
  [image: image1.png]


  Wounded Warriors 1


  Ellie’s Wounded Heroes


  Ellie Carpenter is attracted to Rex Fielder from the beginning, and then Clark Givens is added to the picture. Ellie knows she is in over her head. She cares deeply for both men. She’s afraid it will cause problems between them.


  When the men get involved with a family in crisis, they asked Ellie to help since she is a social worker. But things get out of hand and Clark is nearly killed saving her life. Rex feels that his amputation means he can’t take care of Ellie like he wants to. He decides that having two men to care for her would work and convinces Clark to give a shared relationship a try. After all, Clark thinks he’s too emotionally damaged to ever be able to get married.


  Both men have lingering issues from their time in the service, since being medically discharged, but that isn’t the problem for Ellie. She doesn’t want to have choose between them. Does she have to?


  Genre: Contemporary, Ménage a Trois/Quatre


  Length: 76,037 words


  ELLIE’S WOUNDED HEROES


  


  Wounded Warriors 1


  


  


  


  


  


  Marla Monroe


  


  


  


  


  


  


  MENAGE EVERLASTING


  


  


  
    [image: image2.png]
  


  


  Siren Publishing, Inc.


  www.SirenPublishing.com


  ABOUT THE E-BOOK YOU HAVE PURCHASED: Your non-refundable purchase of this e-book allows you to only ONE LEGAL copy for your own personal reading on your own personal computer or device. You do not have resell or distribution rights without the prior written permission of both the publisher and the copyright owner of this book. This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from your computer to another through upload to a file sharing peer to peer program, for free or for a fee, or as a prize in any contest. Such action is illegal and in violation of the U.S. Copyright Law. Distribution of this e-book, in whole or in part, online, offline, in print or in any way or any other method currently known or yet to be invented, is forbidden. If you do not want this book anymore, you must delete it from your computer.


  


  WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.


  


  If you find a Siren-BookStrand e-book being sold or shared illegally, please let us know at


  legal@sirenbookstrand.com


  A SIREN PUBLISHING BOOK


  IMPRINT: Ménage Everlasting


  


  


  ELLIE’S WOUNDED HEROES


  Copyright © 2014 by Marla Monroe


  E-book ISBN: 978-1-62741-550-7


  


  First E-book Publication: April 2014


  


  Cover design by Les Byerley


  All art and logo copyright © 2014 by Siren Publishing, Inc.


  


  ALL RIGHTS RESERVED: This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission.


  


  All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.


  


  


  PUBLISHER


  Siren Publishing, Inc.


  www.SirenPublishing.com


  Letter to Readers


  


  Dear Readers,


  


  If you have purchased this copy of Ellie’s Wounded Heroes by Marla Monroe from BookStrand.com or its official distributors, thank you. Also, thank you for not sharing your copy of this book.


  


  


  Regarding E-book Piracy


  


  This book is copyrighted intellectual property. No other individual or group has resale rights, auction rights, membership rights, sharing rights, or any kind of rights to sell or to give away a copy of this book.


  


  The author and the publisher work very hard to bring our paying readers high-quality reading entertainment.


  


  This is Marla Monroe’s livelihood. It’s fair and simple.Please respect Ms. Monroe’s right to earn a living from her work.


  


  Amanda Hilton, Publisher


  www.SirenPublishing.com


  www.BookStrand.com


  DEDICATION


  


  


  There are no words for the emotion and gratitude I feel for those who gave up their days, their nights, and their weekends to protect my rights and beliefs. Nothing I can say or do will come close to repaying you for the sacrifices you made in serving your country. You gave everything that you are and all your hopes and dreams so that I could still read what I want to read, choose the kind of food I want to eat, and pray for your safe return.


  Many missed the births of their children and the deaths of their loved ones. Some missed their child’s first steps and their teenager’s first date. A few missed the chance to follow their dreams as those dreams were snatched away in an instant. But more than is acceptable lost their lives. We owe you our place in line, our last dime, our seat on the bus. You deserve our respect, our support, and our understanding. Above all else, you deserve a chance to live, laugh, and love.


  There are many types of wounded warriors out there. Some are blind, have lost limbs, or just their focus. Some are still back on that battle field, waging a never-ending war for us because to them they never got their orders to return home. For those of you hurting and lost, I grieve for you. I pray every day that you will find your way home and that those dedicated to help you are able to reach you in time. Don’t give up. Never give up. Everyone deserves a happy every after, even you, our wounded warriors.


  God Bless you and your families. —Marla Monroe


  


  
    Table of Contents
  


  
    Title Page
  


  
    Copyright Page
  


  
    Dedication
  


  
    Chapter One
  


  
    Chapter Two
  


  
    Chapter Three
  


  
    Chapter Four
  


  
    Chapter Five
  


  
    Chapter Six
  


  
    Chapter Seven
  


  
    Chapter Eight
  


  
    Chapter Nine
  


  
    Chapter Ten
  


  
    Chapter Eleven
  


  
    Chapter Twelve
  


  
    Chapter Thirteen
  


  
    Chapter Fourteen
  


  
    Chapter Fifteen
  


  
    Chapter Sixteen
  


  
    Chapter Seventeen
  


  
    Chapter Eighteen
  


  
    About the Author
  


  ELLIE’S WOUNDED HEROES


  Wounded Warriors 1


  


  MARLA MONROE


  Copyright © 2014


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter One


  


  Ellie Carpenter banged her head against the steering wheel in frustration. Why was this happening to her? She’d just had the stupid car in the shop the week before, getting it checked over to be sure she didn’t need anything done before winter set in. It couldn’t be the battery, because her lights automatically turned on and off. It had been fine when she’d stopped in at the convenience store to grab a few Diet Cokes. What was the freaking problem?


  Sitting there wasn’t getting her anywhere, and she was supposed to be on her way to her brother’s house for her nephew’s birthday party. Susan needed help getting everything together, and Ellie didn’t want to leave her in the lurch.


  She sighed and climbed out of the car after hitting the hood release latch. Ellie ran her fingers under the edge of the hood to find the catch and pulled it. The hood lifted without a problem. She wasn’t even sure why she was bothering to look since she didn’t have a clue what to look for. It just seemed like what she needed to do. The battery cables looked like they were secured to the battery terminals, and there wasn’t any corrosion around them that she could see. Nothing looked drastically off to her, but since she wasn’t a mechanic and didn’t know the first thing about cars, it wasn’t really all that surprising.


  “Having trouble?” a deep voice asked from behind her.


  Ellie nearly yelped as she quickly turned toward the voice. A very tall, rough-looking man wearing leathers stood a few steps behind her. His colorful do-rag covered the top part of his head, but shiny black hair hung just past his shoulders. There was no hiding his broad shoulders or the width of his chest, even under the leather jacket he wore. With the various patches and pins on it, she couldn’t help but believe that he was a member of some biker gang in the area.


  He sighed and held his hands, palms up, out on either side. “I’m not going to hurt you. I just thought I’d offer to take a look for you.”


  Realizing he took her silence for fear, Ellie quickly spoke up. “I’d really appreciate that. I was on my way to my nephew’s birthday party. His mom is going to need some help with eight five-year-olds running around.”


  She cringed. There she went blabbering again. She always talked too much when she was nervous. How could she not be nervous around a man as blatantly masculine as this one was? He had to be three or four inches over six feet, and she was sure there were muscles under his leathers just by the way he stood and moved. No, this man was sex on a stick with a look of danger riding hard on his shirttails.


  “Well let’s see what we can do to get you on the road, then.” He took a step toward her, and she backed out of the way.


  Ellie didn’t miss the frown that flitted across his mouth when she did. No doubt he thought her an idiot who was frightened of spiders and mice—snakes, maybe, but not spiders and mice. She just knew better than to get caught in the path of someone like him. She’d experienced her share of heartaches with men like him and had sworn off of them. They didn’t settle down with women like her, if they settled down at all.


  The fact that he wore mirrored sunglasses didn’t help his bad boy image either. She really wanted to see his eyes. Were they blue or black like his hair? A lot could be learned about a man’s intentions just from looking in his eyes, like did he have a soul or not.


  “Does it make a clicking noise or try to turn over at all?” he asked with his head bent over the engine.


  “Not a sound. Even if I’d have left my lights on, I wasn’t in the store for more than five or ten minutes, tops.”


  “Sorry, but everything looks fine. Either your battery has a dead cell, or there’s something wrong with the electronics. I’d offer to jump you off, but I’m on my bike. Want a lift somewhere?” he asked, stepping back and closing the hood.


  She thought about her options. She couldn’t call Susan and have her deal with Andrew and put the party on hold. Her brother hadn’t made it home yet from his business trip, and April, her best friend, was working today. She would have to call for a tow, but that could take a while, and her sister-in-law really needed help without Jason being home.


  “If you’re sure you don’t mind. I have to call to have it towed, but that could take some time.”


  “I wouldn’t have offered if I minded,” he said with a slight grin. “Do you have anything that has to go with you?”


  “Just my purse and my drinks. Thank goodness I already took my present over to their house last night.”


  “I’m going to run and tell the store clerk that your car will be here for a while until the tow truck arrives. My bike is over there.” He pointed to a sleek black Harley parked next to the gas pumps.


  “Thanks. I really appreciate it.” She couldn’t believe she was accepting a ride from a total stranger, especially one who rode a bike.


  Jason is going to kill me if he finds out.


  No, make that when he found out, because he would find out. Where she was involved, her big brother by nine minutes made it his business to stick his nose into her business, despite the fact that she was twenty-nine years old. He thought that by being the one with balls and a stick to steer with, it meant she had to follow his directives and that his word was law.


  Ever since their parents died, her father less than four months after her mom, Jason had stepped up and taken over, despite only being seventeen at the time. Even though they’d lived with their elderly aunt, Jackie, it had been Jason who made all the decisions. At first she’d been so upset and lost without their parents that she’d allowed it without thinking about it, thankful that he was able to function and make the necessary decisions and arrangements so that she didn’t have to. After she turned twenty, though, Ellie had had enough and stepped out on her own, much to her brother’s displeasure.


  Now, as she walked over to the massive black motorcycle, Ellie could appreciate that her brother worried about her. She was about to take a chance she probably shouldn’t be taking. Still, she wasn’t really afraid of him. He didn’t give her those types of goose bumps. No, what she felt were of a much more sensual nature. And therein lay the danger. This long, tall drink of water was way out of her league.


  “I know it’s a kick ass machine that’s hot to look at, but if we’re going to get you to that birthday party, we need to get moving.”


  Ellie jerked around with a yelp. The stranger had removed his shades, and dark blue eyes pinned her where she stood. There was no doubt that this man had a soul, or that he had wicked intentions from the way they flashed as he looked her up and down. Ellie wasn’t worried because she had no intentions of getting involved with him.


  “Ready?” he asked.


  “Um, yeah,” she managed to get out as he took her purse and the plastic bag with her drinks in it.


  She watched him lock them away in the saddlebags before he handed her his helmet. Then he climbed on the bike like it was second nature. He started it and revved it once before looking pointedly at her, then over his shoulder. It was obvious he expected her to climb on behind him. Ellie quickly strapped the helmet on, then climbed on behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist. Without warning, the stranger took off, leaving the parking lot of the convenience store behind in a noisy wake.


  “Directions,” he called back over his shoulder.


  She gave him the street name and how to get to it, but he already seemed to know where it was. When he got close enough to her brother’s house that she could point it out, Ellie realized she was disappointed that it had been such a short ride. It felt good to ride behind him, the wind in her hair, with her body pressed tightly against a hunky man.


  When he pulled up behind her sister-in-law’s car, she didn’t linger no matter how much she wanted to. Pulling off the helmet, she handed it to him with a smile.


  “Thanks for the ride. I appreciate it.”


  “No problem. Name’s Rex,” he said with a smile.


  She watched him fasten the strap beneath his chin, finding it difficult to take her eyes off of his strong fingers and the stubbly chin the strap caressed. It dawned on her that he was waiting on her to reciprocate with her name. Ellie smiled and looked down at her hands.


  “I’m Ellie.” She watched as he nodded before climbing off the bike to unlock the saddlebags and hand over her purse and drinks.


  When he straddled the machine once again, Ellie was aware that she was still standing there like an idiot. She nodded and turned to walk toward the front door. She nearly lost her balance when his large hand wrapped around her wrist and pulled her back in his direction. She met his gaze as he steadied her, something in his eyes capturing her just as easily as his hand had.


  “You owe me for the ride, Ellie.”


  “I–I do?”


  “Yes. You do. Kiss me, and we’ll call it even,” he said in a voice so deep it plucked at something inside of her.


  Her breath caught in her chest. Kiss him? Was he serious?


  “K–kiss you?” she asked in a squeaky voice.


  “Kiss me.”


  Ellie’s mouth opened to protest, but, instead, she breathed in his scent. He smelled like a sun-warmed rock and aged leather. It gave her a feeling of safety and comfort when everything about him screamed danger in bright neon lights. She leaned forward and brushed her lips lightly across his, then retreated. The fact that he let her go and didn’t call foul at her quick escape and half-hearted payment told her that he only did it to challenge her and didn’t really want her kiss.


  She gritted her teeth with the disappointment that she shouldn’t feel and took a step backwards.


  “Thanks for the ride—Rex.” Then she turned and walked fast toward the door before she let herself feel anything more where this man was concerned. The sound of the motorcycle growling to life was one more reminder of who and what he was.


  Susan opened the door for her before she’d even managed to knock. The sound of Rex and his big bike roaring down the street began to fade as she stepped inside to the completely different sound of children at play.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rex pulled into his drive ten minutes later still thinking about the pretty Ellie. Her honey gold hair swirling around her in the warm wind as she’d glared with murderous intent at her engine had caught his eyes at first. The way her jeans hugged her generous hips and sweet, squeezable ass had prodded him to see what other delights might be part of the package. When she’d looked up at him with the lightest hazel eyes he’d ever seen, Rex had known she was the one. For one moment, everything else had faded away, and all he saw was her.


  Then her eyes had registered his leathers and scruffy look, and those amazing eyes displayed unease, if not downright fear. It had taken him a second to realize that he probably looked the part of an evil biker gang member. Well, that was because he was, in a way. Maybe not the evil part, but he was a biker gang member, just not the type she probably thought.


  As he drove up the long drive, his garage door opened so that he could pull inside next to his truck. The door closed automatically, and Rex climbed off the bike, jerking the snaps on the chinstrap so he could pull off the head cage. After setting it on the shelf next to the bike, he opened one of the saddle bags, pulled out the bag from the VA, and carried it with him as he crossed the garage to unlock the door to his house.


  Once inside, Rex quickly decoded the alarm before entering the kitchen from the mudroom. He tossed the bag on the counter next to the fridge. He’d worry about it later. Right now, all he wanted was a beer and to think.


  Ellie.


  Her name seemed to whisper relief through his aching soul. Looking into her slightly unsure eyes had been like seeing his future in a different light. One of his old buddies had once said that when he’d found the woman who would become his wife, he had seen their unborn children in her eyes. Maybe there was something to that after all. He would swear he’d seen her sitting with him on his front porch swing.


  Shaking his head, Rex grabbed a bottle from the fridge and walked over to his favorite chair and sat down as he removed the cap on his beer. One long, ice-cold swallow later, he set the nearly half-empty bottle on the side table and toed off both boots. After pulling off his socks and stuffing them in the boots, he pulled the seam along the left leg of his jeans from the hem, and it split halfway up his leg so that he could get to his leg.


  Well, it was where part of his leg used to be. Now he stared at the new and improved part of him that continued to burn and ache despite its lack of nerves. Metal and silicone formed his lower leg instead of the bone, sinew, muscle, and skin he’d been born with. It didn’t take but a few seconds to remove the offending part, but it did take a while before he was able to touch the remaining stump to massage away some of the irritation that never seemed to totally disappear.


  “Fuck. This is bullshit.” Rex grabbed the bottle off the table and upended it, gulping down the still-cold brew, then slamming the empty bottle down on the coaster.


  He leaned back in the chair and shoved with his hands until it reclined. He closed his eyes and ran both hands over his face several times to push past the stinging tears that burned just below the surface. Too often he found himself in this spot, alone and angry, struggling to find his next reason to wake up to another day of his life. Yesterday it was because he was riding with his gang to say good-bye to someone he’d never met before. The man deserved an escort and protection for his family from protesters who always seemed to find the time to show up. Today it had been because he had to show up at the VA to help the new guys navigate the gym with someone who’d already been there and done that.


  Tomorrow? What would be his reason to wake up tomorrow? No funerals to attend, and it was a Sunday so no one needed his help with therapy. Maybe tomorrow would be the day he didn’t wake up.


  He lay there with one arm thrown over his eyes, letting his mind wander in case there was something that he had promised someone that he’d forgotten about. Images of Ellie appeared instead. He could still feel the mounds of her breasts as they pressed against his back while they’d been heading to her sister-in-law’s house. It had gotten him more than a little turned on. Hell, just looking at her bent over the car had made his dick hard.


  Face it, Rex. I’m in lust, and she’s not the least bit interested in a roughneck biker, much less the damaged man I am. Jack off like normal, and let it go, man.


  He blew out a breath, banishing thoughts of her to another room in the many compartments of his head. He would bring her out when he was alone in the shower or his bed. Right now Rex needed to remember what he was supposed to do the next day. As much as he hated to have to do it, he figured the only way he’d remember was if he got up and hobbled into the office to look on his calendar.


  He could do it now or wait until he was ready to head to bed and stop on the way by to check. Waiting suited him much better. No reason to make an extra trip across the floor if he didn’t have to. He hated hopping, or worse, using the damn crutches. There was no ignoring the oppressive presence of them lying on the floor next to his chair, no matter how much he liked to pretend they weren’t there. They were a constant reminder that he lacked something and always would now.


  Hell, he wished he’d brought the bottle of Jack with him when he sat down. At the very least he should have grabbed two beers instead of the one. He’d known he would finish that first one fast. Now he was stuck with nothing to drink unless he got desperate enough to hop or grab those damn crutches.


  “Fucking idiot. You can’t remember crap anymore.”


  Rex remembered every millisecond of that damn blast that had killed most of his platoon and left him footless with a head injury, but he couldn’t recall what he was supposed to do the next day without a fucking note to remind him.


  “Hell!” He rubbed at his eyes again.


  Might as well go look at the damn calendar and see what’s on the agenda. There would be something, because there always was.


  Giving himself another few minutes to relax as much as he ever did, Rex played the game he always played and challenged himself to wait it out as long as possible before he gave in to the need to know. One, two, three minutes passed before he finally cursed and gave in to the skin-itching need to know.


