almost swallowed up by his dilated pupils. Emily merely licked her lips and moved her seeking fingers to his nipples.
“Emily, I swear to God, I’m about to do something we’ll both regret. Stop,” he said in clear warning.
“You’re right,” she nodded and slid her hands from under his shirt. “I am making it hard to concentrate.”
Noah groaned and pushed her head back down on his shoulder. He wrapped his arms back around her and trapped Emily’s head with his chin. 
“Be still,” he all but swore as he continued to breathe heavily against her. “I mean it, Em. Don’t move a muscle.”
“Yes, Noah,” she chuckled. He gave her a quick swat on the ass, but she continued laughing, completely undeterred. “You should be flattered, you know?”
“Oh? Flattered that you want me enough, that you’d temp me into taking you right in front of our friends?” Noah couldn’t wait to hear whatever outrageous or flirtatious statement Emily was about to make. Anything to keep her mind away from what they were steadily headed towards, though, was fine by him.
“No,” she said quietly. Emily smiled slightly and nuzzled Noah’s neck as she drug his masculine, clean scent deep into her lungs. “Flattered that I trust you both to play like this, knowing that I can say anything to you, without fear or regret. I’ve always liked the way we tease each other. And I’m liking the unrestricted play now even more. I don’t have to watch my words any longer, worried that I might give too much away.”
“Oh, baby,” Noah sighed. “What complete dumbasses we’ve been. We should have told you long before now what you meant to us. I do regret not speaking up before now. Maybe we would have known about the shit Jonathan pulled. Or hell, maybe he wouldn’t have gotten the chance to manhandle you, because we would have already been a steady presence in your life. And for that, I’m sorry, Em. Sorry that you had to go so long wishing for what could have been, when it was already there and waiting for you.”
“I don’t regret waiting for you or Gabriel at all, Noah.” Emily tilted her head back in his arms and lifted her hand to caress his jaw. “I believe our timing was exactly as it was meant to be, because you were both finally ready for there to be an us. I couldn’t have risked losing one of you, to have the other. I would never have destroyed your friendship with one another to have a chance with just one of you. And I would also never have tried to force feelings and emotions on you, which you didn’t reciprocate.” 
“No, we – meaning the three of us – became what we were meant to be in our own time and in our own way. Nothing forced or false about us. And that makes me very, very happy.” Emily nodded slowly and smiled. Her hand left his cheek and trailed up into his thick, blonde hair.
“I’m so damned glad you want us,” Noah chuckled softly. He looked at her in true wonder and it warmed her all the way to her toes. “I don’t know what we ever did to deserve you, but I’m glad all the same.”
Emily leaned in to press a soft kiss to his lips, and when she drew away she extended a hand towards Gabriel. “Same is true for you too, handsome. I’m happy that we’re as we are now, and all our days henceforth.”
“So am I, honey,” Gabriel said with a gentle nod. “Lay your head against Noah now and close your eyes for us. Try to rest if you can.”
She gave his fingers a light squeeze and then she settled back down. Noah snuggled her close and Emily lay in his arms with her eyes closed, not really sleeping, but still going through it all in the hopes of finding some kind of answer. There had to be something – even if it was something small – that she had overlooked. Something they were all missing.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 28
 
 
Lawton and Ethan were waiting at the airfield located eleven miles outside of Whitford Falls, when the first of their team landed. Ross and Braden placed their luggage in the back of a rented SUV and then leaned against it, talking with the other men until the last of their group touched down. They weren’t kept waiting long, because less than fifteen minutes later, Garrett and Kaden’s helicopter was sitting beside the first and powering down.
Lawton strode towards them, followed by Ross and Braden, all of them fanning out and surveying the surrounding terrain, and not the machine or its occupants. When the helicopter’s side door swung open, Gabriel was the first off, his sidearm already drawn and his posture tense. Lawton moved to intercept him, hoping to put him at ease. They all knew he nor Noah wanted Emily anywhere near Whitford Falls at the present. Yet here they all stood, as if daring the suspect to take a shot at her. 
“Coast is clear, Gabriel. You can stand down,” Lawton reassured him in a quiet murmur. It was his standard volume of speech. “I verified it with the infrared goggles before you or the others landed. We really are clear for now.”
“Thanks,” Gabriel muttered, his eyes still surveying the small airfield. “Em, come on out, honey, but stay between me and Noah.” He issued his gentle command without looking back, confident that she would follow his directions. Lawton watched as Emily stepped down and smiled at him. Noah was only a breath away from her, his chest touching her back.
“Hi, Lawton,” Emily said as she extended a hand towards him. He clasped it between his much larger palms without a delay and gave her a soft squeeze. But then her eyes surveyed the others and when she saw Ethan leaning against the sleek, black SUV her eyes widened in alarm. 
“Lawton, tell me who’s watching Tara if you and Ethan are here?” she asked, her words almost tripping over each other as her panic set in.
“Now, Miss Emily, you know us better than that,” Lawton chuckled. “Tara is in the backseat of the same vehicle Ethan happens to be guarding. She is just fine, as are you. So breathe easy and know that we have you both covered.”
“Oh, thank you.” Her words came out in a rush and Lawton released her so Noah could enfold her in his arms. 
“Let’s get you into a vehicle too and head home, baby,” Noah said softly, kissing her temple.
She nodded and turned just as Gabriel reached behind him to touch her hand for a brief moment. He led them forward while Garrett and Kaden disembarked. Ross and Braden helped with the luggage transfer, and within ten minutes they were rolling towards Gabriel and Noah’s house. 
Emily had wanted to slide into the SUV that Tara occupied, but Gabriel denied the request. He placed her between Noah and himself again in the second vehicle, promising her that it would not be long before their reunion took place. She knew Gabriel must have a reason for his decision, so she honored it without comment. Instead, she sat holding their hands while she listened to Ross and Braden talk to them about the legal showdown that was poised to take place that day.
Their boss had come through, and they had the necessary paperwork in hand now to take over as the lead on her case. Sheriff Strauss would now officially answer to them, all of the final decisions coming from Lawton and Gabriel. Noah and Gabe had little liking for shutting down a man they both had known all of their lives, and one whom they greatly respected, but even one such as he would not deter them from protecting what was theirs. No one would.
Ross watched for any sign of a tail while Braden navigated the country roads leading to the guys’ house. He saw no one following them, and breathed a small sigh of relief that they’d made it this far without a hitch. So far, so good, he thought.
They pulled into the winding drive behind the SUV Lawton was driving and soon the lights of the house were shining like a beacon, welcoming them home. Lawton and Ethan had purposefully left them all on, even the outdoor floodlights, hoping to leave no dark corners for someone to hide in and await their return.
Emily felt her whole body relax when the familiar two-story brick house came into view. The stately white columns, which lined its wrap-around porch, gleamed in the lights. She had always teased them about the sheer size of the home they’d purchased for themselves, wondering why two guys who worked out of town so much would need such a substantial property. 
But they’d only told her they liked to have room to spread out. Now Emily wondered if they weren’t already thinking of the life and family they would create with her, and honestly preparing for the future, even back then.
“Stay here between us, Emily, until we get the all-clear from the other guys,” said Gabriel.
She laid her head against his arm and nodded. Emily watched as all the others save Ethan, Noah, and Gabriel left their seats and began a full sweep of the house and its surrounding grounds. Gabriel shifted and lifted his arm, pulling her flush against his side. He kissed her hair and closed his eyes, drawing in a deep breath as he prayed that coming home was the right move and not a colossal mistake.
Noah saw Garrett give him the signal that the coast was clear and he nodded in return, then opened his door. He smiled at Gabe and slid out, letting him be the one to hold on to Emily and get her inside. Noah could see that Gabriel was not accepting this trek home well at all, and he hoped Emily’s nearness would help to calm him down.
Ethan and Lawton ushered Tara inside and on their heels, Gabriel protected Emily under the shelter of his body and Noah’s. As soon as Emily stepped inside the back door leading into the mudroom, Tara broke away from Lawton and launched herself at Emily. Her long, red curls bounced as she rushed forward and her green eyes were moist with unshed tears. 
She pulled Emily from Gabriel’s hold and enveloped her in a fierce hug of her own. Emily held on just as tightly, not willing to let go for fear of what she might see in Tara’s eyes. Would she understand and forgive her, Emily wondered?
“Oh my word, girl! Am I glad to see you,” breathed Tara. She was trembling just as much as Emily, as she tried to calm herself enough to talk.
“I’m sorry,” Emily said and held on a little tighter. “I just couldn’t… I didn’t want you in the middle of this, Tara. I’m so sorry, for everything.”
“What?” Tara asked and pulled back, framing Emily’s face in her hands. “Now you listen to me. I totally get why you reacted like you did. I would have done the exact same thing, Emily. I would have and you know it. But I’m so glad to finally understand what’s been going on with you.” 
Emily nodded and cried with Tara. They embraced one another again, slowly rocking each other. The men stepped to the side and let them have their reunion uninterrupted. Tara finally opened her eyes and she met Noah’s gaze first. She loosened her hold on Emily and smiled up at him.
“Did you guys finally figure it all out and put my girl out of her misery?” she asked with a knowing grin.
“We did,” Noah chuckled.
“About damn time,” Tara sighed, feigning exasperation.
“You knew all along, didn’t you?” Emily asked and reached out to smooth Tara’s tears away.
“Duh?” Tara played. Everyone around them chuckled over her comment. “It was as obvious as night and day. And I’m happy for you, Emily. All three of you. This has been a long time coming.”
“Thank you, Tara,” Gabriel said quietly. Her immediate acceptance of their relationship put him more at ease. He thought her approval would further bolster Emily, and she still needed that as she moved back into the realm of social interactions after cutting herself off from them for so long.
“You’re welcome,” Tara said and dipped her head just a bit. But then she narrowed her eyes at him and said, “But just so you two know, if you break her heart, I will personally get my granddaddy’s shotgun and unload on you both. Got it?”
“Got it,” Gabriel chuckled. Tara could be like a little pit bull some days, and he was pleased she was firmly in Emily’s corner. Even if she was threatening to fill his ass full of lead.
“That goes for you too over there, Thor,” Tara smirked at Noah.
He burst out laughing, hearing the nickname she had labeled him with, and stepped forward to drape an arm over Emily’s shoulders. “Don’t hurt me, Tara. We’re marrying her, so she will be well looked after.”
“What?!” she shouted and snagged Emily’s left hand. “My Lord, what a ring! Emily, you’re gonna need insurance for that thing,” she breathed. “It’s perfect for the three of you, isn’t it?”
“Perfect in every way,” Emily smiled. “You and I have a lot to talk over though, and I want us to, Tara. I want to tell you everything that I’ve kept hidden for the last two months. Okay?”
“We have all day to do that,” Tara said seriously, letting her banter fall away. “But you still look tired, Em. Why don’t we get comfortable, and then you and I can go through it all?”
“Emily,” Gabriel called her attention to him as he stepped closer. “Garrett, Lawton, Braden, and I are going to head into town in a little while to handle things with Strauss. Noah, Ethan, Kaden, and Ross are going to stay here with you and Tara. So let’s get you settled before I have to leave you, okay?”
“All right,” she nodded. She touched Tara’s shoulder and then let Noah turn her away from the mudroom and head off down the hallway, away from the others. Gabriel moved alongside them, and the three headed upstairs to Noah’s room.
The home featured five bedrooms, and had a master both upstairs and down. Gabriel had always claimed the one on the first floor, while Noah’s room was on the second floor. Once they’d entered it, Gabriel closed the door, sealing them away briefly from the others in the house. Emily paused and waited to see what they might say.
But Gabriel didn’t utter a word. He just bent and captured her lips with his. He cupped her face and held Emily to him, but that quickly proved not enough. His hands began to roam over her body and he started divesting her of her clothes in record time.
“Need you, Em,” he muttered as he drug her shirt over her head. “I’m sorry, but this will be quick.”
“It’s okay, Gabriel,” she said in a soothing tone. “I’m here for you.”
He growled and began to back her towards Noah’s bed, stripping his jeans and briefs off as she fell on the mattress. He grabbed the back of his shirt and whipped it over his head, then settled himself between her legs. Gabriel’s lips locked with Emily’s again as his fingers delved below, testing her readiness to take him.
He found her wet and just as hot as he felt all over. His skin was alive and he was about to crawl out of it at the thought of being separated from her. Gabe wasted no more time plunging inside her, embedding himself to the hilt as he swallowed her cry. He held her tightly to him as he began to move within her body in earnest.
He felt Emily’s hands digging into his shoulders, but her legs lifted to wrap around his waist and she moved into each of his forceful thrusts. Gabriel threaded his hands into her hair and kept Emily’s head in place so he could plunder her mouth as he was her pussy. His tongue mated with hers, just as his cock touched the deepest recesses of her body.
When he felt her arch into one particularly hard thrust, Gabriel pulled from the tight clasp of her sheath and flipped Emily over onto her belly. He rammed back inside, blanketing her body with his and keeping her in place as he took her over and over. 
Emily pressed her lips together trying to stifle her sounds, but she was fast losing the war as she whimpered through the powerful way in which Gabriel was commanding her body.
“Help her, Noah,” Gabe urged him, knowing she was close to screaming her release.
Noah had not joined them, but at Gabriel’s prompting he slid onto the bed. Noah stretched out and fused his lips to Emily’s, delving deeply just as Gabriel had, and swallowed up her sounds. He cupped her face with his palms and held her as her whole body absorbed the fire burning its way through Gabe at the moment.
Gabriel sat up on his knees and wrapped his hands around her waist. He began to pull Emily back onto his cock as he thrust forward, tilting her hips in his grasp and hitting that perfect spot guaranteed to make them both come unglued. He felt the rippling of her pussy just as her muffled cry sounded against Noah’s mouth, and knew she was finding release. Gabriel threw back his head and let his own orgasm race from his shaft until he was filling her with every ounce of come he had.
It took his mind a minute to catch up with his body, but finally his thrusts slowed to a stop. He kept his cock firmly inside her, and lowered himself down until his chest rested against Emily’s back. Noah smoothed his hands over her face and pulled away as Gabriel placed his cheek alongside hers. Gabe sighed and closed his eyes, feeling his heart racing still.
“Are you okay?” he whispered.
“Hmmm,” she smiled. “More than okay.”
“Me too, honey,” he murmured. “Thank you for indulging me.” 
“That wasn’t me indulging you, Gabriel,” she said lazily. “I wanted you just as much as you needed me. I have no complaints. Feel free to do that again, as often as you like, because that was hot as hell.”
“Oh, really?” he growled and nipped her jaw with his teeth lightly. “Then I’ll remember you don’t mind it a little faster and rougher at times.”
“You weren’t rough, Gabriel. You were perfect, in every way.”
“So were you, Emily. I have to go now,” he said, regret heavy in his voice. 
“Stay close to the others and come back to me,” she whispered. Emily angled her head so she could kiss him and Gabriel was happy to meet her half way. “I love you,” she murmured.
“And I love you.” 
It was the hardest thing in the world to do, but he lifted his head from hers. Gabriel kissed Emily’s neck before he pulled completely away from her, his dick protesting the loss of her warmth enveloping it. Noah whispered that he’d take care of her while Gabe cleaned up in the bathroom. Gabriel nodded as Noah knelt on the bed, a washcloth already in hand. 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 29
 
 
Emily padded downstairs behind Noah, pulling her long, blonde hair up into a ponytail as she went along. After her lightning fast romp with Gabriel, she was relaxed and happy. Add to that, the fact that Noah had kissed her and given her another orgasm with his fingers after he’d helped her clean up, and she was feeling positively mellow. Emily sighed as she followed him into the kitchen and sniffed the air appreciatively. Something good was already cooking.
Noah reached for her hand and laced his fingers through hers, then he drew her around in front of him. He pulled her back against his front, snuggling Emily into his body where they stood next to the island. Tara turned from the cooktop and smiled at them, happy with what her eyes beheld.
“Whatever you’re cooking smells divine,” Emily sighed again. “I’m famished.”
“Oh, I just bet you are,” Tara retorted, and glanced up at Noah.
“Don’t look at me like that,” he chuckled.
“Like what?” she shrugged and then moved over to check on the biscuits she had cooking in the oven.
Kaden and Ross chuckled as they strode into the room after hearing Tara’s comments. Ethan was stirring something at the island, and he asked Tara to approve it before he handed the bowl over to her.
“Are you seriously cooking, man?” Ross asked in disbelief. He headed for the coffee machine, selecting a pod of his favorite flavor while he waited for Ethan’s reply.
Ethan wasn’t biting though, so he gave Ross a disgruntled smirk as Tara leaned in to check his work. She patted his broad back and smiled her appreciation.
“Thank you, Ethan. Don’t listen to him. Men who don’t cook, or at least try to help, rarely get a woman’s attention. Ross is just jealous that I’m ignoring his lazy butt.” 
“Tara,” Emily breathed, her eyes widening as she stared at her friend.
“It’s the truth. And the truth hurts,” she retorted.
“That it does, Miss Tara,” Ross agreed with a playful smile.
“You want some coffee, baby?” Noah asked softly.
“I’d love some. Thank you,” Emily nodded appreciatively.
“Sit down and I’ll make us both a cup.” Noah kissed her temple and lightly patted her ass before he released Emily from his hold. She blushed a bit that he’d done so in front of the others, but she took her place at the island on a raised chair and tried to smile through it. 
“So, I have to know…” Tara began. “What in the hell did Heather and Becca think they were doing, showing up here with food for your men?”
“Tara, I swear,” Emily chuckled half-heartedly, “one of these days, your mouth is going to get you in trouble. They weren’t officially my men until a few days ago,” she said and made quotes in the air with her fingers when she uttered the two words. “So as far as those two brazen women were concerned, Gabe and Noah were available and free to date whomever they chose.” 
“You are too damn nice,” Tara fussed and waved a spatula at Emily as she began to cook the eggs Ethan had whisked for her. “They know as well as anybody that there’s always been a special bond between you three. So if you’re not going to get indignant about it, I will for you.”
“Let it go,” Emily chuckled. She thanked Noah for the mug he handed her and smiled as he slid onto the seat to her left. He gave her a quick kiss on the lips and then draped an arm behind her across the top of her chair.
“Well, I have to admit that I’m with Tara on this one, Em,” Noah said, as if he were apologizing. “They had no reason to show up here, unannounced, as they did. And I, for one, want to know why they thought we were suddenly welcoming such attention. We never have before.”
“That Heather was a pushy thing,” Ethan said as he grimaced. “Way too much make-up. Look liked she painted up for battle or something.”
“See, just another reason I like you, Ethan.” Tara nodded at him before turning her eyes back to the cooktop. “You saw through all that superficial bullshit she was selling.”
Ethan grinned at Noah and Noah just shook his head at them both.
“I think someone tipped them off that Emily was gone for a while, and the sharks started circling,” Tara added, happy to share her opinion with them all. “Most guys sense when another has staked a claim, and what better way for Emily’s stalker to remove the two who have always been closest to her, than to send other women to interfere. It just further isolates her.” 
“I know,” Emily sighed and propped her elbows on the granite island. She rested her forehead on the inside of her palms and closed her eyes. “Someone wanted Noah and Gabriel happily distracted and I’m sure it was the same certain someone who thinks he and I would make a great couple. Either that, or the girls were supposed to size Lawton and Ethan up, then report back so the stalker knew just how much muscle had been sent in to help shut him or her down.”
“Why are we here?” Ross asked and looked from Emily to Tara. “These two could solve the whole damn case without our lazy butts in the way.”
“Ah, but you all have cute butts, so you’re needed. Trust me,” Tara countered and sent him a saucy wink.
Ethan frowned at Ross and the expression wasn’t missed by a soul in the room. Ross’s eyebrow quirked up as did his lips. He crossed his arms over his chest as he leaned against the counter. He settled himself there to truly observe Ethan’s interactions with the fiery little redhead who was a force of nature all her own. Ethan knew exactly what he was doing and he shook his head in warning, but Ross’s smile only grew.
“Tara, tell me about Heather’s relationship with Eric,” Noah said, hoping to stop the silent war of wills between Ross and Ethan, and refocus their attention on more important matters.
She snorted and looked at Emily first, then at Noah. “What relationship? Heather is a nasty thing, and she’s also a bald-faced liar. She exaggerates half of her one-night stands, and she expounds on the actual sex she does have so she sounds like a worldly, sophisticated woman.”
“Do you mean that they didn’t hook-up?” Noah asked.
“Ugh, there’s that term again,” Emily said in exasperation. “I hate that expression.”
“I know,” he chuckled. “You’re still working on using all the words. We’ll get there.”
“Noah, hush!” Emily blushed from head to toe, and Tara laughed over her predictable dilemma.
“What I mean, Noah,” Tara chuckled, “is that if Eric did have sex with Heather, it probably wasn’t nearly with the frequency she alluded to. If you want my honest take on the whole thing, I think Eric might have indulged a few times with her, as in ‘any old port in a storm’, but he set her to the side pretty darn quick. She acted like it went on far longer than it did, but I think Eric was glad to disentangle himself from that tar baby. Now, Ryan is another story.”
“Ryan, too?” Emily asked in disbelief.
“Em, I love you, but you’ve always had blinders on where this kind of stuff was concerned,” Tara said and gave her a sympathetic shrug. “It’s not a bad thing, because you only had eyes for Noah and Gabriel, and that kept you out of the crap that goes on here. But honestly, most of our neighbors aren’t nearly as wholesome as you might think.”
Emily chuckled and drew in a deep breath. Noah laughed with her. He pulled her closer to him and let his fingers wander down her side, making Emily flinch.
“I’m glad you were oblivious,” Noah said in praise.
“Obviously,” Emily said dryly. He just kissed her forehead in answer.
“So back to this Heather and Ryan,” Kaden prompted her as he spoke up for the first time.
Tara began to place all of the food she had prepared on the island as she nodded at him. She bumped Ethan out of her way with her hip so she could reach the oven, and snagged a towel to take out a large pan of biscuits. Once those were added to the fare, she told everyone to fix themselves a plate and dig in.
“To answer your question, Kaden,” Tara began, “Heather was the one who made a play for Ryan. He’s a few years younger than she is, and I think she was trying to make Eric jealous. Eric and Jasper, that is, because she likes him too. But Ryan didn’t realize he was being played, because he’s… Well, he’s just like a puppy that’ll follow you around and not realize he’s clinging too close. You know what I mean?” Tara asked, scrunching up her nose.
“I do,” Kaden smiled. “So why do you think Heather brought food here?”
“I don’t really know,” Tara sighed and looked from Kaden to Emily. “Could be, she was really trying to get them to notice her. She’s been very vocal about her fantasies regarding both men. But even if she had her moment in the sun with Noah and Gabe, she would probably be using that to make her next conquest jealous.”
Ross grimaced in disgust and scooped up another biscuit. No one said anything more for a few minutes as they let Tara’s words sink in. Emily found that the biscuit she was trying to eat grew thicker and thicker in her mouth, until it seemed almost too dense to swallow. Damn, but she hated this feeling of the walls closing in on her.
“Noah, I’m going to step to the bathroom. I’ll be right back,” she said, but he put a hand on her shoulder and shook his head.
“No, ma’am. Remember what I told you before we came home. You don’t go anywhere without me or Gabe by you. So, lead the way and I’ll follow.”
“Okay,” she whispered. Emily slid off of her chair and then walked out of the kitchen with Noah right by her side. 
“Tara, eat your breakfast.” Ethan prodded her gently with his elbow and she nodded as she realized she’d been staring after her best friend and worrying for her.
“Kinda hard to do when you’re so angry you want to tear someone limb from limb,” she mumbled.
“I know. We feel the same way,” Ethan sighed and settled a hand on her shoulder. “But she’ll need you to be strong for her, because this will all get worse before it gets any better. Lawton and I talked with you about this before we told you they were coming home.”
Tara made a little sound of resignation, but she looked back down at her food and tried to resume eating. They strayed to safer topics when Emily and Noah rejoined them. Emily seemed to have the same struggle as Tara, and the men started talking about sports to completely change the subject so the ladies would eat.
 
Emily was giving the counter a final wipe down when she heard the back door open. She tensed, but looked up as Gabriel and those who had gone into town with him returned. His eyes sought her out, and once he spotted her tucked next to Noah, he walked in a direct line towards them. Emily dried her hands on a dishtowel and opened her arms to him. Gabriel swept her into a tight hug without delay and she could feel the tension radiating through his large body.
“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked and snuggled a little closer.
“Yes and no,” he sighed. Gabriel propped his chin atop her head and stared at Noah.
“Went that good, did it?” Noah asked resignedly. He settled his hands on his waist and stared back at him.
“Oh, yeah,” Gabe drawled. “But at least we learned about the additional information he’d gathered, and we were able to help Strauss see that it wasn’t the slam dunk he thought it was. It didn’t begin well, but it ended on a civil note.”
“Well, that’s something at least,” Noah agreed. “And he understands we’re in charge of any arrests made?”
“Yes,” Gabriel replied.
“I’ve just started a second round of breakfast, so I’ll have you guys some food in about fifteen minutes,” Tara cut in. “Get comfortable and have something to drink until the biscuits are ready.”
“Thanks, Tara,” Gabe said and glanced at her over his shoulder.
“You’re welcome,” she smiled.
No one talked about the case or anything remotely applicable to stalkers while the meal was prepared. Emily finally pulled away from Gabriel to make him a cup of coffee, then she offered to help Tara. She needed something to take her away from it all, keep her distracted; and sensing that, Tara put her straight to work without a single comment. 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 30
 