  Rex pushed the chair down using his good leg and sat up. Without looking, he reached down to one side and grabbed the offensive crutches and pushed himself to his foot. Then he leaned over and grabbed the artificial part of himself and fixed it on the hook he’d set up to carry it when he was on the wooden contraptions.


  The office was just off the living room, exactly ten swinging steps from his chair to the doorway. He used the rubber tip of the crutch to push the door all the way open and crossed the threshold of not knowing into everything he had ever known and ever would need to know.


  Leaning the crutches against the wall next to the door so the prosthesis didn’t hit the floor, he hopped twice to get to his chair. As soon as he sat in it, things seemed to calm inside of him. Here, at least, he knew who he was and what his purpose was. Here he was in control, and there were always happy endings.


  What had started out as a way to work through the pain and depression after the bomb had turned into a career that had taken him by surprise. Not only was he able to support himself and help others, but he could lose himself in the process for a little while, escaping the reality of life without his lower leg.


  He looked at the calendar that always remained open on his desk. Saturday, June 16th, 2012. VA Therapy Class and, below that, Chapter Fifteen is where Luke realizes he is going to lose Sandy if he doesn’t make a decision one way or the other.


  Sunday the seventeenth he had written in to finish the edits for Gabriel’s Redemption and send them to his editor. He relaxed. As long as there was something written on the calendar, he felt like he had a reason to get up. He remembered the strange scent of vanilla and mint in a warm kitchen, and Ellie’s face drifted through his thoughts. She’d smelled so damn good when she’d brushed her lips across his for that brief moment. He imagined she tasted even better, but she hadn’t given him a chance to find out.


  He turned on the computer, pulled up Chapter Fifteen of his current book, and wondered if a person could replace his need to have something on his calendar every day. To do that, she’d have to be in his life, and right now, she wasn’t. But maybe she could be if he was able to find her again. To do that, he’d have to remember her when he woke up in the morning. He could write her on his calendar, but that would be cheating.


  Chapter Two


  


  Sunshine poured through the slits in the slats of her blinds where the cat had chewed on them. It burned her eyes, despite them being closed. Why couldn’t she sleep all morning on Sundays? She had to get up early every other morning of the week.


  Damn!


  Right on time, Captain Jack jumped up on the bed and plodded his way up her body until he sat on her chest. There he settled down and started that broken purr he had that always tickled her.


  “I swear you sound like a sputtering motorcycle, Cap.” Immediately, she remembered Rex.


  Thoughts of the handsome biker had plagued her off and on all afternoon the day before. She’d enjoyed spending time with her nephew and helping Susan navigate the sea of five-year-olds high on sweets and full of enough energy to run an entire city if they could just figure out how to harness it.


  Once the party was over and everyone had left, with Jason Jr. down for a much needed and resisted nap, the questions had started. Susan hadn’t missed her ride or the almost-not-there kiss she’d given the man. Ellie had to give it to her. She’d remained quiet about it until they were alone and cleaning up, but it hadn’t made it any easier to deal with. Jason had trained her well when it came to interrogating his sister.


  “Who was that on the bike?” she had asked with a smile.


  “Rex. He gave me a ride when my car wouldn’t start. I need to make sure the tow truck picked it up and find out what’s wrong with it.” She had pulled her cell phone out of her purse to check her messages.


  “Don’t try and change the subject, El. Who is he? He looked dangerous.” Susan stuck her hands on her hips.


  The fact that Ellie was almost two years older than Susan didn’t faze the other woman. She had Jason’s determination to take care of his little sister by nine whole minutes firmly imbedded in her. With Jason out of town on business, it fell to her to make sure Ellie stayed out of trouble.


  “I’m not. Just a minute, and let me check on my car.” She’d listened as the dealership answered.


  It turned out that she did have a dead cell in her battery, but they had replaced the battery, which was still under partial warranty. She could pick the Pathfinder up any time before six. When she’d told Susan, the other woman had nodded and continued with her questions.


  “You know I’ll take you to pick it up after Jason wakes up from his nap. Now tell me about this guy. Where did you meet him? How long have you known him?”


  Ellie sighed. For a minute she considered lying and telling her sister-in-law that she’d known him for a few months, but lying had never ended well for her. She could never keep up with the lies. One always led to another, each one building on the last one until you couldn’t draw a breath without adding to the mess. No, she was better off dealing with the fallout now than trying to maneuver through a web of deceit.


  “Actually, I just met him when my car wouldn’t start at the store. He offered me a ride, and I accepted.” She slipped the phone back in her purse and returned to picking up the post-birthday party mess.


  “You got on the back of a motorcycle with someone you didn’t even know? Are you crazy? He could have been a gang member and carried you off to God knows where. El, I swear, you don’t think about the possible consequences of your choices sometimes. Jason is going to blow a fuse when finds out.” Susan tossed a handful of napkins in the big black garbage bag they had set up in the middle of the den.


  “Just promise me you won’t tell him until after he gets home. I don’t want him on the road all upset, Susan,” she said with sigh. “And I do think about the consequences. I thought about you struggling with a group of five-year-olds all alone and knew I couldn’t be any later than I was.” She pulled the candy wrappers out from under the sofa cushions and tossed them in the bag.


  “Don’t you dare try and blame this on me, El!” Susan’s outrage was obvious.


  “I’m not. I’m just saying that I do think. I trusted him. His eyes looked honest to me. They weren’t hard, cold, or little beady things that said he was a hardnosed criminal.”


  “You’re acting like this is funny,” Susan complained.


  “Look. I’m twenty-nine years old. I don’t tell you or Jason how to live your lives. I’m doing just fine.” She hoped Susan didn’t bring up the time she’d had to call Jason at three in the morning to bail her out of jail when her date had turned out to be wanted for drug possession.


  She sighed. The charges on her had been dropped since she hadn’t had anything on her and wasn’t under the influence. Besides, Jason had thought Ben was a nice guy when he’d met him. That wasn’t her fault.


  No. She didn’t bring that up, but she did bring up the time she’d forgotten to check her gas gauge before heading to Austin for a weekend of shopping and ended up stranded in the middle of nowhere with no cell coverage. She also brought up the time Ellie ended up in the emergency room getting her shoulder and back sewn up when she’d climbed through a barbed wire fence to rescue Captain Jack from the dogs that had been terrorizing the tiny kitten.


  She didn’t regret that one bit, not one single stich of the twenty-five it had taken to close the cuts, though she hadn’t much liked the tetanus shot they’d made her take even though she swore she’d had one four years earlier. Cap was the best friend she’d ever had, despite the loss of one of his eyes and the strange way he walked.


  “Are you even listening to me?” Susan had asked, jarring her from her thoughts.


  “Yes, but honestly, I’ve heard it all at least a dozen times before.” She knew she was being rude, but there was only so much nagging she could take.


  “Ellie, you kissed the man. A complete stranger, and you kissed him!”


  “I owed him for the ride,” she said as if that explained it all.


  Susan’s mouth had opened then closed without saying another word. They had finished cleaning up the birthday party destruction in silence. Every once in a while, Ellie had felt Susan’s eyes on her, but the other woman hadn’t said anything more. As soon as Jason Jr. woke from his nap, Susan had taken her to the Nissan dealership to pick up her SUV. Her parting words had said it all.


  “I’m sure Jason will call you once he gets home.”


  As Ellie lay in bed, she wondered what time that would be. She rubbed over Captain Jack’s gray striped head as the tabby cat’s motor really revved up into a sputter worthy of a big cat. She chuckled and rubbed her nose against his.


  “Got to get up, Cap. Big brother is liable to drive over instead of letting me have it over the phone.” She set the scrawny cat down next to her and rolled over to climb out of bed.


  Coffee first, then a shower. Hopefully Jason would hold off until after lunch. Captain Jack gave a loud yowl and jumped to the floor next to her. Right. Coffee, feed Cap, then shower. He would let her set the coffee up before she fed him, but if she didn’t feed him after that, there was a good chance she wouldn’t get that first cup of coffee.


  It took her a few seconds to get the Mr. Coffee going. She really wanted to get one of those new Keurig machines but hadn’t wanted to spend the money on one badly enough yet. She kept starting a jar fund to get one, but something always came up that meant she had to rob the Keurig fund for something else. One day she’d actually manage to save enough to buy the damn thing. Then she would come up with something else for her jar fund.


  As she poured the dry food into Captain Jack’s bowl, it dawned on her that she’d have to make a run to the store. She hadn’t gotten to the day before, with the birthday party and her car screwing up. She sighed. Great. She hated shopping, even if it was for groceries. She made a note on her grocery list to get cat food. Then she poured a cup of coffee and sipped it while she rubbed down Cap’s back with her bare foot.


  Once she’d managed to get half the cup down, Ellie carried it to the bathroom with her. She’d take a nice long shower to help her fully wake up, then she’d tackle her housecleaning chores. She could put off going to the grocery store until later in the afternoon.


  Taking one more delicious sip of her morning eye opener, Ellie set the cup on the counter and climbed into the shower. She wished she had a walk-in shower like Jason and Susan had, but her tub shower was better than not having one at all. She moaned as the hot water sluiced over her stiff muscles. Running after five-year-olds was a lot more work than it looked like. The fact that she’d picked up and carried a few of them was probably what contributed to her tired muscles this morning.


  She thought she heard her cell phone ringing in the bedroom, but she wasn’t about to get out of the shower to answer it. It would more than likely be her brother with a few choice words to say to her about Rex and her usual bad choice in men. He could wait until she was finished.


  Thinking about Rex while she was all soaped up and running her hands over her body wasn’t a good idea. She had no idea what he had going on under those well-worn leathers he’d been wearing, but her imagination was doing just fine giving him lots of smooth muscles in all the right places and a nice, firm package where it counted.


  Ellie groaned as her hands smoothed down her slick skin, pretending they were his touching her, caressing her. She couldn’t have him in real life, but in her shower or in her bed, she could have anyone she wanted, any way she wanted them. Of course the orgasms weren’t nearly as satisfying, but then, in real life there were no guarantees there either. God knows she could vouch for that. No, playing with her fantasy lovers was a sure thing and much safer in the long run for both her heart and her body.


  That one brief kiss, a brushing of lips really, had given her all the fuel she’d needed for a very real and satisfying fantasy of Rex in her shower, or in the bed, or over the back of the couch. God, there were endless possibilities where this one was concerned. Hell, he was bad boy enough to take her in the middle of a parking lot outside some bar. She could see him pushing her against the side of a truck, or even against a wall. He’d pin her between him and the bricks with one beefy arm on either side of her head and lean in to take her mouth in a hard kiss.


  Yeah, take. He wouldn’t ask permission, but take what he wanted, and she’d gladly give it to him and ask for more. She shivered as her body grew hot and her skin too tight. She was sure her pussy was wet, and not from the shower. Just to make sure, Ellie ran her palms over her stiff nipples before tugging on them with her fingers.


  He’d shove her bra up along with her shirt and suck hard on her nipple while he pulled and twisted the other one with his callused fingers. She could almost feel the bite of his teeth on the tender nub, and still it wouldn’t be enough. He’d rub his whiskered cheek across the pebbled nubs, sending shivers down her body. Ellie pulled and twisted her nipples, uncaring that she was making needy sounds as she did.


  In her mind, Rex would spin her around so that her hands slapped against the hard brick wall. Then he’d run his hard hands down her abdomen to unfasten her jeans, one button at a time until he could shove them down her legs, taking her panties with them. She ran her own hands down the slick skin of her belly to the trimmed curls of her mound and teased her clit with one finger, all the while thinking how Rex would squeeze her ass cheeks before sliding a finger inside her cunt to make sure she was ready for him.


  Ellie moaned. Hell yeah, she was ready for him. Her pussy was leaking fluids faster than a tire with a nail in it lost air. He would play with her wet pussy while he flicked open his jeans and lowered the zipper so his thick, hard cock could spring free. Then, when she was sure she’d go crazy with need, Rex would line up his dick with her dripping slit and slide in balls deep.


  God, it would feel so good. He’d pound into her while her hands braced against the rough brick wall, his hands gripping her hips to keep her in place. Ellie gasped as her fingers played over her clit while the fingers of her other hand continued to torture her nipples. So close. So damn close. Need burned in her blood to the point of pain.


  She so needed this. Rex’s cock stretched her so good. It wouldn’t take much to send her flying. Just a few more long hard strokes, and she’d come apart. The faster her fingers flicked over her clit, the higher the pressure grew until she knew just one more second and…


  Someone banged on her front door loud enough she could hear it over her pounding heart and the beat of the shower against the back wall. Who in the hell was banging on her door like the house was on fire on a Sunday morning?


  Jason. Fuck!


  Ellie shut off the water and stepped over the edge of the tub to grab a towel off the shelf. She yelled at the top of her lungs to hold on.


  “I’m coming, Jason! Give me a damn minute!”


  The pounding stopped, letting her know she was right and it was her brother at the door. What in the hell was his problem? She quickly dried off, pulled on a pair of panties, and rummaged in her drawer for shorts and a T-shirt. Once she was decent, Ellie stomped to the door and unlocked it before flinging it open to glare at her brother standing on her front porch.


  It was obvious by the way he stood with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face that he had plenty to say to her about her bike ride the day before. In that moment, she almost hated her sister-in-law, but Susan was a wonderful wife and mother. Ellie couldn’t fault her for believing her husband was only looking out for his little sister.


  “Are you going to yell at me out there where the entire neighborhood can hear you, or do you want to come inside and keep it between the two of us?” she asked, stepping back.


  He opened then closed his mouth before striding inside to stand in front of her TV while she closed the door behind him. When she turned and leaned back against the door, crossing her own arms to wait for him to blow, she had no doubt he noticed that she wasn’t acting like she normally did when he was about to read her the riot act. Usually she immediately started in with reasons he shouldn’t be fussing at her or getting into her business. Not today. She’d had enough of his interference, regardless of how good his intentions were.


  Jason stared at her for a full minute without saying one word. Finally, he dropped his arms and propped them on his hips and sighed.


  “Ellie, what were you thinking?” he asked, shaking his head.


  She didn’t say anything. What was the point? No matter what she said, it wouldn’t be the right answer.


  “You didn’t even know the guy, and you got on the back of a bike with him. He could have carried you anywhere or gotten into a wreck with you on the back.” When she still didn’t say anything, he frowned. “What’s wrong with you?”


  “Nothing. I’m just letting you have your say is all. Are you done?” she asked.


  “Hell, no! I want to know why you thought it would be okay to trust a complete stranger, who, I might add, was wearing gang patches? Are you doing drugs, El?” Jason asked with a completely serious expression on his face.


  She couldn’t have stopped if she’d wanted to. Ellie burst out laughing, almost doubling over with it. The very idea that her twin brother thought she might be using was just too funny for words. How had they come to this? If she didn’t conform to his way of thinking or act like he thought she should act, then she had to be on drugs?


  “El, we can get you in rehab, get you some help before it gets bad, Sis. I should have realized you were having trouble before now, but work has kept me so busy,” he said, running his hand through his short hair.


  “Jason. Stop it. Listen to yourself,” she said, sobering at the worry in his voice. “I’m not taking drugs. I rarely even take a drink. You know that. Even if I was, why is it your responsibility to have seen it coming and prevented it? I’m twenty-nine years old, Jason. I can and do take care of myself. It’s not your job to do it for me.”


  Her brother just stared at her as if he hadn’t heard a thing she’d just said. Ellie walked across the floor to stop right in front of him. She wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her forehead on his chest. At barely five inches over five feet, his six foot height had always seemed like a huge contrast. Right now, with worry and maybe even a little fear evident on his face, the difference didn’t seem all that great. Instead, what she saw was her big brother feeling helpless in keeping her safe. How did she make him realize that his responsibility laid with his wife and son, not his adult sister?


  “You make it so hard to keep my promise, El. Why do you have to be so hard headed?” he asked in a tired voice.


  “A six-year-old boy promised his dad the first day of school to watch out for his sister because she was younger and a girl. I think you more than fulfilled that promise, don’t you? It’s time to put it to bed, Jason. I’m not that scared little girl who didn’t want to go to school. I’m not even a teenager crying over my first broken heart. I’m a woman who has to make my own mistakes and live my own life the only way I can—my way.”


  Ellie slowly relaxed when her brother finally wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tight. Maybe she’d finally gotten through to him. Maybe he would back off some and worry more about his wife and their son instead of who she was talking to or where she had been the night before.


  “I just want you safe, El. I can’t lose you, too.”


  “Oh, Jason. I’m not going anywhere. I’m always going to be your sister, and I’ll always live nearby. But I need some room to breathe, Jason. Trust me to be able to make my own decisions. I know I can always call you if I need help or some advice.” Ellie pulled back and looked up at her brother’s face.


  “I’ll try. That’s all I can promise, Sis. I can’t stand the idea of you getting hurt. If you keep acting crazy and accepting rides from strange bikers, you’re going to end up hurt. Please don’t do something stupid,” Jason said, resting his hands on her shoulders.


  “I can’t promise I won’t make mistakes. I’m human, and since I tend to be less conservative than you are, I’m bound to get hurt sometimes, but I promise I’ll be careful.” She hoped he could live with that. It was the best she could give him.


  “Tell me about this Rex dude. Are you seeing him? What does he do?”


  Ellie rolled her eyes but figured he couldn’t change in the blink of an eye. “I’m not seeing him and don’t have a clue what he does for a living. I really doubt I’ll ever see him again. He doesn’t know my last name, and I don’t know his. He gave me a ride. End of story.”


  “You kissed him, El!” Jason’s eyes widened in shock.


  “So? I didn’t sleep with him, and even if I had, it wouldn’t have meant anything. It was barely even a kiss.” She shook her head and turned toward the kitchen. She needed another cup of coffee and had left her cup in the bathroom. It was cold by now anyway.


  “At least tell me you protect yourself, El. Getting pregnant we could handle, but there are things out there that could kill you.” He followed her into the kitchen.


  She laughed, shaking her head as she pulled two mugs down and filled them with the remainder of the coffee from the pot. Thank goodness it hadn’t already shut off. Nothing was worse than microwaved coffee.


  “Jason, I always insist on a condom if things go that far, but if I were to get pregnant, it wouldn’t be us handling it. It would be me. I’m sure I’d have your support when I needed it, but I would be the one ultimately responsible for the consequences.” She handed him a mug and leaned back against the counter to take a sip. “Besides, in order to catch anything or get pregnant, I would have to be having sex in the first place. Despite your conviction that I sleep with every guy I meet, I don’t.”


  “I don’t think you sleep around, Ellie. It’s just that you’re so open and giving. People, guys especially, will take advantage of that,” he said.


  “I know that, Jason. Even when it looks like someone is pulling one over on me, I know what’s going on. I don’t take crap off of you. Do you really think I would let someone walk all over me?” She snorted. “Yeah, I have a soft heart and tend to take on other people’s problems, but if I didn’t want to, I wouldn’t do it.”


  “Yeah. I guess I know that. I just don’t like it when someone screws with my baby sister,” Jason responded with a slight grin.


  “Change baby sister to twin sister. Stop seeing me as younger than you and remember that we’re really the same age. I think the older we got, the bigger our supposed age difference grew for you. There aren’t years, or months, or even days between us, Jason. There were nine short minutes, and from what Mom said about my foot coming out with your ass, I kicked you out to give myself more room.”


  He chuckled. “I remember her telling everyone that story over and over when people realized we were twins.”


  “I miss them,” she admitted.


  “Yeah. I do, too. I wish they could have been around to meet Susan and see Jason born. There were times I could have really used some of Dad’s sage advice.”


  “Yeah. There are just some things that only Mom’s hugs and kisses could take care of.” She looked down into her cup and remembered how, as a child, she could always count on her mom to mediate the fights she and Jason had so that they didn’t kill each other or break something in the attempt.


  “So you’re not seeing this Rex guy?” he asked, still a bloodhound on a scent.


  She sighed. “No. I’m not seeing him. I doubt we’ll ever even cross paths again.”


  He turned up the coffee cup and drained it before butt bumping her out of the way to rinse it out in the sink. Leaving it there, he turned and gave her a kiss on her forehead. Pulling back, he just stared into her eyes for a few seconds, then nodded and stepped away.


  “I better get back home before Susan sends the cops over to break us up. I have a little boy to give a present to before he writes me off as his dad.”


  “Jason?”


  He stopped and looked at her.


  “I love you, big brother. Take care of your wife and Jason. Don’t waste any time with them. Five-year-olds grow up fast, and women like Susan are hard to find.” She smiled at him to soften the censure.


  He nodded and walked out of the room. A few seconds later, she heard her front door open then close softly. She turned and grasped the sink to keep from sinking to the floor and crying. As much as she hoped that her brother would cut the strings that tied them together, she was going to miss them. There were days she felt so alone and empty inside, but there in the back of her mind had been the comforting knowledge that Jason was still a part of her and would always be there. He still would, but he belonged to Susan and Jason Jr., not her.


  Ellie hoped one day she’d find someone to belong to her. Until then, she had Captain Jack and all of her crazy friends to keep her busy. One day she’d find someone who needed her as much as she needed them to watch her back for those times when she got in a little over her head.


  With that thought, she straightened up and uncurled her fingers from around the edge of the sink to get started on Sunday chores. Captain Jack rubbed his scared face back and forth across her legs, his sputtering purr reminding her of Rex’s bike and the almost kiss that had felt like something more.


  Chapter Three


  


  As Rex parked in the store parking lot, he sighed. He hated shopping. Maybe he should hire someone to do his shopping for him.


  Yeah, right. Wimp out. I’m not a freaking invalid.


  No, he wasn’t an invalid. He was a productive member of society just like he told all those guys at the VA every day he went. That meant braving the damn grocery store to get supplies for the next week.


  Now get out of the damn truck and get it over with, Rex.


  He opened the door and climbed down, locking the door and closing it behind him. Patting his back pocket to be sure he had his wallet, Rex then checked his shirt pocket to be sure he had his list with him. He’d finally figured out where they put everything in the store, and now he made out his list so that he could go up and down the aisles without needing to backtrack for something he forgot.


  As he stepped through the automatic doors and grabbed a buggy that rolled decently, he pulled the list out along with his pen and headed for the produce on the right side of the store. It was a little busier than he liked, but then, he’d gotten behind and this was the latest he’d ever shopped on a Sunday. Normally he liked to go before lunch when most folks were in church. At nearly three in the afternoon, he had to navigate around the other carts and wait his turn to squeeze the fruit and check for spots on the vegetables. He’d never really understood why people did all of that, but he followed suit and prayed he didn’t get something that had been bruised by the last set of hands.


  As he reached the canned vegetable aisle, something caught his eye. He looked at the other shoppers, and, to his surprise, Ellie, from the convenience store the day before, stood not eight feet away staring up at the top shelf with her hands on her hips. What were the odds that he’d see her again when he’d never seen her there before? Then it dawned on him that he remembered her and had actually thought about her twice that day. It was unusual for him to remember something recent without a reminder of some kind.


  Then again, Ellie wasn’t a usual daily occurrence for him. She wasn’t usual at all. There was just something about her that had lodged her firmly in his memories, despite his problem with short-term memory from his head injury. The fact that he’d run across her twice in two days said that he needed to pay attention. He believed in fate and that you had sure as hell pay attention to the little things. It was one significant, overlooked little thing like the dropped doll on the side of the road that had killed his friends and left him with part of his leg missing and a crazy type of memory loss.


  They called it a form of anterograde amnesia. He remembered everything up until the moment the bomb had detonated when he was in the Army. Once he woke up from the coma he’d been in nearly three weeks later, he had lost part of his leg, many of his friends, and some of his mind’s ability to remember. He couldn’t remember what he was supposed to do from one day to the next and relied on notes and others to remind him. Unless something made a major impression on him, he wouldn’t remember it the next day.


  So, Rex took it as a sign that since he did remember Ellie and she was right there in front of him, he should go and talk to her. It looked as if she needed help with something on the top shelf. That he could handle.


  He pushed his buggy closer to hers before leaving it to stand behind her. It looked as if she was staring at the jar of sliced mushrooms. He reached over her head and grabbed one. Her startled gasp made him smile as she spun around. The way her head slowly rose until she could look at his face let him know she was surprised to find someone so tall next to her. When it dawned on her who he was, her eyes widened slightly before a brief smile broke out across her face. He felt the warmth of that grin all over his body.


  “Was this what you wanted?” he asked, holding the jar of mushrooms up.


  “Rex? What are you doing here?” Her eyes held her smile in them for all of five seconds before they settled into a wary light.


  “Shopping, like you. I usually come on Sunday mornings, but something came up and I ended up having to wait until this afternoon. Do you shop here all the time?” he asked.


  “Um, yeah. I usually get here right after lunch, but I got busy with something and let the time get away from me.” Her eyes dropped to the jar of sliced mushrooms I held. “Um, I need another one if you don’t mind.”


  He chuckled and reached up to grab another one, noticing that she stepped back closer to her cart. It bothered him, but she really didn’t know him.


  Hell, we’re in the middle of a freaking grocery store filled with people. We’ve kissed. Okay, it wasn’t a real kiss, but still.


  Rex almost said something to her about it but held back. Instead, he handed her both jars, almost jumping out of his skin when their fingers touched and an electrical shock flashed between them. From the way she’d jerked her hands back nearly dropping the mushrooms, Ellie had felt it, too. It gave him hope that maybe he could get her to agree to go out with him. He really wanted to get to know her. Something about her made him feel good, calmed that constant growling that was always going on in his head these days.


  “Thanks.” She added the two jars to her other groceries.


  “Did you find out what was wrong with your car?” he asked, unwilling to let her leave.


  “It was a dead cell in my battery. You had it pegged,” she said, wrapping her hands around the handle of the buggy.


  Rex envied that cart’s handle right then. He would love to feel her hands on his bare skin. Hell, even wrapped around his waist again while they rode on his bike.


  “Happens,” he said. “How about grabbing a cup of coffee sometime?”


  “Um, yeah. Maybe.” She smiled at him.


  He pulled his phone off his belt. “Could I call you sometime?”


  Her eyes followed his hands as he fiddled with the phone, bringing up his contacts to add her to his list. He smiled, hoping it would encourage her to trust him. He wasn’t wearing his leathers today since he wasn’t on the bike, but he was still a big man she didn’t really know.


  “Oh. Sure.” She raddled off her number for him.


  “I’m Rex Fielder. Let me give you my number in case you get stranded again and need a ride,” he said.


  “Okay.” She pulled her phone out of her purse and programed his number in her phone.


  “Is there a last name I can add to your first name, Ellie?” he asked.


  “Carpenter. Ellie Carpenter. Sorry.” She pushed her phone back in the side pocket of her purse. “I better get moving. I’ve still got to finish shopping and then get ready for work tomorrow.”


  “Great to see you again, Ellie. I’ll call,” he said and walked back to his cart.


  “You, too.” She pushed her cart farther down the aisle.


  Rex watched her go, enjoying the way her ass swished ever so slightly in her jeans. Her pretty golden hair swayed slightly from side to side as she moved. He couldn’t help but wish they could have grabbed that coffee today, but they both had groceries to take home.


  He wondered what she did for a living. Did she work from home, in an office, or maybe teach? He couldn’t wait to find out everything about her. He had a last name now. He could find out a lot just by Googling her. It might not be the polite thing to do, but Rex needed to know more about her. The need rode him hard, and he wasn’t strong enough to resist it where she was concerned. Knowledge was power, and having more of it would help him achieve his current objective—getting closer to Ellie.


  Rex raced through his shopping, catching brief glimpses of her as he did, but he didn’t approach her again. She’d think he was stalking her, and she’d be right. As soon as he’d checked out, Rex loaded his groceries and quickly searched for where she’d parked. He found her little Nissan Pathfinder two rows over, and she was just about to pull out of the parking spot. The idea of following her to see where she lived crossed his mind, but Rex decided not to go that far.


  With that, he put his truck in gear and pulled out as well. As soon as he finished putting away the groceries, Rex’s leg was bothering him. He’d pushed himself too much. It needed some down time, so he sat down and pulled off his prosthesis, massaging the stump before using his crutches to get to the office.


  The moment he’d sat down, his calendar summoned him. He just glanced at it and booted up his computer. He could worry about tomorrow later. Right now, he wanted to explore Ellie Carpenter.


  


  * * * *


  


  Clark Givens sighed as he rode up the drive to Rex’s house. His friend was supposed to have met him at the gym for a workout. When he didn’t show and didn’t answer his phone, Clark got worried. He’d hopped on his bike and here he was, hoping his good friend just hadn’t remembered to check his calendar.


  The garage door was down, so he walked around to the front door and knocked. He waited for a few seconds before he pounded on the door again. If Rex didn’t have his prosthesis on, it would take him a few minutes to get there, but Clark was worried. Just as he lifted his fist to pound again, he heard the lock clicking, and the door opened to reveal a frowning Rex.


  “Hey, Clark. What’s going on?” he asked, maneuvering back so that Clark could enter.


  “I guess you just didn’t look at the calendar today,” Clark said.


  “Um, I was supposed to do something with you today. I’m sorry, man.” Rex headed for the office, wielding his crutches as if they were another part of his body. “Have a seat. Want a beer?”


  “Yeah, sounds good. What did you get all tied up with that you forgot to look at the calendar?” He hoped it was something good that had snagged his friend’s attention for a change. He spent too many evenings moping around.


  “Uh, yeah,” was all he said as he grabbed a beer and tossed it to Clark before getting one for himself out of the little fridge he kept in his office.


  Clark opened his beer and took a drink while Rex looked at the calendar and winced. It made him smile that his friend actually seemed to regret missing their sparring time. There had been too many times in the last year that Rex hadn’t much cared about anything. Clark didn’t really blame him for having bad days with what he’d been through and had to deal with on a daily basis, but it didn’t stop him from wanting the best for his friend.


  “I meant to check it before I sat down at the computer. I’m sorry, man.”


  “No problem. How’s the latest R.A. Fielder book going?” he asked.


  “Good. I’m actually a little ahead of schedule for a change. It’s almost writing itself this time. How are things down at the gym?”


  “Same old, same old. The kid I’m working with right now is a natural, but he’s got something going on at home that’s keeping his focus off.” Clark wanted to find out what it was, but he wasn’t sure it was a good idea to get into the kid’s personal life.


  “How old is he?” Rex asked, leaning back in his chair.


  “Twenty-two.”


  “Not a kid, really. We were on our second tour overseas by then. Any thoughts on what it is?” Rex frowned.


  “I thought it was female trouble at first, but he showed up with a lot of bruises last week that weren’t from training. I accused him of fighting outside the lines, but he assured me he wasn’t doing any underground fights for money. When I asked him about the bruises, he said he’d helped someone move and some furniture fell on him. Don’t believe him.” Clark was worried.


  “If you decide to investigate, be sure you call me and let me come along. No need going into something like that alone. Never know what the issues are these days.”


  Clark’s eyes snapped from the beer in his hands up to meet his friend’s. Rex was serious. It surprised him. Not that his friend wouldn’t offer to watch his back, but because he seemed sincerely interested. Usually the man was distracted with writing, depressed, or just not engaged. What was different with him? Whatever it was, Clark hoped it didn’t go away. He’d missed having Rex like he used to be, outgoing and always available for some fun.


  “Thanks, man. I’ll keep that in mind. So, what were you doing instead of trying to whip my ass?” Clark asked with a smirk.


  Rex grinned back at him. “Giving you a break from getting your ass whooped.”


  His friend turned and flicked his mouse to disengage the screen saver so that a file popped up and a pretty woman’s image appeared along with some information. Something about her smile and the way her eyes twinkled with mischief had him pulling his chair closer to the desk to get a better look.


  “She’s pretty. Who is she?” Clark asked. He could see that her name was Ellie Carpenter and she was twenty-nine years old, but who was she to Rex?


  “I met her yesterday when her car wouldn’t start. I gave her a ride to her brother’s house. Then I bumped into her again at the grocery store today.” Rex didn’t say anything else, just looked at the file.


  Clark looked from the cute woman with her honey-gold hair and hazel eyes to his friend’s face. Rex looked animated and actually excited about something outside of writing for the first time since the incident that had taken his foot. He should have known it would be over a woman.


  “Wait? You remembered her?” Clark nearly jumped out of his chair as that sank in with him.


  “Yeah. Wild, right? I can’t fucking remember that I’m supposed to meet you at the gym or what I do tomorrow, but I remembered her.” Rex’s eyes seemed to glow with the excitement that shown from them.


  “So when are you taking her out?” Clark asked.


  “I’m not sure. She’s nervous of me, but I told her I’d call her.” Rex looked back at her picture on the computer. “I had just gotten back from a ride and was looking pretty rough when she needed a ride. I’m really pretty surprised that she accepted it, but she was kind of desperate to get to her nephew’s birthday party.” Rex shrugged. “I don’t think I looked as tough at the grocery store.”


  “I expect not,” Clark said with a chuckle. “She looks like a real nice woman. If she’s smart, she’ll give you a chance.”


  Rex smiled, then it fell just as quickly. “She might be fine with me until things get farther along. I’m pretty scared up besides the stump. She might not be able to deal with it.”


  “Don’t think that way, man. Fuck! Give her a chance,” he said, frowning at the other man.


  Rex just nodded and closed the file with her picture on it. Clark could still see her pretty hazel eyes, though. There was something about her that made him want to find out more, but she was Rex’s. Seeing his friend happy made up for anything he might have missed out on with that one. It wasn’t like he was going to settle down anytime soon. Rex needed a warm woman in his bed at night to help him want to get up the next morning.


  “I thought I’d call her Tuesday or Wednesday to see if she wanted to get a cup of coffee after work one day. Don’t know what she does, but thought it might be a good way to start off.”


  “Sounds like a plan.” Clark nodded. “How are you doing with the new foot?”


  “It doesn’t pinch as much as the other one. I think once I get used to it I’ll be fine. Has a different weight to it, though, so walking was a bitch for a couple of days.” Rex winced. “Ended up with a sore place from the other one that I’ve had to work on.”


  Clark scowled at him. “Did you show it to your doc, or have you been treating it yourself instead?”


  “The therapist saw it and helped me with it. It’s almost well now. Contrary to popular opinion, I’m not stupid, Clark.” The look Rex was giving him said it all. “Don’t be such a wife with your fucking nagging.”


  He just shook his head. “I can remember when you didn’t say crap when you had a problem.”


  “Yeah, well, I learned my lesson on that.”


  Clark sighed and tossed his empty bottle in the garbage. “Ace called and said he got another donation to the gang to help with expenses when we ride for out-of-town funerals. Asked me to check with you to see how you were doing on funds. I told him I would. I’ll call him back tomorrow and tell him you’re fine. Suggested that he add some to Bill and Mike’s part.”


  “It’s hard for them to make ends meet with the economy what it is. I’m glad the gang is able to help the guys out some,” Rex said.


  “Hell, man. You’re part of the reason they can. Some of those donations come from you. Don’t pretend they don’t.” Clark stood up and squeezed his friend’s shoulder.


  “I just talked to some people who have the money to send and a reason to do it.” Rex grabbed his crutches and stood up.


  “You don’t have to walk me out. I know my way by now.” It was a useless comment. Rex wouldn’t take anything easy. He had to do everything as if there was nothing wrong with him.


  “Got to lock up behind you and set the alarm. Sorry about missing our sparring match. I’ll make sure I pay closer attention from now on.” Rex held the door open as Clark walked out on the porch.


  “I’ll call earlier next time. Oh, where is your phone anyway? I called several times before I came over.”


  Rex looked shocked and flipped open the holder on his belt to reveal his phone. Pulling it out, he checked it and shook his head.


  “I see where I missed your calls. Hell, I didn’t even hear them.”


  “Is it on silent or something?” Clark asked.


  “No. I just didn’t hear them for some reason,” he said, putting it back in the holder.


  “Too wrapped up in researching that woman you met to notice that I’d called you three times. Yeah, I’d say you’re already smitten with her. Better make your move soon before someone else snaps her up.”


  “Careful riding back home, Clark. Talk to you later,” Rex said, shaking his head.


  “Night, buddy.” Clark stepped off the porch and around to where he’d left his bike.


  On the way back to his place over the gym, Clark wondered if this lady that Rex had met would turn out to be good for him or not. If she rejected him, well, she wasn’t the woman for him anyway. He just hoped Rex could handle it.


  As he walked up the back stairs that led to his apartment, Clark wondered what the pretty hazel-eyed beauty did for a living, too.


  Chapter Four


  


  At a quarter to six Tuesday night, Ellie unlocked her door and walked inside her house, glad to finally be home. She liked her job, really she did, but it had been a long, tough day. Ellie’s position as a social worker with the city of Pleasant Grove meant she dealt with some horrific situations at times. While she didn’t normally handle children’s cases or deal with children’s services, it did come up sometimes. Today, though, she’d had to try and figure out how to help an elderly man who couldn’t make ends meet on his social security check. It broke her heart.