 
Gabriel asked everyone to meet in the den once breakfast had officially come to an end. The team gathered around with the two ladies, each person sitting on a comfortable chair or sofa. Noah placed Emily between Gabe and himself on one of their sofas, and he noted that Ethan and Lawton did the same with Tara. He was so looking forward to pulling Ethan to the side and finding out what was going on there, if anything.
Braden and Ross placed a few laptops on a coffee table and started them up, ready to get the discussion underway. Emily smiled when Ross kicked back and propped his feet a little too close to Braden’s computer, and Braden immediately scowled at him. Ross knew exactly what he was doing and he winked at Emily as he watched her grin at him.
She slipped her feet out of her shoes and laid her head against Noah’s arm. Her toes curled into Gabriel’s thigh and she waited to hear what the men would share. And more importantly, why Strauss thought Andrew was targeting her all this time.
Gabriel wrapped his fingers around Emily’s sock-covered toes and he massaged her gently. He felt her flinch when he hit a sensitive spot, and he smiled as he glanced down at her. 
“We have a lot to go over,” he began, then turned his eyes back to those around them, “but let’s start with what happened in town. Strauss was sure that Andrew was his culprit, but Braden helped to convince him otherwise. It would seem that his rudimentary computer knowledge painted the case a little too black and white, and made him assume more than he should.”
“In laymen’s terms, please?” Tara drawled out. Gabriel arched an eyebrow at her, but she didn’t flinch. “Hey, if I’m here, you know I’m gonna ask if I don’t understand.”
“I do.” Gabriel nodded slightly. “But know that you and Emily are the only two who get to hear this. No one else.”
“I’m going to ignore the insinuation there, Gabe,” Tara countered. “’Cause if you think for one minute that I would ever…”
“Stop!” Emily said and sat up. She shook her head at them both, daring either of them to utter another heated word. 
Emily had hoped that Tara would bite her tongue just a little and be civil about her need for information, now that she knew what had really been going on the last two months. But the investigative journalist in Tara was coming to the surface as her mind sought answers, and Gabriel wasn’t going to like that one bit. Still, they had to get along, because Emily wouldn’t accept the alternative. 
“Tara, I appreciate your loyalty and your determination to see me through this; and Gabriel, I know that you are following not only your training, but your heart and gut at the same time. So, knowing each other as you do, you can understand why you each have your own unique perspective about all of this. We’re not going to be divided here. In other words, respect that, and move on. Now,” Emily added firmly.
“Dayum,” Ross chuckled. “Get ‘em, Miss Emily.”
“And you - take your feet off of that coffee table and behave,” she warned him. “Stop picking on Braden.”
“Aw, that’s part of my job,” Ross pretended to whine, though he sat up and let his feet drop to the floor. “Besides, if I didn’t keep him on his toes, who would?”
“Behave,” Emily said again.
“Yes, ma’am,” he smiled, happy to play along with her. 
“Now, back to what Strauss thought,” she said and turned her eyes up to Gabriel. “Go on and tell us, love.”
Garrett smiled over the stunned look on Gabriel’s face and he cut his eyes to Lawton, seeing that he was humored as well. It was rare to see Gabriel speechless, yet Emily seemed to be able to render him incapable of uttering a word at the drop of a hat. Amazing, he thought, what love could do to a man.
Gabriel coughed into his fist, trying hard to stifle the sudden laughter that wanted to come forth. Emily narrowed her eyes, daring him to laugh at her. He tamped it back and then tried to continue his train of thought.
“Right. First, we asked Strauss the eyewitness’s name who placed Andrew outside your home. It was Mr. Reiter.”
“Nearly deaf and can’t see a thing, Mr. Reiter?” Emily asked warily.
“One and the same. The man is eighty-four, and his senses are undoubtedly impaired. Though he’s also an honest man and he wouldn’t lie to Strauss or anyone else. He did see Andrew. We looked at his formal statement, and noticed that he cited four distinct times he witnessed Andrew outside your house. When we asked Strauss for the dates Andrew and Ryan helped the security company set up your new system, they coincided with Mr. Reiter’s version of events. Andrew had a reason to be outside, and so he was.”
“And I remember overhearing that Andrew was supposedly accessing surveillance footage during off hours?” Emily laced her fingers through one of Noah’s hands and one of Gabriel’s as she considered such a thing. That someone truly had watched her walk around within her own home, at times in a state of undress. It was sickening, to say the very least.
“Yes, and someone was, Emily. But we don’t believe it was Andrew. Not at this point. Once we were physically in the building, Braden had a look at Andrew’s computer. As he suspected, someone had plugged a small flash drive into the back and they were running a keystroke logger. With it, they easily captured Andrew’s passwords. And with those passwords in hand, this person was able to access all of Andrew’s files and he was never aware that another user was there, sniffing around in the background. Made it look like Andrew was logged in and looking, when he really wasn’t.”
“Would that person need to be inside the building or outside, to see it all?” she asked quietly.
“Either,” Braden answered. “Public IP addresses make that possible, Emily. And Andrew’s computer would have that, so he could receive the back-up copy of your surveillance video from the monitoring company.” 
She stared at Braden and swallowed hard. “How long?”
“Weeks, dear. Someone’s been watching for weeks.”
Emily launched herself off of the sofa before Gabriel or Noah could stop her and she held up a hand to make them stay put. “I just need to move. Let me.”
“Okay, baby,” Noah said and gave her a quick nod. 
She nodded back and then walked to the end of the sofa so she could pace out of the men’s reach. Emily worried her bottom lip with her teeth as her mind tried to come to terms with the bomb Braden had just dropped in her lap. 
Tara moved to get up, hoping to help Emily in some way, but Ethan and Lawton put a hand on her shoulders and slowly shook their heads. She couldn’t hide her disgruntled expression, but Tara managed to stay on the sofa between the two men.
“What was the last thing Strauss had against Andrew?” Emily remembered to ask as she made a slow circuit across the floor.
“Yeah, I want to know too,” said Noah, though his eyes tracked Emily’s every movement. Everyone else was doing the same.
“Strauss inspected Andrew’s desk and patrol car when he wasn’t at the station. He found two photos of Emily in the trunk of the car and one in the back of his bottom file drawer. All three were of her with her family, taken from what Strauss believed were the albums she kept in that cedar chest,” Garrett said steadily.
“We asked if they’d been fingerprinted and he said that they were, though like the other photos, no prints were found. We even dusted the flash drive we found in Andrew’s computer, but it was clean too. Those pictures could have easily been planted, however, because all of the deputies have access to the cars. The keys hang right inside the station on pegs. And none of their desk drawers lock at all,” Braden pointed out. 
“This person is good,” he conceded, “but we’re better. I have enough now to find out who’s been remotely looking in on Emily through her cameras, and with that, we’ll figure out who’s also worked to set Andrew up as the fall guy.”
“Which means, we are within days of interrogating a subject or two,” Gabriel stated. “We need to use today to delve into each person of interest and tighten up loose ends. We have fellow agents in Virginia checking in on Jonathan, and we need to talk to them – get their report on his recent online activities and days spent away from work. Days he might have traveled here.” 
“Though this is all far more rushed than we’re accustomed to, ideally, I’d like to start questioning people tomorrow morning,” Gabriel went on to say. “Because even though we stopped Strauss from hauling Andrew in, plenty of people saw us walk into that station. And if our suspect is truly on staff there, then we’ve just let them know that we’re circling.”
“Em,” Gabe paused and called softly to her. She glanced his way, though she continued to pace. He rose from his cushion and walked slowly over to intercept her. She stopped right in front of him and waited for him to move.
“Honey, things are about to come to head. All of my years of training tell me that, scream it, in fact. Your safety and Tara’s is our primary concern, and we won’t risk either of you. But know that we’re going to seem pushy when it comes to your protection and you’ve got to do exactly as we say until this is resolved.”
“Of course. You already have my promise that I’ll do as you ask. Don’t worry about me leaving whatever post you give me, Gabe.” Emily gave him a quick nod and then turned her eyes to Lawton. “Where is my cedar chest right now, Lawton? You and Ethan were going to look it over, dust it for prints, and catalog its contents. Did you leave it at my home?”
“No, Emily, we didn’t. We brought it here, actually. Why?” Lawton asked.
“Where? I want to look at it. Now.” Her foot began to tap, her nervous energy spiking. If she could just go for a run, she wished, but Emily knew the guys would never let her out of the house right now. 
“It’s in the guys’ study,” Lawton told her as he also gained his feet. “Something specific you’re looking for?”
“Won’t know until I look,” she said and ran a hand over her forehead.
“You’ll need gloves.” Lawton gave her a sympathetic look after he added that last bit in.
“Lovely,” Emily muttered. “Give me a pair, please?”
“Em,” Gabriel said again and she looked back up into his blue eyes, seeing them narrow during his close scrutiny of her.
“Don’t,” she said, shaking her head as tears pooled in her eyes. “Not right now, Gabe. I’m too angry. I hid in that damn house for months! Months! Do you understand?!” she questioned through clenched teeth, her volume rising. “And for what?” Emily shrugged. A little hysterical laughter escaped her, as the cracks in her armor started showing again. 
“They still got inside. Inside my home, inside my belongings, inside my head.” She grimaced and placed a hand against the side of her temple, as if that alone would serve as a barrier now. “And I let them. Hell, I opened the front door and said ‘Sure, come on in and install cameras for me.’ I made them iced tea that day, for God’s sake! And I thanked them.” 
“Do you know what that makes me? How that makes me feel?” Emily’s voice came out in a harsh, hoarse plea. Noah couldn’t take her distress another second and he rose and closed the distance. Emily shook her head and took a step back. She covered her forehead with her right palm and tried to keep it together. 
“I want to look in that chest. Now,” she said again. 
“Baby, take a breath and take my hand,” Noah urged her gently. She continued to shake her head, but Noah countered it with a nod and took a step forward. “Take it,” he said and placed his upturned palm directly in front of her.
“I want…” She broke off and doubled over, placing her hands on her knees. Emily pressed her lips together to stop another word from coming out, but her shoulders began to shake.
“Em,” Gabriel said, his voice firm enough to get her attention. 
She slowly stood tall again and just stared at him, but the well of deep hurt was clear for all to see in her gaze. Gabriel hovered right next to Noah, but he was determined to let her make the choice to come to them. Emily needed to feel in control, most desperately at the moment, and he knew forcing her into their arms would do her no favors.
He added his hand to the one Noah was offering. “Remember what you said to us on the cabin’s back porch, honey? Hmmm? Something to the tune of: hold me up when I’m weak and failing. And forgive me when I crumble, stumble, or fall. That’s what partners do, or so someone’s been telling us a lot of late.” 
Gabriel’s loving smile began slowly, but it grew and was so full of understanding and kindness that it tore the last of her towering anger right out from under her. Emily saw the same look of compassion and gentleness in Noah’s eyes. She drew in a deep breath and settled her shaky hands against their warm and steady palms. Both men enfolded their fingers around hers and stepped forward, closing the last of the distance between them.
“Come here, honey,” Gabriel murmured. 
“Shhh, we’ve got you,” Noah said softly. He pulled the tie from her hair and dropped it on the floor. His fingers delved into the thick mass as he gently pushed Emily’s head down against his chest. 
Noah released her hand and pulled her completely into the shelter of his body, wrapping both of his arms around her. Gabriel’s hand took the place of Noah’s, stroking and threading its way through her hair. Only when Noah was ready to let Gabriel hold her, did she move from one embrace to the other. Emily briefly lost track of time as they tried to absorb the self-recrimination and anger that had overtaken her.
“Thank you,” she whispered against his heart. “Both of you.”
“Let’s go look in that chest together, okay?” Gabriel kissed the top of her head, then palmed her face and drew her away from his chest. He nodded slowly until Emily nodded with him. “There we go,” he said in approval. 
Gabriel released her face and laced his fingers through one of her hands. Noah took her other. Gabe looked over the top of her head and asked the others in the room, who had gone completely silent during the exchange, to come with them. The entire team and Tara moved to do just that. Not just to look over Emily’s shoulder as she examined the cedar chest, but to support the triad in any way they could.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 31
 
 
Emily stopped by the half-bath in the hall near the guys’ study. Noah hovered just outside after she pointed out the room had no windows, thus no way in or out except through the door. She washed her face and cleaned her latest emotional outburst away. Tara skirted around Noah and stepped in behind her. She wrapped her arms around Emily, hugging her tightly. 
“I brought your hair tie,” she whispered. Tara turned her face to the side and rested it on Emily’s shoulder. “Want me to put it back in a ponytail for you?”
“Tara?” Emily whispered back at her.
“Hmmm?”
“Am I a complete idiot?”
“What?” Tara asked in surprise. She lifted her head and stared at Emily’s reflection in the mirror over the pedestal sink. 
“You said earlier that I’ve always been clueless about what goes on here in town. Maybe you’re right. Tara, I let them walk inside my house. How can I know who to trust after all this?”
“You trust me, don’t you?”
“Of course. That goes without saying.”
“And Gabriel and Noah.”
Emily lifted her left hand and wriggled her fingers in answer. Her engagement ring winked and shone brightly in the surrounding lights.
“And you trust their families. You trust their team.”
“Yes, Tara. I do. Without question.”
“See, the problem doesn’t lie with you then. It lies with the person or persons who have targeted you. But Noah and Gabriel aren’t going to let another with ill intentions get close enough to you to do further harm. Don’t doubt yourself, your true relationships, or them.”
“I love them, Tara. So very much,” Emily whispered. She was still in awe of the way it felt to physically love them. To finally understand what it meant to give someone your all and to show them what they meant to your heart.
“Yes, and you trust those two men enough, that you gave them your virginity while you were away. I can tell,” Tara said softly. She propped her chin on Emily’s right shoulder and smiled at her in the mirror, glad she had heeled boots on that day so she matched her friend’s height. “Are you okay with that change?”
“More than okay,” Emily said with a genuine smile. “It was magical, Tara. Everything I’d ever hoped for, and everything I never knew to dream for. Simply put – it was beautiful. And it has been every time thereafter.”
“Even that quick interlude before breakfast?” Tara teased.
Emily rolled her eyes and placed her hands over Tara’s arms, where they lay wrapped around her waist. It felt so good to be back with her, Emily thought.
“How did you know?” she asked.
“Please, girl,” Tara scoffed. “Gabriel couldn’t have been more obvious! I was just surprised he didn’t throw you over his shoulder and carry you off like a damn caveman.”
They laughed and boy did it feel good. Emily laid her head against Tara’s, the two resuming a position they had fallen into often over the years that they’d been best friends. 
“Is the reality of being with them both, something you can live with, Em? I mean, I know you’ve carried a torch for them for ages, but from what I’ve seen since you came home, it’s something to behold. Now, you don’t move without their eyes tracking your every nuance. But it’s not a suffocating feeling or oppressive vibe I get. No, I’d say it’s like you’re their air and they can’t breathe without you. Heady stuff to witness, I gotta tell you.”
“Tara, I thought you’ve never liked that kind of relationship?” Emily asked and furrowed her brow. “You always said you would rule the roost and any man who married you would have to deal.”
Tara shrugged. “Ah, what can I say? What we think we want and what we learn we need are most often two different things. There’s nothing wrong with wanting to belong to someone else like the three of you obviously do now. To know that you’ve got backup and that another’s gonna see you through the shit life will hurl at you… Maybe I need to rethink my take on things, that’s all I’m saying.”
“Well, coming from you, that’s saying a hell of a lot,” Emily chuckled.
“Shut up,” Tara grumbled as she laughed.
“Make me,” Emily countered. It was a standard jab at one another - something they’d repeated often through the years.
Tara pulled an arm free from their hold and smacked Emily’s butt. They laughed a little more, but the door swung open, causing them to meet Noah’s gaze in the mirror now.
“Did I just hear, what I thought I heard?” he asked softly, angling his head at them.
“Depends,” Tara retorted. “What’d you think you heard, big guy?”
“Someone in here just got their ass smacked.” Noah blocked the doorway and crossed his arms over his chest.
Tara met Emily’s eyes again and, after a few seconds, they burst out laughing. It continued to grow until Emily had to turn in Tara’s arms and hug her while happy tears streamed down their faces. Noah leaned against the wall and watched them dissolve into a fit of giggles. Ethan stuck his head in and glanced from the ladies to Noah.
“Your girl just slapped my girl’s ass. Might want to do something about that,” he whispered low enough that Emily nor Tara heard him.
“Shit,” Ethan grumbled. “Thanks for that visual.”
“You should have heard it.”
“And who says Tara’s my girl?” Ethan asked a little too defensively.
“Please!” Noah grinned widely. He slapped a hand on Ethan’s shoulder and redirected him back out into the hall. “Let me give you a very practical piece of advice. If you and Lawton like Tara… really like her… don’t waste years like Gabe and I did with Em and let her get away. Life’s too short, man.”
“Just leave it for now, Noah,” Ethan warned him. “Lawton nor I are ready to go down that road and buy a ring like you and Gabe did.”
“No one says you have to take the plunge yet,” Noah smirked. He could see Ethan’s obvious discomfort and the faint blush that always stole up his neck when he got embarrassed. “Just don’t ignore a good thing when it falls in your lap. That’s all I’m saying.”
“Duly noted,” he said absentmindedly. Ethan was watching Tara and Emily wash their faces. They were still laughing and trying to push the other away from the sink with their hips. But their laughter was contagious and he couldn’t help but smile with them.
Emily got one last flick of water in and Tara gasped as the spray hit her face. She shot Emily a wicked grin that suggested she’d get her back later. Noah cleared his throat loudly and angled his head at them.
“Finished playing now?” he asked, chuckling over the joy Emily was finding in the moment. Maybe coming home hadn’t been such a bad idea after all, he thought.
“We are.” Emily walked forward and rose up on tiptoe to brush her lips against his. 
It simply wasn’t enough for Noah and he hauled her up close and gave Emily a scorching kiss that made her toes curl. He pulled away, grinning over the bemused look he saw on her face, and then tucked her into his side.
“Come on, baby,” he said and led her towards the study. 
Ethan and Tara followed, just a step behind them. Though they were careful not to let their arms brush against one another.
 
Gabriel already had a pair of latex gloves on when they walked into the study, as did every other member of the team. He handed Noah and Emily a pair, and looked on as Lawton extended gloves to Tara and Ethan. Noah snapped his gloves on with barely a glance, but his eyes stayed trained on Emily’s hands as he made sure the pair she wore fit her small hands. 
“Oh, crap,” she murmured. Her engagement ring poked a hole right through her left glove when she flexed her fingers.
“Take it off and put it in your pocket for now,” Noah said. “We know you’re ours, ring or not.” He winked to reassure her, and she took off the damaged glove to remove her ring. 
Emily slipped it into the tiny, front pocket on the right side of her jeans. She’d always wondered what the little pocket could hold, and now she knew. Though she hated the thought of taking off the ring for any reason. 
Gabriel handed her a new glove and she slid it on. “Ready?” he asked.
“More than,” she replied.
He bent to kiss her forehead, then motioned for Emily to kneel with him in front of the cedar chest. Noah followed them, getting so close that his body brushed against her left side. Emily could feel Gabriel on her right, and she appreciated the wall they’d built around her and the silent support they were offering.
“Okay,” she said quietly. “Open it up.”
Gabriel lifted the black metal hasp on the front and then pushed the chest’s attached lid upward. The scent of aged cedar escaped the antique piece of furniture. It was a symbol of the ladies who had come before Emily in her family, each using the chest to store valuables, or items which represented their hopes and dreams. Gabe knew she might someday pass the trunk on to her own daughter as well. 
That thought gave him pause momentarily. That one day, Emily might have his child. And that child might be a girl who looked like her mother and who might have the same gentle spirit. 
He had told her he wasn’t ready for such a change in his life, but in that one moment, Gabriel couldn’t deny the thought of seeing Emily with his baby in her arms gave him immense pride and filled him with hope. Hope that, if and when they decided to start a family - the three of them - he could keep his wife and children safe in a world where monsters often preyed on the most innocent of all. 
Lawton pulled him from his uncharacteristic mental ramblings when he joined them on his knees to Gabriel’s right, with a camera in hand. Gabe looked back down at Emily and realized that she hadn’t touched the chest’s contents yet. She was staring inside, lost in her own reverie as well.
“Emily,” Lawton called to her, and she turned her eyes his way. “We’ve cataloged everything inside, photographed and documented it all. But this is actually a good idea you’ve had. You can look through it all with us, touch everything, and tell us what, if anything else, has been removed.”
She gave him a stiff nod and then reached inside to take out the first item. Emily removed each of her photo albums and scrapbooks, noting aloud that none were missing. She placed them in Noah’s hands and he began a pile on the floor. Next, were the silver candlesticks her mother had used at her own wedding, and her blue garter.
“Are we using that?” Noah asked slyly as he bumped Emily’s shoulder with his.
“Someday,” she chuckled. She ran her gloved fingers over the delicate lace. It seemed odd to Emily to touch something so personal, with the impersonal barrier between her and the garter. That thought made her remember telling Gabriel and Noah that she never wanted to use condoms, never wanted such a barrier between them. She knew she was blushing furiously, so she placed the garter in Noah’s hand and then turned back to the trunk.
Emily pulled out her Gram’s old yellow and white afghan, smelling it and remembering how her grandmother always smelled of jasmine. She gingerly removed her father’s journals, which chronicled his life prior to his passing. Emily had never read them and didn’t know if she ever would. But she loved knowing that his voice still remained with her somehow.
She blushed again when she lifted the five bridal magazines and house plan books she’d purchased over the years. They’d fed many a daydream for her as she envisioned what her life might be like someday, if she were with Noah and Gabriel. 
There were letters her Gram had saved, which Emily’s mother had written during her own years away at college. She ran her gloved fingers over those as well, wishing she could still have her mother with her. And finally, Gabriel helped her lift the old case which held the typewriter her grandfather had given her when she was a child.
She turned around and looked at the organized arc of all the items Noah had formed behind them. Emily sat down and crossed her feet, then she lifted the first photo album. She began to turn the pages, making little comments to Noah and Gabriel about the images within. So many told of family members who were no longer with her and Emily was grateful that now, she knew without a shadow of a doubt, her loneliness was a thing of the past.
Emily was just cracking the fourth album open when she paused and angled her head. She sniffed and then brought the book up closer to her nose. 
“Do you smell that? That strong cologne?” Emily asked. She turned the book towards Noah and then towards Gabriel.
“Yeah, I do,” Noah said, frowning as he took another whiff.
“That’s new,” she said and looked at Lawton. 
He moved closer as did Garrett. Garrett knelt before her and he inhaled deeply. “Smells expensive.”
“My granddad never wore cologne,” Emily told him. “And my dad passed away when I was ten, as you know. I remember saving a bottle of his aftershave until I was almost sixteen, just so I could remember his smell. He wore Old Spice. Not this scent.”
“Keep looking through this one, Em. Tell us if anything else is different.” Gabriel moved off of his knees and he sat cross-legged next to her. He propped his right arm behind her so it touched her back, hoping to silently let Emily know he was right there with her.
Tara moved closer, and Lawton and Garrett gave her room. She watched as Emily slowly turned the pages, scanning for any change. All of the color drained from Emily’s face within the next breath, and Tara knew whatever she was looking at wasn’t good. Not at all.
“This is new, too,” Emily whispered. She ran her gloved fingers over a photo, hating how they shook in the moment. 
“Lawton?” Gabriel asked, his anger clearly heard.
“Gabe, we saw that when we cataloged it. But we thought it was something her family had placed in the album. We had no idea it was a new addition,” Lawton swore. 
“How could you know?” Emily looked up at him and smiled, though a single tear ran down her right cheek. “Don’t get mad at him, Gabe. This just proves someone’s been very close and that’s what you need, right? Definitive, tangible evidence?” 
Emily looked back down at the photo which showed her sleeping in her own bed, curled up with her stuffed rabbit in her arms. A book lay faced down beside her, and her bedside lamp was still on. Whoever had been watching her, had stood at the end of her bed and taken the picture. Actually stood in her room and watched her sleep, and she’d never known they were there. 
“I think I remember this night.” Emily tried to begin again, but her throat closed up on her. She coughed to clear the knot and Noah settled a hand on her back. He began to rub slow circles and she chanced a quick glance at him. He looked livid. More angry than she could ever remember seeing him.
“Tell us,” Noah said, his voice sounding very strained as well.
She nodded. “I was at a cook-out we’d had at the lake with the twenty and thirty-year-olds from church. Tara, you were there too, remember? It was almost… What? Ten, eleven weeks ago?”
“Closer to twelve, I think,” Tara supplied unsteadily. “You left early, because you weren’t feeling good. I offered to drive you, but you didn’t want to leave your SUV at the lake. So you came home, and called me to let me know you’d arrived safely.”
“What do you mean, she wasn’t feeling well?” Gabriel asked. His chest rose and fell sharply as his adrenaline began to flow. Oh hell, he knew exactly where this was going, and he wanted to deny what they were about to say. Deny that it could have happened when he and Noah were far away from Emily.
“Well,” Emily answered for Tara, “it was hot that night, and I honestly thought the heat had gotten to me. We hadn’t eaten dinner yet, but I’d had some lemonade. I was so thirsty, that I had three cups. After the last cup, I became so dizzy and light-headed that I decided I had better go ahead and drive myself, while I still could. And I did.” 
“I called Tara after I was inside, took a cool shower, and slipped into that purple camisole. I even attempted to read a chapter, but I gave up after a few pages and just passed out. I remember I slept until one in the afternoon the next day, and I had trouble even then clearing the fog from my brain. It took a whole pot of coffee before I felt slightly normal again.” 
“I thought all of my late nights spent writing were finally catching up with me, and that I was crashing hard. You’ve seen me do that before.” She looked from Noah to Gabriel, and almost leaned away at the sheer anger she saw in their eyes. Emily told herself not to back away again though, because they weren’t angry with her.
“You didn’t crash, Emily,” Gabriel finally managed to say. He ran a frustrated hand through his thick, black hair. “You were drugged that night. I’d bet my life on it.” 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 32
 
 
“What?!” Tara all but shouted at Gabriel. She couldn’t process what he’d just said. Couldn’t fathom that Emily had been drugged right in front of her eyes, and she had been clueless. She remembered thinking that Emily had looked pale and extremely tired that night. But she had thought her friend was pushing herself too far with late night writing sessions and they had finally caught up with her – just as Emily had said minutes ago.
Tara looked from Gabriel to Emily, and what she saw there on Emily’s face took Tara’s breath away. Ethan and Lawton had talked with her about the stages of grief Emily would most likely go through, as she accepted all that had been done to her while new facts and evidence came to light. They’d said that no victim ever escaped unscathed, whether the criminal ever physically laid hands on them or not. Just the knowledge that another had sought to target them, could quite often undo a person. 
And in that moment, Emily certainly looked close to coming apart at the seams. Tara had never seen her so pale, so fragile looking. As if a good strong wind would knock her over. Earlier in the den though, Tara would have sworn she’d never seen Emily so mad either. Her emotions were all over the damn place, and Tara wanted to comfort her in some way. Any way she could. 
“Em?” she whispered and reached across the album to touch her.
Emily looked up at Tara and offered her the saddest excuse for a smile she had ever seen.
“I’m okay.” Emily whispered her fib with utter heartbreak swimming in her eyes. “But I, um… I need to wash my face again. May I?” She posed her question to the entire room and no one in particular at the same time.
“Baby, you don’t have to ask if you can wash your face,” Noah said and frowned heavily over the way she had worded her request. “Come on, let’s go freshen up. You and me.”
Noah unfolded himself from his position on the floor and took her hand in his. Gently, he pulled Emily to her feet and then slipped her gloves off. His landed on the floor beside hers a scant second later. He wrapped his hands around her waist and helped her navigate the piles they’d created on the floor, then draped an arm around her shoulders as they passed through the doorway.
“Do you want to go with them?” Garrett asked Gabriel.
“No,” he said quietly with a shake of his head. “I’m a little too angry right now, and that’s not what she needs.”
“Not at her, I hope?” Tara asked, her eyebrows rising in surprise.
“Really? Tara, you know me better than that,” Gabeiel sighed wearily.
“I do, Gabe. That was uncalled for, so I’m sorry.”
“One day, a long, long time from now, we’ll laugh over the fact that you just apologized to me, Tara.” His lips pulled up just a bit on the right side, but that was all the smile he could muster.
“You only get one from me in this lifetime, and that was it, buster,” Tara murmured. She reached out and touched his shoulder with her closed fist, and Gabriel grabbed it, patting her hand with his.
“Thank you, Tara.”
“You’re welcome, Gabe.” She drew her hand away and then reached for the photo album Emily had been inspecting. She lifted it to her nose and inhaled deeply, drawing in the cologne’s scent again. Tara repeated the motion twice more before she closed her eyes and concentrated.
“Do you recognize this scent?” Lawton asked as he studied her face.
“I’d like to tell you yes, but I don’t. Most of the guys around here close to our age or yours wear something akin to this. Whether it’s aftershave or cologne, I haven’t a clue. But I can say this: that of all the deputies you guys have named or seem interested in, Jasper, Eric, Andrew and Ryan always smell the best.”
“What in the hell does that mean?” Ethan asked before he thought better of it.
Ross started to chuckle, but Kaden smacked him on the back of the head, ending his light-hearted ribbing.
“Thank you, Kaden.” Tara nodded his way.
“Anytime.” He gave Ross a smirk. Ross just grinned.
“These guys wear something often. That what you’re saying, Tara?” Garrett asked, hoping to stop Ethan from having another outburst. He was not reacting to Tara as he typically did to a woman. Hell, neither was Lawton. It was amusing to watch, to say the least.
“They do, at least the times I’ve been around them. Eric and Jasper always smell the best, though.” She shrugged, unable to say more.
“Shit,” Lawton muttered under his breath. He narrowed his eyes at her and Ethan simply rolled his. 
“But you don’t know who wears it,” Gabriel said, more than asked. He looked at the album and considered who might have been that close to her, in Emily’s house, just standing over her as she slept. His anger was a living, breathing thing in the moment as he also thought of what that person might have done to her while she lay unaware, drugged and unconscious.
“Tara,” he tried to begin again, “did you see anyone else leave the cook-out right after Emily made her exit? Anyone who followed her on purpose? Or someone who was there for the beginning of the event, but dipped out early?”
“Um… Let me think. This was months ago.” She looked away from the men and stared out the window, trying to see back to that night. Finally, Tara just closed her eyes and concentrated as hard as she could.
“Jasper,” Emily said from the doorway.
All heads turned in her direction, and Gabriel rose to meet her and Noah. She stared up into his blue eyes as he stopped right in front of her. Emily gave him a slow nod, and Gabriel reached out to cup her face, needing to touch her in some way. 
He could tell she’d shed tears while she and Noah had been out of the room. Could tell that she’d been thoroughly kissed, as well, from her swollen lips. But she was still too pale for his liking.
“Tell us, honey,” he gently prompted her.
“When I reached my vehicle, Jasper caught up to me. He asked if I needed help, and I explained that I didn’t want to leave my car there. So he offered to follow me home. Eric came over and heard what we were saying, and he said he’d drive Jasper, because Jasper only had his patrol car out there. 
They never came in my house, but Eric parked behind me in the driveway and Jasper got out and held my arm as I walked up to the door. He said he was worried, because I didn’t seem to be fighting off a simple case of fatigue. But I told him…”
Emily broke off and stared at Gabriel’s chest. Her bottom lip quivered terribly and he moved his hands down to cup her jaw and still the spasms. Noah stepped closer to her back and wrapped his arms around her waist, completely anchoring her to his body.
“What did you tell him, Em?” Noah asked and brushed his lips across her ear. “Don’t be embarrassed or ashamed. You did nothing wrong. You hear me?” 
“I hear you,” she said with difficulty. “I told Jasper that it was normal for me to crash after many late nights of writing and researching in a row. I said it was normal. So he waited until I’d locked the front door and he left. I heard Eric’s truck start back up as I walked towards my bedroom.”
“You could hear his truck from inside your house? Soft purr of an engine, or loud rumble?” Kaden asked from across the room.
“Loud,” she replied.
“Definitely loud,” Tara nodded in agreement. “Eric has one of those really tall trucks with tires that are too big for the damn thing. Makes me think he’s compensating for something else every time I see him in it around town.”
Emily burst out laughing and dropped her head back against Noah’s chest. “I give up. Tara, I swear by all that is holy, your mouth is going to get you into some deep shit one day.”
“You said shit,” Noah chuckled and dipped his head to kiss her neck.
“You’ve heard me use curse words before,” Emily harrumphed, though she gifted Gabriel with a more genuine smile as she stared up at him.
“I love you,” Gabriel mouthed at her.
“And I love you,” she mouthed back. 
Emily winked at Gabriel, and he felt something loosen in his chest. She was going to make it through this. He knew it. And that meant they were going to make it through too. 
“Made you laugh, though, didn’t I?” Tara teased smugly.
“Yes, you did. And I thank you,” Emily chuckled softly. 
She couldn’t see Tara or anyone else for that matter, because Gabriel was blocking the room from her view with his large body. She lifted her hands and let them glide over his ripped torso, not hidden at all under his long-sleeved t-shirt. The material clung to every dip and curve of his body, and made her mouth water. 
Gabriel chuckled then too, and he blew her a soft kiss. Noah nuzzled her temple with his lips, and for just a moment, they were lost in their own little world. Emily could feel the same definition in Noah’s chest behind her, and her mind turned to one thing and one thing only. No thoughts concerning the current danger intruded, as she simply existed in their hold. It was peace and true, soul-deep comfort.
“I want you too, baby,” Noah murmured against her ear, so softly that only she and Gabriel were privy to his words. “So much I ache.”
“We’ll take a break in a little while,” Gabe said, paving the way for a possible exit from the others’ company. 
He looked at Noah and the two did that little silent communication thing she’d seem them do time and time again over the years. No words were needed, just a simple flicker of the eye and they understood what the other was thinking. Came in handy during sex though, Emily thought.
“Come on,” Gabriel said, as he watched a blush spread across her cheeks. 
He wondered what in the hell she was thinking. But whatever it was, he was just glad it was infusing some color back into her chalk-white skin. Emily had looked like a ghost when she discovered the picture, and he wanted that pallor chased far away. And if he could get a break from the others, Gabriel thought, he and Noah would damn sure put some color back into her skin. All of her skin.
They paused at the edge of the large, Oriental rug which covered a good portion of the study’s hardwood floor. Lawton and Braden were photographing the picture album and removing the recent addition. They fingerprinted it, and then bagged and tagged it, making sure the picture was properly cataloged as evidence. Then, they did the same to the album. The presence of a foreign odor made it evidence too.
“Not a damn print,” Kaden grumbled from where he stood watching their progress.
“Nope, not a one,” Braden agreed with a heavy sigh.
“This picture was taken with one of those old Polaroid cameras,” Lawton remarked. “That’s why we thought it was several years old, maybe taken by her grandparents.”
“Yeah, I get that. Sorry I snapped earlier,” said Gabriel.
“Hell, I don’t blame you,” Lawton replied. “I was mad too. Still am.” He gave Gabe a swift nod over his shoulder and then turned back to the task at hand.
“This is really good for us, actually,” Braden commented. “If we search our suspects’ houses, we can see who might have such an old camera. I doubt many people have held on to such an outdated piece of equipment.”
“Yeah, but that’s still circumstantial.” Garrett shook his head and leaned back on his heels. “Braden, start setting up your computers here in the study, and let’s get you on the electronic trail again. You said you had enough with that IP address to track who’s been looking in on Emily. Get on that now for us.”
“Will do,” Braden agreed without hesitation. He rose, yanked off his gloves, and headed up the stairs towards the bedroom he had claimed. Ross fell into step behind him, to help Braden retrieve his cases and bring them all downstairs. Braden normally ranked a room of his own if there was one to be had. The focus and hours he spent working online for them made a comfortable place to rest a must for him.
“I’m going to make contact with the agents in Virginia who were tasked to run Jonathan down for us and see what they’ve turned up,” Kaden offered.
“Yes, and I think Ethan and I need to go over the gym’s logs and timesheets we secured,” Lawton said, as they began to divide the tasks. “See who, from our possible list of suspects, might have also been there when Emily was. Look for other ways to connect the dots,”
“Gabe and Noah, you can go through phone records with me, if you want,” Garrett suggested. Normally, it would be Gabriel or Lawton handing out such assignments, but Garrett could see that Gabe was still working on letting his anger go. Every second of this case was personal for him and for Noah, and the rest of the team wanted to alleviate the incredible strain they were under, if at all possible.
“That’s a good idea,” Emily said to Gabriel. “It would be productive if the two of you had something you could actually do, a task that might yield results. I know you’re frustrated, because I am too. So go ahead, love, and Tara and I will find something else to occupy ourselves.” 
“No, you don’t leave our sight, Em. We’ve been through this,” Gabriel protested.
She blew out a heavy sigh and turned to look at Tara. Emily arched an eyebrow at her and shrugged. “What can we do within sight of them?”
“Nap,” Tara replied without hesitation. “You looked wiped and I sure as hell feel exhausted. Let’s take a nap in here while they work.”
“I can do that.” Emily grinned and extended a hand in Tara’s direction. She pulled her off of the floor without much effort. Emily stretched up on her tip-toes to give first Gabriel and then Noah a brief kiss, before she reclaimed Tara’s hand. 
They walked over to the long, leather couch within the room and kicked off their shoes. Emily stretched out at one end, while Tara took the other. They laughed as they tried to get their legs and feet comfortably adjusted alongside each other’s body, causing all the men in the room to smile over their play. 
Emily settled her head on one of the pillows placed at either end of the sofa. She had given them to Gabriel and Noah as gifts when they were decorating the room, just after they bought the house and moved in. Her eyes roamed over other features within the study which she had contributed, almost as if she had unconsciously helped to shape the home that would someday be hers. 
There were pictures of the three of them together in frames on bookshelves and even on the surface of each man’s desk. Emily spied a few knickknacks and books she’d given them through the years, and an old leather chair that had once belonged to her grandfather. Heck, Emily thought, even the wall color had been her choice at the men’s insistence – a rich cobalt blue to contrast with the white, painted bookshelves. 
She’d never given her touch within their space any real thought before, never realized its significance. But now that she was, Emily wondered if Noah or Gabriel had other items within their home which were gifts from ladies they’d dated over the years. Somehow, and she couldn’t articulate how she knew, but Emily just knew that they didn’t. 
She was pulled from those not-so-pleasant thoughts when Noah walked to them and lifted the blanket draped over the back of the sofa. He spread it out, so she and Tara were covered and warm. He smoothed Emily’s hair back and kissed her lips once more, before he whispered for her to rest. She nodded and burrowed down into the pillow as she closed her eyes. Tara was only a second behind her, and within minutes they were out.
Noah placed a finger over his lips when Braden and Ross strolled back into the room. He nodded in the sofa’s direction and their eyes followed his line of sight. Each took immediate note of the hushed tones the others were using because the ladies were asleep, and kept their voices subdued as they set up their laptops on the surface of Noah’s substantial mahogany desk.
 