  She dropped her purse on the couch and headed right to the kitchen for something cold to drink. Armed with a cold glass of iced tea, Ellie popped a microwave dinner in and leaned against the counter to sip her tea while her dinner cooked. She couldn’t wait to take a nice long, relaxing bath and climb into bed. She was mentally and emotionally worn out. Sometimes nothing she did was enough, and those were the days she wished she did something else for a living.


  Just as the microwave dinged, signaling that her dinner was ready, her cell phone rang in her bag. Ellie hurried into the living room and pulled out her phone. Without checking to see who it was, she answered on the third ring.


  “Hello?”


  “Ellie, its Rex. How are you?”


  She felt her heart skip a beat then race forward at the sound of his husky voice.


  “Hi, Rex. How are you doing?” she asked.


  “Fine, fine. You sounded a little harried when you answered. Is this a bad time?” he asked.


  “No! I mean I was in the kitchen when the phone rang, and I had to run in the living room to grab it.” God, she was rambling again. He didn’t care if she had to run to catch the phone.


  “Well catch your breath. I was just calling to see if you wanted to get together sometime for a drink or a cup of coffee? Didn’t know what your work schedule is like, so you tell me when is good for you.”


  “Oh, um. My hours are kind of long sometimes. Maybe it would better if we make it Saturday. Is that okay with you?” she asked.


  “Saturday’s fine. I’ll even throw in dinner. I bet you could use a good steak after a hard week of working. Can I pick you up?” he asked.


  Ellie chewed on her lip trying to decide what to do. Should she let him pick her up? It wasn’t like he couldn’t find out where she lived now that he knew her name. For all she knew, he’d looked her up on the Internet. It wouldn’t take much to find out her address.


  “Sure. Would seven be too late?” she asked.


  “Seven is fine. Wear jeans, Ellie,” he said.


  “Okay.” She gave him her address, and he said goodnight.


  After she’d hung up, Ellie realized she was actually trembling with excitement. It had been a long time since she’d gotten this excited about a date. She felt like a teenager again. Then she thought about her brother and her assurance that she wasn’t seeing Rex. She needed to have a talk with him before Saturday. They might give each other hell now and then, but they didn’t lie to each other. That would be one conversation she wished she didn’t have to have though. Still, she’d been thinking about Rex off and on ever since she’d first met him. After running into him at the grocery store, her thoughts had multiplied. There was no way she was going to pass up the chance to see if there could be anything between them.


  Ellie returned to the kitchen and pulled her meal out of the microwave. While she ate it sitting at the bar that divided her little eat-in kitchen from the living room, thoughts of the man filled her head. The way he filled out those jeans being right at the top. When he’d been wearing his leathers, she could only guess at how he was built, but in the grocery store on Sunday, he wasn’t wearing the leather chaps or jacket. She could see the ripple of muscles through his chest and arms when he moved under the tight T-shirt he wore as he’d reached up for the second jar of mushrooms.


  Sweet Lord, he was fine.


  He was a little pushy, but at the same time, he seemed cautious and careful of her. What woman wouldn’t be drawn to an alpha male who knew how to temper all that he-man energy with tenderness, sensitive to her mood?


  Her thoughts returned to the tiny apartment where the seventy-five-year-old man, Mr. Grant, lived alone, having to make decisions on whether to buy his medication or food. There was dust on everything that he didn’t touch on a daily basis, and despite his obvious attempt to keep the kitchen clean, it was obvious he couldn’t see well enough to notice everything. Despite the fact that he’d worked as a taxi driver until he was sixty-eight and forced to retire, he didn’t have enough money to make ends meet, yet still didn’t qualify for other state assistance.


  Ellie had found a private charity that would provide him with sixty dollars a month for food, but she doubted it would be enough to keep him healthy and out of the hospital again. She was scared that one more episode would be too much for him.


  As she cleaned up the kitchen once she’d finished eating, Captain Jack watched and waited for her with silent patience. He reminded her of many of the older people she worked with on a daily basis, resigned to their lot in life. With Cap, though, she hoped he was happy with how his had turned out. He purred when she held him and seemed content when he settled at the foot of her bed each night.


  Why were there so many people out there with no one to turn to? Why didn’t families take care of each other anymore? Mr. Grant’s closest relative was a grandson who lived somewhere in Texas, the last he’d heard. The boy’s parents had died nearly ten years earlier in a car accident, essentially leaving him alone in the world.


  When she’d suggested getting in touch with the grandson to see if Mr. Grant could move closer to the young man, the older man had just shaken his head no.


  “Haven’t seen or heard from him since his parents died. Didn’t even see me to the airport after the funeral. He doesn’t have time for an old man like me. Leave it be, Ellie. Leave it be.”


  How could she do that? How could she just go on with her life knowing that Mr. Grant, poor Mrs. Sanford, and the others she tried to help were all struggling to live every day? The knowledge got to be too heavy on her sometimes, and she’d start thinking about finding a new job in a different field. Then she’d worry that the next person wouldn’t look hard enough for another way when the usual ones failed.


  Ellie bent to pick up Cap before heading for the bedroom. She deposited the purring, scraggly cat on the bed before stripping to take the bath she’d promised herself. As she walked into the bathroom, she remembered how Mr. Grant had worried about the family who lived upstairs from him. He was barely able to keep food in his belly, and he worried about someone else. But she’d promised she would look into the situation for him. She needed to take care of that in the morning so she could tell him when she saw him next week that she’d kept her promise.


  As soon as she sank into the warm water, scented with her favorite vanilla bath salts, Ellie forgot about everything except how good it felt to relax and let her thoughts drift for a while. She refused to allow anything to settle for too long while she lay there. Tomorrow would be soon enough to get back into the middle of it all. It was something she’d had to learn to do to keep from wallowing in depression over all the problems that crossed her desk. Tonight, she thought about riding on the back of a shiny black bike, holding tight to a handsome man with deep blue eyes.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rex had no trouble returning to his book after talking with Ellie. Her hesitation hadn’t bothered him. She’d said yes, agreeing to go to dinner with him. It would be the first time since the incident that he’d actually asked a woman on a date. He’d met up with women when he and Clark had gone to bars for a drink or two, but he hadn’t dated one in over a year now. He refused to let the constantly nagging self-doubts to ruin his anticipation. It wasn’t often these days that he could anticipate anything with his screwed up head.


  The book was coming along great. Like he’d told Clark on Sunday, it was almost writing itself. He’d finally embraced the need to incorporate more of the life he knew into his writing, and it was paying off. Now, he didn’t shy away from addressing some of the tougher things in life, like war and death and dismemberment. He had no idea what his editor would think about it, but it was what he needed to express in his writing.


  He hadn’t been the least bit surprised to find that the heroine in his book had taken on some of the characteristics of Ellie, with her shy smiles and tendency to ramble when she was nervous. He’d only been around her twice, yet he felt as if he’d known her for a long time already. He’d had to go back and change a few things in the beginning of the book to match how he was writing the heroine now.


  It still amazed him how much of the events centered around her he remembered from day to day. That hadn’t happened to him before. Since the incident overseas, Rex had been living in the distant past with shots of the present filtering in now and again. He’d decided that this must be what it was like to have the dreaded old folk’s disease, Alzheimer’s. At thirty-one, Rex was much too young to be stricken with the disease. He didn’t have enough of a past to live in as far as he was concerned. He needed more years to accumulate enough stuff to see him through the later years. Fate was a fickle bitch and played dirty tricks all the time.


  He refused to dwell on it. Things were looking up for him right now, and dammit, he was going to enjoy it while it lasted. It was doubtful Ellie would stick around long, if at all, once she got to know him better, but he’d deal with that when it happened.


  He spent the next three hours pounding away at the keys, completely submersed in the story and characters. When he finally stopped for a break, he realized it was nearly midnight. He needed to get to bed. Tomorrow was… What the fuck was tomorrow? He looked over at his calendar. It would be Thursday and a clinic day at Walter Reed’s Amputee Center.


  Rex stared at the calendar and what he was supposed to do the next day for several minutes so that he would remember long enough to make it to the bedroom to set his alarm and write the note on the pad he kept next to his bed. Without having that note first thing the next morning, Rex would wander around the house for a while before he checked the calendar in the office to see what day it was and where he was supposed to be. He’d missed several doctor’s appointments that way.


  As he fumbled with the crutches, making sure he’d secured his foot to the hook so it wouldn’t swing when he walked, Rex repeated his plans for the next day in his head. As soon as he made it to his bed, he sank down on the mattress and quickly wrote them out on the note with Thursday at the top in bold block letters to get his attention.


  With that chore out of the way, Rex removed his prosthesis from the hook and bungee cords he used to secure it to the crutch and placed it on the chair by his bed. Then he used the crutches to make his way to the bathroom to get ready for bed.


  This was one of the parts of his day he had the most trouble with yet enjoyed the most. He could be himself when he got ready for bed at night, no pressure to hurry up and get ready like in the mornings. Time wasn’t an issue at night, and he could go as slowly as he needed to, balancing on one foot and hopping back and forth to where he needed to be. He had to take it slow in the shower so he didn’t slip, since he only had the one leg, but there was no one that might see his missing leg or the horrendous scars that covered both legs and up partway of his back.


  The one on his head didn’t much show. It was one of the reasons he kept his hair long. He’d thought he would keep it short like in the military, but when the shaved section had grown back, the scar had still been really noticeable until it had gotten long. Then the weight of it kept the area covered, so he kept it that way.


  There were some smaller, lighter ones on his face and arms, but unless you really looked, you couldn’t see them. People—women—tended to overlook those or think of them as sexy for some odd reason, but the others were horrific and made people uncomfortable. He’d decided it was because they knew he had been doing something to keep them safe when it had happened so there was a certain amount of guilt involved. Deep down though, he knew that hadn’t even occurred to most of them. Most people didn’t associate what went on overseas with their freedoms and security.


  He had to struggle for a few seconds to start the shower and make it inside. After he’d returned home, Clark had taken it on himself to have his bathroom redone to accommodate his unique needs. That meant he had a large walk-in shower with bars he could hold on to and a seat along the back wall if he got tired. The way it had been designed, it didn’t even look all that bad. He could have managed with the old shower, but it would have been hard. The fact that his friend had thought to make it comfortable for him without redoing his entire house had said just how much he understood Rex.


  As he rinsed off the soap, it occurred to him that he’d never really thanked Clark for all he’d done for him. Hell, the man deserved a freaking medal just for putting up with him when he’d first come home. He’d been a real bear at first.


  Fuck that. I was a certified asshole to him and most everyone else who came near me. I can’t believe any of them are still around.


  He was in so much better shape than a majority of the men and women who came home via a Medevac. At the time, through all of the pain and frustration, it had been all about him, though—how he felt, what he’d lost, and what he was going to do now that he was a cripple. He’d skipped the denial stage. How the hell could you deny that you’d lost your foot when you could see the stump. Then he’d moved on to mourning not only the loss of his foot, his independence, and his livelihood, but also the loss of his friends and fellow soldiers.


  It wasn’t until he’d been home in his own house for a few days that it even started to sink in just how much more he could do than most of the guys still stuck inside. Some never would be able to return to their own homes. He’d turned all that anger and mourning into self-loathing for a while and lost himself at the bottom of a bottle of Jack until Clark had had enough of it and kicked his ass.


  Clark had moved in with him for several months, making sure he could handle doing things on his own before he didn’t have help. That had been a God-send and a disaster all rolled into one. It was how you found out who your true friends in life were. The fact that Clark still talked to him was a miracle. At least his family had been spared the worst of all of it.


  Like my sister would have stuck around if I’d treated her anything like I’d treated Clark. Missy would have kicked my ass then left me in the floor where I fell on her way out the door. She never did have much patience with me, even as a kid.


  Thank goodness his parents hadn’t been around to witness his breakdown. They only saw him when he had first gotten to Walter Reed and then again once he’d first gotten home. They hadn’t witnessed his shameful behavior. He had Clark to thank for that as well.


  As he leaned against the wall of the shower, an image of Ellie drifted into his head. He wondered how she would look standing there with him in the big ceramic shower with the multiple shower heads streaming water down her body. He would wash her himself, paying close attention to her breasts and the juicy nipples he was sure she had. They were slightly more than a handful and would sway nicely when she leaned over him as she rode his dick to orgasm.


  Rex groaned, fisting his cock with one hand, as he imagined squeezing her ass while he pumped up into her sweet cunt. He pulled on his dick in long, tight tugs, each stroke building the white hot need to come until he thought he’d go insane.


  Picturing her sitting on the built-in bench at the back of the shower with her legs spread, fingering her pussy, sent another flash of desire straight to his balls. They tightened with the idea of watching her get herself off while he jacked off in front of her. He could easily imagine her face flushed with desire as she dipped her fingers in and out of her cunt. He’d want to taste her sweet cum when she’d finished. It would have him hard as a fucking brick all over again.


  He wanted to sink to his knees and bury his face between those luscious thighs and lick her sweet pussy clean. She’d taste so good. He just knew it. When he’d been close to her in the grocery store, she’d smelled like vanilla and something else. He couldn’t quite place it.


  Now as he jerked on his throbbing cock with his balls all but pushing up inside of him ready to explode, all he could think about was getting the chance to find out what that other scent was. Anything more, and he’d go up in flames. As it was, he didn’t even have to touch his balls at all to finish himself off. Ribbons of cum shot out to coat the wall and his hand. It felt so damn good, it nearly hurt.


  Rex slowly uncurled his toes and pushed off the wall to clean himself up. His one leg was getting tired. Judging by the slowly cooling temperature of the water, he’d been in there for a long time. Even with all the exercise he did to keep that leg in top shape, you could only stand on one leg for so long without it getting tired.


  When he’d finished drying off and brushed his teeth, Rex swung into the bedroom with his crutches and eased down onto the mattress, positioning his crutches against the bedside table in case he needed them in the night. The sheets felt cool and refreshing against his bare skin. He’d felt so relaxed and at ease for once, he didn’t remember to rub the lotion on his stump or make sure his sore spot was still healing. No way in hell was he getting back up to deal with it tonight. This was the best he’d felt in a long damn time. He planned to relish it and float on the climax-induced high for as long as he managed to stay awake. Tomorrow held both the potential for another good or even better day, or for disaster. He no longer looked forward to going to bed at night. He couldn’t trust what the next day would hold.


  Chapter Five


  


  The elevator wasn’t working at the apartment complex where Mr. Grant lived when Ellie arrived. It was a good thing he had a bottom floor apartment. He didn’t need to be climbing stairs with his already unsteady gate. She didn’t stop by his apartment to say hi, thinking she would do that on her way back to the office. Instead, she climbed the stairs to the second floor to see if she could find out what was going on with the family that lived in the apartment above Mr. Grant.


  Ellie had spent the morning finding out everything she could about who lived there with what the old man was able to give her and the resources of the government office she worked in. All she had been able to learn was that Gordon Martin and his wife Salina lived there with their twenty-two year old son, Derrick, and their eighteen-year-old daughter, Clara. Both of the children were in school. Gordon worked as a mechanic on the edge of town. His wife, Salina, had worked at a grocery store, but was fired about three months back for calling in sick too often.


  When she’d called the store to find out more about the woman, the manager had said he thought there might be some sort of abuse going on. He’d hated to fire her, but he just couldn’t afford to keep her on when he couldn’t depend on her to be able to work.


  Both of the kids, young adults really, were doing fairly well in school, though the counselors she’d talked to thought that neither of them were reaching their potential. Though school was out right now, the people she’d talked with thought that both of them worked somewhere during school. Since they were each getting grants that essentially paid for their education in college, the money was probably going towards essentials, especially with their mother having just lost her job.


  The door to apartment 210 looked much worse for wear than Mr. Grant’s did. In fact, it looked as if it had been broken into several times and patched back together. Ellie drew herself up straight and donned her social worker look before knocking on the door. She stood to one side as she’d been taught to for safety. There was always the possibility that whoever she was visiting didn’t want visitors and owned a gun. It wasn’t something she’d never experienced, but it had happened enough times in other cities that she followed rules and advice—whenever possible.


  She checked her watch. It was only two in the afternoon, yet she didn’t hear any sounds on the other side of the door. As thin as the walls and doors in the building were, she thought she would be able to hear someone if they were moving around inside. She knocked again just to be sure, and when she didn’t hear anything, Ellie turned to leave. She could check again on Friday.


  The sound of the door opening just as she reached the stairs had her turning around again in time to see a thin faced woman peeking out. What little of the lady she could see worried her. Ellie hurried back over before she decided to shut the door and put her hand on the edge of it.


  “Hi, Mrs. Martin? I’m Ellie Carpenter. I’m with the Department of Public Affairs and hoped we could talk for a few minutes.” Ellie held her breath as the woman looked around before slowly opening the door a little wider.


  “W–what is this about? Did Derrick do something wrong?” she asked, still blocking Ellie’s way into the apartment.


  “No, no. No one’s done anything that I know of. I’m here because we were asked to see if you were aware of government programs that are available for families on limited incomes. Someone knew that you had lost your job, and they were worried that you might need help finding another one or that you might not be able to work and would need help with your finances.”


  “Someone is complaining about us? We’ve always paid our bills.” Fear seemed to drift across her face, and her eyes grew wider.


  “No, no. No one is complaining about you at all. They were just worried about you and asked us to see if you needed help, information on programs that could help you.” Ellie realized that this wasn’t just a case of Mr. Grant thinking they were having money problems.


  The old man had probably heard evidence of abuse and wanted someone to check without it being blamed on him. She couldn’t fault him for being afraid. If an abuser found out who had exposed him, he might go after them. She would make sure to keep him completely out of this. He wasn’t able to look out for himself as it was. Her main problem now was that this was a situation for the police and domestic violence area.


  “Tell them we are fine. Please, tell them not to call anyone on us again,” she said in a near whisper as she backed up to shut the door.


  Ellie stepped forward so that her foot held the door and her hand rested on the edge again to keep the woman from shutting her out yet.


  “Wait. Just let me give you some information and tell you about what there is available.” She pulled out the stack of pamphlets with various services and phone numbers to hand the woman.


  She shook her head. “No thanks. Save them for someone who does need them.”


  “Momma? What’s going on?” A young man walked up next to Ellie and frowned at her.


  “Nothing, Derrick. She’s just handing out literature. She’s leaving now.” The woman stepped back so that the young man could come in, but he didn’t. Instead, he stared at Ellie with concern.


  “What kind of literature are you peddling?” he asked.


  “I’m a social worker with the Department of Public Affairs. I was just trying to give your mother some information on programs that are available for anyone who needs help with things like job training, rent subsidies, health care. Things like that.” Ellie noticed that Derrick had the remnants of a fading black eye. “Has someone been bothering you, Derrick? You look like you’ve been in a fight.”


  At his flinch, she wished she’d kept her mouth closed.


  “No. I work and train at a gym where they teach boxing. I didn’t duck fast enough.” He grinned as if it were a joke, but she knew that most gyms took precautions so that injuries like that didn’t happen as much.


  “Ah, do you like working at a gym? Do you go to school?” she asked.


  “Look. I’m sure it’s your job to hand out this stuff and try to help people, but we don’t need anything. We’re doing just fine.” He stepped into the apartment and turned, standing between her and his mother. “Thanks anyway.”


  She had to step back when he closed the door. She didn’t stand a chance of keeping it open if she’d wanted to. Derrick was a big man despite his young age. It was obvious that he worked out at a gym. The injury could be perfectly reasonable, but that quick change in his expression told her it wasn’t. Somehow Ellie was going to have to figure out how to have someone look into them. She couldn’t stand by knowing in her gut that there was abuse going on and not do something about it.


  Knowing that leaving the pamphlets behind for the potential abuser to find might make it more dangerous for the family, Ellie tucked them back into her bag and headed back down the stairs. She decided not to stop and see Mr. Grant since it could point a finger at him. She would check on him another day.


  As she stepped outside the building, a young woman who looked enough like Derrick that she felt it was probably his sister stepped in. She looked very stressed, but there were no bruises that she could see on her face, neck, or arms. She nodded at the woman as they passed but didn’t try to talk to her. Ellie wanted to get back to the office and do some more research. She needed to figure out who to talk to and how to present the situation as she saw it.


  On the drive back to her office, she remembered that she needed to talk to her brother as well. She swung by his office in hopes that she could catch him there. It would be much better to talk to him about Rex while he was at work and had to behave. She grinned. He’d turn three shades of red but wouldn’t be able to yell at her there.


  Jason was a lawyer who specialized in estate law. Sometimes he had to travel when cases involved land or businesses that were in another city or state. She was so proud of what he’d accomplished despite being burdened with a twin who was always involved in one cause or another. While she’d never gotten in trouble with the police over any of it, she had gotten in over her head a few times and had needed Jason’s help to untangle herself.


  She parked out front and hurried inside the building. Megan, his secretary, grinned when she saw her. The woman loved it when she showed up. She said it gave life to the office when Ellie got Jason’s goat up.


  “Ellie! It’s great to see you. I don’t think you’ve been in the office in over a month. What’s going on?” Megan was nearly forty, and with two teenage boys, Ellie didn’t understand why she’d enjoy the chaos that usually resulted when she visited her brother.


  “I came by to annoy Jason. Nothing much going on with me. I just go to work and go home again,” she told the other woman with a smile. “Is he available?”


  “You are such a liar. You’re always into something. At least Jason says you are.” The woman waved toward her brother’s office. “He’s working on some paperwork, but no one is with him. Go on in.”


  Ellie shook her head and walked over to her brother’s door and knocked before opening it and walking inside. Jason’s head came up, and a smile brightened his face before he thought about it and a worried expression replaced it.


  “Hey, sis. What’s going on?” he asked, standing up and walking around the desk to give her a hug.


  She laughed as he squeezed her then let her go. “Can’t I just stop by to say hi when I’m out of the office for something?”


  “You can, but normally you don’t. Is something wrong?” he asked.


  Ellie needed to start coming by and just saying hi even when she didn’t have something going on. It was sad that her twin would always think something was up just because she stopped by.


  “Nothing’s wrong.” She sat down on one of the comfortable chairs across from his desk.


  He perched on the edge of said desk, still appearing cautious. “Okay. So, what are you out and about for?”


  “I was checking in with a family to offer them some information on services they might need. I’m on my way back to the office now. How are Susan and Jason? Did he like his new bike?” she asked.


  “They’re fine. Jason loves the bike. He rode the damn thing all day Sunday, and I had to threaten to spank his butt if he didn’t come in and eat dinner.” Jason chuckled. “I remember being that way about my bike, too.”


  “Yeah. You rode until Dad threatened to take the chain off, and I spent the day trying to figure out how to carry my dolls on it with me,” she said.


  “Yeah. I remember how horrified Mom was that you had tied all of them on the handlebars. She was sure you were going to wreck. Seems like you did a few times, didn’t you?” he asked.


  “Maybe a few.” She smiled. “I just wanted to tell you that I have a date Saturday night.”


  “Aha. Now the truth comes out,” he said, crossing his arms. “What’s wrong with him?”


  She scowled at him. “Nothing is wrong with him. He’s a nice guy. Why do you think there’s something wrong with him?”


  “Because usually the guys you date aren’t exactly the cream of the crop, Ellie.”


  “What did we talk about the other day, Jason? Stay out of my business.” She stood up, ready to leave without telling him anything.


  “Wait. You’re right. I’m sorry,” he said, slipping off the desk.


  “Look. You’re going to be pissed anyway. I’m going out with Rex.” She crossed her arms and waited for the explosion.


  “You told me you weren’t seeing him. I can’t believe you lied to me.” Jason ran his hands through his hair, leaving one wild lock sticking up.


  “I didn’t lie to you. I wasn’t seeing him. I never thought I’d see or hear from him again. He didn’t know my last name or where I lived, but we ran into each other at the grocery store and he was so nice, Jason. He’s just a normal guy, and he asked for my number, said he’d like to call me sometime.”


  “He’s a biker, Ellie. Bikers spell trouble. You should know that in your line of work,” Jason argued.


  “He wasn’t wearing biker gear at the grocery store. He had on jeans and a T-shirt. He was nice and had real vegetables in his cart, no beer or frozen dinners. Can’t you give him the benefit of the doubt? It’s one date,” she said, throwing her hands up.


  “So he called you and asked you out. Where are you going?” he asked.


  “He’s taking me out to eat, and then we’re going somewhere for a drink. I didn’t ask where,” she said. Ellie intentionally left off the part where he’d told her to wear jeans.


  “I don’t like it. How am I supposed to know where to start looking if I don’t know where you’re going? Did he even tell you his last name?”


  “It’s Fielder. I’ll text you where I’m going before I leave,” she said as a concession. He was right. It wasn’t safe in today’s world to go off with someone she didn’t really know without telling Jason who she was with and where she was going to be.


  “Okay. That sounds fair enough,” he said, surprising her.


  She smiled, relief running through her that he was accepting that. She smiled and hugged him. She really needed to get back to work.


  “Thanks, Jason. I love you.”


  “I love you, too, El. When are you going?” he asked.


  “Saturday night at seven. I better get back to work before someone starts looking for me.” She hurried out the door, nearly running into Megan as she did. The other woman had obviously been standing close to the door to hear what was going on.


  “Sounds like you won that argument, girlfriend. Congratulations on the date. You’ll have to tell me all about it later.” Megan smiled as Ellie waved and raced out the door.


  She couldn’t believe how much easier that had gone than she’d expected. Still, she had no doubt that Jason expected Rex to turn out to be a bum or something so he could tell her told you so. She prayed that the good feeling she was getting about him wasn’t wrong. There was just something about him that made her feel good, and not just in the sexual way. He felt like home to her, as weird as that sounded.


  With that thought, Ellie drove back to work to figure out what to do about the Martin family. That was another case of where she had this feeling that something was going on in that apartment that needed to be stopped, and soon.


  


  * * * *


  


  Concentrating on writing turned out to be impossible on Saturday for Rex. He’d never been nervous like this before. Of course the fact that he already knew she was important to him and he had hidden issues accounted for the sudden lack of confidence that had blindsided him. He almost felt as if he should offer a disclosure before they went out the first time, but he knew he was being overly sensitive. Still, it was the reason he had decided to call Clark to meet them after dinner at the bar for drinks.


  Clark answered on the third ring. “Clark’s.”


  “Hey, man. It’s Rex. Got plans for tonight?” he asked.


  “Nothing solid. Just planning on grabbing a few beers. Want to join me?” he asked.


  “Actually, I have a date tonight.”


  “That pretty lady you were planning on calling?” Clark asked.


  “Yeah.” Rex suddenly changed his mind on asking his friend to meet them for drinks. “I was wondering if you’d like to go with us to Riley’s for steaks and then to get a drink afterwards.”


  “Uh, thought you were going on a date, man. You don’t need me to chaperone. You’re old enough to go by yourself now,” Clark chuckled.


  “Fuck you. If you don’t want to come, just say so. I thought you’d like to hang out.” Clark was already regretting his rash decision. What was it with him anyway?


  “Hold on. I’d love to come, but I don’t understand why you want me to, Rex. What’s going on in that hard head of yours?”


  Rex sighed and tried to figure it out himself. Why did he want the other man with him on his date, anyway? It didn’t make sense. He was thirty-one years old, not a teenager who needed a double date in order to spend time with some girl he had a crush on. Ellie was different, special, and if things went well, she’d be the one for him. He knew deep down in his soul that she was who he wanted to spend the rest of his life with, if she would have him.


  “Rex? You still there?” Clark asked. His voice sounded much more serious now.


  “Yeah, I’m here. I don’t know, Clark. I need you there this first time. It’s been a long time for me, and you know how things can throw me sometimes. I don’t want anything to happen that might screw this up. She’s important.”


  “Hell. Okay. Does it have to be Riley’s? I’ll have to deal with Kala if we go there. You know she’ll be working on a Saturday night.”


  Rex frowned. What did that have to do with his date? Then it dawned on him. Knowing Clark, he’d fucked her. He grinned, knowing his friend couldn’t see him over the phone. He was sure he would have warned his friend the kind of woman she was. She had it in her head that she wanted to get married, the sooner the better.


  “I’m sure I told you not to fuck her. She’s been husband hunting ever since high school, and you’ve made it more than clear you don’t plan on settling down anytime soon.”


  “I told her up front I wasn’t getting serious. She said she was fine with friends with benefits, but that was obviously a lie.” Clark’s snort of disgust came over loud and clear.


  “Listen to me next time. I can’t tell you the number of guys who’ve traveled that road and gotten stung. We’re going to Riley’s. We’ll meet you there.” Rex discussed the time and his plans then hung up to make reservations.


  Since it would be the three of them, he wanted to be sure they had one of the alcoves where they could have some privacy. Plus, it might discourage Kala from harassing Clark as much. He was pretty sure she usually worked the bar area and not the dining area anyway. If they were lucky, she wouldn’t even realize the other man was there.


  Shaking his head at Clark’s screw up with Kala, Rex wished his friend wasn’t so dead set against settling down. He’d be a damn good husband to the woman who finally captured him. Rex had met Clark in basic, but they hadn’t become close friends until their first tour overseas. There, they’d ended up in the same unit and bonded fast over a thirty-six hour hold up behind enemy lines trying to get back to base camp after doing some reconnaissance. Not knowing if you were going to be discovered at any minute or not did strange things to people.


  Regardless of the circumstances, Rex was sure they would have bonded regardless. They had similar ideals and standards. Plus, they’d both wanted to make the Army their careers until things went to hell. While Clark had only suffered minor injuries since he’d been much farther away from the blast when it happened, Rex had nearly died. His friend had just slipped to the back of the convoy to relay their team leader’s instructions for when they arrived at their destination when the bomb had detonated.


  He couldn’t remember anything after that, except the image of a child’s doll laying on the side of the road just ahead of where he was about to pass. In that instant that he saw it, it hit him that it was a trap. But there was nothing he could do to change the outcome. The bomb exploded, instantly killing four of his friends, injuring eight others, two of whom died as a result of their injuries later. He had survived, but no one knew how at the time.


  He shook off his depressing thoughts, turning back to his computer to try and write again. The book had been going well until that morning. It wasn’t that the words wouldn’t come. It was that he couldn’t concentrate to get them down on paper. Instead, he kept catching himself staring at the screen but seeing Ellie’s face and those amazing eyes, a hazel so light it was almost impossible to look away from them.


  No matter how hard he tried, Rex couldn’t figure out what it was about Ellie that drew him to her. She was deliciously curvy instead of slim like so many women aspired to be. He’d never been one to appreciate bony when he could enjoy the view and feel of soft curves that cushioned instead of bruised when he pulled a woman into his arms or ground his pelvis against hers while making love. Many of the women who worked out at Clark’s gym turned him off because they were hard to the touch. He liked hugging a woman whose body conformed to his instead of fighting for dominance.


  The thing of it was, Clark felt the same way about women as he did but still went out with the exact opposite. Rex couldn’t figure out what was going on with his friend. He knew Clark had grown up in a dysfunctional family where his parents only stayed together because divorce was frowned on in their family and community. He’d been raised in the Bible Belt, a Southern boy right down to the Alabama drawl he only brought out when he wanted to.


  I’ve got to stop letting my mind wander and get back to writing, or my slightly-ahead-of-schedule is going to slip away and leave me behind schedule and struggling to meet my deadline.


  He looked at the clock and groaned. He only had about two more hours until he needed to stop to shower and get ready. Knowing his luck, he’d get caught up in writing and let time get away from him. Rex set his phone for a little less than two hours to make sure he didn’t end up late. That wouldn’t be the way to make a good impression on Ellie.


  He snorted. Who was he kidding? He’d already blown his first impression card since he’d met her wearing his biker gear and did nothing to dissuade her from believing that he was a diehard biker gang member. Yeah, he did belong to a biker gang, but they were more like a real club than a gang. He and quite a few other business men road together on long weekends and for any funeral procession they could make it to in order to stop protestors from upsetting the families and preventing the soldiers who’d given their all from receiving the memorial they deserved.


  He had joined them as soon as he’d been released to ride his bike again. Clark had been a member in one for over eight years where he’d lived before moving to Pleasant Grove over a year ago when Rex had come home. Once there, he’d joined as well, happy to have a group to ride with.


  For the next two hours, Rex concentrated on the book and was pleased with where it was going when his phone let him know in a loud, obnoxious tone that his time was up. He quickly saved in three places, then shut the computer down and grabbed his crutches to head to the bedroom. It had amazed him how many times he’d forgotten about his foot when he didn’t have on his prosthetic and jumped up to do something only to end up flat on his face. It wasn’t a good experience, so he quickly learned not to make that mistake.


  As if his phone had triggered a response, excitement began to bubble up inside of him that he’d be seeing Ellie again soon. He could hardly wait. Tonight would be the beginning of something exciting and wonderful. He just knew it.


  Chapter Six


  


  The sound of a motorcycle roaring up her short drive kick-started Ellie’s nerves as well as her heart. If it crept up much faster, she’d end up with a speeding ticket. It was galloping across her chest at the realization that Rex was actually there. She really had to get control of the errant organ. It was already causing her far too much trouble with the way she reacted to the man.


  Ellie rushed to grab her across-the-shoulder purse she thought wouldn’t get in the way of riding on the bike and double checked her phone was charged. The sudden knock on the door sent another gust of nerves through her stomach. She felt like she had as a teenager with her first date.


  Unlocking and opening her door proved to require more skill than her trembling hands had at the moment, but finally she managed to open the door where Rex, in all his sexy, masculine glory, stood with both hands buried in the pockets of his jeans.


  “Hey. You look pretty as a peach. Ready to go?” he asked as he looked her up and down with a smile.


  “Um, yeah. Where are we going?” she asked, surprised that her voice didn’t catch.


  “Riley’s okay with you?” he asked.


  “Yeah. They have awesome food. Um, I need to text my brother where we’re going. I—I mean he’s really overprotective, and we don’t really know each other…” She trailed off, feeling like that teenager all over again.


  “No problem. He’s a good brother to care. After Riley’s, we’re going to Oyster’s Bar and Grill. Do you know it?” he asked.


  “I’ve heard of it but never been,” she admitted, but she got her phone out and quickly texted Jason their plans.


  After she locked the door, Rex took her elbow and guided her down the two steps to where he’d parked his bike in the drive. He handed her a helmet and put on his own. Once she had hers snapped snug, Rex started the big bike, and she climbed on behind him, adjusting her purse off to the side. She wrapped her arms around his middle, feeling much less nervous than she had the first time she’d ridden with him.


  The ride to Riley’s didn’t take long in a town as small as Pleasant Grove. Once they’d pulled into the parking lot and parked, Ellie climbed off the bike and pulled off her helmet, noticing there were quite a few cars in the lot. She wondered if Rex had gotten reservations so they wouldn’t have to wait for a table.


  “I asked a friend to join us. I hope you don’t mind, but I thought you might not be as uncomfortable with someone else around,” he said.


  Ellie looked at him, wondering if he were crazy. She assumed a friend was another man, and that wasn’t about to be any more comfortable than just him. As she studied his face, she realized it was him who was uncomfortable, and that puzzled her even more.


  “Um, Rex?” she began. “That really isn’t going to make me feel less nervous, but sure. I’d like to meet your friend.”


  He sighed. “Yeah, I wasn’t thinking. It’s me who’s uncomfortable. I haven’t exactly dated in a long time.”


  That totally blew her away. Not dated? Him? He was a god in denim and leather. She stared, sure her mouth had been open for a few seconds.


  “You’re kidding. Why?” she asked.


  “Look. I was in the Army for a while. I was injured and came home with a medical discharge. Once I got home, I still had a lot of therapy and recovering to do, so I didn’t exactly feel comfortable asking a woman out.”


  She smiled at him and nodded. “Well I’m glad you’re better and that you picked me to ask out.”


  His face relaxed with relief, and he grinned. Before she realized what he was going to do, Rex pulled her into his arms and gave her a quick, warm kiss before letting her go and urging her toward the building. Shock kept her quiet until they reached the front doors. As he opened them for her, Ellie mumbled under her breath.


  “Warn a girl before you do that.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” he said.


  They approached the hostess behind the stand, and Rex took control, giving his name and stating that they had a reservation. The hostess smiled and nodded, signaling another woman to seat them.


  “Well hello, Rex. I haven’t seen you in a long time. How’s your leg?” she asked with a sly smile.


  Ellie felt him stiffen next to her, and she immediately didn’t like the woman. Had Rex dated her in the past? Why would she be snarky to him about an injury? She schooled her face, stared at the bitch, and hung on to his arm.


  “Oh, he’s doing really, really well. Aren’t you, honey?” she asked, glancing up with what she hoped was a sultry smile on her face.


  The woman frowned slightly but led them to a table sequester in a small alcove away from other tables. When Rex had seated her like a gentleman, the rude waitress handed them menus, laying one at one of the empty place settings. Once she’d walked away, Rex leaned in some to speak.


  “Thank you, but you didn’t have to do that. I never dated her. She’s an old classmate from high school, and that was a very long time ago. Actually, she did go out with my friend, so with her being our waitress, things could get…”


  She filled in for him. “Entertaining?”


  He grinned. “Yeah, entertaining is a good word for it.”