For the next two hours, the men worked while Tara and Emily remained adrift. They learned from fellow field agents that Jonathan seemed to be a dead end. He’d not missed a single day of work in over two years, and his last vacation had been seven months ago. Too far in the past to have visited Whitford Falls and terrorized Emily. 
Still, Gabriel decided when all was said and done, a little visit north was in order. He needed to have a chat with the man who had once put his hands on Emily against her will. Noah and the rest of the team were in wholehearted agreement.
As a third hour of work rolled by, Tara stirred and lifted her head from her pillow. She saw that Emily was still asleep and she slowly worked her way off of the sofa so she wouldn’t wake her. She stretched high, and then headed for the doorway. 
Ethan was by her side in an instant and he asked where she was going. When she replied that she was planning to visit the bathroom, he gestured for her to lead the way. Though Tara groaned, he fell dutifully into step behind her, intent on guarding her from the hallway. 
“Well, I’ll be damned,” Braden muttered under his breath, drawing the focus of every man in the room. “Gabe, Noah, come here and look at this.”
But they were already on their feet, moving in his direction, without the invitation. Gabriel leaned over Braden’s shoulder and looked at the laptop’s screen. His jaw flexed as did Noah’s, while they processed who had been watching Emily through her security cameras all along. Someone she had most assuredly trusted, without question or hesitation. 
“I want a search warrant issued immediately that gives us free rein to tear that house apart. No loop holes, no restrictions whatsoever,” Gabriel ground out.
“Working on it,” Ross said softly, while his fingers flew over his own keyboard. “Should be good to go within the next few hours. Do you want to make Strauss aware and head over there tonight?”
“I’d go now, if I had the paper in hand,” Noah answered for them both.
“We’re going to be very cautious about this,” Gabriel said in an even and deadly tone. “I want us to go in, not Strauss and his department. I’ll call him once we’re on sight, but I do not want his deputies anywhere near us while we work. No interference and no small town bullshit.”
“Strauss will still want to be there, even if you call him after the fact,” Lawton said. He settled his hands on his waist and stared at Gabriel. Gabe leaned away from Braden and raked a hand through his hair, a move which Lawton knew meant his friend was frustrated, but still trying to think logically through the situation.
“I don’t give a damn what he wants,” Gabriel replied steadily. “He is no longer in control of this investigation. This proves it. And he won’t be there to mess this up. In fact, Lawton, you and Garrett will have to take over the lead on this as we move in.”
“Now wait just a minute,” Noah began to protest, but Gabriel shut him down with a firm shake of his head.
“You know I’m right, Noah,” he countered, though Noah’s nostrils flared in anger. “On paper, at least, it has to look as though you and I did not have control over this case or any arrests made. We’re too personally involved, and I won’t give a lawyer any means for those responsible to go free on a technicality.”
“Yeah, I get it. But I’m still going in,” Noah said defiantly.
“We both will,” Gabe nodded in agreement.
“We’ve got emails here on this personal computer I’m hacked into, guys,” Braden chimed in. “And from the looks of it, an accomplice too. Though I don’t know yet if the other party realized just how deeply involved they were. Let me do a little more digging. I’ll need to correlate this to whatever patterns you’ve established with the phone records over there. And then, we might need a second search warrant.” 
“Sure thing,” quipped Ross.
Garrett and Kaden brought over the work they’d done thus far. They handed it over to Braden, while Noah and Gabriel stood behind him and read email after email over his shoulder. The more they read, the angrier they became. How had a person they had all known and trusted, become such a fucked up mess that they’d willingly terrorize Emily? It was beyond their ability to understand, but they were certainly ready to end the bastard’s reign of tyranny.
“Kaden, can you start running thorough background checks for us?” Gabriel asked. “Find out where these hacking skills came from – university degree, online course… How? I want to build a firm case that shows where the necessary skill set came from to pull off this kind of surveillance.” He looked over to meet Kaden’s eyes and beheld his stern glare. 
Kaden looked as angry as they all did in the moment, and he gave Gabriel a firm nod. “I’d be more than happy to do that,” he said softly. Kaden walked back over to Gabriel’s desk where they’d been working and slid a laptop in his direction.
“I’ll give you a hand with that,” Garrett offered. He reclaimed his former chair and grabbed his own computer.
“We’re going to have to break this to Em,” Noah said heavily. He faced Gabriel and took a step closer.
“We will,” Gabriel nodded. “And one of us needs to stay here tonight to guard her and Tara while the rest of the team heads to the perpetrator’s house.”
“One of us, meaning you or me? Or someone on this team? ’Cause I’m telling you now, Gabe, I’m going. And I sure as hell know you’re not standing down,” Noah all but growled.
“A team member, Noah, not necessarily you or me.” 
“Good, because I don’t want to have to fight you on this. It’s too damned important to us both.”
“And I’m not about to argue that point with you,” Gabriel sighed and shook his head. He clasped a hand on Noah’s shoulder and applied light pressure. “No, you and I need to make sure, together, that Emily is safe and know without a shadow of a doubt that we can give her the life and long-term commitment we’ve promised her. That won’t really be able to begin, until this nightmare has ended.”
“All right then,” Noah murmured, his shoulders visibly lowering from the tension holding them in knots. 
Emily turned over on the sofa and began to struggle against the blanket that had tightened around her body. She whimpered as her fight increased. Gabriel moved across the room with all haste. In only a few long strides he was by her side. He bent over the couch and cupped Emily’s face in one hand while his other hand settled on her arm, holding her in place as he softly urged her to wake and open her eyes. 
Noah joined him and, together, they were the first faces Emily saw when she finally came out of the nightmare. She slowly sat up, Noah and Gabriel’s hands supporting her as she righted herself. Gabriel pulled the blanket out of his way and sat on her left. Noah dropped down on her right, his arm wrapping protectively around her shoulders. 
Emily propped her elbows on her legs and held her face in her hands, while she tried to get her shaking under control.
“I’m okay,” she said in a muffled voice. “Just give me a minute.”
“Take all the time you need, honey,” Gabriel said softly. He began to caress her back, hoping to ease her trembling. She felt like a leaf in the wind under his hand, and his need to soothe Emily was so great, that he almost took her from Noah’s embrace in that moment. Almost.
Noah looked over her head, saw the raw need in Gabriel’s gaze, and knew that they had to take their coming conversation away from the eyes and ears of their friends. He rose and gently pried Emily’s hands from her face, then he pulled her upright. Gabriel stood with them, and Noah told their teammates that they’d join everyone for lunch after the three of them had a private chat.
Each man in the room nodded their understanding and watched them leave. They heard Tara talking in the hall with Emily before she and Ethan re-entered the study with a snack in their hands. Tara had the same tight look to her features that the men knew they were displaying.
But rather than voice her anger aloud, she wandered over to the bookshelves, selected a volume, and returned to the sofa to read while she ate, intent on letting the men work without distraction. Lawton smiled as he watched Tara. He was proud to see the strength she was exhibiting, as Emily fought her own internal war with the demon who had made her life hell of late.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 33
 
 
Noah kept Emily’s hand laced through his as he slowly scaled the stairs. Gabriel followed them only a step behind, as they headed for Noah’s bedroom. He quietly closed the door and locked it, feeling none of the urgency he had earlier that morning when he had taken Emily in a rush of passion. Now, there was only the need to comfort and soothe her at the forefront of his mind. And Gabriel knew Noah was feeling the same from the look in his eyes.
“I’ll be right back,” Emily said softly. Before either man could reach for her again, she turned and walked into the bathroom. They heard the water flowing in the sink, and knew she was washing her face yet again.
Noah said nothing, only strode over to his bed and began to pull back the sheet and comforter. He kicked off his shoes and then reached for the hem of his t-shirt. Gabriel needed no further prompting, and he began to shed his clothing right along with him. 
When Emily stepped out of the bathroom, she was pulled into Noah’s warm embrace without preamble. He settled her gently against his heart and swept his lips across hers in a delicate pattern that had her gasping and sighing at the same time. His hands trailed up her back until they molded to her neck, cupping her to him. Then his fingers wound into her hair.
“We need to hold you, Em,” he murmured. His lips moved off of hers and down her neck. “We don’t have to make love, if you’re not up to it. But we need to be close to you, skin to skin right now. Okay?”
“Yes,” she sighed. Her eyes rolled closed and she angled her head to give him better access to the sensitive flesh. She shivered as he backed towards the bed, pulling her with him while his lips roamed over her neck.
 Gabriel stepped in behind Emily and he began to slowly lift her shirt over her head. Noah set to work on her socks and jeans. Their hands swapped position once those garments were removed, and Noah flicked the clasp of her bra open while Gabriel slid his hands over her hips and lowered her panties to the floor in one sensuous glide.
Emily had to hold on to Noah’s upper arms to steady herself through the subtle dance they’d begun. She was feeling light-headed already, and they’d done nothing but kiss and barely touch her. With her emotions running close to the surface after the powerful nightmare she’d experienced, she knew she needed the grounding effect their intimate touch had on her now. 
Funny, Emily thought, how Noah and Gabriel could make her feel like she was soaring so high, while still solidly anchored to them at the same time. Love was an amazing, scary, and beautiful emotion. A living, breathing sensation, which had a life of its own.
“Love me?” she asked, startled by the pleading tone in her voice.
“Oh, baby,” Noah breathed. He lifted his head and stared down into her eyes. “Of course, we’ll love you. You don’t ever have to ask us for that. Tell me, what do you want? How do you want us?”
“I don’t know,” she chuckled half-heartedly and shrugged. “Just take it all away. Slowly and gently.”
“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Gabriel rumbled his agreement from behind her. Gabe nodded at Noah, and looked on as he lifted Emily and placed her at the center of the bed. 
With delicate kisses and feather-light touches, they moved over her body, giving her the comfort she needed. As she reached her first crescendo of ecstasy under the gentle coaxing of Gabriel’s mouth against her most intimate flesh, Noah was there to swallow up her sounds with a deep and passionate kiss. And when Noah’s skilled tongue plunged into her body and brought her back to that peak, it was Gabriel who held her and covered her cries from the rest of the household.
Not content to remain passive, Emily set about kissing every inch of skin she could find on their bodies. She nuzzled, licked, and nipped her way across them, just as they had her, feeling herself touched and caressed in return by four large, warm palms. When the fire between them reached the point of no return, Noah turned Emily on her side towards him and moved slowly into the tight clasp of her velvety heat.
His erection glided inside her until he could go no further, and he held himself there while they both adjusted to the incredible sensation of his large cock filling her snug sheath. They trembled from the sheer intensity of their connection. Noah kissed her deeply and then retreated, only to roll his hips upward within the next breath and fill her once more. 
Emily felt Gabriel’s hands caressing her breasts and her nipples while Noah slowly moved in and out of her. Then suddenly Noah pulled free of her pussy and Gabriel entered her from behind. He spooned her as his thick cock probed deep, touching what felt like her womb and making her abdomen quiver. Emily kept a firm hold on Noah’s shoulders while Gabriel rocked her in his own tender embrace.
She felt one of Gabe’s hands gently palming her breast, his thumb working over her nipple until it strained outward, begging for more stimulation. She gasped when Noah’s head dipped and his lips latched onto the nipple Gabriel was offering him. Emily had never imagined such an erotic sight, and the image made her come without warning. 
Gabe turned her face towards his and kissed her deeply, keeping her cries contained as she bucked between them. He held Emily until her shaking subsided, then slowly retreated from her body, making room for Noah’s return. 
They set a slow, yet unwavering pace. One claiming her, while the other kissed and caressed her. Their touches and strokes so different, yet exactly what she needed. She could never be without one or the other, for she needed them both.
Again and again, Emily felt herself splinter apart in their hold, until she didn’t think she could take another climb to the summit. She whimpered and felt Noah roll her onto her back, cradling her in his arms as he began to move with her in earnest. 
“I’m going to come with you this time, Em. Let’s go, baby,” he whispered and then lowered his lips back to hers. Their bodies moved in perfect rhythm as they shattered together. Noah groaned loudly against her lips, his heated breath spilling over hers while they strained into one another.
Emily’s arms trembled as she clasped Noah to her. He pushed himself up before she was ready for him to leave her embrace. And her eyes widened as he pulled free of her sheath to make way for Gabriel.
“Don’t let me hurt you, Emily,” Gabriel murmured and gently pushed back inside her. Emily involuntarily arched into his body, her own smaller frame melding perfectly with his much larger one. Gabriel captured her mouth with his and cradled her head in his palms.
When he could hold on no longer, Gabe lifted his head and smiled at what he saw waiting for him. He was so pleased that Emily had remembered his need to look into her eyes while they came together. He gave her a slight nod and then let go, gasping as his orgasm triggered another deep within her. He could feel her pussy rippling over his cock, and the delicate massage wrested the last drop of come that his balls contained.
Gabriel lowered his forehead to hers and tried to calm his breathing until he remembered Noah. He slowly rolled to his side then and made room for Noah to spoon against her back. Gabe knew Noah had the same strong need to hold Emily after such powerful love making, and he would not deny him. Noah was pressed against her before he could blink, and it made Gabriel smile yet again.
Emily hummed, but tucked her head under his chin and sighed. 
“Love you, Em,” Noah murmured and kissed her shoulder. He left his lips pressed there, in no hurry to pull away.
“And I love you. Both of you,” she said sleepily.
“Love you, too. Go to sleep, honey,” Gabriel intoned. “We’ll be right here when you wake up.”
“Okay,” Emily said in immediate agreement. Her body went lax in their hold moments later.
Noah continued to nuzzle her shoulder and neck, inhaling her sweet scent for several minutes after she’d fallen asleep. When he did finally lift his head, he caught Gabriel staring at him and he arched an eyebrow in question.
“Do you want to tell her what we discovered when she wakes up?” Gabriel asked quietly.
“I think we should,” Noah nodded. “This isn’t something to keep from her. But we should handle it up here, in private. Let her get over the worst of her initial reaction and shock out of the sight of the others.”
“I agree. When she wakes, we’ll tell her and then move out. I think Braden should stay here with Em and Tara.” Gabriel paused when Emily moved slightly in his arms and he stared at her until she grew still once more. “I could watch her sleep for hours,” he murmured. He absentmindedly traced his fingertip along her jaw and smiled when she shivered.
“I could too, Gabe,” Noah chuckled softly. He yawned and settled his head on his pillow, closing his eyes for a brief nap. 
 
Emily woke to see the room around her cast in autumn’s late afternoon shadow. She turned her head to the left and saw Noah, his blonde hair tousled around his face as he lay sleeping beside her. Slowly, she looked to her right and saw Gabriel there, his deep and even breathing letting her know that he was still solidly under. They’d slept hard, the three of them, and now early evening was upon them. 
Ever so gently, Emily began to work her way out from between them, hoping not to disturb their rest. It was obvious that all of this drama had taken its toll on them too, and they needed the extra sleep just as much as she did. When she made it to the end of the bed, Emily scooted off of the mattress and headed for the bathroom.
She took several minutes there to refresh herself, trying to make as little noise as possible. Emily remembered that her clothes were on the floor next to Gabe’s side of the bed and she tiptoed back out to retrieve them. Once she was dressed, she headed for the door. She knew she’d find the other men and Tara downstairs, most likely in the kitchen as they prepared for dinner. 
Emily smiled to herself when she thought about the fact that they’d most likely missed lunch. But it had been worth it to skip the meal. The love they had shared had been what her heart and soul had needed. She couldn’t have cared less about what her stomach wanted.
To her surprise, no one was in the kitchen yet. She shrugged and padded over to the refrigerator in her socks. It was then that Emily remembered she’d forgotten to find shoes for herself. 
She rummaged through the different shelves and compartments looking for the container of lasagna Tara had said she would likely bake for the midday meal. It wasn’t there, so Emily decided to step out into the garage and check the second refrigerator kept there – the one her guys liked to store their extra beer in. 
Emily smiled when her eyes landed on a large pan covered in aluminum foil. Without peeling it back, she knew it was Tara’s homemade lasagna and she grinned, already salivating over the flavors she would soon taste. Emily carefully drew it out and held the dish against her chest.
She was about to turn and head for the steps leading into the house, when her body was struck from behind by what felt like lightning. She collapsed to the floor, the pan turning upside down and hitting the concrete in almost slow motion before her eyes. Emily tried to scream as wildfire streaked across her nervous system and skin, but all she could manage was a garbled cry. It was more of a choked exhalation, however, stuttering through her lips. Nothing that would possibly reach past the garage’s walls and alert the others within.
Her limbs spasmed and her hands contorted into tight little balls as she lay panting and shaking face down on the floor. Her eyes rolled back in her head and her teeth rattled, but still the pain went on. Second after tortuous second, until finally oblivion began to creep in around the edges of her vision.
Emily fought against her body’s urge to pass out. And just when the original fire began to lessen, she felt the small prick of a needle against her arm. Fire of a different kind invaded her limbs, and she was shocked to feel the drug’s immediate effect on her. 
A tightly wadded up scrap of cloth was shoved in her mouth, and then another was wrapped around her head, covering her eyes. Her mind screamed for her limbs to work, to strike out, anything that might help her defend herself. But there was nothing. No movement, no means of escape. 
She was gathered then in strong arms and hoisted over someone’s shoulder. Emily grunted softly as her diaphragm took the brunt of the impact and air was pushed from her limp body. Someone was carrying her out of the garage, but she had no way to see her attacker. Her abductor. 
Emily sensed that the person was striding purposefully to the far end of the garage. Towards its side door leading outside of the enclosed space. Oh God, she prayed and pleaded. What had she done by coming downstairs alone? What would Noah and Gabriel think when they woke up and found her missing? 
There’d be no clue, nothing that spoke of what had happened. There would only be her absence, and she was more sorry than she had words to tell them. But now, she couldn’t even cry out to warn them. She couldn’t do anything at all except allow herself to be taken, and hope like hell that there would be an opportunity at some point to escape and run. Run like the wind back home and back to their arms. 
“Forgive me,” Emily whispered in her heart and mind. “Please, forgive me.” 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 34
 
 
Noah woke to the sound of Gabriel’s light snoring and he cracked an eye open to look at him. He chuckled when he realized they’d both passed out like the dead after making love to Emily. And it wasn’t the first time it had happened that week. Hell, he thought, she was turning them into old men faster than he could blink.
He glanced down to look at her and saw the empty space where he’d last seen her. Noah bolted upright so fast that the motion rocked the bed and woke Gabriel. Gabriel rose up and ran a hand over his face to clear the sleep away. It was then he noted the panicked look on Noah’s face.
“What?” he asked gruffly.
“Where the hell is Emily?” Noah muttered. He was off of the bed a second later, heading towards the bathroom in only a few long strides. “She’s not in here. And her clothes are gone,” he said, as he turned back to see his and Gabe’s clothes on the floor, but not hers.
Gabriel uttered a dark curse and turned to drop his feet off the side of the bed. He yanked his jeans and shirt up and then began to dress as quickly as he could. Noah was already a step ahead, and once he was clothed, he opened the bedroom door and hit the stairs at a jog. Gabriel heard him calling out Emily’s name loudly, only to be met with silence.
“Emily, where in the hell are you?!” Noah yelled again, rounding the corner at the end of the hallway.
“What’s going on?” Garrett asked, coming out of the study.
“Emily. Is she in there with you guys and Tara?” Noah asked impatiently.
“No.” Garrett drew out the word and leveled a stern look at them. “She was with the two of you, last we saw.”
“Shit,” Noah fumed and turned towards the kitchen. “Em! Answer me now, damn it!” 
He jogged back down the hall and turned into the kitchen. Gabriel was already there, staring at the empty space around him. The rest of the team and Tara were right behind Noah, and they filed in as fast as they could. 
“She’s not in here,” Gabe said, and looked to everyone else in the room. He moved quickly into the adjacent mudroom, only to find it empty as well. “Did any of you hear her come downstairs?”
“No, Gabriel,” Tara answered. “We had lasagna for lunch about an hour ago and then we went back to the study so the guys could keep working.”
Noah turned away from them and headed for the door leading out to the garage. “Em!” he yelled again. He pulled it open and took two steps down before his entire body jolted to a stop. 
“What in the hell?” Noah muttered. He gave the ruined pan of food splattered across the slab floor only a cursory glance, because his eyes were fixed solely on a singular, blue object lying next to the dish. He stepped closer to the item and snagged a screwdriver from a nearby workbench as he passed by. Noah leaned down and used the tool to lift a plastic syringe cap. 
“Dear mother of God!” he managed to say as he stared at the item in his grasp.
“Put it back where you found it. Now, Noah,” Lawton said in a steady voice, hoping to help him maintain control. “I need to log it, tag and bag it. You know I’m right.”
Noah placed it on the floor and whirled towards the outer door. He ran in its direction, almost wrenching it off of its hinges as he headed outside. Gabriel, Garrett, and Ross were there with him and they began looking around for any sign, any other clue of what had gone on while their guard was briefly down.
Gabriel finally placed his hands on Noah’s shoulders and forced him to stop. “Let’s go to his house now, Noah. We already have enough to nail his ass to the wall. The longer we look around, the longer he has her.”
“Do you really think he took her to his house? Really?” Noah asked, not able to hide the sarcastic bite to his words.
“No, I don’t. I’d bet my life that he took her to his family’s lake cabin. It’s secluded and private. Just what he needs for whatever he has planned for her. Or,” he said and paused, hating what he was about to admit.
“Just say it, damn it!” Noah panted, taking a step back from Gabriel. Dear God, he thought, he was a hairsbreadth from losing it completely. And that was not what Emily needed from him in the moment.
“Or,” Gabriel said sadly, “he’s hit the road with her and we’ll need to put out a BOLO to track his vehicle, wherever he’s gone.” 
“If he’s harmed one hair on her head…” Noah broke off and grimaced as his eyes grew moist.
“Let’s go before he does,” Gabriel urged him.
Noah nodded and looked over to Garrett. Thankfully, Garrett had let them get those words out without interfering. He realized it was go time, and Garrett helped them move past their initial shock to form a plan.
“Ross, you and Ethan head over to his primary residence. Secure it and check in with me,” Garrett began. “Braden stays behind with Tara. Go tell Lawton and Kaden that they’re headed to the lake with me, Gabriel, and Noah. Now.”
Ross spun on his heel and ran back into the house. Minutes later, he returned with the other men. They carried guns and Kevlar vests for everyone. The seven of them raced to the SUVs and were climbing inside when Tara yelled from the back porch.
“Bring her home, guys! I mean it!” Her order was more of a plea, and they all heard the desperation in her voice.
“Without a doubt, we will!” Noah hollered back, then shut his door as Garrett peeled out of the driveway.
 
Emily heard movement nearby, but she couldn’t see anything to know where it was coming from or exactly who was making the sound. At first she thought the blindfold was still in place, obscuring her view. But then she realized it was no longer touching her skin, and that it was her own weighty eyelids keeping her in the dark. Literally.
She began to fight against the drugs that had invaded her body and shut her down so completely. After several minutes, which seemed more like hours, she managed to open one eye. The muted light of a nearby lamp pierced her vision and felt like a knife stabbing her brain. She promptly closed her eye and waited several breaths before she attempted the movement again.
“Open them for me, Emily,” coaxed a soft voice to her left. 
She gasped. She knew that voice. Knew it well. And, she thought, as reality seemed to splinter away from her in a world gone mad, she had trusted it for years. Surely, this could not be happening.
Ever so slowly, Emily complied, willing strength into her eyelids that made a light sheen of sweat break out on her forehead. To her utter surprise, when she looked up, a cool cloth was placed there and her perspiration was gently wiped away.
“Shhh, just take this slowly. One breath and one moment at a time.”
“Eric?” she croaked in disbelief. No, she screamed inside, this could not be happening! Not Eric! Not someone she’d placed such faith in, time after time.
Eric watched her glazed eyes become more focused and smiled tenderly. He reached out to cup her face and slowly nodded.
“Yes, Emily, it’s me. It’s always been me. And now, you’re finally seeing me as I do you. Without everyone else around us, pulling our attention seven different ways. I’m not going to hurt you, so let that worry and fear leave you now. I won’t ever hurt you, sweetheart,” he promised.
Emily cringed over his use of the term. That was the word she had given to Noah. It would always be his, and she despised hearing another man use the familiar endearment. She tried to shrink away from his touch, and it was then Emily realized that she was bound hand and foot. To a bed.
“Why am I tied down?” she asked, unable to hide the panic lacing her every word.
“Only so you would rest comfortably and not harm yourself once you were awake. I’ve no intention of hurting you or forcing anything on you that you’re not ready for, Emily. Not now, not ever. I know you’re nothing like the other women around here. You’re not someone to enter into a relationship flippantly, and certainly not one to whore yourself to the locals, like so many others do.” 
Eric’s mouth twisted in disgust over his last comment, but it made Emily see red. How dare he imply that he was somehow better than anyone else, given the women in town he’d worked his way through? Pompous ass, she wanted to scream.
Instead, she breathed deeply and tried to maintain an utter calm on the outside, with a tranquil mask to match, that would give him no indication of what she was thinking or feeling. Better to play dumb and docile, Emily decided, until she had an opening to make her escape. And then she was running like hell.
“Was it you who sent me all the pictures?” she asked, hoping to keep him talking. Anything to stall further physical contact.
“It was.” Eric smiled warmly. His hand continued to stroke her cheek and he watched her eyes closely as he caressed her skin. “I’ve wanted to reach out and touch you for years. But you always seemed so unsure of yourself, so shy. I wanted you to see yourself as I did – beautiful, graceful, vibrant. Simply put, Emily, you’re amazing. And it’s been my honor to help you open up a bit and finally let you see how desirable you truly are.”
Emily could not believe how utterly oblivious Eric was to the insanity he was spouting. How could she hope to play along, when her mind was screaming at her that logical conversation was not even slightly possible with him? Eric was completely unhinged, and she was at a loss. 
Maybe, that was how to proceed, she finally decided. As if she was still clueless. It was honest, and she wouldn’t have to fake a response - one that he might easily see through. Because if he had made a study of her, then certainly he would see through any bullshit she tried to sell him now. 
“I don’t know what to say, Eric,” she murmured. 
“I’m sure you don’t. But we have time. Lots of time to talk and really get to know each other.” He gave her a stunning smile, as his handsome face lit up with hopefulness.
“Yes, we can talk,” Emily agreed without hesitation. “Now that I’m awake, will you untie me? I’d like to drink some water and maybe go to the bathroom. Would that be all right with you?” she asked, hoping she sounded meek and not too eager.
“I think that can be arranged,” he said as his fingers moved from her cheek up into her hair. “I’ll take you to the bathroom and then you and I can have dinner in the kitchen. How does that sound?”
Was he asking, or merely testing her? Emily paused a little too long, and Eric angled his head, waiting for her response. 
“Dinner sounds nice,” she finally managed to say. As if on cue, her stomach growled and he frowned. “I missed lunch today and I’m really hungry.” Again, stick with the truth, Emily told herself.
“I’m glad then, that you’re in my care. Noah nor Gabriel has ever done a very good job of protecting you or loving you as you deserved. They might call themselves your friends,” Eric sneered, “but that’s about all they have to offer you. They either stayed too far away from you over the years, or wallowed in their own fear of destroying their friendship, if one of them was to step up to the plate and ask you out. You won’t have that worry with me, Emily. Ever.”
“Okay,” she whispered. Her lower lip began to tremble and she willed it to stop, not wanting him to see the slightest hint of fear or weakness in her.
“Hey,” he crooned and scooted closer to her on the bed. “What’s this?”
“Sorry,” she breathed and shook her head in denial of the physical response she was having to this entire nightmare.
Eric framed her face with both hands and leaned towards her. Emily stared into his hazel eyes and tried her damnedest to breathe evenly. Be calm, she urged herself, even as he drew closer. 
He placed a chaste kiss against her temple and then another on her cheek. Slowly, he moved his head until his lips hovered just over hers.
“Eric,” she said in warning. Though Emily was actually pleading with him not to follow through.
“I won’t, Emily. Not until you ask me to. But hearing my name on your lips like that, is such sweet music to my ears. Something I’ve waited years to hear.” 
His breath blew warm over her face, like a caress. But to Emily it felt more like a slap. An unsolicited intimacy gone too far.
“I’m not ready, Eric.”
“I know, sweetheart. Just another reason I love you. I want you ready and willing to be with me, but only when it’s right for you. You’ll find that I can be very patient,” he assured her.
She nodded, unable to say more. He placed one more gentle kiss on her forehead and then turned to untie the soft fabric that held her ankles in place. Once they were freed, he began to work on the silk scarves which held Emily’s wrists. Eric gently massaged her hands and arms, helping to chase away the numbness. Before Emily could stop him, he placed an arm behind her back and slowly eased her up into a sitting position.
“Take this easy, Emily. You’re still going to feel the effects of the sedative. I’m sorry I had to use that, but there was no other way to get you away from that house before time ran out on us. I watched those windows for hours, just waiting for you to come back into a room by yourself.”
“That wasn’t all you used,” Emily said before she thought better of it, remembering the searing internal fire and pain his taser had caused her.
“No,” Eric said and actually chuckled. “But I knew it was the only way. And I was determined that those other men not interfere. I swear to you, though, nothing like that will ever happen again. I give you my word.”
She nodded and looked down at her hands. Emily noticed that her engagement ring was not on her hand and she frantically searched her mind, wondering if Eric had taken it from her. No, she remembered then that she’d taken it off in Gabriel and Noah’s study, when it had poked a hole through the glove she wore. And that meant it was still tucked into the small front pocket of her jeans. 
Emily thanked God that she had removed it when she did. She felt sure that if Eric had gotten a glimpse of it, he would have seen red that another man dared to encroach on what he clearly saw as his territory. What would he think if he actually knew the truth that not just one man had asked for her hand in marriage, but two? Two contenders, who even now were turning the world upside down trying to find her. 
Come on guys, Emily pleaded, come and get me.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 35
 
 
“His truck is here,” Noah muttered under his breath. Garrett had cut the SUV’s lights and was slowly coasting towards the lake cabin which belonged to Eric’s family. “Funny that we didn’t hear the damn thing when he came for her.”
“That just tells me he didn’t use it to abduct her. Or he coasted, as we are now,” Gabriel said.
Garrett turned off of the drive and parked in the shelter of a thick stand of evergreens. Everyone eased out of their seats and quietly closed their doors. He gave a quick hand motion to Kaden and Lawton, and they set off through the woods so they could circle around and approach the cabin from the rear. Garrett, Noah, and Gabriel headed for the front door with guns raised.
Gabriel tested the handle and found it locked. He gave the count of three with his fingers and then kicked the old door open. Noah entered with his Glock trained high, while Garrett entered in a crouch, looking low. They split off, going left and right as Gabriel stepped in at the center of their formation. 
Slowly and methodically they began a sweep of each room. The lights were all off, and they found each room and closet devoid of people. Not a single trace of Emily or Eric was in evidence. Only when they reached the back door did Garrett call out to Lawton that it was them coming through. 
“Where in the fuck did he take her?!” Noah fumed and turned around in a complete circle.
“I don’t know, but my gut’s screaming at me that they’re still close,” Gabriel said and slipped his phone from his pocket. He hurriedly dialed Braden and blew out a relieved sigh when Braden answered on the first ring. “Tell me if the local cops have any kind of tracking system on their cars. You said days ago that you’d hacked into their network.”
“Give me a minute,” Braden said in answer.
“Are there other cabins nearby that Eric might have access to?” Garrett asked Gabriel and Noah while they waited for Braden’s answer.
“Sure.” Noah nodded and turned to look off in the distance. “Everyone knows their neighbor around here and wouldn’t think twice about sharing what they had. Hell, if he wanted to, Eric could have just picked a weekend cabin up here and made himself at home, and no one would be the wiser.”
“Yeah, that’s what I was afraid of,” Garrett sighed. He looked down at his phone as a text came through from Ross. “No one’s at Eric’s primary residence either.”
Gabriel placed his phone on speaker and held it between the small group, hoping that Braden had something for them.
“Okay, listen up,” Braden quipped. “No tracking devices on their cars, but they all have cell phones issued by the department. I’ve started a trace on Eric’s, as well as his personal cell, and I should have something shortly. I know it’s impossible, but try to stay focused and know we’re closing in on him.”
Gabriel grunted, but could manage no more. He prayed as he never had before that they might get to Emily in time. He didn’t want her to know a single, terrifying moment in the bastard’s hands. Hands that Gabe would personally cut off, if they’d dared to touch what was his.
“Let’s go back to the vehicle,” Noah said, his agitation growing by the second. “That way we can roll out as soon as Braden has his location.”
“Good idea,” Garrett agreed. 
As they walked back in the direction of the SUV, Gabriel placed a hand on Noah’s shoulder again trying to help them both through. He felt as if he was coming apart at the seams, and he could clearly see the distress painted on Noah’s features. Noah glanced over and gave him a quick slap on the back in answer. Gabe returned the gesture with a singular nod, glad for the reassurance too.
 
Emily had stalled all she could in the bathroom. The interior bathroom, which Eric had brought her to, had no windows, nor any other way for her to escape. How convenient for him, but not so much for her, Emily thought ruefully. She dried her hands a second time on the plush towel beside the sink, and then drew in a deep breath as she reached for the door handle.
As soon as it swung open, Eric pushed off of the wall opposite her. He wrapped an arm back around her shoulders and it took all Emily had not to stiffen from his touch. He guided her down a small hallway until they came to one large room that housed a kitchen and living room. It reminded her so much of the cabin she had fled to, that it gave her significant pause.
“What’s the matter, Emily?” Eric asked, sensing her hesitation.
Oh God, Emily thought, in utter anguish, she could not do this! Could not play his game and act as though nothing out of the ordinary was happening. How could she deny that he had made her life a living hell for months, drugged her, and then taken her against her will that very night? Everything was wrong with this picture, and she felt the walls closing in around her. 
“Emily, talk to me now,” he said in a firmer voice, his arm pulling her closer to his side.
Words. She needed words, damn it, and fast. Please, she pleaded, God give me the words to live through this. Emily swallowed hard and made something tumble out of her numb lips.
“This place reminds me of a cabin I once stayed in. But it was in the mountains up north. Not here in Whitford Falls.”
“You can tell we’re still at home?” Eric asked, and moved around to stand in front of her. He clasped both of his hands around hers and lightly squeezed Emily’s fingers.
“I can’t explain it. It just feels like home to me.” She shrugged, worried that he might become angry if it seemed she was trying to guess their location.
Eric grinned and nodded slowly, as if in approval. “I’m glad you feel at home. I always want you to feel that way when you’re with me. We’ll be able to stay here for a while before we move on, and you can even write whenever you feel the urge. I support you in that completely, you know? I’ve always been proud of your accomplishments.”
“You’ve followed my career?” she asked. Emily moved away from his touch and walked over to the sofa that separated the kitchen area from the living room. She dug her fingers into the soft fabric and closed her eyes against the wave of vertigo that passed through her body. The drug was still present in her system and she swallowed hard as nausea came fast on the heels of the dizziness.
“Emily?” Eric called when he watched her sway. He stepped closer and clasped her shoulders. “Come over here with me and sit down. I should have just fixed you supper and brought it to you in bed. Do you want to lie back down?”
“No,” she answered immediately. Too fast, she chastised herself. “If I ever feel sick, I do better to sit up. It helps with the nausea.”
“Okay, sweetheart. Let’s get you settled then, so I can make us something to eat.” 
If he called her sweetheart just once more, Emily was sure she’d lose it and smack him. Hard.
Eric placed her at a small red, Formica table that had to be at least fifty years old. She ran her fingertips over the cool, slick surface while he backed away and began to take food out of the refrigerator. Could she eat anything he prepared, Emily wondered? Would he go to so much trouble to take her and then kill her the same night? 
The thought made her swallow hard again. She touched her throat with her hand and massaged it, trying to ease some of the achiness she felt there. Whether it was from the effects of the sedative or her own need to cry, she did not know. 
“You asked me for water earlier, didn’t you? I’m so sorry, Emily,” Eric said and pursed his lips. He set his work aside and retrieved a glass for her. 
Once it was filled, he walked over and placed it on the table in front of her. She had watched him use the tap to fill the glass, so she didn’t think it was laced with more drugs which might impair her. Cautiously, Emily brought the glass to her lips and inhaled. She smelled only the fragrance of water, so she began to take small sips.
“You don’t have any food allergies, do you, Emily?” Eric paused at the counter and asked.
“None,” she answered with a shake of her head.
“Good.” He nodded in approval. “I think we’ll have a bit of stir-fry tonight. You need the meat and vegetables, and it will be ready quickly. I can still hear your stomach growling from here.” Eric frowned over that last observation, not happy that she was apparently uncomfortable or in need.
Emily continued to drink her water and watch him, but she said nothing more for several minutes. Instead, she began to take stock of her surroundings. There were two windows over the kitchen sink, but both were covered with thin, wispy curtains. She saw a wooden block which housed a collection of knives on the counter near the oven. Several looked to be quite large, and she was sure they’d come in handy, if she could just get her hands on one.
Slowly, Emily turned her body to the side and looked back at the living room. The far wall was filled with a large sliding-glass door that led onto what she presumed was a deck or porch. There was another window to the left of a stone fireplace, and it too was covered. She glanced back down the hallway and could just barely make out an additional two doors which did not lead to the bedroom she had awoken in or the bathroom Eric had led her to.
Emily heard Eric chuckle and she turned her eyes back to his quickly.
“It’s okay, Emily,” he said and smiled. “I know you’re curious about your surroundings. And given your level of intelligence – which, by the way, I adore - I would expect no less from you. I will say this, though - all of the windows and doors are connected to sensors, and if you were to try and leave, I would know.”
She heard the warning clearly in his last statement, and it made her heart sink to her toes. 
“It’s only for your protection,” he added, by way of explanation. “Running around the wilderness, lost and disoriented, would only get you hurt, sweetheart. And I know you like to run.”
Emily looked down and concentrated on the glass before her. She had to gain the upper hand here, but she had not a clue how to do so. She was sequestered behind closed doors with a madman. Alone, and apparently far enough away from others, that Eric felt secure to play house and not flee town with her. 
But Emily could also tell that it was dark outside now. So who knew how long she’d been under while he transported her or just how far he’d traveled. Think, she told herself again. Just think! Where might Eric have taken her?
The sound of food hitting an oiled wok filled the air, and seconds later the aroma of sautéed vegetables and beef assailed her nostrils. She admitted that she was hungry, very much so. And Emily cringed over whether she should accept what he was about to offer her. She knew that if she refused, it would most likely make for a nasty confrontation, no matter what Eric said about never hurting her. He’d already proven he had no compunction whatsoever about using force to subdue her, and Emily had no doubt he’d do it again and not bat an eye.
When he returned to the table, Eric placed a small platter in front of the seat he intended to claim. She looked on as Eric refilled her glass with water and brought another over for himself. Then he sat and scooted his chair closer to her side, his long legs almost brushing against hers under the table.
Emily realized then that Eric had only brought one dish and one set of utensils to the table. He set about cutting the pieces of meat, and then he forked up a portion and held it out to her. A slow smile spread across Eric’s face as he waited for her to take what he was offering.
“Open up, Emily,” he softly urged her.
“Why are you holding my fork for me?” she asked and promptly bit her lower lip to staunch any further unguarded comments from slipping out.
“I’m not about to give you a fork or knife our first night together,” he chuckled. “I trust you, yes, but you have to begin to trust me before I’ll allow such liberties. You’re angry too, I can tell. So until we’ve been together a while longer, and you know without a doubt that I’ll never place you in any real jeopardy, it will be my hand which provides for you. In every way. Do you understand?”
Emily searched Eric’s eyes and saw only calm and steady resolve in his unwavering gaze. He really believed everything he was saying to her. This wasn’t a game or delusion for him. No. It was very, very real.
“I’m getting there,” Emily managed to whisper hoarsely. 
“Good. Now, open your mouth for me. You need to eat.” 
She tried. She really did. But the tears she had worked so hard to hold back began to slide down her cheeks as she forced her mouth to open. 
Eric nodded and placed the food on her tongue. He lifted a napkin to wipe the moisture from her skin while she chewed and swallowed. Once he knew she had the first bite down, he offered her a second. 
And so it went. Eric took a bite from his plate, and then he placed a portion of the food in Emily’s mouth. No words were spoken between them, and the silence became deafening. 
But she did note that the longer the meal went on, the more relaxed Eric seemed to become. As if he was relieved that all was going according to plan for him, and that gave Emily hope. Hope that if she continued to play along, perhaps Gabriel and Noah would have the time they needed to find her before Eric caused her real bodily harm.
Suck it up, Emily told herself. So far, he’d yet to really hurt her. Well, she conceded, not since the taser had rendered her immobile. He’d scared her, yes. But Eric hadn’t laid violent hands on her yet, and she had to keep him happy as much as she could stomach, until rescue came. Or until she saw a way to get through the sliding-glass door and run like hell through the woods he’d alluded to. Either way, she was getting out of there. Of that, Emily was sure.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 36
 
 
Noah sat in the back seat of the SUV and felt as though he was coming apart from the need to do something. Anything that might get Emily back. He looked down at his legs, noticed they were jumping slightly, and then stared out of the window into the darkness. Where was she, he wondered, and was she being brutalized by someone she’d trusted?
No, he fumed at himself! He couldn’t, wouldn’t think that way. It would undo him, and that was not going to help Emily in the slightest. No, now she needed him to be at his sharpest, at his most capable. She didn’t need a man who couldn’t hold it together and rescue her from unimaginable terror and torment. 
“Noah,” Gabriel called to him softly. 
Noah turned his eyes towards Gabe and nodded. “I’m still with you,” he muttered.
“I know you are,” Gabriel said, a sad smile gracing his lips.
“You?” Noah squinted when he really took a good look and noticed the sheer chasm of desolation shining in Gabe’s blue eyes. There was so much hurt there, that it made the reality of the situation a tangible living, breathing thing.
“I’m here, too,” Gabriel said and inclined his head slowly.
“Got a call coming in from Braden again,” Garrett said from the driver’s seat. He placed his phone on speaker and held it out to his right. “Talk to us, and give us something good, man.”
“I’ll go ahead and give you the bad news, then something that might prove helpful,” Braden replied.
Noah gripped the back of the seat in front of him and dug his fingers into the soft leather. He needed to choke someone, and the seat would do just fine for now.
“First, both of Eric’s phones are showing up in your current location. I’d guess they’re in his truck or that cabin you just searched.”
“He ditched them,” Kaden mumbled under his breath. “Son of a bitch!”
“Yeah, I’d say he did,” Braden agreed. “However, there’s another number that I think he’s been calling from. It’s a prepaid cell, just like the one Emily purchased before we found her. And from it, he’s called this local woman named Becca – a lot. People think those things can’t be traced, but when you know the number and the phone’s on, you can locate it just like any other. If it’s not on, then I can still track it to the last location he used it in.”
“Go on and give us everything you’ve gleaned, Braden,” Gabriel encouraged him, needing to hear it all to form a complete picture of what they had to work with. 
“Absolutely,” Braden agreed. “We all saw that Eric had an incredible amount of emails to Becca and his fellow deputy, Ryan, while we were investigating today. I’ve been reading his and Becca’s correspondence further, and I’ve gathered a few things. First, Eric used her connection to the local hospital to get a hold of some pretty powerful sedatives. Becca’s a nurse there, and she thought she was doing Eric a personal favor by providing it to him. Fool said he couldn’t sleep and wanted to knock himself out for a while.”
Both Noah and Gabriel blanched at those words. They couldn’t help but wonder what Eric would do to Emily if she were completely unconscious and unable to defend herself. He was a tall man. Almost as tall as they. Strong too. And she… Well, Emily was not nearly as physically powerful as her abductor. But she was fast, and that thought gave them hope. 
“Second,” Braden went on to say, interrupting their mental storm, “little Miss Becca seemed to understand that Eric was promising her something she had wanted for some time – namely the attentions of our own dear friend Noah.
“What?!” Noah barked, unable to contain his fury any longer.
“Sorry man, but it’s true,” Braden said heavily through the phone. “Eric alludes to their few dates as the beginning of a lovely friendship, but that he could tell her heart belonged to only one man. And that would be you, Noah. He fueled the flames she already had burning for you, and encouraged her to pursue you. Even going so far as to tell her when you and Gabe came home last and that Emily had given him word she was leaving town for a while, because she was really not interested in Noah at all.”
“No wonder she came to the house with food,” Gabriel sneered. “I take it you’re tracing this other cell?”
“I am, and in just another minute I’ll have its location,” Braden stated, though the hope in his voice was unmistakable.
“Thank you, Braden,” Gabriel said in praise. “Tell us what Eric’s been saying to Ryan while we wait.”
“Oh, that little moron needs his ass kicked to the moon and back,” Braden said in unveiled disgust. Everyone on the line arched an eyebrow at the sudden anger and vehemence in his voice. Braden rarely got riled, but when he did, it was something to behold.
“And we’ll be kicking it. Soon,” Noah said steadily.
“Ryan is the cliché kid who always gets left behind. The one who wants so badly to fit in, that he’ll be anybody’s friend or lapdog. And because of that, he’ll let anybody play him to their own advantage too,” Braden supplied. “Ryan’s the reason Heather also showed up with food, and he’s the one who has been funneling any and all information regarding Emily to Eric, though Ryan just thought he was helping someone with more seniority keep abreast of the case’s latest developments.” 
“He’s a font of information it would seem, because he makes it his business to know everyone’s comings and goings, and he doesn’t mind telling what he knows if you praise him and make him feel as though he’s your friend. Fucking fool just opened Emily’s proverbial door to Eric, time and time again, by opening his big, fat mouth.” 
“Every time Ryan drove by her house to check in on Emily, or went inside with Andrew to bag and tag a new envelope of photos, he reported it to Eric. But, his mouth has also given us insight,” Braden added, giving them all hope. 
“Tell us,” Noah urged him.
“Ryan apparently was helping Eric locate a new hunting cabin. In one email I found from months ago, he gave Eric a list of six such places that were either up for rent, lease, or purchase. Six addresses which might lead us to his current location.”
“We need more than maybes or might haves tonight, Braden,” Gabriel said determinedly. “We need concrete evidence and we need it yesterday.”
“I know, Gabe, and I’m working as fast as I can to get it for you guys.”
“And we appreciate everything you’re doing,” Noah answered for them both. Inside however, he was begging and pleading with the computer he knew Braden was sitting in front of to give them the answers they needed, so he could have Emily back. Anything to have her back, he’d do.
 