  Ellie smiled and picked up the menu to decide what to eat. She’d just decided on the salmon and laid her menu back on the table when the witch of a waitress returned wearing a scowl with another very good-looking man in tow. Rex’s friend was about six feet and a little over with reddish brown hair that could only be described as shaggy. He had the presence and moves of an athlete of some type, muscular without being muscle bound. But it was his eyes that caught her attention. They were a mesmerizing blue, striking in how they scanned the room, missing nothing. She bet he knew everything about the room and what each table was eating in his head based on that one scan of the area.


  “Clark. Glad you could make it.” Rex stood up, and the two men exchanged typical manly greetings of hugging without really hugging. It always amused her to watch her brother do the same thing with his male friends.


  “Ellie, this is my best friend Clark Givens. Clark, Ellie Carpenter.” He and Clark took their seats, and their waitress walked back up.


  “What can I get you guys to drink today?” she asked.


  “Ellie?” Rex asked.


  “I’ll just have water with lemon, please,” she said.


  Both of the men ordered beer. When the waitress left without saying anything more, Ellie hoped the woman was going to be professional from now on. She never had liked people who picked on others, and she’d definitely been picking on Rex for some reason.


  “What do you do for a living?” Rex asked.


  “I’m a social worker for the city,” she said.


  “Like in the child welfare department?” he asked, frowning.


  “No. I’m in Public Affairs. I handle anything from families trying to figure out how to take care of their elderly parents to cases the police may send me dealing with the homeless or victims of crimes needing help with recovery.”


  “You sound like you really like it,” he said. “I’d think it could be depressing.”


  “I love my job, but at least once a month I think about finding another career because you’re right, it can be and often is depressing. I’ve always wanted to help people and thought this would be the perfect way to do it, but you have to have a strong stomach as well as the ability not to take it home with you. I don’t have that ability,” she admitted.


  “What else can you do? I assume you have a degree in social work, right?” he asked.


  “Yes, I have one in social work and a minor in business. I’m not sure what I want to do, though. Just when I’m about to look for something else, something good happens that stops me from thinking about it. I start to wonder what will happen if the next person isn’t as diligent as I try to be.”


  The waitress interrupted them to ask what they wanted to eat. She sighed loudly as if she was being terribly inconvenienced when Clark told her they hadn’t decided yet and for her to come back.


  “She really doesn’t like you much, Clark,” Ellie said, trying to hold back a smile.


  “I made the mistake of refusing to announce our engagement, and she took it personally,” he said with a good bit of dry humor.


  “That was quite rude of you since you’d obviously asked her to marry you. I would have been pissed, too,” she said, letting her smile free to escape now.


  He actually smiled a little as well. “Yeah, well, I think I let that slip past me, too.”


  “How long did you date her?” she asked.


  “Um, I think we had maybe five dates,” he said with a snort.


  “Hey! After three dates you’re going steady. By five dates you should have asked her.” Ellie laughed. Clark’s dry humor was infectious.


  She looked over at Rex and smiled. “How many woman have you gone on five dates with and not asked them to marry you?”


  He shook his head. “I knew better than to take someone out more than three or four times. I warned Clark, but he wouldn’t listen.”


  “Okay, we better decide what we want before Sergeant Jilted returns,” Ellie teased.


  They discussed the menu’s offerings between them. Since she’d already decided on the grilled salmon, Ellie took the time to covertly study the two men behind her menu. They discussed what cut of steak they wanted, and she realized that she was attracted to Clark as much as she was attracted to Rex. That startling awareness floored her. How could she be equally attracted to two different men who were best friends? What was she going to do?


  Nothing. I’m not going to do or say anything.


  As long as the attraction wasn’t mutual with Clark, then no harm. She was sure that Rex would and did find other women attractive. It was what he did about it that mattered—if they continued to date. There was no guarantee that he’d still want to see her again after this first date.


  Now that she’d acknowledged that there was something there with Clark, Ellie had trouble ignoring the other man. She had to force her eyes not to travel over to where he sat. It was like not wanting to look at a wreck as you passed by, but your eyes were drawn to it. Figuring out that she was attracted to the other man when he was Rex’s best friend was just like a tragic wreck in her life.


  The waitress returned to take their order after a noticeable absence. With a scowl at Clark, she started with Rex first. When he’d ordered the prime rib and his sides, she stood there a moment, then sighed.


  “What does she want?” she asked, pointing her pen at Ellie.


  “I’m not sure, why don’t you ask her,” he said with a frown.


  Before the woman could say anything snide to Rex, Ellie gave her order for the grilled salmon. She didn’t want to have to get up and teach the bitch some manners. Besides, it would probably embarrass Rex and get them thrown out of the restaurant.


  “And you?” she asked Clark.


  “Rib eye, medium rare, with a side of broccoli, and ranch dressing on my salad, on the side.” Clark didn’t look at the woman once.


  Once she was gone, Rex spoke up. “Kala is on a roll tonight. I don’t know what you ever saw in her in the first place, man.”


  “Yeah, I ask myself that all the time. The sex wasn’t even that satisfying,” Clark said.


  “Rex, what do you do for a living?” Ellie changed the subject. She really didn’t want to know anything more about Clark’s relationship with the rude woman.


  “Um. Well, I write books,” he said.


  “Really? What kind of books? I wonder if I’ve ever read any of them.”


  “Um, they’re mostly suspense books. I doubt you’ve read any of them.”


  Clark snorted, shaking his head. “Every female who reads at all has probably read your books. Admit it, man. You write books with sex in them. Of course women read them.”


  “Romance books with suspense? I love to read romantic suspense. You don’t write under Rex, or I would remember you. What’s your pen name?” she asked. Then, before he could answer, it hit her. “Oh, my, God! You’re R. A. Fielder! I love your books!”


  “Told you, man. There’s probably not a woman alive who hasn’t read at least one of your books.” Clark all but snickered as he picked up his beer for a drink.


  “I never even considered that you were a man,” she said.


  Clark burst out laughing at that. “Oh, he’s a man, honey.”


  Rex grinned at her. “I know what you meant.”


  She couldn’t stop the blush. She felt it burn up her neck to settle in her cheeks. Even though she wasn’t exactly embarrassed by her miswording of the statement, her body reacted to the suggestive statement anyway.


  “Stop it, you guys. What about you, Clark? What do you do?” she asked, pinning the other man with a stare.


  “I run a gym,” he said.


  Ellie waited for him to elaborate, but he didn’t add anything more. “What kind of gym? Can anyone join, or are you for men only?” she asked.


  “Anyone can join, but mostly its men.”


  “He’s not telling you that he used to be an ultimate fighter and won some championships. Now he trains other ultimate fighters,” Rex informed her.


  “Really? That sounds really interesting. I don’t know much about that, but I’ve seen the fights on TV occasionally when I’m at my brother’s house, and he’s gone to some fights,” she told him.


  Rex told her about a couple of fights Clark had been in when they’d been in the Army. Clark had fought on the Army’s team when they weren’t on a tour overseas.


  When their meals came, they settled into a comfortable silence while they ate, only commenting on the flavor of the food and offering bites to each other so they could each try something different. Ellie’s salmon was delicious, melting in her mouth so nicely.


  Ellie declined dessert, but both men ordered something. When the dishes arrived, Rex insisted she try a bite of each of theirs, despite her assuring them she was stuffed. She had to admit that his strawberry cheesecake was wonderful, and Clark’s Boston cream pie was just as yummy.


  “Don’t you wish you’d ordered something,” Rex said with a smirk.


  “No, because I’d have gotten sick from eating so much, and you would have had to take me home early.”


  “So you don’t want the night to end yet then.” He grinned at her. “Neither do I, so no more sweets for you.”


  She couldn’t help but laugh at his teasing. He was right. She didn’t want the night to end yet. She was having fun despite the bitchy waitress. As if thinking about her could conjure her up, the woman reappeared with the check.


  “I guess since you made the reservations, it goes to you,” she said, and she dropped it on the table next to him before spinning on her heel and marching away.


  Rex just shook his head and paid the bill without commenting.


  “Are you guys ready?” he asked.


  She nodded and folded her napkin before setting it next to her plate. By that time, Rex had gotten up and held the chair for her. Clark got up, and the three of them walked out of the little alcove into the main part of the restaurant where it was decidedly noisier. As they approached the stand where the hostess stood, Clark spoke up, just loud enough that the woman was probably able to hear him.


  “I hope you didn’t leave a tip for our waitress as rude as she was.”


  Rex smiled stiffly. “I always leave a tip regardless, but hers was much smaller than it would have been if she’d been nice.”


  “Good,” Clark said as they pushed through the door to step outside.


  Ellie struggled to keep the smile off her face. She was sure Clark had timed his comment and spoken only loud enough for the hostess to hear them. She had to admit, if the woman got into trouble, Ellie wouldn’t feel sorry for her.


  “Meet you at the bar,” Clark told them as he stopped next to a maroon bike that had just as much chrome and shine as Rex’s did.


  Rex handed a helmet to her then climbed on the bike to start it. When she had fastened it in place, she climbed on the back and held on as he pulled out of the parking lot. She enjoyed how taut and ripped, even through the shirt, his abdomen felt beneath her hands. She could feel those mouthwatering muscles ripple as he handled the bike, adjusting his posture as they turned corners and stopped for red lights.


  Once, at a stop sign, Rex covered her hands clasped at his waist with his much bigger one and squeezed. She liked that he seemed to enjoy having her riding with him. Of course, with her arms around his middle, her breasts were pressed tightly against his back. She doubted that fact had gone unnoticed by him.


  When they parked outside of Oyster’s Bar and Grill, Ellie climbed off and started unfastening the chinstrap on her helmet. Before she could remove it, someone pulled it carefully off her head. She turned around to find Clark behind her, a quirky grin on his face. He handed the helmet over to Rex who strapped it along with his on the bike. They walked together to the door, one man on either side of her. It felt right that way, and that worried her.


  When they’d stepped inside, she had to let her eyes adjust to the dimmer light. Rex took her hand and led her through the already crowded room toward the back wall. They found an empty round booth, and once again, she found herself surrounded by the two men as she scooted around to the back of the booth. Before they’d even gotten settled, a waitress leaned over the table with a tray, pen and pad ready to take their drink order.


  “Corona,” she ordered.


  The men each got a local brew on tap. As soon as the waitress left, Rex leaned closer and asked her if she liked to dance.


  “Yeah, I do, but it’s been a while since I’ve been out dancing. I doubt I can keep up with you,” she said with a chuckle.


  “I haven’t been out in nearly two years, so I doubt you’ll have any trouble.” He hesitated for a split second. “I won’t be able to dance more than one song at a time. My leg still gives me trouble.”


  She smiled at him. “I’m sorry your leg bothers you, but I’m not sorry that you can’t dance more than one at a time. I don’t have the stamina for that either.”


  His relieved smile wasn’t lost on her. She wondered if he had thought she would be upset, or even angry, that he couldn’t dance nonstop. Why would anyone get upset over that? Then she thought about that waitress bitch and figured someone like her who was selfish and had self-importance issues might.


  “Well, if I get tired, I’m sure Clark will fill in for me,” Rex said, smiling over at his friend.


  Ellie’s head jerked to look at Clark. By the look on his face, he was surprised and a little uncomfortable with the idea. Ellie hoped he didn’t dislike her since he was Rex’s best friend. Her issues with being attracted to him were stress enough.


  She forced a smile and looked from one man to the other. “Don’t worry. I have no stamina. I doubt I’ll want to dance too much until I’m in better practice. No sense making a fool out of myself.”


  “I truly doubt you would do that,” Rex said.


  Their beer arrived. Ellie took a healthy gulp of the Corona in hopes it would help settle her nerves. She didn’t know what was wrong with her, but sitting between the two men had her stomach fluttering like a million hummingbirds hovering at a feeder. She wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans, willing her body to calm down.


  “I know you have a brother who obviously cares a great deal about you. Do you have other siblings? Are your parents around?” Rex asked, wiping the condensation off his mug using one finger.


  “No, I don’t have any other brothers or sisters, and my parents died when we were teenagers. Jason and I are twins, so that’s why he’s a little more protective than most brothers are.”


  “Twins. Really? That’s great. I’m sorry about your parents. What happened to you after that?” he asked. “I mean, if you were under eighteen, they wouldn’t have let you loose on the streets.”


  “We lived with an aunt until she died. By then, we were both in college and were able to get by on our own. We shared an apartment until Jason got married. I followed him here and bought a house not far from his.” She fiddled with the label on her beer bottle.


  “What about you?” she asked. “Other siblings?”


  “I have one sister, Missy. She lives in Boston. She’s married but doesn’t have any children yet. She’s younger than me by three years. My parents live in Florida. They retired there about six years ago.”


  She turned to Clark with a smirk. “What about you? You’re not getting out of share time.”


  He frowned then shrugged. “I have a brother two years older than me living in Texas and a sister three years younger than me living in Denver. My parents are still in Alabama in the same house I was raised in.”


  Ellie could hear the tension in his voice when he mentioned his parents. She decided that he must not get along with them and buried that away, so she didn’t bring them up again.


  “Is your brother a cowboy, or does he work on an oil rig?” she asked, adding enough sass to sound teasing. Evidently it worked, judging by the half smile he gave her.


  “Less is actually a lawyer,” he said. “My sister teaches skiing part time at one of the resorts. She’s married with one kid.”


  She could hear the underlying pride for his siblings in his voice. She’d remember that as well. Staying in his good graces would make things much easier if she dated Rex for any length of time. Ellie already knew she wanted to see him again. She just hoped he would want to see her as well. So far he’d been the perfect gentleman, sensitive to her needs. She liked that. All women loved it when a man paid attention to them and their wants.


  “Ready to take a turn on the dance floor?” Rex asked.


  “Sure.”


  She scooted around the booth after him and held his hand as they eased through the crowd to the area that actually sported a wood square for dancing. There were several couples already swaying to the music. Rex pulled her into his arms. They seemed to fit perfectly. She relaxed as the music wove a soft spell around them.


  “Your skin smells so good,” Rex said out of the blue.


  “Thanks, it’s probably my lotion.” She was glad she’d taken extra time to smooth the lotion on after her shower.


  “Are you having fun?” he asked. “I know springing Clark on you wasn’t fair, but other than that?”


  “Yeah. I am. Clark’s nice. I’m not as nervous as I thought I’d be with two men I don’t know. And that’s a little scary. I should be much more uncomfortable than I am,” she admitted.


  “Well, regardless. I’m glad. Just don’t ever do it again,” he said with a grin.


  They danced until the end of the song. She mourned the loss of his arms around her as they slipped through the crowd once again. She noticed that he walked a bit oddly on the way back, but she didn’t say anything. When they sat back down, with her scooting around to the middle once again, she caught sight of Rex rubbing his lower leg a couple of times before he stopped. She just pretended she hadn’t noticed.


  If dancing was painful, or even just uncomfortable, she wasn’t about to suggest going again later. As much as she loved dancing, Ellie would never enjoy it knowing that Rex was in pain.


  “Any interesting cases you’ve worked on that you can talk about in generalities?” Clark asked out of the blue.


  She pulled her wayward thoughts in and browsed through her memories over the last few years for interesting cases. For the next thirty minutes, they talked about some of her more intriguing cases, making sure she didn’t reveal anything telling, such as the time she’d had to find homes for ten ducks when their owner had to go into a nursing home. He had refused to go until she’d found a good home for them all.


  “Then there was the time that neighbors got into a fight over who got custody of a puppy that was born to one neighbor’s dog but sired by the other neighbor’s dog. I actually had to mediate in that since it was disrupting the entire neighborhood as well as tying up police resources every time two neighbors got into a fight and someone called them.”


  “Sounds like that is what most of your job is, mediating between groups. Even when you’re trying to help the elderly figure out how to make ends meet, you’re negotiating to help them. You keep them in their own places until they just aren’t physically capable of taking care of themselves. Then you work between the families and the different facilities to get them a place to live out their last days.” Rex smiled. “That’s a wonderful legacy you’re creating, but I can see how it would weigh on your heart and soul over time.”


  She smiled her thanks. It did weigh on her a lot lately, enough that she was once again considering another line of work. The problem, though, was trying to figure out what she would enjoy and if there was a place in the small community without having to commute somewhere.


  “Do you like running the gym and training fighters, Clark?” she asked, turning to him.


  He shrugged and took a drink of his beer. “Yeah. I like it all right. I do enjoy training more than running the gym, but without the gym, I couldn’t make enough with just the training to pay the bills.”


  “He takes on a lot of older teenagers and young adults who don’t have the money to pay him,” Rex told her.


  “Sometimes I see potential in them and let them work around the gym to pay for their training. I’m not a charity,” Clark said in a defensive tone, glaring at Rex.


  The other man laughed at him. “I didn’t say you were, but you’re helping the community regardless.”


  “So are you, but I don’t see you talking about it,” Clark said with a smirk.


  “What are you doing, Rex?” she asked, looking at the other man.


  “He goes to the VA at Walter Reed and helps the other am—um, vets with injuries by working out with them and encouraging them. He also donates to the Wounded Warriors all the time.” Clark leaned over the table to smirk at Rex.


  Rex had frozen when Clark started talking. Now he seemed less tense sitting next to her, but he frowned at his friend. What was it with men that they had to compete over everything? Just talking about their jobs and stuff like that had become a one-upmanship between them. Her brother was just as bad, so she knew it was a man thing.


  “That’s great, Rex. I’m sure they have someone who organizes all of that and helps the soldiers with getting what they need once they are discharged. That would be really rewarding to help someone return to as normal a life as they can have with what they have to learn to deal with.” She really admired Rex for taking the time to work with the vets.


  She changed the subject because she could see that both men didn’t like talking about themselves. It wasn’t something she was used to since every man she’d ever gone out with had enjoyed touting their accomplishments and what they thought everyone else should do. It was refreshing to be able to talk about other things for once.


  They talked about more neutral subjects the rest of the night with Rex dancing with her twice more. Each time, she noticed that he rubbed his lower leg some after they sat down. She didn’t ask because she knew he wouldn’t want her to draw attention to it, but it worried her that he was pushing himself for her. The next time he asked her to dance, she shook her head and told him she was danced out for the night.


  “It’s getting late. Are you ready to call it a night, Ellie?” Rex asked.


  “Yeah, probably should. I’m not used to staying out late as it is. I’m surprised I haven’t fallen asleep on you. Shows how much fun it’s been,” she said, smiling at both men. “Thanks for hanging out with us, Clark. It was great meeting you.”


  The other man smiled, a much more natural smile than previously, and gave her a light hug.