Emily swallowed the last bite of food Eric pointed in her direction, and sat back in her chair, unsure of what would happen next. Eric forked up the final portion of the stir fry for himself and then rose to clean their mess away, but not before he patted her hand. 
Ever so slowly, she eased out of her chair and walked into the small living room. He hadn’t said anything about her having to remain seated; and so she used the moments away from him to look at the sliding glass door more closely, hoping to find a way to open it that would not trip the sensor Eric had mentioned to her earlier.
Emily sighed when she saw the multiple locks and wires attached to it. It was well and truly secured. There was no way out, in the conventional sense, but as she walked around the room, Emily did note that there were three different lamps which she might put to good use. If she could incapacitate Eric in some way, she might use one of the table lamps to smash her way through the glass and then run like the wind.
“Emily,” Eric said from the edge of the room, “come here.”
She turned and saw that he had extended his hand to her. She swallowed back the bile rising in her throat and walked hesitantly in his direction. He seemed to sense her uncertainty and he took two steps forward to clasp her hand in his.
“I won’t hurt you, Emily. Stop looking at me as though I’ll pounce on you without provocation.”
‘Without provocation’ – she’d sure as hell heard the warning there. In other words, Emily thought, don’t piss me off and I won’t have to subdue you. 
She searched his eyes, looking for some reason to believe that she wasn’t about to be physically harmed by willingly getting too close to his much larger body. Eric was almost as tall and muscular as her fiancées and Emily didn’t believe in the slightest that she would come out ahead in a hand to hand fight. He’d crush her.
Reluctantly, she slid her hand in his and let Eric guide her over to the sofa. They sat angled towards one another, each with a leg drawn up, and Emily waited to see what he would do or say next. 
“I want to talk with you before we try to rest tonight, Emily,” he began, but her face must have betrayed her effort to remain calm, because Eric smiled and reached out to cup her cheek. “Yes, we’re going to go to sleep in just a little while, because you need it desperately, sweetheart. You’ve been burning the candle at both ends, as the saying goes, and your eyes are showing the stress and strain of the last week.”
The last week?! She stared at him agog, astounded that he thought her recent flight from Whitford Falls was the reason for her fatigue. No you dumbass, Emily wanted to scream! I’m mentally, emotionally, and physically exhausted because I’ve been stalked by you for the past two months!
“What do you want to talk about?” she managed to ask through the rage that was burning its way through her again.
“Us,” he said simply.
“What do you mean, us?”
Eric hummed lightly and smoothed a stray lock of her hair behind her left ear. Emily forced herself not to flinch when his fingertips trailed over her skin and she stared into his eyes.
“Us, means you and me. And I have plans for us that need to be discussed.”
“I’m listening,” she said cautiously.
“Yes, you are,” he smiled. Eric took her hands in his, forcing his fingers through hers and holding on tightly. “And I don’t intend to waste this opening for us. Not one bit, sweetheart. Quite the contrary. Now that we’re really together, I mean for us to stay that way. I want you, Emily. I won’t play coy here and act as though something profound isn’t right on the cusp of becoming real for us. I’ve wanted you for years, and I’m ready for more with you. Much more.”
“I can’t…” Her voice trailed away as he nodded and tugged her closer.
“You can, Emily. With me, you can. What do you really have here in Whitford Falls? Hmmm? Memories of your parents and grandparents who are no longer with you? A house that speaks of their life, but not one you created for yourself? Friends who use you to get closer to Noah and Gabriel? Yes, I know what their game is, and it’s perverse how they try to get to those guys through you.”
“But I plan to take you away from all that. I want to build a life with you in a new place, where we’ll both have a chance to start fresh. Our dreams are just too big for this small, backwards town. Especially with your career as a writer. We can have it all, you and me, and as I said – I intend to take very good care of you. You’ll never want for anything, Emily, I swear it.”
“Eric, just stop,” Emily breathed out, and snatched her hands from his. “I can’t go down this road. Not with you, or any other man.” Because, she wanted to say, I’ve already given my heart to the two most beautiful souls I’ve ever known, and there will never be anyone other than them in my life.
Emily stood before he could stop her and strode across the room, closer to the sliding glass door. She braced her hands on the cool surface and stared out into the darkness, wishing that she was on the other side of the thin barrier. So very little material separated her from true freedom and Emily cursed its existence.
Eric’s hands settled on her waist from behind and she tensed and leaned forward, trying to escape his hold. He only tightened his grip and pulled her back against his chest. Instinctively, Emily tried to duck away, but Eric’s arms became bands of steel and she was suddenly locked securely against his body.
“Be still, Emily. Now,” he ground out next to her ear.
She grimaced and fought valiantly to control her fight or flight response. It took everything she had within her, but somehow she managed to grow still in his hold, though her chest heaved from her fear and need to run. God, how she needed to run.
Ever so slowly, Eric moved one arm from around her chest and placed his hand on her shoulder. A whimper escaped her trembling lips as he caressed a path down her arm and to her hip.
“Eric, no!” Emily said through gritted teeth. “I don’t want this. You said you wouldn’t until I was ready, so stop. Stop!” she demanded and began to struggle again.
Eric took one step forward with her and forced Emily’s body against the glass, pinning her there to stop her movement. He swept her hands over her head and held them there, while he inserted a leg between hers and widened her stance. The abrupt motion caused his pelvis to mold against her backside, and when Emily felt that invasive touch, she went completely still. No longer fighting against his superior strength. 
“I said… be still,” Eric panted. 
Emily gave an abrupt nod, because she couldn’t have uttered a word if her life depended on it. She bit her lower lip so hard that she drew blood, but Emily was determined not to cry out from his tight hold on her hands or the feel of his arousal touching her through their clothing. Her breath began to fog the glass where her cheek rested, but he continued to press her against it.
“Now, you listen to me,” he began again. “You are mine, Emily Matherson, and I won’t accept anything less. You will be in my bed every night hence forth. Soon, you will be my wife and take my name. And someday, you’ll bear my children. You will be loved, adored, and well looked after. But you will be mine.” Eric slowly enunciated his last three words with enough force to make her take notice.
“I can’t sleep with you,” she whispered, though she shouted inside at herself to stop talking. 
“You can, sweetheart, because that’s all we’re going to do tonight.” Eric nuzzled the side of her face with his nose and lips, and she flinched again regardless of the anger it might cause him. “But soon, Emily, I want you to trust me enough to let me inside you,” he plowed on, ignoring her body language that screamed for him to back off. 
“I’ll give you time, yes, but I also expect you to make an effort to meet me halfway. Stop saying ‘no’ and ‘I can’t’. Instead, start to envision yourself with me – with the man who wants you desperately. I know you’re a virgin, and I’m willing to give you a few days to prepare yourself for us. I’ll make it so good for you, you’ll see.”
Days? He was willing to give her a few days to capitulate and let his sick fantasy of them play out? She wanted to weep and scream at the same time. What kind of abyss had she landed in?
Eric kissed the side of her neck and then the shell of her ear, before his lips moved over to her damp cheeks, moist from Emily’s newest tears. 
“Come with me now,” he murmured. “It’s time for bed.”
He turned her away from the glass door before she could blink. Emily watched in what felt like slow motion, as he swept her off of her feet and into his arms. Eric headed for the bedroom she had awoken in and it was then that Emily realized it was the only room down the small hallway that seemed ready for someone to sleep in it. And that could only mean one thing. That Eric intended for them to rest next to one another that very night.
Oh hell no, Emily fumed and tried to launch herself from his arms. But he sensed her decision to flee just before she attempted to leap, and Eric held on to her body with all his strength. He turned the corner into the room and fell onto the mattress, pinning her beneath him. He weighed too much for her to push him off, but Emily gave it her all as she attempted to break free.
“I don’t want to sedate you, but I will, Emily, if you keep this up. Be still now, or it’s the stick of another needle for you. Your choice,” he said directly into her ear.
Her chest heaved from the fight she’d put forth, but she remained silent.
“Words, Emily!” Eric demanded. “Give them to me. Will you cooperate and sleep where I put you, or do I have to resort to other measures to make sure you rest as you should?”
“I don’t want to be drugged again,” she answered truthfully.
“And that means… what?” he pushed for more.
“That I will sleep here…” Emily paused and closed her eyes against the comforter as she forced her next two words out. “Beside you.”
“Yes, you will.” Eric sighed, and she felt his chest press against her back as he blew out a heavy breath. “Can I trust you to dress for bed if I step outside the door, or will you do something foolish again?”
“I want to wear this to bed,” she mumbled. 
“No. Absolutely not.” He refuted her desire without so much as a blink of his eye. “Part of taking care of you, is making sure you’re comfortable at all times. So, you will sleep in more relaxed attire or nothing at all.”
She ground her forehead into the bed and cursed herself again and again for going into Noah and Gabriel’s garage without one of them by her side. This was all her fault and now she was in a house with an unhinged psychopath who could easily do her bodily harm. Emily came back to her thoughts before dinner, that her only real chance was to play along as much as she was able to. Now that her efforts to resist him had proven unsuccessful, she saw that she had to rethink her game plan. Play smarter, not stronger.
“Okay,” Emily sighed in what she hoped sounded like defeat. “What do you want me to wear?”
“Let me show you,” he murmured. Eric pressed a kiss to her cheek before he planted his palms on the mattress on either side of Emily’s head and pushed his weight off of her.
She immediately moved off of her stomach and sat up, determined not to feel so vulnerable. Emily perched on the edge of the bed and watched as Eric opened a small closet and withdrew a sheer, pink nightgown he’d obviously hung inside. She scooted further away from him and bit her lip again.
“I’ll step outside and let you change, but I’ll be back in just a few minutes. Don’t tarry, Emily,” he warned. Eric draped the gown across the end of the bed and then walked out of the room, closing the door behind him.
She stood quickly and raked her hands through her hair, trying to figure a way out of this mess. There was a small window on either side of the bed, but they had wires attached to them as well. She walked around the room and found no other door or means of escape. The only way in or out was through the door, which he had just closed.
Emily began to inspect the bedroom a little more closely, looking for objects she could use to her advantage, since there didn’t seem to be another way out. There was one bedside table and on it was a free standing lamp with a heavy, leaded glass base. That could do damage to a person’s head, she thought. If she could somehow sleep on that side of the bed, she might be able to roll over in the night and snag it. 
A second perusal of the space yielded no other promising options, so she latched on to the small plan she’d hatched. It was something, and anything at this point was bound to give her hope. 
Steeling herself for the worst, Emily turned her back to the door and stripped out of her jeans and shirt. She kept her panties, bra, and socks on, hoping that if the bottom layer was still there, she would be more prepared to flee and also more protected from Eric’s observation. She gingerly folded her jeans, taking care to keep her engagement ring from falling out, and then placed them with her shirt on a chair near the door.
She slid under the covers, on the side closest to the table and lamp, and then folded her hands atop the blankets. She tried to affix the most serene expression on her face that she could muster, and it was just in time. Within a minute, Eric rapped on the door and then pushed it open.
Emily swallowed hard when he walked back inside in nothing more than pajama bottoms. Though she had seen him at the lake in a swimsuit before, this felt far more revealing and intimate. She watched Eric without blinking as he came to stand next to where she lay.
“Move over, sweetheart,” he quietly instructed her.
“Eric, please let me sleep on this side of the bed. It’s the side I always prefer and I’ll rest more comfortably here. Please?” she asked again.
He hesitated as he considered her request, but she extended a hand in his direction, waiting until he clasped it in his. 
“Please?” Emily implored.
“All right. For you, Emily, I’ll take the other side.” 
He kissed the back of her hand and then walked around the bed. Eric lifted the covers and slid in at her side. With a quick flick of his wrist he shocked her by pulling the sheets back. Silently, he gazed at her body, taking his time to watch the faint blush spreading over her pale skin. A slow smile spread across his face as he reached out to run the end of one finger over the top of her shoulder.
“Do you really need to wear that uncomfortable bra in bed with me?” he chuckled.
“For our first night in bed together, yes, I’d prefer to keep it on,” she answered truthfully.
Eric’s eyes dilated and he inhaled sharply at her choice of words. 
“I like that, Emily. Our first night together. I couldn’t have said it better myself. And if wearing it makes you feel more comfortable, more at ease, then by all means keep it on. But I want it off tomorrow night. Agreed?”
“I agree,” she nodded. Because there won’t be a tomorrow night, buddy, she thought. Come hell or high water, she was leaving that place, that very night.
He nodded in return and then motioned to the lamp with his chin. “Turn it off and let’s get some rest.”
Emily rose up on one elbow and turned the lamp off. She settled on her back again and drew the covers up to her neck. She felt Eric’s arm move over her waist and suddenly she was pulled against the solid wall of his body with no warning or preamble. He draped one leg over her and then told her to go to sleep. 
She dutifully closed her eyes and began to wait for him to finally drift off, so she could use the lamp to make her escape. Emily knew in her gut that she’d only get one good shot at it, and she wanted to make it count. 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 37
 
 
Gabriel watched the cabin they had just inspected disappear in the woods as their SUV rolled down the gravel drive in the opposite direction. It was the third house on Eric’s list of six which they had inspected, and so far there had been no trace of him or of Emily. Not one shred of evidence that he had brought her to any of the small houses.
Braden had learned that all six properties were currently being rented, and though none of them were registered in Eric’s name, they had no other leads at present to investigate. So they were searching each and every one, praying for a miracle. Eric had used the last two months to plan well, and he wasn’t making any mistakes at present that would tip his hand. Even his prepaid cell was giving them nowhere to turn. Its last call was made from the sheriff’s office, and not one of the homes he might have taken Emily to. 
It was as if they had disappeared into thin air.
On the way to the fourth house, they stopped at the airfield long enough to meet up with the reinforcements they’d called in from the Bureau’s closest offices. Agents from Chattanooga, Tennessee and Dalton, Georgia had come to join them. A third team was en route from Atlanta, but the others were closer and had just landed to lend a hand in the search. 
Lawton had made sure the word had gone out within the Bureau that someone near and dear to their own team had been abducted, and their brothers and sisters in arms had heeded the call and come without hesitation.
Ross and Ethan had caught back up with them as well, finding nothing at Eric’s primary residence that would lead to his current whereabouts. Now they all huddled in an impromptu conference in the dead of night, trying to make the best use of their increased numbers and strength.
Noah called Gabriel’s attention back to the brief discussion Garrett was leading, as they poured over a map highlighting the last three houses they’d yet to search. Gabriel had been lost in thought, wondering where Emily was and if she was uninjured. Wondering also if she’d yet had a chance to escape Eric’s clutches as the night wore on. Emily was a fighter, despite the toll the last months had taken, and Gabriel had no doubt that given the slightest opening, she’d take it and run.
“Hold on,” Garrett paused in what he was saying and answered his phone. He looked at the map while he processed what he was hearing and he nodded, then muttered that he was placing his cell on speaker. “Braden’s on the line with new information,” he said and slid the phone atop the map that was stretched out on the hood of the SUV.
“Tell us, Braden,” Noah urged him. He stepped closer and settled his hands on his waist, ready for something. Anything.
“Got a lead that I think is promising. Listen and give me your opinion. I’ve had time while you guys were searching the first three properties to dig back further into Eric’s phone records, both from his two legit cells and the one prepaid he’s got. And I think I found an overlap – a place where he messed up,” Braden supplied, a smile clearly heard in his voice. He sounded as relieved as they all felt.
“Eric called from the location of the fifth house you’re moving in on, about four months ago. He used his own personal cell that day, and it was only once. He was actually talking to Becca, if you can believe it. Then, he used the prepaid to call from that same address just under two months ago. I know it doesn’t sound like a lot, but at this point, it’s the only address we can tie him to. And I hate to make such a decision, but my gut’s telling me you guys should skip the fourth and sixth addresses and all hit the fifth. Now,” Braden added determinedly.
“Oh, and Gabe…” he said, pausing and waiting for Gabriel to answer him.
“Yes?” Gabriel replied.
“I know you and Noah are ready to dole out this guy’s due, but let Garrett and Lawton take him down. Hell, place Ross in front of you if you have to.”
“Hey!” Ross protested. 
“Just don’t lose your careers because of this sick fuck,” Braden continued, completely ignoring Ross. “Don’t.”
“We have no intention of doing anything other than getting Emily away from him,” Gabriel replied. “But thank you anyway, Braden. And thanks for getting us a lead. I know you’re working under extreme pressure.”
“It’s all the lead we’ve got. Now follow it,” Braden said decisively.
“We could split and each team take a house, or we could converge on the fifth residence,” said one from the Dalton team, named Mark. “It’s your call, because she’s yours. Tell us and we follow.”
“Gabe?” Garrett asked, turning to face him. “This is yours and Noah’s decision. It has to be.”
Gabriel stared fixedly at Noah and watched a veritable storm play out in his friend’s eyes. Noah was just as torn as he, but the longer they delayed, the longer Emily remained in Eric’s clutches. So, he took a deep breath and said, “I think we should go with Braden’s data. He’s never missed the mark, and I don’t think he has tonight either. Noah?”
“I agree. The fifth house it is. All of us,” Noah nodded. He reached out and clasped Gabriel’s forearm. He pressed his lips together in a firm, grim line, praying that he had not just sealed Emily’s fate and thereby theirs as well with the choice he’d made.
“All right,” Garrett sighed. “Let’s have the Atlanta team split and hit the fourth and sixth houses when they land. Kaden, patch them through to Braden while we’re en route to the fifth place, and have him give them directions. They’re coming with a larger number, so they can handle the divide. And then we’ll have coverage everywhere.”
“Will do,” Kaden agreed immediately.
“We’re rolling out!” Gabriel called to the assembled agents. “One house, one target. We need the Chattanooga team to take the home’s rear, the Dalton team to flank left and right, and our team will go straight in the front door. Keep your cells on, and Braden will send updated information as he gets it. Emily is our primary objective, but we need the perpetrator alive as well, if at all possible. Let’s go!” he urged again, ready to see this through and get Emily out of the hell she was most assuredly living through. And like Noah, Gabriel prayed in earnest that they’d made the right decision as they took seats in an SUV once again.
 
Emily shifted on the bed and tried to roll to her left side, out of Eric’s arms. He hadn’t budged an inch since she’d turned the light off hours ago, and she was still firmly anchored to his body, unable to put any distance between them. But as she moved, so too did he. He followed and spooned against her, making Emily grimace from the forced closeness.
When she attempted to move her elbow under her, so she could lever herself up, she felt Eric’s arm flex around her waist and he pulled her back against his muscular chest. She knew then that he was just as awake as she was. Had he slept at all?
“Emily,” he murmured right by her ear, “what are you doing?”
“I need to go to the bathroom,” she lied without hesitation.
His arm immediately relaxed and he lifted his hand to sweep it over her hair. “Why didn’t you wake me and let me know? I told you I’d see to your care.”
“I didn’t want to interrupt your sleep,” she answered. 
“Telling me you have needs is not an interruption, sweetheart.” Eric nuzzled a little closer and ran his nose along her neck, inhaling her scent as he did so. “I like this. You in my arms.”
She remained silent, trying quickly to formulate a new plan. 
“Do you, Emily? Like this, too?”
“It’s new to me. I’m not accustomed to a man in my bed.” It was all she could manage to say. Hell no, she didn’t like it! And she had minutes before her window of opportunity ran out. Emily felt it as surely as she did the air moving in and out of her lungs.
Erick laughed softly, his breath blowing across her exposed skin and making her shiver. But he took it as an indication of her attraction to his supposed ardor and pressed his lips to her neck. 
And that was all she could take. All she would allow.
Emily lunged for the lamp and managed to wrap her hands around its base before Eric could stop her. She sent it crashing down over his head while her legs were already swinging out from under the covers. She didn’t spare him a backwards glance as she snagged her clothes from the chair and wrenched the door open wide.
She reached the living room as a crash sounded in the bedroom, and she could just envision Eric trying to stagger to his feet. Emily dropped her clothes at her feet and took a second lamp in hand, smashing the sliding glass door as she swung the light with all her strength. She could hear Eric thumping down the hall, and she had just enough time to grab her jeans and shirt and run through the impromptu doorway she’d created.
Jagged pieces of glass caught both of her upper arms and legs. She felt the immediate burn of the cuts inflicted there, but Emily didn’t let it slow her down. She ran as if the devil himself was behind her, because he was. She heard Eric yelling her name as he broke more pieces of glass away, so his much larger body would fit through the opening. But Emily just clutched her clothes to her chest and fled into the cold, dense forest.
She pushed herself as she never had before, knowing that she needed speed and distance in the initial stage of this run. Eric was in top shape himself, and she had no doubt that his long legs would help him eat up the terrain. But she’d also out distanced Noah and Gabriel almost every time she’d run with them for prolonged periods of time, and Emily knew if she could leave them behind, then she could damn well leave Eric in her wake.
The lack of shoes quickly proved a major impediment, for it seemed every stick, bramble, and briar wanted to catch her socks and trip her up. But Emily was determined not to be the cliché woman who always falls in movies or books when her pursuer was gaining. So, she just shook off the obstacles as they came along and pushed her body harder. 
Soon, she heard only the sound of her own breathing as it evened out, and not Eric crashing through the underbrush behind her. She wanted to pause and swap her clothing, but Emily knew that not enough time had passed. By her estimate, she’d only been running for fifteen minutes, twenty tops, and that was simply not enough of a lead for her to feel secure. 
With the limited moonlight illuminating the terrain, she almost missed the steep incline looming ahead. Emily had seconds to turn and skirt around it, feeling her balance falter as she teetered on the small ravine’s edge. Where in the hell was she, Emily wondered?
She could make out a ledge that would allow her entrance to the lower elevation, so she took it, still intent on working her way in a straight line away from the cabin and Eric. As her legs stretched out and she streaked down into the new landscape, Emily reached for the hem of the nightgown. She whipped it over her head as she continued to run. With great effort she managed to slip her t-shirt over her head, and then she had a decision to make. Stop and get her jeans on, or keep going?
Keep going, her mind and gut screamed. And so she did.
On and on Emily ran until she worked her way out of the small valley and peaked on the other side, seeing that she was now near the lake. This, she knew. She’d spent her entire life visiting this body of water, and she felt a surge of relief pass through her. Familiar landmarks were what she needed, and now she had one. A big one.
Emily took a risk and paused only long enough to slip into her jeans and then she was off again. She reached into her back pocket and took out the hair band she kept there. Emily placed her long hair into a tight ponytail while her feet ate up the distance, and then she slid her engagement ring back on her finger. She found her first genuine smile since this nightmare had bloomed in full and it gave her hope. 
Hope that she could do this. No matter how long she had to run, she would get home. 
She didn’t dare sprint along the shore, because if Eric was anywhere nearby, he’d surely see her in such an exposed, open space. Rather, Emily ran just in the edge of the woods, using the shoreline only as a source of direction, not a destination. A substantial branch caught her suddenly just above her left eye, and she bit her lip to keep from crying out at the instantaneous pain that splintered through her skull. Her vision blurred from the tears that came unbidden after the abrupt injury. 
Shake it off and keep going, Emily told herself. This is nothing! Nothing! This was not the time nor place to stop and bemoan a bruise. She would have far worse done to her if Eric caught up, Emily told herself. And those images were enough to make her pace stay steady and unwavering. 
 
After another twenty minutes, Emily heard vehicles nearby and knew then that she had to make another choice. Keep to the trees or take a chance and see if there was someone passing by whom she might trust enough to stop and take her home.
Emily was truthful enough to admit that she was in no shape to make such a decision. Not just physically, but mentally. She was not ready to trust another soul with her safety, even if she needed their help most desperately. But if she tried to run from the lake to Noah and Gabriel’s house, she’d be running for hours. They were almost twenty-five miles from where she was, and though Emily hated to admit it, there was an odd stitch in her side that she normally never experienced when she ran.
She slowed her gait enough to look down at her left side and she gasped to see her shirt soaked through with blood there. Emily looked herself over more thoroughly and realized both of her upper arms were in the same shape, blood covering the fabric in heavy, dark streaks. Even her jeans bore the stains of other injuries she’d sustained. The glass door, she thought back, realizing she had picked up more cuts from the jagged edges than she’d known.
The recognition of her physical state solidified her plan, though she detested it. Emily blew out a sigh of resignation and changed her course. She began to run as fast as her legs would carry her away from the lake and towards the road. She’d have to lay low and choose which vehicle she waved over. Pick the wrong one, and she could very well be at the mercy of another idiot who’d do her grave harm. God save her, Emily prayed, as she picked her way through the ever-thickening underbrush, as quickly as she could.
 
“What in the hell?” Garrett muttered as he came to an abrupt stop along the dirt drive he was traversing. Every light within the small cabin just ahead of them was on, including its outer flood lights. It shone like a beacon there in the middle of the forest. 
Gabriel and Noah weren’t waiting for confirmation that they’d finally hit upon the correct location, because everything in their hearts and minds was screaming that Emily was close. They both opened their rear doors and were out of the SUV with their guns drawn before Garrett could cut the engine off. But Lawton and Kaden were there to head them off, each man stepping in front of their teammates to ensure they used caution so no one died that night.
“Move!” Gabriel ground out, staring Lawton down with a ferocious glare.
“Absolutely not!” Lawton bit back. “Go in there half-cocked, and you’ll get Emily and yourself killed. Not happening, Gabe. By the book, as we always do, or you and Noah stay here. This is non-negotiable.” 
Gabriel growled and turned away for a moment, then he finally ran a hand through his hair and gave a curt nod. Lawton only slapped his shoulder and then gave the hand signal for each team to take up position and move in. Their additional reinforcements flanked the rear and sides as instructed, and then their team converged on the cabin’s front door.
No sounds could be heard from within the house, though everyone surrounding it strained to hear even the slightest movement from behind its walls. Lawton gave the final countdown silently with his fingers in the air, and when he hit zero, he and Garrett kicked in the front door and entered one after the other. Gabriel and Noah were right on their heels, with the remainder of their team only a step behind. 
They spread out rapidly, searching each room within the small abode, and found evidence immediately which pointed to a struggle and possible flight of the home’s inhabitants. Noah was the first to step into the bedroom that Emily had been forced to rest in, but Gabriel entered next. Their eyes took in the smashed lamp and blood splattered across the pristine white linens. Gabriel glanced at Noah, who was pointing to the door on the other side of the room. Gabe nodded and they walked to it together. 
Noah swept the closet door open, while Gabriel kept his gun trained on the small hiding space. Emily was not there, but it was clear the garments hanging in front of them had been purchased for her. They were her size and there were so many sheer sleeping gowns. Both men wanted to rip them to shreds, just to purge the raw anger billowing off of them in waves. 
“Damn,” Kaden muttered behind them, and they both turned in unison to see that he was looking at their find. “This guy is one sick fuck. I checked under the bed, nothing there. Come with me though, we’ve got something for you to see in the living room.”
As they stepped into the hallway, Gabriel noticed Ross and Ethan coming out of the bathroom with evidence bags in their gloved hands. Noah arched an eyebrow at them in question. Ross took the silent directive and he held the bag up for them to see.
“Found multiple bottles of prescription painkillers in there. As well as syringes filled with, I’m guessing, the more potent sedative Becca helped Eric acquire. We’ll get this stuff tested, but the caps on the syringes match in color to the one we found on your garage floor,” Ross said evenly, though his jaw flexed.
Gabriel shook his head and looked ahead as they turned the corner into the small living room. He knew immediately what had gone down there, without one word of explanation or conjecture. Garrett slapped his chest with a pair of gloves and then handed another set to Noah.
Members of the Chattanooga team were already pouring over the evidence, snapping pictures and documenting everything, while the Dalton team had flashlights and were scouring the ground looking for footprints that they might all follow. Noah moved to the shattered glass door and knelt down on one knee.
“She took some glass to her arms and legs from the looks of all this blood,” he said brokenly.
“If Emily hit Eric over the head with that lamp in the bedroom, she had very little time to break this one and then get out,” Gabriel said in way of acknowledgement. “And I doubt Em had time to find another object to knock out the jagged pieces around the edge, before she jumped through and ran.”
“Got footprints out here!” called Deborah, an agent from Dalton. “Two sets. And a sheriff department’s cruiser tucked into the trees.”
Everyone moved in Deborah’s direction without delay. They ignored Eric’s car and headed for the trail he and Emily had left behind. Multiple beams illuminated the area, and it was clear that one set of prints was much smaller than the other and lacked treads. 
“There are no treads here. Emily has no shoes on!” Noah gasped. “Son of a bitch! That will slow her down significantly. And it looks like Eric has boots on from these tracks.”
“I’m thinking she has socks on, at least. No ridges in the indentations here to suggest that she’s barefoot,” Deborah observed. “That will give her a little protection from the forest floor. You said earlier that Emily is an extremely fast runner?”
“She is,” Gabriel answered. “And for long distances, too. She won’t tire easily, especially if she’s running for her life.” 
“Which from the looks of the broken branches on these low bushes, she is,” Garrett agreed with a heavy sigh. “We need eyes all over this. There’s no telling in which direction Emily ran from him, or the path Eric took to capture her.”
Gabriel snatched his phone from his pocket and called Braden. He chewed his lower lip impatiently until the call was answered.
“Braden, has the Atlanta team landed yet? No? Good. Call them now and tell them to take their two helicopters over this entire area, night vision goggles on, and report any heat signatures they pick up. This was the house, but Emily’s in full flight escaping, with Eric in pursuit. We’ll set up a grid and begin to work it on foot. Yeah, we’ll keep our phones on us at all times,” he assured him, then ended the call.
Noah called everyone to him and they began to divide the surrounding terrain into quadrants. One and all looked to the GPS on their phones, and once there was a definitive plan, they moved out again. The Chattanooga team’s leader passed out the night vision goggles he had brought along, and soon each grouping had one member wearing the glasses that might help them spot Emily or Eric.
As they began to run away from the cabin with Ross and Garrett at their sides, Noah glanced over at Gabriel and nodded. “What was it you said when we left D.C. to find Em? ‘Let’s go get our girl?’ I think I’m ready to do that again.”
“Damn straight,” Gabe said in a low voice. “It’s past time, Noah.”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 38
 
 
Emily watched from behind a substantial bolder as an old green truck rattled past her hiding spot. She was beginning to feel the effects of lying cramped up in the tight ball she’d folded herself into for the last hour or more. She’d even gone so far as to bring fallen leaves and branches over her back and legs, trying to blend in as much as possible. The truck was the fourth that had sped past, but each had looked more ominous than the one before, and she hadn’t trusted the rough looking drivers enough to give herself up.
But she couldn’t keep hiding all night. Even now, Emily could detect the shift in the sky as a new day prepared to dawn. The forest was slightly quieter, as though the nocturnal animals were bedding down before the birds rose to herald the sun’s appearance. And Emily knew that once the area was flooded with daylight, the roadway would become much busier and her chances of being seen by Eric would increase exponentially. 
She had no illusions that he was doing anything other than stalking her still, tracking and hunting her with his every breath. Only now, Eric would be furious after she’d attacked him. There was no telling what he’d do to her now if he managed to lay hands on her. He might even decide she wasn’t worth the trouble and just kill her, Emily thought and grimaced as her side began to throb again. 
A slight tremble rolled through her body from the chill in the air. She clenched her teeth together so they wouldn’t clatter and kept her left hand over her mouth. She was determined that no condensation would puff out through her lips and give away her location. She would not lose her life over something so small as her own breath heralding her hiding spot.
A twig snapping to her right had her completely holding her breath. Emily grew utterly motionless and cursed her heart that thudded heavily in her chest. She was sure that anyone within a mile would pick up on its erratic beat and zero in on her location like a beacon.
Next, she heard leaves rustling and she bit down on her lower lip with enough force to taste blood again. Don’t move a muscle, she told herself. Just don’t let him flush you out!
“Emily, I know you’re near,” came Eric’s cajoling voice, and Emily stifled the sob that wanted to tear its way out of her chest. “I know you’re tired and bleeding. It’s time to stop this silly little game and come home so I can tend your wounds. I will find you, make no mistake. But I will go a hell of a lot easier on you if you come to me under your own power. Walk to me, Emily. Now!” he commanded.
Emily drew in on herself even more, not sure she could make herself any smaller a target, but trying nonetheless. She heard another vehicle approaching, this one sounding much larger than the first few she’d observed. Run and get help, or stay and take the chance he’d stumble over her? She had less than a minute before the truck passed by, and Emily tried to gather her courage and decide.
 
Gabriel held a hand up, halting those around him. But they’d heard it too and they paused, straining to hear more. Eric’s voice had carried across the last expanse of forest closest to the rural road running parallel to the grid they were searching. They waited and heard nothing more, but they knew the only reason Eric would have chanced speaking aloud was if he thought he was finally closing in on Emily.
Ross was already texting all the other teams, telling them what had just transpired and calling the helicopters to their current location. They raised their weapons higher and began to move forward at a faster clip.
 
Ever so slowly, Emily began to extend her legs. She rolled onto her stomach and dug her feet and hands into the soft earth beneath her. With a final prayer for speed, strength, and agility, she assumed the starter position she had used in school when she’d run track and field. She imagined the gun going off and she shot away from her hiding spot, headed directly for the road and oncoming vehicle. 
Emily heard Eric, perhaps forty or fifty feet behind her, making no effort now to keep his footfalls quiet. But she also heard the unmistakable hiss of airbrakes engaging as she turned to see a tractor trailer bearing down on her. The truck jumped and lurched as its driver attempted to stop while still swerving into the opposite lane so he didn’t run over her. Emily stood frozen as the air coming off of the large semi blew past her, but it served as a slap in the face and reminded her to run.
With no more time on her side, Emily pivoted around and began to push her body once more. She sprinted alongside the truck and was at the driver’s door when he swung it open. The older man looked as though he was ready to throttle her for scaring him so. But one look at all the blood covering Emily’s body and the stark fear in her eyes, had him clamping his mouth closed as he swung down from his seat. 
“Please, take me away from here! Now! We can’t wait!” she yelled, unable to hide her distress.
“Okay,” he nodded and stared wide-eyed at her. “Come on, little girl. I’ll get you to the hospital.”
He reached for her hand to help her up into the cabin, but the fear that suddenly entered his eyes said it all to Emily. Eric was too close and now she’d placed this poor man in danger by asking for his help. She murmured an apology and began to sprint along the roadway. 
Summoning what little courage she had left, Emily glanced over her shoulder to see Eric less than fifteen yards behind her. He was bloodied too, from where she’d hit him with the lamp, and looked beyond enraged. The road was too easy a place for him to overtake her, she conceded, so she leapt over the nearest ditch and hit the woods again at full speed.
The branches and underbrush slapped her skin and clothes, but she was in what felt like the final flight for her life, and there was no stopping her now. 
“Emily!” Eric roared in shear anger and frustration. “You will end this right this second, or I swear to you, I’ll make you very, very sorry for putting me through this!”
Tough shit, she thought, and poured on the speed. Emily also thought she heard a helicopter nearby, but surely not, she told herself. Instead of letting fanciful thoughts distract her, Emily tried to remember the way back to the lake. If push came to shove, she could always dive in and stay under as she headed for the other side. Swimming was her body’s second most favorite form of exercise, and she knew she could out-distance and outlast Eric there. 
 
Gabriel, Noah, Ross, and Garrett broke through the trees just as Emily leapt from the road and hit the forest again flat out, some thirty meters ahead of their location. Gabriel shouted for Eric to halt and fired a round that zipped past his head, but the bastard gave them no notice as he jumped into the woods right behind her. They saw the semi parked at an odd angle across both lanes and its driver standing, clearly shaken, by its side.
“FBI!” shouted Garrett. “Do not move your vehicle until we come back! Understood?!”
The man only offered them an unsteady nod as they turned back and ran into the forest, parallel to the path Emily and Eric were creating. Ross pressed the com in his ear and began to relate what was transpiring to the other search teams. He implored the two helicopters to get lower and help them out, and everyone to converge faster than they were. 
But for Gabriel and Noah, they only heard snippets of what Ross was saying. Their sole and solitary focus was on the sounds Emily and Eric were making as they raced through the forest, so they didn’t lose her location. They gave their chase all they had, determined to pass them both and head Emily off before she was grabbed. The madman was far, far too close to her at present, for either man to breathe comfortably.
 
Emily pushed herself beyond all reason as she heard Eric less and less. There was much more light in the sky now and she could see the rocks and downed limbs that had caused her to stumble and trip during the night’s darkest hours. Her arms and legs shook, and her chest heaved, but she told herself this was nothing. Nothing compared to what Eric would do to her if she paused for even one second. He’d kill her, without a doubt.
When the land began to slope downwards, she knew the lake was closer. It became the goal, the objective, and the beacon of hope. She placed all her faith in that body of water, that somehow it would give her shelter and sanctuary. Emily admonished herself for not taking to the water earlier that morning, and instead heading towards the road. She would have been much better off, but she couldn’t go back and erase her mistake now. No, now she could only run. Run like the wind.
Minutes later, she leapt over a rather large rock and saw the shimmer through the trees up ahead that let her know the water was upon her. She almost wept to see its appearance on the landscape. Without slowing down, Emily headed directly for the shoreline, ready now to swim to freedom.
However, several things happened in the seconds before her feet touched water. She heard her name called from three different directions and a helicopter so close overhead, that she could feel the air coming off of its rotor blades. The thwapping sound made it impossible to decipher who was yelling at her, but somewhere in the mêlée her brain registered Noah and Gabriel’s voices. 
She skidded to a stop and turned to see them barreling towards her from her left. Ross and Garrett flanked them, and all four men had their sidearms raised. Noah was waving his hand in the air and shouting at her to get down. Emily squinted as she swayed on her feet, unable to understand why he was yelling at her. Was he angry?
Strong arms lifted her off of the ground from behind, and Emily knew those arms before she looked over her shoulder. She began to fight, but Eric tightened his hold. He drew an arm around her neck and started to cut into her airflow, so much so, that Emily saw black creep in around the edges of her vision.
She watched Gabriel and Noah pause right in front of them, their faces locked in stone as they stared him down. Agents seemed to pour out of the surrounding forest then as if they were ants converging on a picnic, and Emily almost chuckled to herself when she thought of that ridiculous analogy. What in the hell was wrong with her, she wondered? Had she lost all reason?
“You’ve no way out now, Eric!” Gabriel said in a lethal voice. “Let her go, and you might live to see another day.”
Eric chuckled and turned his body and hers so that the lake was to his back. He looked at all the agents surrounding them and sneered. Eric grew very still, as if he was taking all the time he needed to survey his options and decide on his next course of action.
“He’s got a gun!” Garrett warned when he saw the flash of a barrel. 
Eric had just pulled his own piece and placed it against Emily’s temple. She grew just as still as Eric, not fighting against him in the slightest. 
Calm like she had never known before settled over Emily and she managed a serene smile as she looked at Noah and Gabriel. They hadn’t glanced at her yet, as if doing so would cause them to falter in the moment when it mattered most to be at the top of their game. But Ross caught her expression and his brows drew together in a dark scowl. He shook his head, warning Emily not to do anything that might cause Eric to make a move against her. 
“Eric,” Emily said softly, while she stared into Ross’s eyes. She raised a hand to slowly caress the arm Eric held tightly across her throat, hoping to distract him with a soothing touch. 
“Let’s go home and leave this behind,” she encouraged, shifting her gaze over to Noah and then Gabriel. “Kidnapping is only a crime if someone has been taken against their will. If I say I went with you of my own accord, there is no case. But if you harm them or me, they most certainly can take you away. You know this. So what will it be? You and me together? Or us separated?”
He made no immediate comment, but Emily felt the instantaneous shift in Eric’s posture. He went from a rock hard, rigid stance to a less tense bearing. Not relaxed by any means, but less poised for a fight. She felt a long, heavy sigh leave his chest and Emily knew she had enough to work with. 
Noah’s eyes finally flickered down to meet hers and Emily gave him a slight nod, letting him know her next words were for him and Gabriel.
“I’m sorry I left the bedroom without you by my side, and I’m sorry for the utter hell I’ve put you through tonight. It was never my intention. I’d just finally started to feel comfortable… happy… and I let my guard down for two minutes. I would take it all back if I could. But I want you to know that I love you so very much.”
“You do, Emily?” Eric asked in disbelief, thinking her words were for him. 
“Both of you,” Emily said to Gabriel and Noah, completely ignoring the maniac holding a gun to her head. “And I trust you,” she murmured as she went lax in Eric’s hold.
When Emily stopped supporting her own weight, Eric lost his balance. He tried to haul her back up against him, but she crumbled and pulled him down with her. He wrapped an arm under hers as they fell and Emily felt her shoulder pulled at an odd angle as his dead weight landed on the joint. Pain seared through her chest and she cried out, but Eric rolled, placing her atop him, using Emily’s body as a shield.
She lifted her feet and came down with as much force as she could muster. One foot connected with his left knee and the heel of her other shifted back to hit Eric directly in the balls. He howled in pain and threw Emily off of him before he thought better of it. She rolled away only to find herself immediately lifted into Gabriel’s arms and carried away from Eric while the others encircled him with weapons drawn. 
Garrett put a foot on Eric’s arm and wrenched the gun from his grasp. Then he shifted his foot to Eric’s chest, daring him to rise. “Just try it, asshole,” Garrett said with a grim smile.
“Gabe, let me see her!” Noah said frantically. He was right next to them and he framed Emily’s face in his shaking hands.
“I’m so sorry,” Emily rasped and grimaced from the raging fire that had ignited in her shoulder from her final tumble with Eric. 
“Don’t say that again, Em,” Gabriel barked hoarsely, as he lifted her higher in his arms and settled his lips gently on hers. 
The moment he raised his head, Noah pressed in and sealed his mouth over Emily’s. His lips quivered just as his hands did when they framed her face once more. She gasped in pain, unable to hold the sound in another second, and Noah stopped kissing Emily to look her over for injury. 
“Where do you hurt, Em?” Noah asked. He heard Lawton behind him calling for the helicopter to land, and he knew they would be able to transport her quickly out of there.
“My shoulder,” she hissed when Gabriel moved her slightly in his arms. “Something popped when Eric landed on me. My side and arms are cut, but those scratches have gone numb. That’s all I think.”
Noah and Gabriel took stock of the blood coating her temple, shirt, and jeans, and knew she had more substantial injuries than she realized. Her sock covered feet were a bloodied mess too, but it was Emily’s arm that worried them most at present. 
It was hanging at an odd angle and they knew without a doctor’s diagnosis that her shoulder was dislocated. And the pain she’d felt when it popped out of place, was going to be nothing compared to the pain she’d endure when it was reset. At least her surging adrenaline and shock had saved Emily from being conscious of the initial hurt. 
“Chopper’s down, guys!” Lawton called out. “Come on and let’s get her to the hospital.”
Gabriel turned and took measured steps with Emily cradled against his heart, trying not to jostle her too much. Noah was right beside them, with one hand on her head as they approached the aircraft’s forceful downdraft. They sheltered Emily as best they could with their bodies, and Lawton helped them place her inside on a back bench. 
The Atlanta team had all vacated the helicopter, save the two pilots, ready to help take over the work still to be done on the ground while Gabriel and Noah’s team took Emily away. Lawton motioned Ross aboard just as he reached for the door. Ross hopped on and Lawton slammed the side door shut, calling for the pilots to get them to the nearest trauma center.
“Garrett, Kaden, and Ethan are staying to keep Eric in their sights,” Ross said, as he pulled his phone out and set about texting Braden with an update. “They’ll catch up to us later.”
“Okay,” Lawton nodded, then moved to the seat closest to where Gabriel and Noah had stretched Emily out. “Want me to take a look guys?” Having served years before as his elite Ranger team’s medic, Lawton’s training often came in handy when they were in the field. Now, it was a Godsend.
“Please,” Noah sighed and motioned him forward. He was on his knees, holding Emily’s hands while Gabriel sat on the bench with her head in his lap.
Lawton knelt right beside Noah and smiled at Emily. Her eyes were glassy and she was trembling from head to toe, but she managed to smile back at him. Lawton smoothed his large palm over her head and noticed the nasty gash on her temple that snaked up into her hairline.
“Hey there, sugar,” Lawton said softly. “I’m going to take a quick look at your stomach, arms, legs, and feet, Emily. I can already tell your shoulder’s dislocated, so I’m not going to move it. No, I’ll just bind it to your chest so it doesn’t move around until we have you in the hospital. Okay?”
“Okay,” she breathed and closed her eyes.
“It’s just us, Emily. No one else will see you, I promise.” Lawton offered her that last bit of reassurance before he looked to Noah and then Gabriel.
“Do it,” Gabe urged him. 
Ross took Lawton’s vacant chair with a first-aid kit, blanket, and bottle of water he’d located in hand. He put everything down except the kit. He popped its lid open and took out the scissors first. Ross had helped Lawton too many times with victims, and he knew the drill. But it made his heart ache that they were having to minister to Emily’s injuries. Injuries that never should have been inflicted, because she should have been safe in a house that was filled by their entire team. 
Carefully, Lawton began by cutting Emily’s filthy t-shirt away. Noah moved closer and helped him peel the material from her skin. The dried blood made their work slow, but they patiently removed the soiled garment until they could get a good look at the multiple cuts, lacerations, and bruises which marred her skin. Then they set about cutting her jeans and socks away, until she wore only her bra and panties.
The only indication Lawton gave that her injuries were affecting him, was the singular heavy sigh he emitted. He asked Ross for the bottle of alcohol and swabs. Once in hand, Lawton lightly began to clean her cuts so he could determine the depth of each. 
Emily’s eyes flew open when the liquid set her skin aflame anew. She hissed and bit her lower lip as a tortured groan escaped her.
“Honey, look at me,” Gabriel intoned. He cupped her face and pulled her lower lip free from her teeth. He could see how ravaged it looked from the multiple times she must have bitten it to stop herself from crying out. There was even dried blood there too. What in the hell had she been through, he wondered for the five hundredth time?
“Stare at me while they work, or look at Noah. Just a little longer, Em, and we’ll have you at the hospital. I promise.”
“Don’t let them drug me,” Emily pleaded, as Lawton began to clean the deep gash along her left side. 
“We’ll cross that bridge when we get there, honey.” It was all Gabriel could promise her. She would most certainly need pain medication to see all of this through, but Eric’s malicious use of the sedatives had Emily ready to flee again in stark panic. He could see it flaring in her eyes, and it tore at his very heart.
“You’re safe now, baby,” Noah reassured her. He leaned forward and kissed her cheek, leaving his lips there for several seconds. “No one, and I repeat no one, will touch you again. Gabe and I will be right by your side through all of this.”
Emily managed a jerky nod, but she stopped the motion quickly and grabbed Noah’s hand in a fierce grip. Lawton had begun to prod the gash on her side and Emily’s trembling increased tenfold.
“I’m sorry, Emily,” Lawton said heavily. “There’s still a piece of glass in there, and it needs to come out. Ross, give me something for her to bite down on.”
Lawton took the rolled up cloth Ross handed him and passed it up to Gabriel. With a pained look, Gabriel settled it against her lips, but Emily shook her head in denial.
“No, I’ll be still and quiet. I will, just don’t put that in my mouth, Gabe. Please?” she begged softly.
“What did he do to you, Em?” he asked, before he could call the words back.
Her eyes became shuttered and she looked away from his intense gaze. “We’ll talk about it later, but know that I’m okay, Gabe. I just don’t want that in my mouth. Please?”
“Okay,” Gabriel agreed and set it aside. He smoothed her hair while Noah wrapped his fingers around her injured arm. Once they had her held in place as well as they could, Lawton began to remove the glass shard.
Emily made no further sounds during the flight to the hospital, because just minutes after Lawton extracted the foreign object and started placing steri-strips across the gash down her side, she slipped into unconsciousness. They all paused when she drifted away, noting the moisture leaking from the corners of her eyes. Noah’s fingers immediately settled on her neck as he searched for a pulse, and he nodded stoically when he felt it beating strong and steady.
“It’s for the best,” Lawton muttered. “I don’t want her to feel this next part. Ross hand me the ace bandage so I can bind her arm before she comes back to.”
It took all four of them, lifting and shifting Emily’s body, but they got the bandage around her shoulder and torso so her arm was securely held in place. Lawton led Noah as they cleaned the cuts on her legs and battered feet. When at last he examined her temple, Lawton tended it and then sank back on his heels.
“I’m glad I’m here with you guys,” he said and clenched his jaw. 
“Why?” Ross asked quietly, though he knew Lawton’s answer before he spoke it.
“Because if I was still on the ground with that son of a bitch, after seeing all of this, I’d kill him with my bare hands and not bat an eye.”
“Then I’m glad you’re in here with us,” Gabriel said and sighed.
“I’m proud of you guys, too, you know?” Ross nodded at him and Noah. “Most men would have put a bullet through his head after seeing the woman they loved hurt and used as a shield as Emily was. I’m glad you listened to your own conscience, instead of the need for vengeance.”
“Not gonna happen,” Noah said thickly. “I’m not about to go to prison and leave her. He wasn’t worth that kind of sacrifice and loss.”
“Not hardly,” Gabriel agreed and stared at Noah.
“We’re landing in three minutes, guys!” one of the pilots called. “Get ready to jump and go!”
“Ross, bring me that blanket and let’s get Emily wrapped in it before they put her on a gurney and wheel her away.” 
Gabriel’s words spurred the last bit of action within the helicopter as they began to slow and descend atop the hospital the pilots had chosen in Dalton. Noah placed one more kiss against Emily’s cheek before he slid onto a seat and raked a tired hand through his hair. He watched Ross rise to open the door, seeing the trauma team already on the helipad and headed their way as the aircraft touched down.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 39
 
 
Noah closed his eyes and leaned back against the nearest wall, hoping like hell it could hold his tired body up. The last few hours had depleted whatever remaining stores of strength and resolve he had clung to throughout the night and early morning hours, while they turned the wilderness upside down looking for Emily. 
After scans, tests, stitches in multiple places, and the gut-wrenching reseating of her shoulder, Emily was resting more comfortably at last. Though he and Gabriel had talked her into allowing a local anesthetic, Noah doubted he would ever forget the tortured cry that had escaped Emily when the doctors finally popped her shoulder back into place. It had been hell and relief for them all, and not something he ever wanted to see repeated for as long as he lived. 
And now, Noah felt like he could finally let his guard down. Only it felt more like he was precariously close to crumbling from the inside out, and he needed something to help hold himself together before he completely lost his composure. A shaky exhalation escaped his lips, just as Gabriel’s hand settled on his shoulder and squeezed.
Noah cracked his eyes open and let his head roll to the right. He offered Gabe a weary smile, and saw one given to him in return.
“I’m right there with you, Noah,” Gabriel said softly. 
“I don’t have the words to tell you what seeing Em held in Eric’s arms did to me,” Noah admitted in a choked whisper. “My life… No, make that our life, flashed right before my eyes. And in that one moment, when she said she trusted us and let her body go slack… I died a thousand deaths inside, Gabe. I was afraid that we wouldn’t get to her in time, or that damn gun of his would go off. I was just so afraid…”
Noah broke off and put his fist over his lips, as a fierce grimace stole across his countenance. Gabriel wrapped an arm around his shoulders and pulled Noah into a side hug. He nodded and looked at the monitors attached to Emily, quietly humming away and telling them that she was stable and out of danger.
“I know, Noah,” Gabriel finally managed to say. “But she’s with us, and she will never be without us again. And before this is all said and done, she’ll probably get exasperated and cross with us, because she’s never going to the bathroom or anywhere else alone for at least the next few years. Not just for her safety, but for our peace of mind.”
“I would think your young lady would indeed grow tired of the two of you hovering like that,” Hollington chuckled as he walked into the room.
It was a testament to just how tired they both were that Noah and Gabriel had missed the sound of the door opening and their boss walking in. Gabriel released Noah and they both pushed off of the wall, but Gregory Hollington motioned with his hand for them to relax. He passed by them and stopped next to Emily’s bedside, watching her with a tender, fatherly smile gracing his lips.
“I talked with the doctor in charge of her care and got a rundown from him and also from Lawton. They say Emily will make a full recovery in short order,” he murmured and brushed a palm over her hair. “She’s young and very resilient, it would seem.” He watched her for several moments and then turned back to the men. Hollington moved closer to Noah and Gabriel once more and reached out to pat Noah on the shoulder.
“So now my question is: how are the two of you holding up? Honestly?”
“Don’t know yet, sir,” Noah told him frankly. He chuckled sadly and let his head fall back against the wall.
“Yes, that’s understandable. And you, Gabriel?” he asked, turning his intense blue eyes to those which eerily matched his own. 
“In need of a nap that lasts about six months. With Emily by our side, that is,” Gabriel added.
Hollington’s smile grew and he nodded slowly. “I’ve come to understand from your teammates that the two of you have finally taken the leap and asked Emily to marry you. I’m happy for you both. Know you have my full support in that, as well as all we’ll have to deal with in the case we’re building against Eric Waltower.”
“Thank you,” they both said.
“It doesn’t bother you, sir? That we’re both committed to a relationship with her?” Noah asked.
“Not in the least, Noah. With all the evil and depravity we have to witness, I would think more love would be a welcome addition to our lives, not something to shrink away from,” Hollington chuckled softly.
But Gabriel went on to ask the question that had been burning its way through his mind since the moment he took Emily in his arms on the lake’s shore. “Where is Eric now?” 
“Actually, Gabriel, he is being held in our facility here in Dalton,” Hollington said. “I decided Eric would stay in Georgia, but he’s not going to be held in the very station in which he worked within Whitford Falls. No, that wouldn’t be good for his fellow officers, or our investigation. For now, he’s ours and I have the authority to make sure Eric stays in our custody.”
“I’m glad,” Gabriel nodded and breathed a little easier. “I don’t want him escaping the punishment he’s due. And I honestly don’t trust anyone but us at the moment to see that he gets what’s coming to him.”
“Yes, I can see how your trust in the local officers has been abused,” Hollington acknowledged. “I’ve also talked this morning with the town’s sheriff. Strauss is understandably distraught over this whole sordid case. He feels as though he failed not only Emily, but his entire force and town. And for a man who’s made being a lawman his sole calling, that’s a tough pill to swallow.”
Gabriel grunted and Noah exhaled loudly, but neither jumped to Strauss’s defense. They needed a little more time before they could put their anger to the side and talk to the man civilly, though in their hearts they knew it wasn’t his fault. No, it was Eric’s and Eric’s alone.
“And as to that, I’ve ordered a full internal audit of all Whitford Falls law enforcement agencies, led by an FBI team which specializes in such situations. Strauss is in wholehearted agreement, too. It’s best we reinstill his faith in his leadership and the town’s faith in those who are sworn to protect and defend them on a daily basis. We’ll get the evidence against Eric we need, and help them pick up the pieces at the same time. All in all, it will work out.”
“Thank you,” Gabriel said again, feeling more of the tension seep out of his exhausted body.
Hollington’s eyes roamed over Gabriel’s face and then Noah’s, before he gave them a firm nod and stepped back a space. 
“Now,” he began again, “let’s take care of the two of you. Your entire team is outside, as well as your parents, your two younger brothers, Gabriel, and one very determined young lady named Tara who told me to be quick about my visit in here so she could get inside.”
They all chuckled softly over Tara’s tenacity.
“I know,” Hollington said with a smile. “She’s a good friend, not only to Emily, but to the two of you as well, it would seem. She has home-cooked food and a change of clothes for you and your teammates. You can take turns showering in Emily’s bathroom here and rest a little more comfortably. So, shall we let them in so you can eat and relax a bit?”
“Sounds good,” Noah answered for them.
“Excellent,” Hollington said in approval. “You know, you two have made me very proud. There is a reason I recruited you away from the Marines to head up this team, before I sought out any of the others.”
“Sir?” Gabriel asked and arched an eyebrow in genuine surprise.
“Certainly it’s not escaped you that you and Noah are the only two members of your team who grew up together, lived and served as brothers in arms, not just for the military, but throughout your entire lives?” He watched their stunned expressions with a knowing smile playing on his lips before he continued.
“Ah… I see you’ve not given it as much thought as I, apparently. Well, let me say it now, then. I knew that if I were going to establish the kind of effective teams we have in place on our taskforce, those who would have to see mankind at its very worst, then the bonds of said men and women would have to be so strong, so infallible, that nothing could deter their focus or professionalism.”
“And through your own bond as friends and brothers, the two of you have made sure the rest of your team members fell in line. They’ve followed your example and you’ve all become family to one another. Exactly what you have to be, to see the kind of cases through that you all are responsible for.” 
“For if you ever slipped and decided to play judge and jury on your own, forsake the team and the law for retribution’s sake, then the taskforce would surely be called into question – possibly defunded and disbanded. And that just can never be. We’re needed desperately, for there are far too many predators out there who are just waiting for us to let our guard down. And it would be the most innocent of us all who would pay the price,” Hollington added heavily, sadness weighing deeply in his gaze, making the grey at his temples a little more pronounced. 
“So,” he began again, with a more genuine smile returning, “if I’ve not said it lately, thank you for the work you do, for your professionalism, and for your leadership. And now that you have need of us a little more than usual, know that the bonds you’ve helped to build with the others will be there to help hold the three of you up as you heal.”
Noah’s eyes grew moist and he could only offer Hollington a shaky nod before he turned his gaze away, hoping to collect himself. Gabriel also nodded, but he managed to extend a hand to their boss. Hollington gladly took it and shook Gabriel’s palm firmly, then he released him and stepped over to the door. He opened it and motioned everyone inside with one finger held over his lips, asking for the conversations to remain muted while Emily slept.
Gabriel’s family was the first inside, followed immediately by Noah’s father and stepmother. Each man was enfolded in loving hugs and checked over thoroughly before they were released. When they turned to look at Emily, they saw their teammates and Tara crowded around her bedside. Lawton had snagged her chart from the end of the bed and was reading over it, and Garrett was right beside him scanning it too. 
Tara stepped closer and gestured to several large duffel bags and coolers she’d had the guys help her lug inside. “I packed a change of clothes for everyone from their luggage, and I have enough food to feed an army. One of you go ahead and take a shower, then the rest of the guys will each take a turn and change into fresh clothes. Then we’ll eat.”
“Tara, thank you for this,” Gabriel said. 
“While you guys were working, I had to keep busy,” she shrugged. “Cooking took my mind off of everything that could be happening, so it all worked out.” And though she was trying to be stoic, her own external armor was clearly crumbling. Tara sniffled and Noah drew her into a hug.
“She’s okay now, Tara,” he reassured her softly.
“I know.” She nodded. “And I love you guys for finding her and bringing her back. But I swear, if you don’t bathe soon, I’m barring you from this room.”
“Smell that good, do we?” Noah chuckled and released her.
“I can tell you were all running. A lot,” Tara added and pinched her nose. 
“Fine. I’ll start the round of showers.” Noah winked at Tara, and then he let her lead him over to a duffle for his clothing and the toiletries she’d packed. 
 