  “The pleasure’s been mine. Rex, buddy, anytime you want me to tag along, you just let me know. See you later, Ellie, Rex.” Clark scooted out of the booth and disappeared into the crowd.


  Rex turned to her and hugged her tightly against him before dropping a soft kiss on her lips. Then he scooted out of the booth and held out his hand to her. He kept a firm hold on it as they weaved through the still-full building to step out into a warm night. Ellie wasn’t worried about riding back with Rex on the back of his bike since he’d only had the one beer then changed to a soft drink after that. She’d had several Coronas, but not enough for her to not be able to think straight.


  All the way back to her little house, she enjoyed the feel of Rex’s strong muscles beneath her hands and against her cheek through his shirt. She was sure he would be a wonderful lover. Of course, they might not get that far since she didn’t go to bed with a guy on the first date. She preferred to get to know a man first, which was why her sexual experience wasn’t very sophisticated, nor had she had many lovers.


  Rex stopped in her drive and waited for her to climb off before he did the same. She pulled off the helmet and handed it to him.


  “I had a wonderful time, Rex. I really enjoy talking with you.”


  “Come on, sweet thing. I’m walking you to your door before I let go of you. I want to hear you lock it before I leave.” He smiled and clasped their hands together as he walked her across the short sidewalk and up the steps to her small porch.


  “Very gallant of you. I like that,” she said with a smile.


  “My parents would tan my hide if I left a lady to walk to her door alone. Besides, I want to hold your hand for as long as possible.”


  Her heart melted at those words. He was an author, and it was obvious that he knew just what to say to her. It gave her goose bumps.


  He stopped at the door and held the screen for her as she pulled out her key to unlock the door. He took it from her and opened the door, then handed the key back to her.


  “Thank you for taking a chance and going out with me, Ellie. Don’t ever do that again with anyone else. They might be a predator, and the idea of you getting hurt really bothers me. I couldn’t stand to see you harmed.” He bent to her, taking her face in both hands, and kissed her.


  Ellie’s heart fluttered at how gentle he was with her, yet she could feel the passion behind the kiss. His muscles were tight. When he groaned, she knew he wanted more, but he stepped back and smiled down at her. Need filled the slightly darker blue of his eyes. It thrilled her to know that he wanted her, but more than that, it relieved her that he wasn’t pushy. It told her that Rex was in control of himself. Ellie admired a man who wasn’t pushy or unable to control his feelings.


  “Goodnight, sweetness. I’ll call you tomorrow. Now go inside and lock that door for me.” Rex gave her a small push inside.


  “Goodnight, Rex. Thank you for a wonderful night.” She slowly closed the door, reluctant to lose sight of him. Then she followed his instructions and locked the door.


  Ellie stood there with her forehead against the door until the sound of his bike slowly faded away. Then she drew in a deep breath and headed to her bedroom. She could feel a huge smile on her face, and when she looked into the mirror in her bathroom later, it was still there. He could be the one, she thought. But right behind that, she thought of Clark, and worry hit her hard. What was she going to do? She couldn’t stop the attraction she felt toward him as well. He had her heart pumping just like Rex did.


  Two hours later, Ellie was still tossing and turning in bed, worried about the dual attraction she felt for the two men. Why, when she’d finally found someone who appealed to her and they seemed to like her as well, did it have to be two of them and not just one? Fate never played fair with her. Of course, in the past, she’d brought a lot of her problems down on herself. This time, though, it wasn’t something she could have prevented. Maybe she wouldn’t see Clark again, and it was just infatuation that would fade away.


  With that prayer, Ellie finally fell asleep, but not before Clark’s face seeped into her dreams.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Rex woke up the next morning feeling more refreshed than he had in years. Not only that, but he hadn’t had the disturbing dreams or even the nightmares that plagued him most nights. It hit him that he remembered something from the day before. He remembered nearly all of his date with Ellie. That meant that today was Sunday. He grinned and turned to his bedside table to read his note for the day.


  On it he’d written a detailed account of the night with her and reminded himself that he had a chapter to write and some chores to do. He didn’t remember the chores at all, and though he usually remembered that he had something to write, he never could remember what it was until he sat down and reread some of what he had already written. But he remembered little details about how Ellie smelled like warm vanilla and spicy mint. He loved the way her hair hung free with all of the pretty shades of honey gold in it. He could even remember that her eyes were hazel.


  He was so excited that he remembered so much and that he’d slept so well, that he completely forgot about his leg and ended up barely catching himself on the side of the bed and the bedside table before he fell.


  “Fuck!” God it sucked.


  Rex sat back down on the bed and started his normal morning ritual of preparing his stump and donning the glove then his prosthesis. It brought his good mood down some, but it wasn’t able to totally ruin it for him. Instead, he planned to keep it going the rest of the day. He’d get some good writing out of it, and at some point, he was going to call Ellie and see how she was doing.


  He could admit that just hearing her voice got his balls hot and his cock harder. The idea of making long, slow love to her both excited him and scared him. He would have to show her his prosthesis and explain it. Seeing pity or, worse, revulsion on her pretty face would devastate him. He’d thought about making sure the lights were out, but he wanted to spend the night with her in his arms. He couldn’t leave it on all night, though. Plus, she’d notice if she brushed her foot over it.


  Damn! There went his good mood. Rex hurried through getting dressed and walked to the kitchen to make himself a cup of coffee before making breakfast. As his Keurig brewed, he cooked eggs and toast and pulled out a bowl of fruit from the fridge. One thing he’d learned from Clark early on was how to eat to make the most of his body’s ability to heal itself and stay well. Rex followed his friend’s advice as closely as he could. He still had his weaknesses for things like pizza and banana pudding. He had managed to limit them, though.


  After breakfast, he headed to his office to make sure he didn’t have anything else scheduled for the day before he got down to writing. Thankfully, his calendar was pretty much wide open. For the next four hours, he buried himself in his book, stopping only to get something to drink from his mini-fridge in the office.


  When lunchtime arrived, the alarm on his computer reminded him of the time. If it wasn’t for setting those up, Rex was sure he’d never get anything else done once he started writing.


  As he fixed his lunch, Rex debated on calling Ellie then or waiting until later. He normally only went to the grocery store every other week, but Ellie had indicated that she probably went weekly. Should he call or wait? He pondered it while he ate, then he gave in and hit speed dial on his phone to call her.


  “Hi, Rex.” She sounded a little out of breath.


  “Hi, did I catch you at a bad time?” he asked.


  “No. Not at all. I was just putting away my groceries. How are you?” she asked.


  “Good. I’ve been writing, and it’s going well. What are you doing today?” he asked.


  “Just chores. Sundays I normally relax to get ready for Monday morning.”


  “I thought about you when I woke up. I really enjoyed last night. I hope you’ll let me take you out again next weekend.” Rex was surprised he’d said that. Usually he’d have waited to ask her in the middle of the week.


  “I’d like that. I had a great time, too.”


  “Well, I’ll let you get back to the groceries. I just wanted to say hi,” he said, thinking how desperate that sounded.


  “I’m glad you called. Have a good afternoon.”


  Rex hit end and stuck his phone back in the case on his belt. His cock was hard as steel now just from hearing her husky voice. The more he thought about her, the more he was convinced she was who he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. If someone had ever asked him if he believed in love at first sight, he’d have laughed at them. Now he wasn’t so sure it couldn’t happen. If what he felt wasn’t love, it was well on its way to getting there.


  The rest of the day, Rex wrote with short breaks where he sat back thinking about Ellie. He couldn’t wait to see her again. The odd thing was that he wanted to ask Clark to join them again. He didn’t quite understand why that was when he had been able to tell that his friend really liked Ellie. If he wasn’t mistaken, she’d been susceptible to Clark as well. That didn’t bode well if things worked out between him and Ellie. He didn’t want to lose Clark’s friendship, but having his friend lusting after his woman wouldn’t sit well with him either.


  As he sat there nursing a beer, Rex realized that he wasn’t as upset over it as he should have been. He didn’t feel smug that he had her and Clark didn’t, either. Why wasn’t he insanely jealous of Ellie being around the other man? Did he feel that way about any other man? He thought of the pretty woman hanging out with another of his friends, Amos, and there the jealous sprang forward like a leaping leopard. The idea of Amos touching her, even casually, had him clenching his hands.


  When he finished eating dinner that night, Rex didn’t feel like writing any more for the day. Instead, he checked the calendar for the next day and quickly made notes to leave on his bedside table. Then he settled in his favorite recliner. With his prosthesis off, his lower leg didn’t ache as much. He didn’t feel like watching TV, so Rex pulled a remote from the pocket of the recliner and turned on some music.


  He let his mind wander over what he could remember of the last few days. Strangely enough, anything related to Ellie he was fairly clear on, but outside of that, he still couldn’t recall much. What was it about her that he was able to pull up images and scenes in his head of them together?


  Last night sitting in the bar with her and Clark had been the most relaxing time he’d spent anywhere other than at home in a long time. Even though his friend had almost spilled the beans about his amputation, it hadn’t ruined the night. Ellie was his salvation and happiness. He was sure of it. But what about Clark? Was there something there between the two of them? If he could feel this way about Ellie after only one date and a few brief meetings, did that mean Clark did, too?


  Rex rubbed his hands over his face and wondered what to do about it. What could he do? If she decided she really liked Clark better, he wouldn’t fight it. Clark was a whole man without the limitations that he had. Rex might be able to give her the finer things in life, but he had a feeling that wouldn’t matter if her heart was with the other man. Had he screwed up his chances with Ellie by introducing her to his best friend?


  He scoffed at that. As his best friend, she’d have met him at some point in the future regardless. Nothing would have been any different other than he would have been much more attached to her than he was now.


  His phone rang, snapping him out of his quagmire of emotions. When he pulled it out of its case and checked the number, it was Clark’s. The other man always seemed to know when Rex was having any sort of problem. Not for the first time, he wondered if he had his house wired or something.


  “Hey, Clark. What’s up?”


  “Nothing much. Checking on you. How’s your leg? Is that sore place you mentioned well? Did someone look at it again last week?”


  “What is this about, Clark?” Rex asked, feeling a little defensive.


  He heard the other man sigh over the phone. “I don’t know. I’m just worried about you. Before you met Ellie, you’d gotten downright morose on me. A few times you were so down that if you hadn’t been sort of okay the next day, I’d have worried you would do something stupid.”


  “I don’t remember being that down, Clark. Are you sure you weren’t reading more into it than there was? Sure, I have bad days, especially when I can’t remember anything recent at all, but those are pretty far apart now.” Rex didn’t like that he didn’t remember feeling as bad as Clark was describing. He’d thought his writing helped keep him positive.


  “Well, you were. I was worried about you. That’s one reason I agreed to go with you and Ellie to eat last night. I didn’t want you alone if things didn’t work out. But…” He didn’t say anything more for so long Rex wondered if they’d gotten disconnected.


  “Clark? You still there?”


  “Yeah. Look. I just wanted to call and check on you. When you got up this morning, how much were you able to remember?” Clark asked.


  “Actually, most of it. I don’t really remember much about the beginning of the day, but I remembered our date, and I even knew before I looked at my note that today was Sunday.”


  “Hell, man. That’s real good news. You think it’s the fact that you met Ellie?” he asked.


  “I don’t know, but it didn’t start ’til I met her. I have to think it’s because I really like her—a lot.” He wanted to be sure his friend knew that.


  “Good for you, man. Look. I better go. I’ve got some stuff to do before the gym opens tomorrow. Have a good night.”


  Rex stared at his phone for a full second when his friend disconnected on him so abruptly. What was up with that? Then it hit him. Clark was just as attracted to Ellie as he was and fighting it. He was fighting it because Rex was a fucking invalid. He hadn’t thought his friend saw him that way, but had things been different and he wasn’t like he was, Clark would have gone after Ellie right along with Rex. Whoever wasn’t able to capture her affections would have backed off and wished the other one well. They were fast friends, but they were still competitive when it came to something they both wanted enough to fight over it.


  He sighed, running a hand through his hair. It had all been in fun before. Neither of them had ever met someone they both liked enough for it to matter too much who won. Evidently, Ellie mattered enough to both of them. Clark was stepping back because he didn’t want to intrude on something that was obviously so good for him.


  Fuck that!


  He leaned back in the chair and fumed about it. What was he going to do? He liked Ellie way too much to let her go and steer her toward Clark. Clark obviously liked her a lot for him to even talk about her. He rarely, if ever, talked about any of the women he’d dated since he usually didn’t see them more than a few weeks to a month. He’d constantly insisted that he didn’t want to settle down anytime soon, if at all. His experience with his family had jaded him when it came to marriage.


  Marriage? Hell, he was actually thinking about it with Ellie. He knew he felt like he was probably in love with her already, but bringing marriage into the mix worried him. He didn’t want to rush things. He needed more time to make sure she truly cared about him before he had to spring his problems on her.


  Being an amputee was difficult enough to explain and factor into a relationship. Add in his head problems, and it was really too much to ask a woman to take on. Clark would really be better for her. That thought burned his gut and made him want to growl and snarl like some sort of territorial animal. Not that he thought Clark was better for her, but it was just at the thought of not having her for himself.


  His thoughts circled in his head over and over again without an answer presenting itself. Finally he gave up and admitted he needed to get some sleep. After securing his prosthesis to his crutches, Rex shut everything off and made his way to his bedroom. Things had to look better in the morning. One thing was for certain, they couldn’t get much worse.


  


  * * * *


  


  Clark opened the gym the next morning feeling groggy from lack of sleep. Derrick would be in before long to help him set everything up for the day. He was glad the kid was out of school for the summer. He could use his help. He had one other trainer who worked part-time for him and handled the gym portion of the training, but other than that, Clark handled it all by himself.


  At seven thirty, Derrick finally showed up. Since he was supposed to be there at seven, Clark had been ready to read him the riot act since punctuality was important in the real world. He felt as if he was teaching the young man more than just fighting skills. He felt as if he were teaching him life skills as well. Instead of lighting in to him though, he found himself seething angry at the sight of the boy’s face. Now he knew that Derrick needing off on Saturday hadn’t been to take his mom somewhere. He’d probably been laid up with a slight concussion and possibly some bruised ribs by the way he was carrying himself as he walked across the gym toward him.


  “Derrick, office. Now.” He turned and all but stomped to the room he used for the paperwork side of the business. He trusted the young man to follow him.


  Once inside his office, Clark pointed at the chair across from his desk before taking a seat himself on the corner of his desk. The more he looked at Derrick, the more he saw. The young man had a trapped look on his face with eyes that held so much desperation in them they looked almost wild. What in the hell had he gotten into?


  “Talk, Derrick, and don’t think you can tell me you hurt yourself playing basketball or helping someone move again. What they hell is going on?”


  He watched as Derrick drew in a deep breath then let it out slowly. It was obvious that he didn’t want to talk about it, but it was just as obvious that he was at the end of his rope. He hoped the young man hadn’t been fighting behind his back in some underground ring to make extra money. He knew the man’s finances were tight, but once you got mixed up with that group of people, you might as well hang it up. You belonged to them until they no longer wanted you. Your continued existence depended on how well you did for them and if they felt you could be trusted.


  “My dad did this. When he gets drunk, he’s violent. If I don’t keep him off my mom and my sister, he’ll end up killing them. He nearly did my mom before I was old enough to stop him.” The young man looked embarrassed as well as angry. Clark couldn’t blame him on either. Life was a bitch sometimes.


  “Why don’t you leave? You, your mom, and your sister.”


  “To begin with, it was because my sister and I were too young, and she had no way to take care of us. Once things got bad financially, she started working some to help make ends meet, so she’s been hiding some of her tips so we could all start over.”


  “If its money, I’ll help you all move out until you get on our feet. If you stay with him, he’ll eventually kill one of you,” Clark said. “Or worse, you’ll kill him out of self-defense, but we both know since you’ve been training with me they will try to use the lethal weapon defense on you.”


  “Thank you for offering, but I think we’ve got enough money to start over now. The problem is figuring out how to do it so he can’t find us. We don’t want to leave here since my sister and I are in school. Starting over somewhere else means transferring our college credits. It won’t be that bad for my sister, but some of mine won’t transfer, so it will take me longer to graduate. I need to be working to help my family, not taking more classes,” he said with obvious disgust.


  “You think your dad will come after you if you just move across town,” Clark asked. “Why haven’t the police gotten involved? He should be locked up for domestic violence.”


  “We tried that route, especially when Clara was younger and underage, but that made things worse. First they took Clara away from us, and she ended up in a foster home where she was nearly raped. Once Dad was out of jail and came back home, he almost killed Mom. She ended up in the hospital and lost her job over it. I wasn’t taking a chance with their lives anymore. I fight him off. I know better than to kill him, no matter how much I feel like it sometimes. I get a little banged up, but at least my sister and mom aren’t hurting.”


  Clark had more respect for Derrick in that moment than he’d thought possible. There had to be something he could do to help Derrick and his family.


  “We need to get your family out of there. I’ll find a place where they will be safe and let you know where it is. It may take a couple of days. Will they be okay until then?” he asked.


  Derrick seemed to be fighting his pride, but in the end, fear for his mother and sister won out.


  “He is always calm for a few days after he goes off on another one of his drinking binges. He’ll talk about how much he loves us and how he’ll never drink again, and then it starts all over again until he hurts one of us enough that he recognizes what he’s doing,” Derrick told him.


  “Give me a day or two to work things out, and then we’ll move them while he’s at work one day. Your mom will leave without a fight, won’t she?” Clark asked, thinking about his own mother.


  “Yes. She is scared to death of him. So is Clara. He’s gotten worse in the last year.”


  “Okay. I want you to stay here and handle the gym for a few hours while I talk to some people.” Clark stood up and put out his hand to Derrick. “You’re a good man, son.”


  Derrick ducked his head, but before he did, Clark could see pride and relief on the young man’s face. He’d been operating alone for so long that finally being able to hand off some of the pressure and stress gave him some measure of hope. Clark prayed he was able to help them before something much more serious occurred.


  “I’ll be back by noon. Hold down the fort for me until I return.”


  “I will. Um, thanks, Clark.”


  He nodded and rounded the desk to grab his keys, then he walked out the door. Once he was outside and astride his bike, Clark had a plan of sorts in his head. He wasn’t sure how it would work out, but he was going to give it a shot. The boy had potential, not just as a fighter, but as a man with integrity. He deserved a chance.


  Clark rode back across town to park outside of Rex’s house in the drive. By the time he’d climbed off his bike, Rex was standing in the open front door staring at him. It was unusual for him to be there this time of morning. He was usually at the gym all day. He knew his friend would be going to the VA in an hour, so now was the best time to catch him.