Conversation was subdued while each of the men took a turn washing the night’s grime from their bodies. Once everyone was refreshed, Tara proved good to her word. She pulled out more food than they could hope to consume, but the men dug in with gusto and tried. Even Gabriel’s two younger brothers attempted to help polish it all off.
But as the shared meal came to a close, they all began to talk of their immediate plans. Gabriel and Noah learned that Hollington had been busy. He’d reserved rooms for everyone at a nearby hotel, ensuring the team and their families could remain close while Emily remained in the hospital. He’d also stepped in while they gave over to exhaustion, to take the reins where Eric and the fallout in Whitford Falls was concerned.
A quiet moan from the bed had all eyes turning towards Emily. Noah and Gabriel rose from their chairs straight away and moved to her side. Noah let down the bed’s side rail and gingerly sat on the edge of the mattress. He gathered the hand of her uninjured arm in his and lightly stroked her fingers. Gabriel leaned over and kissed her forehead while his hand began to gently sweep over her hair in a soothing pattern.
Noah called her name twice before she responded. Ever so slowly, Emily lifted her weighty eyelids and stared at him. A small smile lifted the corners of her lips. Her eyes left Noah’s gaze and connected with Gabriel’s. Both men offered her such loving, tender smiles, filled with gratitude and happiness, that it stole Emily’s breath right away. Her eyes flooded with tears and her bottom lip began to quiver.
“Shhh, don’t cry, baby,” Noah whispered. “You’re safe and so are we.”
“I know,” she breathed and squeezed his fingers. “They’re happy tears.”
“Well then, we’ll shed some of those together. ’Cause I’m pretty damn happy too,” Noah chuckled helplessly. He lifted her hand and brushed his lips across her knuckles.
“How long have I been asleep?” she asked in a raspy voice.
“Several hours,” Gabriel answered. He bent to kiss her lips this time, not satisfied with placing his own lips to her forehead any longer. It was feather-light and the softest contact he could manage, but he felt it all the way to the depths of his soul. She was alive and safe, and somehow the world didn’t seem quite as dark as it had twelve hours before.
“I love you, both,” Emily said when he drew away. “So much. Thank you for coming to get me.”
“There was never a question about that, honey.” Gabe sighed and shook his head. “Even at the start of the evening, Noah and I felt like you were close to the lake. We just happened to be on the wrong side of it at the time, but we finally got there.”
She hummed and closed her eyes momentarily. When she didn’t speak or move again, they thought that she had drifted back under from the pain medication, but Emily surprised them and began to talk again. Haltingly at first, but gathering speed as if she were trying to push words out that she’d rather not utter. 
“I need to tell you what happened with Eric. From the time he tasered and drugged me, until I knew I had no other option but to make a break for it.” She reopened her eyes and looked from Gabriel to Noah. “I wanted to get away sooner, but he was very determined that I stay.”
“He tasered you?” Noah asked in disbelief. “While you were still in our house?”
“He did,” she said sadly. “I wanted to call out, because I knew the guys and Tara were inside, most likely in the study, but the moment that internal fire ended, Eric gave me an injection of something that knocked me out. He stuffed a rag in my mouth, blindfolded me, and had me over his shoulder before my body regained the ability to let you know what was happening. And then when I finally did wake up, he had me bound hand and foot to that damned bed, and…”
“I need everyone out, please. Now,” Gabriel said quietly, though he did not take his eyes off of Emily.
Noah raised her hand to his lips again and just held on, not knowing where this tale was headed. The knots that had settled in his gut all night and into the early morning hours returned in earnest, and he felt bile rising up his throat. What kind of hell would they hear about as she recounted this nightmare?
When the door closed quietly behind their friends and family, Gabriel noticed Hollington still with them. He moved forward and stood between Gabriel and where Noah perched on the side of the bed. He took a small recorder from his pocket and switched it on.
“Emily,” Hollington called to her. “An official statement is required in such cases as this. I’m sure you know that, don’t you, dear?”
“I do,” she nodded.
“Then let’s have this retelling be the only time you have to go through it all, for a while. I think at some point therapy might help you recover some of your lost trust in your fellow man, and of course when there is a trial you’ll have to go back through it all. But for now, if you’ll permit me to stay with your fiancées, then we can get this over with. What do you say?”
“Gabriel, Noah, what do you want?” Emily asked, not sure she could make such a decision for them. What they might want and need, might be totally different than what she desired. Somehow, Hollington had understood that she wouldn’t want to go back through the terrifying ordeal over and over again, and she was grateful for his suggestion.
Gabriel saw the relief flash in Emily’s eyes the moment Hollington offered her the chance to let this retelling be her only one for a while. He looked to Noah and saw Noah’s slow nod, and he knew then that Noah had picked up on the same thing. Gabriel smoothed his hand over Emily’s hair again and smiled slightly.
“I think Hollington’s right, Em. Let’s have you tell us everything, from start to finish, and then let it lie for a while so you can heal, inside and out.”
She sagged against the bed and whispered her thanks.
“Start whenever you’re ready, Emily,” Hollington quietly encouraged her. He stepped away to pour her a glass of cold water from the small jug a nurse had left in the room. He thoughtfully placed a straw in it, then passed the cup to Gabriel. Gabe thanked him and let Emily take several sips before she cleared her voice and began. 
Initially, they did not interrupt or ask her questions, rather they let the entire story unfold. But once Emily reached the moment where she’d lost consciousness on the helicopter, the three men began to take her back through it all with their questions and need for further details. Though she was feeling the pull of sleep calling heavily to her, Emily shrugged it off, knowing how important this information was to them. Not just for the investigation’s sake, but for Noah and Gabriel’s peace of mind. 
She wanted so desperately to put their fear that Eric had hurt her more than he had, to rest. Even though she’d been terrified and manhandled, Emily knew she had fared far better than most kidnap victims; and she thanked the Lord that Eric had not had the time or opportunity to act upon the mental world he’d created for the two of them. She was whole still, and she used her words and touch to let Noah and Gabriel see and feel that as they talked.
When at last the questions were at an end, Hollington extended a hand to Emily. Noah gently placed Emily’s hand in his, and watched as his boss placed his other palm atop hers, creating a supportive cocoon there between them. Hollington gave Emily a tender squeeze and a nod of approval.
“Emily, there is one final question I must ask you, though your recounting of events has already addressed it. I need a direct answer, however, so I must put this to you. Eric has latched on to the idea you planted as a distraction there at the end of the ordeal, that the entire event was kidnapping only if you had not consented to go with him.”
“What?!” Noah asked in disbelief. Though he admitted to himself that he shouldn’t be surprised by anything Eric dreamed up regarding Emily at this point. Still, he was livid at the unhinged man’s scheme. 
“Yes,” Hollington sighed resignedly. “He honestly believes now that you voluntarily agreed to leave Gabriel and Noah’s residence, Emily, and that nothing happened between the two of you, which was not consensual. So my question, though an obvious one, is: did you, of your own free will, accompany Eric William Waltower in the late hours of yesterday afternoon, to the cabin in which you awoke? Or did he take you by force, against your will, and keep you there as an unwilling prisoner?”
“I did not willingly go with Eric!” Emily stated emphatically. “He forced me out of Gabe and Noah’s house with drugs and a taser. He tied me hand and foot to a bed while I was unconscious and not in control of my faculties. When I barely touched the sliding glass door that signaled my freedom and told him I could not enter into a relationship with him – that I would not have sex with him – he pushed me against it and held me there until I capitulated to rest alongside him.”
Her breathing increased and she tried to sit up, but her wrapped shoulder and arm wouldn’t let her. Emily gasped and laid back as Gabriel and Noah each settled a hand on her to steady her. But she was beyond angry now, and Emily wanted her voice heard. Clearly. 
“And though I fought against Eric in the bedroom yet again, he pinned me beneath him on the bed and threatened me with another syringe full of sedatives if I didn’t obey his instructions. He did all of that against my will! All of it! I wanted none of what he was forcing on me!” 
“I chose to pretend to sleep next to him, over the sedatives, because I had to keep my wits about me. And when I moved towards the lamp, he took my movement and words as in invitation for something more. So, I grabbed the lamp, smashed it over his head, and took off. I ran for quite a distance initially, and then once again when he discovered my hiding spot by the road. But throughout the entire ordeal, I did not want to be a party to any of it.”
“No,” she said as her voice broke on a sob. “I want this statement filed against him. I want Eric to stand trial. And I want him to pay for what he’s done. I never want him to have the opportunity to hurt another person like he has me. I’ll do whatever it takes to see that he doesn’t go free after this. I’ll testify, do anything you need me to do. I’m not going to be silent about this, anymore. Not anymore.”
She broke off again as her grief welled and collided with her anger. How dare Eric try to use her words as an out?! Emily couldn’t fathom such a broken mind and a will determined to subvert another’s freedom. She prayed the wheels of justice would turn in her favor and that he might not see the outside of a prison for a very, very long time.
“Okay,” Hollington said quietly. “Well spoken, Emily. And well played, if I may say so. You kept your wits about you, as you said, and outsmarted an extremely determined criminal. We’re all very proud of you.” 
“Now, I think I’ll let the doctors know you’re awake, so they can look you over. Then the three of you need to get some shut-eye. All right, dear?” he added, and arched an eyebrow at her.
Emily could only nod as Noah mopped her tears away with a napkin Gabriel had handed him. Gabe had lifted another for himself, and he was tenderly cleaning her right cheek.
“I’ll be in touch later in the day,” Hollington said, then released Emily’s hand back to Noah. He reached out and collected the recorder, turning it off before he slipped it back into his jacket’s interior pocket. Then he walked over to the door and paused as he opened it. Hollington watched the remarkable sight before his eyes for several moments, then he turned and left them to their much needed privacy.
The rest of the team, Tara, and the families of Noah and Gabriel were all there, lining the hallway, waiting for information. 
“I’m going to let the staff know Emily is awake,” Hollington began. “And if you all want to talk with them briefly, they’ll probably be up for that in a few minutes. But they’re running on empty, just as the rest of you are. So, I told the three of them that I expected a long nap to take place, before we all meet and talk again.”
Gabriel’s father stepped forward and shook Hollington’s hand. Noah’s father did the same, and each man thanked him for all of his support and help through the crisis. He smiled and nodded, then went in search of a doctor. He hoped that his words had given Gabriel, Noah, and Emily the buffer they needed for a few more minutes of privacy, before everyone crowded back in to say good-bye for a short while.
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Emily opened her eyes to see two heads resting near her own, one light, the other dark, and she smiled. The sun had just begun to make its appearance in the sky and she thanked God that she was witnessing another day dawning. She lay there unmoving as she watched the gradually increasing light stream through the windows in Gabriel’s bedroom while the minutes ticked by. 
Their bedroom now, Emily corrected herself, not just his. After a brief discussion, the three of them had decided the downstairs master bedroom would be the better choice for them long-term. With its two walk-in closets, adjoining sitting room, and spacious bathroom, it offered enough room for them to cohabitate without constantly running into each other. Not that Emily minded running into either of her loves, though. She preferred it, in fact, after so many years of wishing for more with them.
They had been home for two and half weeks now, and so much had changed. Yet, so much had stayed the same too, Emily admitted. They were just finding their rhythm in and amongst the chaos that had ruled their lives of late. But no matter what challenges they’d faced, Noah and Gabriel had not left her side, and together they’d made it through.
The day after she’d arrived bloodied and bruised at the trauma center in Dalton, Georgia, the doctors there had released Emily to her men’s care. Hollington had arranged for them to leave the hospital via one of the FBI’s helicopters from the rooftop helipad, because the media had caught wind of what had taken place in Whitford Falls and descended on the medical facility in droves. 
Journalists had filled the first floor’s lobby and sidewalks surrounding the hospital’s entrance – just hoping to catch a glimpse of the famous author who had been stalked, abducted, and nearly killed by a local deputy whom she’d trusted for years.
When Hollington informed Gabriel and Noah of the media’s staggering presence, they began to realize just how renowned Emily really was. Though they’d seen others approach her for an autograph over the years, the incident with young Rachel at the state park in Kentucky had opened their eyes to the recognition her writing brought about. But it was that day and night spent at the hospital, that they truly saw the widespread notoriety Emily’s career garnered.
Agents had been posted along her hall, and they’d diligently kept the reporters far away while she rested and then left for home. The helicopter had set down directly on Noah and Gabriel’s front lawn, much to Emily’s surprise and delight. And when Noah carried her out of the aircraft, they were greeted by their family, the guys’ teammates, and Tara. 
For the past seventeen days, Emily had been surrounded by more love and support than she could have ever fathomed. She was brought into the fold of two loving families in a way she hadn’t been when she, Noah, and Gabriel had only declared themselves as friends. Now, she had two future sets of in-laws to lay claim to, as well as Gabe’s two younger brothers. Nicholas and Spencer were both close to her age, and they loved the fact that they could now officially call Emily their sister. 
All of Noah and Gabriel’s immediate family had, in fact, enthusiastically claimed her in return, with no shame or recrimination for the unique relationship the three of them had formed. Their support had meant everything to Emily, because she never wanted Gabriel or Noah to suffer disapproval or censure from those they loved most. Never wanted to be the reason they found themselves suddenly cut away from their original homes.
The guys on their team had proved just as determined to protect the three of them. They took care of errands and the house, all while running interference with the media, who still seemed resolute to gain access to the property when their calls were ignored. Emily had no desire to air her story to anyone except a judge and jury, and that day would come eventually. The case was already moving forward at a fast clip, thanks to Hollington’s connections, and she was hopeful that within the next year there would be a trial.
And Tara. Just the thought of her friend made Emily smile. She had been the leader of said group the last two and half weeks, even if she drove the guys up the wall half the time. Tara had cooked, cleaned, and organized, all while drawing everyone into her tireless bouts of energy, which had her working the men day in and day out, until things were just as she thought they should be. Emily knew they all secretly loved the hell Tara gave them, though they pretended indignation just to goad her. Lawton and Ethan most of all.
The main thing Tara had helped to spearhead was the emotional visit to Emily’s own cottage, which had taken place earlier in the week. Everyone had pitched in, and over the course of a day, all of the furniture, pictures, clothing, and items Emily wanted to keep were neatly boxed, labeled, and then trucked over to Noah and Gabriel’s house. 
Then, they’d spent the remainder of the week finding new places within the expansive home for everything. She and Tara had even taken over the study, each claiming a desk so they could write. Emily on her novel and Tara on her latest investigative article. The writing had proved therapeutic, giving Emily a chance to mentally distance herself from it all and be at peace for long stretches of time. 
And now, she felt settled. The place was just as much Emily’s house as it was Noah and Gabriel’s, and she couldn’t be happier. Well, she could be, Emily corrected herself with a rueful smile.
Just the day before, Lawton had removed all of the stitches along Emily’s side, arms, temple, and legs, and she had luxuriated in a warm, soaking bath afterwards with Noah. Gabriel had found a way to join them in the spacious garden tub their master bath offered, and he’d even helped her shave her legs. And other parts too, Emily thought, as she blushed.
With her arm out of the sling as well, she wanted to reconnect with the two men who meant the world to her. The men who had held her through each and every nightmare she’d had since coming home with them, who never got upset when she was lost in a flashback, and who had bathed and even fed her while she recovered. Emily wanted to show them how much she loved them both, in a way no words could ever convey. With her body, heart, and soul.
Oh, they’d touched, caressed, and kissed her continuously since returning home. As if they couldn’t help but make contact with her, for fear she’d disappear. But they had not once made love. 
When Emily had broached the subject after a week in their house, Gabriel and Noah were quick to tell her that they still wanted her, but that they were determined she heal more before they reopened that door. And though she was tempted to push for more physical contact, Emily knew they were right. She still hurt, inside and out, and she’d needed the time they’d given her to grow stronger. Emotionally and physically.
But now that the stitches were gone and she could move her arm about a little more freely, Emily could not deny her heart or body another day. She turned her head and stared at Gabriel for a little while, then she did the same to Noah, trying to decide the best way to wake them and bring them into her body. 
Ever the vigilant guard, Noah somehow sensed her eyes on him. He woke and stared at her as a slow smile spread across his full lips. He reached out and cupped her face in his hand, letting his thumb make lazy shapes across her skin.
Emily turned onto her side and nuzzled into his hand, while she settled her own hands on his chest. She began to caress Noah’s sculpted body gently at first, just light touches that let him know she was there in the moment with him. But then she let her hands glide lower until they ran over his erection. This morning, Emily thought his cock was responding more to her touch than his body’s tendency to wake in such a condition. 
Noah’s eyes narrowed as he sucked in a breath. Emily watched him as he did her, and she inched closer. She traced his left nipple with her tongue and then drew the tight nub into her mouth, suckling him lightly. He groaned and threaded his hands into her hair, holding her in place as she teased his nipple with her teeth and lips.
Emily felt the bed shift behind her and she knew without looking that Gabriel was awake now and watching them. She smiled as she moved her lips to Noah’s other nipple, giving it the same dedicated attention.
Gabriel’s hand stroked over her back and down to her buttocks. He began a slow massage of her firm flesh there, while her lips roamed over every inch of Noah’s broad chest. Noah finally had all the teasing he could take, and he pulled her head up to meet his so he could match his lips to hers. Now it was Emily’s turn to moan as he stole her breath away from the consuming kiss he instigated.
She was turned towards Gabriel by four hands when Noah lifted his head, and she found herself claimed again in a passionate, searing kiss that had her toes curling against Gabe’s muscular legs. Noah’s hands skated over her skin and down to her intimate flesh while Gabriel’s lips slanted over Emily’s again and again.
“Don’t tell me no this morning. Please,” she whispered when he lifted his head away from hers.
“I couldn’t stop this morning if I tried, Em,” Gabriel confessed. 
“Neither could I,” Noah agreed and placed a kiss on her shoulder as he spooned behind her. “Do you want us separately or together, baby?”
“I need us together this time. It’s been weeks, and I need you both. So much,” she added and almost whimpered with relief.
“We need you too, honey.” Gabriel nodded against his pillow. “Stay like this, so you aren’t putting any weight on your left shoulder. It still needs special care for a little while longer.”
“Okay,” Emily breathed and turned her head to kiss Noah. He happily rose up and met her halfway, so she didn’t have to strain.
With deft and loving strokes, they petted, caressed, and kissed her, and she them, until all three were aching and panting. Their mouths kept her cries shielded from the rest of the household as she came again and again under their skillful hands and lips. And just when Emily thought she couldn’t come again, Gabriel slid into her pussy and Noah gently worked his way into her core. 
Their groans and sighs mingled as they began to move in perfect rhythm with one another, in a cadence as old as time itself. Through it all, Gabriel and Noah were so very gentle and mindful of every place on her body which had sustained injury. Yet they masterfully commanded her body in ways Emily had never dreamed it could be, and she gave herself over entirely to their care. 
She surrendered her heart, mind, body, and soul to the two men who would always love and cherish her gift, never abuse it or take it for granted.
When Emily felt the first fluttering of her orgasm, the one guaranteed to turn her body inside out, she stared into Gabriel’s blue eyes and whispered that she loved him. Then she told Noah she loved him just that much, and felt his own release upon him as his thrusts sped up. Gabriel urged her to come for them, and she did.
Emily soared there between her two men, though she never left their arms or the warmth of their bed. She was free, in every way a soul could be, and she was complete. When they poured their seed into her body and gave in to the bliss she was experiencing, Emily felt herself come yet again. As she lay sated in their warm hold, basking in the glow, she was truly whole and happy.
She giggled and kissed Gabriel’s damp chest, loving the salty taste of his skin after they’d made love. He tucked his fingers under her chin and redirected her eyes back to his. His own smile mirrored hers.
“Happy, Em?” Gabriel asked, reading her mind as he always did.
“More than I ever dreamed I could be,” she sighed.
Emily felt both men’s chests rumble from their laughter, and the vibrations made her shiver.
“Let’s wake up this way every day,” she encouraged them.
“I like the way you think, baby.” Noah grinned and lightly nipped her shoulder.
“Me too,” Gabriel agreed. He kissed Emily again and smoothed her golden hair back from her face.
“And I need to do something else for me, and for us, too. Something I’d like you to do with me, if you feel so led,” she said softly.
“What, Em? What do you need?” Noah asked. He propped his chin on her shoulder and let the side of his face rest alongside hers, needing to be closer to her. Though his cock was still lodged firmly in her ass, and he knew he couldn’t get any closer than he already was. 
“I think I’m ready to see the counselor Hollington recommended. Enough time has passed now, and I think it might help if we all saw her together. You were there in the thick of things with me throughout the night I was taken, and I believe it would help us heal, if we talk about it more than we have. Someplace where it’s safe and we can get it all out.”
“I think that’s a very good idea,” Gabriel agreed without hesitation.
“So do I,” murmured Noah. “We’ve all had nightmares, because we came so close to losing it all. Never want to feel that again, Emily. Never, baby.”
“I know,” she said softly. “So you both agree this is something we can do together?”
“We’re getting married, Emily. We’re going to do everything together.” Gabriel smiled tenderly and winked, hoping to reassure her that her request was a step in the right direction for them all.
“And as to that, when will you put me and Gabe out of our misery and say vows with us?” Noah asked. His hand snaked around her body and he began to lightly caress her stomach. But his touch made both Emily and Gabriel flinch.
“Damn, Noah,” Gabriel grumbled, not used to being tickled unawares by his friend just yet. “A little warning next time.”
Emily couldn’t help but laugh over the look on Gabriel’s face. He narrowed his eyes at her and she felt his cock twitch deep within her pussy. Noah echoed her laughter, not put out by Gabriel’s disgruntled bluster in the slightest. She felt his cock stir within her ass as well, and she knew their passion was about to be rekindled.
“So, you didn’t answer my question,” Noah breathed against her ear as he began to slowly glide in and out of her body again. “Is our wedding date anytime soon?”
Gabriel’s sensuous pace came to life once more on the heels of Noah’s movements, and soon she was clinging to him as they took her back to the highest peak.
“Em?” Noah said, his tone one of warning now. He surged into her body a little more powerfully than before and she gasped. “When, baby?”
“Answer him, Emily,” Gabriel said firmly and pushed up into the tight clasp of her pussy. “We’re not patient men. You know that.”
“I do,” she smiled and let her head fall back against Noah’s shoulder. Noah’s hand slid up her abdomen until it collided with her breast. He pinched her nipple and she groaned. “Soon, I promise,” Emily panted.
“Soon, is too vague,” Noah protested. “Don’t make us wait too long.”
“I won’t. I just need a little more time to heal. Inside,” she broke off and fused her lips to Gabriel’s as she began to come again, desperate for their friends not to hear them.
Mollified by her answer, Noah and Gabriel gave over to their own release. They came into the warmth of her body a second time and tried to reclaim their breath with her still in their arms. No one wanted to move away, so they remained just as they were, talking softly and caressing, until the smell of breakfast cooking down the hall called them from the warmth of the bed.
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Emily rode into the kitchen on Noah’s back and playfully nipped at his neck, trying to distract him. She loved the way he shivered under her tender assault, his muscles tensing up as he tried to walk in a straight line and not bump into the wall. When she chuckled, he growled softly at her, but Emily only answered him with a light lick to the shell of his ear.
“That’s it!” Noah huffed and turned around, headed back to the bedroom. 
Gabriel watched them go and shook his head. If anything, he was humored by their inability to refrain from giving in to the incredible passion both men felt for Emily, not jealous in the slightest. He knew firsthand what his best friend was feeling, for Gabriel did too, every time he merely looked at Emily. If he had his druthers, he’d keep Emily naked in bed with him twenty-four-seven and say to hell with the rest of the world.
When he entered the kitchen he saw his teammates and Tara all accounted for, and smelled something delicious cooking in the oven. Gabriel headed for the coffee machine, smiling at Lawton and Garrett who were seated side by side at the island, pouring over a newspaper article together. Once he had his mug in hand, Gabriel leaned across the granite surface opposite them and arched an eyebrow in question.
“Where’s Emily?” Lawton asked.
“With Noah,” Gabriel replied. He took a sip of his coffee and nodded his head in the direction of the paper. “Anything of interest?”
“Yeah. Unfortunately,” Garrett sighed and pursed his lips.
“Tell me,” Gabriel prompted them.
“It would seem that Eric has made the front page of your local rag, yet again,” Lawton supplied. “They’re featuring a bio of his early years in the community and analyzing all the ways in which his life went so far off the rails. Becca’s too, now that she’s been arrested as an accomplice. But in one part of the article, they’ve quoted none other than Miss Heather as saying she always knew Eric would seek Emily out, because she was all he ever talked about.”
“Lies. All of it,” Gabriel grumbled in disgust. “Throw that trash out. I don’t want Em to see it. She had a breakthrough this morning, and this isn’t what she needs to see right now. It won’t help a thing.”
“A breakthrough?” Tara asked. She leaned against the counter next to Gabriel and angled her head at him.
“Yes,” he smiled and bumped Tara’s shoulder with his own. “She finally asked to see a counselor. For us to see one,” he amended, “so the three of us could really start to heal and move forward.”
“Well, hallelujah!” Tara sighed. “Gabriel, you know I’m stubborn. And though Emily might seem mild mannered and far easier to get along with than me, once she digs in, she’s more tenacious than a pit bull. Makes me pale in comparison. You and Noah don’t go easy on her. Make her talk it all through. Hell, bully her if you have to, but don’t let her keep it all locked up inside.”
Gabriel smirked at her and Tara looked around to see every other man in the room staring at her with thinly veiled amusement. She pressed her lips together and cast a sarcastic glare of her own at Lawton.
“What? Why are you looking at me like that?” he asked. Lawton leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his broad chest.
“Because you happen to be right across from me. But you all need to hush. You know I’m right,” she huffed.
“Oh, you always are, Miss Tara,” Ross smiled.
“Be quiet, you. That charm doesn’t work on me.” 
“Thank, God,” Braden mumbled, only to have Ross scowl at him.
Tara rolled her eyes at all of them and walked over to the oven to check the breakfast casseroles she was baking. “Gabriel, go get Emily and Noah. The food’s almost ready.”
Gabriel barked out his laughter and shook his head at her. “Not a chance in hell, Tara! They’ll eat whenever they’re ready. Just serve it up for the rest of us, if you don’t mind.”
Laughter sounded throughout the kitchen, both from Gabriel’s reluctance to get in the middle of something private and from Tara’s uncharacteristic blunder.
“Well, hell,” she muttered and turned away as her cheeks flamed a bright shade of pink.
 
Everyone had just taken their seat at the dining table, when Noah and Emily joined the gathering. She wrapped her arms around Gabriel’s neck and gave him a quick peck on the lips before she took the chair Noah was holding back for her between the two of them. After a blessing, they ate and the men started talking about when they might return to their respective homes before their next assignment from the Bureau began.
Emily listened to their dialog, but said nothing as she ate and occasionally glanced Tara’s way. She honestly did not want to be separated from Gabriel or Noah at present, and the thought of them leaving her for months, anytime in the near future, made her food churn furiously in her stomach. She quietly placed her fork to the side of her plate, all traces of her appetite gone. 
She propped her elbows on the table and rested her lips against her fisted hands, determined not to ask such a thing of them. Their careers saved so many lives, and Emily knew she would never be the reason they didn’t fulfill their duty or calling. No, she would support them always, even if she currently felt too raw to watch them walk away from her. 
Yes, she conceded, sleeping alone at night would be a challenge, and she was glad now that she’d told Noah and Gabriel that morning she needed to see a counselor. Perhaps this person could help her work her way through her fears, so normal day to day tasks didn’t seem quite so daunting.
“Emily, look at me, honey,” Gabriel whispered in her ear.
She did as he asked and turned her eyes his way. He frowned immediately, and she knew then that she hadn’t schooled her countenance as well as she’d hoped she had. Ignoring the others, he cupped her face with one hand and arched an eyebrow in question.
Emily opened her mouth to offer him a standard platitude. Something along the lines of I’m fine or it’s nothing. But Noah’s phone began to ring, and she was saved from having to utter a falsehood to Gabriel. She leaned away from him and turned to see a frown on Noah’s face now. He motioned for everyone to stop talking, and they did without further prompting.
“And they want to do this when?” Noah asked, not even trying to hide his anger with whomever he was talking to. “No, sir, I honestly don’t know. Let me talk with Emily and Gabe and we’ll call you right back. Okay.”
Noah placed his cell on the table and stared at it for a few moments while he gathered his composure and leashed his temper. Finally, he ran a hand through his hair in agitation and looked to Emily first and then on to Gabriel.
“That was Hollington. He’s here in Whitford Falls today to handle some business, but also to see about a request from Sheriff Strauss, it would seem. Apparently, Strauss, Jasper, and Andrew have asked that Hollington facilitate a brief meeting between them and Em. And us,” he added with a look of incredulity. “He says there’s no pressure to agree, and it’s completely our choice.”
“Abso-fucking-lutely not,” Gabriel swore, his expression dark as he issued the swift denial. 
“I vote yes,” Emily said calmly.
All eyes turned towards her and she nodded slowly, while she prayed for strength.
“Em, there is no reason in hell why they need access to you. What could agreeing to such a meeting accomplish?” Gabriel asked, with a shake of his head. 
“I’m with Gabe here, Emily,” Noah chimed in. “This is asking too much, too soon. It’s not even been three weeks yet. No, baby.”
“Yes,” she said again. “And I won’t let you shut the door on me this time, without hearing me out.”
“That’s not what we’re trying to do here, Emily,” Gabriel said and took her hand in his, lacing their fingers together. “Not at all. We’re trying to protect you from harm, and seeing those men will most certainly do just that. Cause you emotional stress that you don’t need right now.”
“Okay,” she sighed, and they thought they’d won her over, convinced her to back off. But they were wrong. “Let me try this again. I vote we talk with them. I’m going to explain why, and you are both going to listen to me. Then, after I’ve said what’s on my mind and heart, we – meaning the three of us – can discuss this. Like adults,” she added firmly. 
Garrett smothered a smile with his hand while he watched Gabriel’s chest rise and fall heavily as he drew in a steadying breath. Noah did the same before leaning closer to take Emily’s other hand in his. Tara had been right, Garrett thought. Emily could be stubborn as hell, too. She just had a certain finesse about the way she commanded the two, much larger men on either side of her. 
“First,” Emily began succinctly, “I don’t believe Hollington would allow anyone or anything to come through our door that would hurt us. He’s got far too much experience and natural instinct in your line of work, to throw us to the wolves. I believe he’d protect the two of you with his life, and by extension, me as well.”
“Second, we are not the only victims in this case. And if you really stop and think for just a moment, you’ll agree with me. Imagine if you learned one of the guys in this room was stalking or hurting an innocent. Think of how betrayed you’d feel, how utterly devastated and in disbelief you’d be. It would make you question all of the others within your unit, because you’d wonder what else you’d missed. Your faith would be greatly shaken and rightly so.”
“That’s how I’m sure Strauss and his other deputies feel. They were betrayed by one of their own. A man they knew, respected, and talked openly with. They’re hurting too, guys, just as you’d be if the tables were reversed.”
“And thirdly,” Emily sighed, looking from one to the other, “I need this meeting for healing, closure, and forgiveness. I need to tell them that I don’t blame them, so they can sleep at night and me too. Holding them responsible for the decisions Eric made serves no purpose. It only eats me and them up inside, and that kind of anger can do irreparable harm if I hold on to it.”
“I am better than the actions of that one, lost man. And so, too, are they. Why would it be wrong for me, for us, to talk with them? I’ve known those men my whole life, and I know that they need to forgive themselves and find closure just as much as I do.”
“Why do you need to forgive yourself, Emily?” Gabriel asked hoarsely.
“I think, Gabriel, all victims do. Whether I like the term or not, that’s what I am. And for me, I know that had I not gone downstairs alone, Eric would not have taken me in that moment. My actions gave him an advantage.” 
“Does that mean that he wouldn’t have stormed the house later and hurt someone else in his bid to get me? We’ll never know. But what we do know is that my lapse in judgment cost me dearly. Cost us,” she amended, “because I know you all went through hell to find me. That’s why this morning I said I thought it was time I saw a counselor with you by my side.” 
“Because, when I wake up from each and every nightmare I’ve had since escaping, I’ve remembered that one moment when Eric had me pinned beneath him on the bed. I thought - this is all your fault Emily, because Noah and Gabriel specifically told you not to go anywhere alone – and now look at where you are. I knew that I had to be smart and get away from him somehow, because no one else was there at the time to do it for me. And after fighting him, I knew he was far stronger and more powerful than me.” 
“Right or wrong, that’s how I felt that night, and it’s still what I’m struggling with today. And honestly, I think Strauss and his men are as well. And I think you and Noah are, too. We all need to heal a whole lot more. And maybe, just maybe, this meeting will be a step in that direction.”
Emily released their hands and lifted her napkin to her face. Slowly, she cleaned away the tears that had trailed over her cheeks. Then, she leaned back in her chair and looked from Noah to Gabriel.
“Now, tell me what you think,” she encouraged them quietly.
“I think, Emily,” Noah struggled to say, “that you are far braver than you give yourself credit for. And, maybe, even more so than me. If I put my own anger at those men to the side, I can agree with each and every point you just made. Except one,” he qualified. 
Noah leaned in closer and cupped her face in his palms, so he could stare directly into her eyes. “You are not, in any way, at fault for what Eric did to you. And through counseling, and from my own lips, we’ll get you to a place where you believe that. Yes, I support your healing in every way. And if you think meeting with these guys will help you in that endeavor, you’ll have my wholehearted support.”
“That’s my vote,” he whispered and lightly settled his lips on hers. When he drew away, Noah released his hold on her face so she could turn and look at Gabriel.
Gabe said nothing initially; rather he threaded one of his palms into her hair and began a light massage against Emily’s scalp. He seemed to struggle as Noah had to form a coherent word, but finally he managed to wet his lips and speak.
“Em, everything within me, everything that makes me the man who’s going to marry you and who’s your best friend, is screaming not to let you do this. My instincts, where you’re concerned, demand that I shelter you and protect you from all harm. And that part of me is going to have a very hard time letting them through our front door. Because they didn’t shelter you well enough when they had the chance, or see the signs…” Gabriel broke off and clenched his teeth together. 
“Neither did I, Gabriel,” Emily said softly. “I never knew it was Eric, and he was in and out of my house repeatedly over the course of this. He even came in to check for listening devices the stalker might have planted. I was duped too, just as they were.”
Gabriel’s eyes roamed over her face again, searching for the strength within himself that Emily was so clearly demonstrating. God, how was he going to pull this off? Be in the same room with them, without completely losing his temper?
“I’ll be right beside you,” Emily vowed, as if she were hearing his internal dialog and reassuring him that she wouldn’t let him go that far. “Noah on one side of me and you on the other. Between the two of us, and all these other strong guys in the room, we’ll make sure you don’t lay hands on anyone.”
Emily pressed her lips together and tried diligently to suppress her laughter. She didn’t know where in the heck it was coming from, but she knew she was moments away from letting it pour fourth. Oh, what the hell, she thought. They all needed it as much as she did.
Gabriel growled her name as a warning, though he was right there with her. He watched the familiar pink spread across Emily’s skin as she lost it and began to laugh. When Noah began to chuckle too, Gabe let out a sigh of resignation. But funny thing was, once he allowed a slight crack in the anger he was holding on to, Gabriel found he felt compelled to laugh too.
“Oh, hell,” he breathed and then wrapped an arm around Emily, hauling her against his chest. “Call Hollington, Noah, and tell him yes.” Gabriel placed his cheek against her temple and kissed her gently there. “Am I always going to be outvoted by the two of you?”
“No,” Emily laughed. “You’re both going to listen and talk with me, and then we’ll work through whatever comes our way. Together.”
“That I can live with,” Gabriel murmured.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 42
 
 
The chime of the doorbell drew Emily’s focus from the chore of tidying the kitchen with Tara. They each paused in their respective tasks and stared at each other. Emily offered her best friend a hopeful smile and shrugged. She grimaced when her left shoulder gave an uncomfortable twinge from the motion. Tara noted the brief flash of pain in Emily’s eyes and zeroed in on it without hesitation.
“You still need your sling on, don’t you?” Tara asked.
“No, I do not,” Emily countered quickly. “I’m just fine on the outside, and I want all of you to stop hovering so much. I wouldn’t say I felt better, if I didn’t. Really, Tara, I have slight aches here and there, but nothing that should keep me down now.”
“Obviously,” she retorted dryly.
“What’s that tone for?” Emily chuckled, and looked on as Tara smirked at her. 
“I wouldn’t say you were hurting too bad this morning, if your late arrival to the table was any indication.”
Emily continued to laugh lightly as she walked around the island to stand behind Tara. She wrapped her arms around her friend’s waist and dropped her chin on Tara’s shoulder. 
“You know I love you more than my luggage,” Emily whispered, quoting a line from one of their favorite movies, Steel Magnolias.
Tara laughed loudly and nodded.
“And I’ve loved having you and the guys’ teammates here as well these last few weeks, while I really did start to heal,” Emily said more sincerely. “I know you’re all leaving us soon, but I couldn’t have done it without you, Tara. I really couldn’t have.”
“I love you too,” Tara said in an unusually hoarse voice. “And I’m just as glad that you’re here with us. Couldn’t imagine life without you, Em.”
“Well, that’s one thing you never need worry about again,” Gabriel said from the doorway. He pushed himself off of the wall where he was leaning and taking in their conversation. “Noah and I aren’t leaving her anytime soon.”
“Good. You’d better not, or you’ll answer to me, buster,” Tara huffed, glad to have their banter back in place so she could squelch her emotions firmly back inside. She hated public displays of sappy sentimentality. 
“Emily, Hollington is here and he says Strauss and the others are just a few minutes out now. Come on into the den and let’s get ready for their arrival. Tara, come with us?”
“Of course,” she nodded without hesitation. “I have no problem kicking anyone’s ass if they mess with the three of you.”
“Good to know,” Gabriel chuckled. “Come on, honey,” he said to Emily as he extended a hand to her. She released her hold on Tara and let him tuck her under his arm, sheltering her as they headed out of the kitchen.
Tara took in a deep breath and tried to steel herself for this meeting. She was honestly in the guys’ court on this one. She had no real desire to be faced with local law enforcement either. But Tara knew Emily had been right to say forgiveness was needed all around, if they were to really move forward. She just wanted to be mad at them for a little while longer. Maybe one more day wouldn’t hurt, she chuckled to herself. 
 
When they entered the den, Hollington moved forward to hug Emily and then Tara. He introduced the FBI lawyer he’d assigned to her case, an older gentleman named Piers Murdock. Emily politely shook his hand and then stepped back into the space between Gabriel and Noah without delay. 
Hollington sensed her uncertainty, and immediately sought to soothe her worries away. He stepped closer and smiled.
“Emily, I asked Mr. Murdock to come down with me for a few days, for several reasons. We need to make sure you not only have me in the room when you talk with Eric’s colleagues, but also appropriate counsel. Piers won’t let you say anything that could be later held or used against you when you take the witness stand. It’s imperative that we monitor all such conversations until the trial actually takes place.”
“I understand, sir,” she nodded. “And I thank you for thinking of this. I wouldn’t have.”
“No,” he chuckled. “I would not suspect so, having no frame of reference for such cases.”
“You said Piers was here for several reasons?” Gabriel asked, needing specifics from his superior. Noah was already staring at the man and sizing him up.
“I did,” Hollington smiled. “It’s time for Emily to issue an official press release to the fans who read her books and to the media. Piers will help her with the correct wording for those documents today. She also needs to take care of protecting her assets in all of this, and Piers is one of the best defense and financial lawyers the firm contracts with. I asked him to take this case as a personal favor, and he agreed.” 
“So, after we talk to the local lawmen, I want the three of you to sit down and discuss with Piers and me, how we might ensure nothing within Emily’s personal portfolio is targeted by Eric or his family. There is still the very real possibility that he might turn around and try to sue her.”
“Portfolio?” Noah asked and angled his head down at Emily.
She blushed from the tip of her head, all the way down to her toes. Suddenly, she was the solitary focus of everyone in the room and she swallowed hard. Emily looked from Ethan to Ross, hoping one of them would say something to help lighten the sudden tense silence. But they only arched an eyebrow at her and proved no help at all.
“Let’s talk about all that after we meet with Strauss,” Emily sighed.
“Oh, you can believe that we will,” Gabriel all but growled. 
Emily smirked at him, but wiped the expression from her face when she looked back at Hollington. “Thank you again for thinking of all this,” she said.
“You’re welcome, dear. Ah, I think I hear a few cars pulling up. Shall we, everyone?” he asked and looked around the room.
“Lawton, take my gun away from me,” Gabriel said as he handed the piece over.
“Where did you have that thing hidden?” Emily asked in surprise. Every team member laughed at her question and she felt mortified. “Never mind.” She blew out a heavy sigh and rolled her eyes.
Gabriel bent down and murmured in her ear, “I’ll show you later.”
“I just bet you will,” she whispered back.
Gabriel lightly kissed her ear and then straightened as Hollington led not only Strauss, Jasper, and Andrew in, but also Gabriel and Noah’s fathers. The men moved alongside their sons, offering them a quick, one-handed hug, before they bent to enfold Emily in a loving embrace.
“I see you have the sling off your arm today,” Noah’s father remarked. “Feeling better without that thing in your way?”
“Yes, sir,” she grinned.
“Good.” He nodded in approval.
Emily peeked around Mr. Johnston and saw their three guests standing near Hollington, Piers, and Lawton. And she saw the pain in their eyes too. It was a tangible thing, their grief, and she could not bear to see them hurting so. She moved around her future father-in-law before either Noah or Gabriel could grab her and Emily opened her arms to Sheriff Strauss first.
“I’m so glad to see you today, sir,” she began. “Thank you for coming.”
“The thanks are all ours, Emily,” he said in a strained voice. He looked to Hollington first and said, “Can I touch her? I’ve known Emily all her life, and I’d never harm a hair on her head.”
“Of course, you can, if Emily is comfortable doing so.” Hollington nodded and gestured him forward.
Strauss looked back down at her and, after hesitating for only another second, he gently took her into his arms. “I am so, so very sorry, Emily,” he murmured against her ear. “So sorry.”
“Shhh. It’s all over now. So let’s focus on the good, not the mess that came before.”
“I made so many mistakes in this case. And they cost you, Emily,” Strauss said, his voice choking up as his emotions got the better of him. 
Emily leaned back from his hold and she began to wipe his tears away. He was old enough to be her grandfather, she thought, and he didn’t need this kind of stress and guilt in his life. That helped her to offer her next words. 
“I once heard Gram say to a busybody at church, ‘Show me one person who’s infallible and I’ll introduce you to your Lord and Savior.’ We all make mistakes, sir, and I don’t hold you responsible for what Eric chose to do. None of you,” she added and looked away from the sheriff to the two deputies behind him. 
Noah and Gabriel were there on either side of her by then, and they each cupped one of her elbows, holding Emily back from hugging either Jasper or Andrew. Gabriel gave her a light squeeze, letting Emily know that they were not comfortable with her approaching them. And in deference of how difficult this was for them too, Emily remained where she was.
“Jasper, Andrew, I mean what I say,” Emily nodded. “I don’t want any of you leaving here today, thinking that I blame you or feel resentment towards you at all. Nothing could be further from the truth. You did your best to protect me, and that’s what I’m focusing on. I’m just sorry that you were hurt through all of this too.”
Jasper stepped forward until he was right in front of Gabriel. He looked from Gabe to Noah, noting the defensive stance they held, and he dipped his head in understanding. 
“I don’t intend to touch, guys, I promise. But I need to tell Emily, know that she heard it from my own lips… I’m very sorry too.” He sighed and turned his eyes down towards her. “I’ve sat so many nights alone and gone over this again and again in my head – trying to figure out where we all went wrong – how we missed the clues. And the hell of it is, I still can’t. I can’t, Emily. He seemed like your concerned friend, not a man bent on tearing your life apart.”
“I know, Jasper. I get it, I do. I’m having trouble reconciling it all too,” Emily quietly admitted.
“I understand you’ve not ventured into town since coming home from the hospital. But I want you to know there is nothing but support out there for you,” Jasper told her. “Everyone feels the backlash from this, and they just want to shelter you now. Protect you.” 
“Thank you for that, Jasper,” she murmured and looked down momentarily to see that her hands were tightly clasped in front of her and, surprisingly, they’d begun to shake. 
“Let’s take our seats now, and talk that way,” Gabriel said, noting her trembling as well. “Em’s still recovering.”
“Of course,” Strauss immediately agreed. 
Andrew looked like he might speak to Emily at that time, but he held his comment and took one of the additional chairs placed in the den for their meeting. 
Noah and Gabriel led Emily to a sofa and positioned her between them. Noah took her right hand in his left and Gabriel draped his right arm behind her. He shifted a little closer and laced his left hand with hers, letting any and all who looked at them know the three of them were a solid, unbroken chain.
“Andrew, son, do you want to say something?” Strauss asked him once they were all settled.
“I do,” he said, his voice sounding strained as well. “Emily, when you called me after the first package came in the mail and I realized what was happening, I wanted so badly to solve the case quickly and spare you all of what came afterwards. But try as I might, I felt like we were hitting one dead end after another.”
“I know, Andrew. I could tell you were just as frustrated as me as the weeks rolled by.” 
“Yeah, but I still messed up,” Andrew said and sighed heavily. “I never told you this, but I’ve told the sheriff, and Mr. Hollington and his investigators now, that it was Eric’s suggestion that you install a security system. Like Jasper and the rest of us, I just thought he was looking for every available resource we could tap to keep you safe. I never knew we were giving him a way into your house.” 
“Not until Gabriel and Noah came home and blasted us for having the surveillance video on networked computers, that is,” Andrew added sadly. “It was then that I had pause. But I had nothing to back up the dread that had started to settle in my gut, though I began to investigate him as much as I could. I was looking into Eric before you ever came home, and I think that’s why he did his best to frame me. Make it look like I had been the one all along.”
“I see,” Emily whispered. She looked down at her hands laced with her fiancées much larger palms. She drew in a deep breath as they squeezed her fingers, then she looked back at Andrew.
“I suppose, Andrew, that’s why such crimes go unsolved for so long, or end on a tragic note. Because so often the one who wants to do harm looks like your neighbor, your coworker, or your friend. They look just like you and me. And I’d think after serving on the force for all these years, you would have an even better understanding of that than I do.” 
“It just makes me glad that there are still good guys devoted to tracking down said criminals, so the rest of us stand a chance. I’m grateful the three of you are still there on the force, you know? Don’t lose your careers or let your work suffer because one bad soul manipulated us all. You do so much for the community, all of you, and that should continue.”
“Thank you, Emily,” Andrew breathed and looked down at his own hands as he tried to collect himself.
“And what of Ryan?” she asked quietly. “How is he faring in all of this?”
“Ryan’s on leave right now,” Jasper replied sadly and glanced over at Hollington. “We found out he changed the old report, from the night Jonathan tried to harm you years ago, on Eric’s prompting. Eric wanted his middle name, William, on there, to fulfill his need to feel as though he was your original protector. Ryan just thought he was clarifying the report, because my first name is William. And he was constantly funneling Eric updates about your whereabouts and status. Ryan let himself be led down a twisted rabbit hole, but it was his choice to let his mouth get away from him.”
“I don’t know.” Emily blew out a weary sigh and shook her head. “I understand the need for discretion while a case is being investigated, but I also can understand Ryan’s openness towards a fellow officer. He had no reason not to trust Eric, and so he did, without reservation. In some ways, I think his loss of trust and perhaps even yours, is another tragedy of Eric’s madness. None of us should lose faith in our fellow man… No matter what Eric did.”
“We’re trying not to.” Jasper nodded slowly and blew out his own shaky breath. It was clear that he was holding back his deep well of emotion, and Emily ached for him.
“Well, I still have faith,” she whispered. He looked at her intently, searching her eyes for the truth behind her words. “I do, Jasper,” Emily reaffirmed. “There are too many honest people sitting in this room right now, for me to ignore that good still exists, just as evil does. And I’m more determined than ever that Eric not strip that trust away. Fight with me, and know that we’ll all come out on the other side of this, whole and at peace. We will.”
“I like that. I like that a lot,” Jasper conceded. He turned his head and coughed into his fist, as his eyes welled with tears.
“So do I, Emily,” Andrew agreed solemnly. 
“Good,” she nodded again and drew in a deep breath to steady herself. 
“Are you staying in town, Emily, or will this make you finally move on?” Strauss asked, trying to find a way through the emotional storm that was swirling around the room.
“I’m sorry, sir,” Piers interrupted. “Emily may not answer any questions regarding her whereabouts or future travel plans. Not until a trial date is set and the proceedings are over.” 
“You’re right. I know that.” Strauss frowned deeply, obviously kicking himself for yet another blunder.
“I understand from Gabriel’s father that you and your wife are preparing for your annual cake walk for the youth center downtown?” Emily asked Strauss, hoping to help him turn the tide a bit.
“Yes, Melinda and I do every year about this time,” he said and tried to crack a smile.
“Well, I’ll volunteer one cake, though I think I’ll let someone in Gabe or Noah’s family bring it to you. Tara, you in for one, too?” Emily asked.
“Oooo, a baking contest. You’re on,” Tara said with a wicked gleam in her eye. “I’m so gonna outdo you.”
“You can try,” Emily chuckled. “I have all of Gram’s cookbooks, remember?”
Tara made a sound of irritation, though she winked at Emily. Emily winked back, happy to have her silent support. She leaned into Noah’s side a little more, and listened as Gabriel’s father asked Jasper about his parents. 
And as they talked, Emily listened and tried to give them her undivided attention. She wanted all three lawmen to see her steady, unwavering gaze and trust in the words she’d spoken to them – that none of them had control over Eric’s actions whatsoever, nor were they to blame.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 43
 
 
When Gabriel’s father returned to the den after walking the sheriff and deputies out almost an hour later, he told Gabe he was headed back home. Hollington asked him to wait a few more minutes and then invited everyone to reclaim their seats. Gabriel and Noah both narrowed their eyes slightly as they stared at him, obviously wondering what other surprises their boss had up his well-tailored sleeve.
“I’ve been reviewing our upcoming case loads this past week and I’ve also talked with the other two teams’ leaders about schedules and field rotations. Every other agent who’s a part of our taskforce knows and understands what you all have been through of late. They’ve given me their solemn promise that they’ll do anything they can to help your period of recovery continue, as long as you all need it. And I am speaking not just to Emily, Noah, and Gabriel, but to this entire team,” Hollington said as he paused and let his gaze roam over each man. 
“You’re all family to one another, and this has impacted every single one of you. So, as of now, you are all on stand-down as you were before this began. You’d already run a double, filling in for team two when they had their own small crisis a month ago, so it’s time for you to rest.”
Emily let out an audible sigh of relief upon hearing Hollington’s words. It was as if he could look into her mind and know her greatest fear at present. And as always, he was ensuring his own people, and those they cared about, were safeguarded in any and all ways possible.
Hollington smiled tenderly at her and Emily gave him a grateful smile in return. Noah raised her hand held in his and kissed the back of it, while Gabriel lifted the hand he had draped behind her and smoothed it over her hair.
“Thank you, sir.” Gabriel replied. He turned his eyes away from Emily and looked to Hollington. “This means a lot, because we all definitely need a bit more time to heal. Just this morning Emily decided it’s time to talk with a counselor, and Noah and I want to be there by her side when she does. We’re not ready to leave her yet.” 
“Yes, and I just removed her stitches yesterday, so she still needs Gabe and Noah by her side,” Lawton offered.
“Indeed,” Hollington smiled at his young agent. 
“Mr. Hollington,” Noah’s father called to him, “I’m most grateful too, that you’re giving them time away from the job. When our sons do return to work, Emily is more than welcome to stay with her in-laws, or at least have us drop by to check on her each day. But right now, she just needs Noah and Gabriel. And they need her. I’m still shocked by the hell our kids had to live through. And I know that what they’re feeling is a hundred times more painful and difficult to bear, than what we’re experiencing from the outside looking in.”
“Yeah, I agree,” said Gabriel’s father. “I want them to rest as much as possible before these young men get pulled back into the field. Everyone in this room needs to come to terms with just how close we came to losing someone we all care deeply for.”
“Not gonna happen on our watch, Dad,” Gabriel countered and cast a gentle smile his father’s way.
“No, I don’t think it will,” he grinned in return. “And on that note, I think I’ll head back to the house and your mother now. Call us today or tomorrow, son.”
“Will do,” Gabe nodded. “Come on, I’ll walk you out.” He dropped a quick kiss on Emily’s forehead and then rose to see his father to the door.
They strolled into the foyer to talk privately for several minutes. Noah’s father was right behind them, and Noah dutifully joined him as well. Soon, it was just the familiar group in the den. Plus one boss and one lawyer. 
Emily closed her eyes and leaned back on the sofa, while she waited for the next important conversation to start. She knew what was coming now, there was no delaying it any longer. She just didn’t know who would call her to give an accounting first – Noah or Gabriel.
She’d never really told them of the incredible revenue she’d netted from her sales over the years, but she knew her time to hide that particular aspect about herself had just run out. And if she was marrying them, they’d have to know when she changed her Will and named them as the sole beneficiaries. 
Hell, Emily thought, it really was time to pay the piper. Luckily, she had the funds to pay him… Well.
She felt the sofa dip on either side of her as Gabriel and Noah reclaimed their cushions. She reopened her eyes and looked around, only to see everyone pointedly staring at her. Crap, she thought, and huffed aloud.
“So, anybody hungry or thirsty?” Emily asked in a last ditch effort to distract them.
Gabriel chuckled and he looked over her head at Noah. “She really thinks we’ve forgotten?”
“Oh, she knows we haven’t,” Noah said sternly. “She’s just been holding her breath, thinking that we might step out of the room for a while so she can talk it all over with good old Piers over there. Weren’t you, Em?”
“Hmmm?” she asked innocently.
“Emily, start talking about this portfolio that we’ve had to hear about for the first time today,” Gabriel warned her. “From someone else,” he added dryly. 
“I think portfolio is an inflated term, really,” she began and chewed her lower lip.
Noah’s eyes tracked her tongue as it darted out to wet her lips and he leaned in closer until they were only inches apart. “What did we tell you this morning, baby? We’re not such patient men, so tell us. Now.” A slow smile began to spread across his face as he watched her fidget.
She exhaled heavily and nodded. Where should she start, Emily wondered? Better start small and work them into the reality of her financial world. A world they were about to be immersed in.
“Well… Most of my parents’ estate was used over the years as I grew up, for whatever needs I had, and then later for college tuition and books. My grandparents didn’t have as much to leave me, though I still have some of their money in my savings account,” she began cautiously.
“Okay. So what are we talking here, Em? A few thousand, ten or twenty total?” Noah asked, curious over the furious blush spreading like wildfire across her skin.
“From their combined funds, I have about sixty-five thousand left over.”
“And from book sales? That’s what’s got you hesitating the most, isn’t it?” Gabriel asked and watched her eyes carefully. Just how well off was Emily, he wondered? He knew that they rarely went anywhere outside of Whitford Falls that she wasn’t asked for an autograph. People loved her books and gobbled them up as soon as they hit the shelves.
She glanced around the room to see everyone waiting patiently to hear her answer. Her eyes landed on Ross and he gave her a wide grin in response.
“What?!” Ross shrugged playfully. “I could pretend like I’m not listening; but honestly I’m dying to know what you’re worth. Come on and tell us, Emily. Put us out of our misery. Your secret won’t leave this room.”
“Yeah, ever since that girl zeroed in on you at the park, I’ve been curious about your popularity,” Garrett admitted. “I never realized you were so well known. Spill it, Emily.”
“Oh, all right,” she sighed in resignation. “I think I have somewhere in the neighborhood of fifteen… sixteen, maybe.”
“Sixteen hundred or thousand, Em?” Noah asked, as he breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe she was just slightly embarrassed that her sales had not been as stellar as he’d thought initially.
“Million,” Emily mumbled.
“Say that again,” Gabriel said slowly. “And louder this time.”
“Fine. I have something close to sixteen million in the bank now,” she said and then clamped her mouth closed. 
Gabriel and Noah looked at Emily as though she’d just grown a second head. Neither seemed capable of speech, and she began to squirm from their pointed stares. Finally she stood, unable to bear their scrutiny another moment, and threw her hands up.
“Okay, you win, you stubborn nuts! I have eighteen million, seven hundred and forty-eight thousand dollars in the bank. Give or take a few thousand.” She hurried on with her explanation, ready to get it all out. 
“But the only thing that means, is that we can have a really comfortable life. There are also two children’s charities which I’m the principal donor for, but that’s all managed through a separate fund which my financial advisor helps me direct. I’ll have the money from the sale of my cottage, once we get it on the market. I have my SUV. Oh, and I have my granddad’s stamp and gun collections, but you guys are free to take those over. Any other questions?”
“Holy shit,” Garrett murmured in disbelief.
Lawton and Ethan exchanged dumbfounded expressions, unable to close their open mouths either.
But Ross burst out laughing and stood. He walked over to Emily and dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “I have to say, Miss Emily, I am in awe, sweetie. So glad to have you in the family. Maybe you can infuse some brain cells into us Neanderthals, from your advanced intellect.” He tweaked the end of her nose and shook his head in wonder.
“Hey, speak for yourself!” Braden chided and gave him a sour look.
“Okay, you two,” Kaden sighed as he watched Braden and Ross spar yet again. 
Ross gave Emily a playful wink and then left the room, still chuckling to himself as he headed for the kitchen. His departure seemed to motivate the rest of the men and Tara to give in and laugh, as they rose and went to prepare an early lunch. Even Hollington and Piers seemed to sense the three of them needed privacy, so they followed everyone else out.
After several minutes it was just Emily, Noah, and Gabriel. 
She shifted nervously from one foot to the other as they continued to stare at her without comment.
“Come on, guys, say something. Anything,” she pleaded, worried now that they were really angry with her for keeping secrets. But she’d never thought of her finances as a secret. Just information that didn’t amount to a hill of beans when it came to their relationship and her true desires where the two men were concerned. Money never bought happiness, so she’d never brought it up.
“Come here, Emily. Now,” Gabriel commanded her quietly. He crooked his finger at her and narrowed his blue eyes as she slowly drug her feet until she stood just in front of him.
“Yes, Gabriel?” she asked in the same hushed tone.
“Oh, no. You can’t, ‘Yes, Gabriel,’ your way out of this, honey. How did something this significant never come up over the last few weeks since you’ve lived here with us? Hell, for that matter, how about the last few years? Why wouldn’t you tell us how well off your writing had made you?”
“Gabriel, how much do you have in your bank account?” she countered, obviously hedging.
“Not as much as you, apparently,” he retorted.
Emily chuckled and his scowl only deepened. 
“You think this is funny?” Gabriel asked and reached out for her hands, ready to pull her down on his lap and talk some sense into her. He didn’t feel like Emily had healed enough to put her over his knee and give her a few frisky smacks across her backside. 
“Yes,” she nodded and continued to laugh softly. “Do you know why I asked you how much you had, you knucklehead? I’ll tell you why. Because I don’t know and I’ve never cared to know. Money is just what we earn so we can meet our needs.” 
“I couldn’t give a rat’s ass what you or Noah have, and you shouldn’t worry about my funds either. Although now, I fully intend to have both of your names added to the accounts, so that it will all be our money. My parents never had separate accounts, neither did my grandparents, and I don’t intend to start out a marriage with his and her money. That’s just divisive and I won’t do it,” Emily said with a firm nod.
“Oh really?” Gabriel asked, trying hard now not to laugh at her growing ire. He thought she might actually swat him if he laughed. But honestly, he was so glad to see some fight come back to her, that he wanted to keep goading Emily so she’d give him hell. 
“Really,” she sighed and moved forward of her own accord to sit on Gabriel’s lap. “Look, I’ve only ever wanted one thing in my entire life – and it’s not a man with a hefty bank account, or a man who wants access to mine to be happy.”
“And what have you wanted, Emily?” Noah asked, finding his voice at last. He lifted her legs and draped them across his lap as he stared into her eyes.
“To live my life each and every day with the two of you. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. And now that I have that promise, now that I have your love, the rest is just superfluous. Icing on the cake,” she said and gifted them with a broad, beautiful smile.
“Well, we’re going to be able to afford a lot of damn cake over the years,” Noah smirked.
They laughed together, the tension evaporating.
“Maybe we could buy a wedding cake?” Noah asked hopefully.
“Tell you what,” Emily began, lacing her hands through theirs. “Let’s see that counselor, rest and heal a bit more, and then we’ll have a beautiful wedding here at home. Our commitment ceremony will remain private here, and I want that. I do.”
“You know that’s what it will really be, don’t you, Em? A commitment ceremony?” Gabriel asked quietly. “We can’t both legally wed you in the traditional sense on paper, but we can pledge our hearts and lives to you, and mean it.” 
“I love you, Gabriel. And I love you, Noah. That is all I need. You are what and who I need,” Emily added. “Not a piece of paper that says some legal system approves of us. I just want to spend my life with you both, and I can pledge that in front of our family and friends without hesitation.” 
“And that is all we need too, baby.” Noah grinned in agreement. “We’ll work out the rest.”
“Yes, we will,” Gabriel agreed. He leaned forward and sealed his lips over Emily’s in a gentle and undemanding kiss. One that spoke of his love, adoration, and eternal bond with the amazing lady on his lap. The one who would love Noah and him just that much in return, be their partner, lover, best friend, and someday, the mother to their children. 
Yes, Gabriel thought, she was theirs and they were hers. And he was so very grateful that he and Noah had claimed her, so that Emily would always be with them – in heart, mind, body, and soul. Always.
He leaned away to make room for Noah. As Noah cupped her face and drew her lips up to his, Gabriel watched and smiled. This was their life now and forevermore. He’d have it no other way.
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