  “Hey, Rex. Got a minute? I wanted to ask you something,” he said as he secured his helmet to the seat.


  “Come on in. Is something wrong?” his friend asked.


  Clark saw the worry in his friend’s eyes. He knew he could always count on Rex no matter what. He was one of the few people he trusted to watch his back in a fight, prosthesis or no prosthesis. Rex was good.


  “I’m fine, but I need some help with a problem that’s come up with someone that works for me,” he said as he walked into the house.


  “That kid you were talking about? The one you’ve been training?” Rex asked.


  “Yeah. He came in this morning pretty messed up. He’d called off work on Saturday because he needed to take his mom somewhere, but I’d say he was too hurt to come in. He wasn’t in much better shape this morning, but I left him to see to the gym while I rode here to talk to you.”


  “Who do we need to rough up?” Rex asked, only half joking from the expression on his face.


  “Hey. You remembered my talking about Derrick from the other day,” Clark suddenly said with a smile. “Wow, that’s great, man.”


  His friend frowned, then smiled and shrugged. “I hadn’t even thought about it. It just came to me when you said one of the people who worked for you. I remembered him working to help pay for his training.”


  Clark couldn’t help but smile. Seeing his friend really improve made him happy. Ellie was good for Rex. It was for the best that he kept away from her. But first he needed her help. Then he’d step aside so his interest in her wouldn’t cause problems between her and Rex. He’d never planned to settle down anyway, so it would be foolish to go after her even if Rex hadn’t been involved with her.


  “What can I do to help, Clark?” Rex asked, all serious now.


  “I want to set them up somewhere safe where they can continue going to college but nowhere near where they live now. His father is beating his mom and his sister. He’s been stepping in and taking the punishment to keep him off of them. He isn’t going to be able to keep doing it. One day one of them is going to kill the other. I don’t want to see Derrick’s life go down the drain because he was protecting his sister and mother.”


  “I agree. One of the rental houses I have is empty right now. I was planning to replace the floor before I rented it out again, but they can use it and I’ll do that once we have things under control. It’s going to be a day or two before I can have it ready for them to move in, though. I’d already had them working on it some, so they are going to have to stop and make sure it’s safe to live in,” Rex said.


  Clark watched his friend pull out his phone and make a few calls to make it happen. This was even better than he’d hoped. He’d just planned to get Rex’s help in locating a suitable place. He knew his friend had rental property, but he hadn’t counted on anything being open. Since it was, it would provide another measure of safety since they could keep their names off of a lease.


  “I’ll leave the utilities on so they don’t have to make deposits to have them in their names,” Rex was saying.


  “Good idea. I’ll pay for their utilities while they’re there,” he said.


  “Forget it. I doubt they will use that much electricity or water.” Rex snorted.


  “They’re my responsibility. I’ll cover the costs,” Clark insisted.


  “Fine. But if you need help, I expect a call, man. Understand?” Rex had a feeling Clark wouldn’t be calling him.


  “I need one more favor,” Clark said.


  “What is that? You know I’ll help any way I can.”


  “I need Ellie’s help to get them to move out.”


  Chapter Eight


  


  Ellie pulled up outside of Clark’s gym, not sure what to expect of the place, since it catered more to boxers and men then it did to the regular fitness crowd. Considering what she’d seen in movies like the Rocky films, she expected it to smell and be dark and dingy.


  Rex hadn’t said much over the phone. Just that they had a family that needed help. The son worked for Clark in exchange for lessons. He was obviously one of Clark’s kids he helped. When Rex had called her and asked if she would be willing to help out, she’d been surprised but excited that he’d considered asking her and trusted her judgment of the situation. So here she was to talk to Rex’s best friend about a trainee who he and his mom and sister needed help getting out from under an abusive father and husband. While this wasn’t exactly up her alley, she couldn’t say no to them.


  That the two men were trying to help them start over put them even higher in her admiration. She just hoped that nothing went wrong. Domestic cases tended to turn violent quickly and blow up in the police’s faces. She didn’t want that to happen in this case.


  She climbed out of her car and walked up to the door of the gym, pushing it open to walk inside. She immediately spotted Clark near a sparring ring talking to a huge dark-skinned man of about twenty-five. He seemed to feel her staring at him and turned to look at her, his face breaking into a wide smile as he nodded at the other man and started walking her way.


  Suddenly, Ellie wished she was wearing something nicer, but in her line of work, dressing for the unexpected was best. Realizing she wanted to impress Clark, Ellie chastised herself and pasted a neutral smile on her face, drawing professionalism around her like a cloak. Clark was Rex’s best friend and she was seeing Rex, not Clark.


  “Hi Ellie. Thanks for agreeing to come by to talk to me. Let’s go to my office where we can hear ourselves think,” he said, before taking her elbow to steer her toward a short hall.


  “I hope I can be of some help, Clark.”


  He opened a door when they entered the hall and waved her inside.


  “Can I get you something to drink? We’ve got water and a few different flavors of energy drinks,” he said, hovering near the door.


  “No thanks. You do understand how unpredictable domestic violence cases can be, right?” she asked as she took a seat across from an old scarred wooden desk.


  “Yeah. I’ve got a pretty good idea from the way the kid’s been coming in all bruised. He’s a big guy and in good shape. Right now he’s letting his old man beat on him, just protecting himself from the worst of the blows. I’m afraid he’s going to lose patience and control one time and fight back,” Clark said, sitting on the corner of the desk across from her chair.


  “Maybe if he fought back, it would make his dad think twice about trying to hurt them again. Sometimes bullies won’t continue their behavior if they realize they aren’t the biggest and baddest on the street anymore,” she suggested.


  “I thought about that, but with his training and how violent his father has been, I’m afraid he will lose control and end up killing or seriously injuring the bastard. If that happened, it could land him in prison. I don’t want that to happen. He’s a good kid.”


  “I agree. His sister and mom will need him to get through the move and change in their situation. Tell me about them so I know more about what to expect,” she suggested.


  “The man is twenty-two, and his sister is eighteen. Their father is abusive and has been beating on his mom and sister for a long time. When Derrick got old enough, he started deflecting as much as he could, but they need to get out of there,” Clark told her.


  “Oh, my, God. Derrick and Clara Martin?” she asked, realizing that it was the same family she’d visited last week. “I’ve been trying to get them help, but without a safe place to put them, my hands have been tied. I’ve got feelers out, though. We can’t move them without somewhere to put them. Shelters are no place for them, and their father will find them. He has when they’ve run in the past.”


  “How long have you known about them?” Clark asked, the tension in him palpable.


  “Only since last week. One of my older clients asked me to look into them. Evidently, he’s heard the violence from his apartment below.” She could tell that Clark had been ready to condemn her for leaving them in that situation too long. It hurt.


  “I’m sorry,” he said with a deep sigh. “I’m just furious this has been going on so long, and I didn’t pick up on it before now.”


  Ellie nodded. He didn’t really mean anything by it. She understood his frustration, since she got that way so much with her job. She didn’t blame him. It just went to show how much he cared, and that made him a very special man. She tensed. Well, so was Rex.


  “The fact that you want to help them is admirable, but believe me, Clark, I know what I’m talking about. Without a safe place for them to hide, moving them now will only put them in more danger.”


  “We’ve got a safe place for them,” Clark said, interrupting her.


  Excitement mixed with relief flowed through her. Then she realized he might not know what it would take. She hated to disappoint them, but she needed to be sure they understood the dangers of moving them. If Gordon Martin found them, he’d be a very dangerous man who would hurt them badly, if not kill them. She’d dealt with that in the past, and it still haunted her and gave her nightmares.


  She’d been newly out of school and ready to take on the world. She wanted to help everyone who needed it and didn’t understand what her gung-ho attitude might cost her and the people she tried to help.


  A young mother and her child were in a similar situation as Derrick and his family, and Ellie wanted to get them out of it. She talked the young woman into trusting her and helped her escape to a shelter, never once thinking that her husband might go looking for them there. She still remembered the phone call from the police and how the news had washed over her like fire eating at her skin.


  The husband had found them and nearly killed the woman running the shelter who tried to protect them. The young woman had ended up nearly dying as well and lost a kidney from all of the knife wounds she sustained covering her baby, protecting him from her enraged husband. As soon as she was able to find a place for them while the husband was in jail, she’d used her own money and moved them to a different state. Then she’d transferred out of family services into her current position.


  Evidently, her memories had shown in her facial expressions because Clark instantly stood up, moving to kneel in front of her. He rubbed his hands up and down both of her arms in an effort to soothe her, obviously confused by her reaction.


  “Are you sure? It has to be under someone else’s name and in a safe area. It has to be somewhere he would never think to look. Men like that have ways to locate their targets, and lots of determination to fuel their rage.” She looked deep into Clark’s eyes that were now almost at the same level as hers.


  “Rex has rental property,” Clark said. “It’s all in his name, and this Martin bastard will never be able to find them there. It’s across town in a very nice neighborhood. They’ll be safe there.”


  “Is transportation to and from work here going to be a problem? What about school? I understand they’re both in school when it starts back,” she said.


  “Not a problem. Derrick’s got transportation, and they usually use public transportation when possible. It actually puts them closer to the college,” he told her.


  She sighed and relaxed some. It could work. For the family, she prayed it wasn’t a mistake. She nodded.


  “It’s a good plan. It just might work. They will need to be very careful when they leave work and school that he doesn’t follow them home to find out where they are. I wouldn’t underestimate the man. We have to make that clear to them,” she told Clark


  “We will. I figure the best time to go to see them is about two in the afternoon. He should be at work. I didn’t want to go too soon in case he came home for lunch, and we wouldn’t know what time he took his lunch,” Clark told her.


  Ellie looked down where Clark’s hands now covered hers in her lap. When he’d stopped rubbing her arms, he’d laid his hands over hers. It gave her a warm feeling. One she shouldn’t be having over Clark. She moved her hands out from under his without looking up at him. He stood up, stepped back, and leaned against the desk again.


  “That’s a good plan. Mrs. Martin is going to be the hardest to convince. She’s petrified and desperate. Let me handle her,” Ellie said, finally looking back at him.


  “That was the plan,” Rex said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Clark couldn’t believe how brave Ellie had to be to go into situations that could be dangerous on a daily basis. He realized that he didn’t like the idea of her in danger. Crap! He really liked and cared about her. What in the hell was he going to do?


  “It’s really great of you to help them, Clark. Not many people would have cared, much less stepped in like you are. This isn’t an easy situation to get involved in,” she said. Her smile did something to him.


  He realized it made him feel good and feel proud that she thought well of him. He was in over his head here. If he were smart, he’d excuse himself right then and there and leave. He wasn’t a smart man today.


  “I hate to see anyone abused, and especially someone with so much potential who only wants to do the right thing by his mom and sister. If he’d wanted to, he could have left them there and made a better life for himself,” he told her.


  “I know. It’s so sad to see so many people in such terrible situations. The elderly I deal with are on their own so many times. Family should look out for family.”


  Her expressions were so honest and open when she talked about her work. The passion there was almost more than he could take. It made her even more beautiful.


  They talked about some of the more uplifting things she saw and she shared several funny stories that had him smiling more than he’d smiled in a very long time. Spending time with her could easily become addicting. But he couldn’t let it. She belonged to Rex.


  “Tell me more about you, Clark. You know all about me now. What got you started with the gym?” she asked.


  Suddenly it didn’t seem quite as hard to call an end to their conversation. He didn’t like talking about himself. It brought up old wounds and more questions than he was comfortable with talking about. He’d give her a little then make his excuses and leave.


  “Not much to tell really. I’m an only child. My parents are divorced now. Went into the army right out of high school. I didn’t much like the idea of college at the time. You know how Rex and I got to be friends. We both ended up with a medical discharge and I moved here when Rex returned home.” He kept talking, not even realizing it at first. It was so easy to talk to her.


  “I did a little boxing in the services and physical fitness with all of the nutrition and crap interested me. I did a lot of studying on it while I was in. When we were on leave, or if we were stationed somewhere with a lot of time on our hands, I studied it either online or with books I ordered and had sent to me.”


  “Wow, that’s amazing. I guess I never really thought about there being more to a gym and working out than, um, just working out.” She laughed and shrugged. “I have to confess that I’m in terrible shape. I should work out, but I don’t.”


  “You look great. I mean, you don’t need to change anything about yourself except maybe work on cardio to keep your heart and lungs healthy.” He couldn’t believe he’d gone there. Crap. Complementing her wasn’t good.


  “Thanks, but I know I’m overweight. A lot of my job is done sitting at a desk making phone calls and searching for solutions on the computer. I really need to at least do more walking.” She sighed.


  “Walking would be good for your heart, Ellie. You could walk on a treadmill if you don’t have somewhere safe to walk. Um, I’ve got treadmills at the gym.” He could have kicked himself for putting that out there.


  “Oh. Um, thanks. I’ll think about it.” Now she looked a little uncomfortable.


  Clark didn’t like seeing her unsure, especially when it was because of something he’d said. Rex was going to kill him over this. He was sure she’d say something about the offer to walk on the treadmill at his gym.


  “I’d better get back to work before they send out a search party. Thanks for meeting me like this. I know it meant leaving the gym in the middle of the day.” She stood up, pulling her purse off the back of the chair.


  He stood up as well and nodded. “Not a problem. When you’re the boss you can set your own hours for the most part. Once Rex and I get the particulars of the house set up we’ll set a day to do this. I really appreciate your help, Ellie. I know it’s not what you normally do.”


  She smiled that beautiful, open smile again and it felt like the sun had breached the building to shine on him. What was it about this one woman that made him want things he’d sworn he’d never want? The one woman who made him forget the bad things, and she was his best friend’s girl.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Ellie checked to make sure she had her phone and that it was charged. Then she made sure she had her pepper spray. She was meeting Clark and Rex at a diner not far from her office. They’d decided on the best course of action and were going to attempt to move the family of Clark’s trainee to a safe place if she could convince them to go. She climbed out of her car and walked into the diner, zeroing in on the two men sitting in a booth at the back. They both looked nice despite wearing plain jeans and T-shirts.


  “Hi, guys.”


  Rex and Clark both stood up and smiled at her. The two of them smiling at her together was like a physical blow to her libido. She felt her insides shift, and worry washed over her. Dear God, she was so in trouble.


  “Hey, Ellie. Thank you for coming,” Rex said, encouraging her to scoot into the booth.


  “I really do appreciate it,” Clark said, his sincerity obvious.


  “No problem. It’s what I do. Like we talked about, Clark. I’ll do all I can to help them, but ultimately, we can’t make them leave if they refuse,” she reminded him.


  She looked at her watch. One forty-five. They had a little while longer to wait until it would be as safe as possible to go to their apartment.


  “When we go, you two wait in the stairwell until I make sure the coast is clear and he isn’t at home. If he sees two big, burly men, he’ll instantly suspect something is up. If he’s there, I’ll pretend I have the wrong apartment, and we’ll leave and try tomorrow.” Ellie was so scared something would go wrong.


  “I don’t like it,” Rex said with a scowl.


  “Neither do I.” Clark frowned at her. “He could suspect something anyway and take it out on you.”


  “He won’t. I’ve done this enough to know how to deal with him. I may not usually deal with domestic violence in my office, but I do get it when the elderly are involved. Elderly abuse happens more than you’d think.” Ellie looked each man in the eye.


  Rex huffed out a breath and nodded. “Okay, but I don’t like it.”


  “Neither do I,” Clark said. “I regret getting you involved now. We could have done it on our own.”


  “I doubt you would have been able to get Mrs. Martin to agree to leave with two strange men, even if Derrick agreed and vouched for you.”


  “Deep down I know you’re right, but it still worries me. If something goes wrong, you run and call the police. I don’t want you anywhere around the bastard,” Rex said. “Clark and I can handle him.”


  “Just remember that sometimes an abused wife will defend her husband tooth and nail out of fear that the consequences would be even worse if she didn’t. Don’t turn your back on her,” Ellie warned them.


  “We won’t,” Clark said. “Don’t forget that we’re ex-Army. We’re trained for violent situations.”


  She sighed, wishing there had been another way before the two men had gotten involved. Now she felt responsible for not only the Martin family, but also Rex and Clark. She didn’t want to think about how she felt about both men right now, but once this was over and the crisis handled, Ellie had to evaluate her feelings and figure out what to do about them.


  “Time to go,” Clark said after checking his watch.


  “If anything goes wrong, Ellie, scream and run for the stairs. We’ll be right out to help you. Don’t give the man a chance to hurt you,” Rex said.


  “Believe me, I’ll be screaming bloody murder and out of there fast. I’m not into pain and won’t take any chances,” she assured him.


  “Good.”


  Both men moved out of the booth and waited for her to scoot around on Rex’s side. She walked between them out of the diner after Clark paid for their coffee they’d had. Rex led her to his truck and opened the door for her. She climbed in, scooting over for Clark, but the other man kept walking to his own truck. She started to scoot over, but Rex smiled at her and touched her arm.


  “Don’t move back over. I like having you close to me. Clark’s taking his truck in case we need the extra room for clothes and such.”


  “Good idea,” she said, and she remained where she was. The truth was, she liked being close to him.


  But I like being close to Clark, too. What in the hell am I going to do?


  She shoved the nerve-wracking thought to the back of her mind. She couldn’t think about that now. Too many lives hung on her being able to do her job and remain calm. She would be crossing that bridge when she had to.


  They pulled up outside of the apartment building, Clark parking right behind them. When she moved over to Rex’s side to get out, he surprised her by lifting her by the waist and setting her gently on her feet. Before she knew what his intensions where, he kissed her with enough emotion that she thought her knees would buckle.


  “Remember. Don’t let anything happen to you. Be safe.”


  She nodded, too emotionally raw from the passionate kiss to speak.


  The three of them walked inside and up the stairs. When they got to the second floor landing, Rex held her back while Clark checked the hall. When he nodded that it was clear, Rex squeezed her shoulder and stared at her for a second before letting her go.


  Ellie smiled at both men in an effort to reassure them, then she stepped out into the hall and walked down the hall to the Martin’s apartment. She hesitated for a brief second, listening for any sounds that Mr. Martin was home. Hearing none, she lifted her hand and knocked.


  She had to knock a second time, praying that they hadn’t gone out to the store or anything. Nearly a minute passed after the first knock before the door opened a fraction. Mrs. Martin peered out at her, a worried expression doing nothing to soften the lines of worry around her mouth, a mouth that sported a split lip.


  “What do you want? I told you nothing is wrong,” the woman said without opening the door any farther.


  “I know that your husband is abusing you, Mrs. Martin.”


  When the woman started to close the door, Ellie jammed her foot in the doorway and used her hand to push at it so the woman couldn’t close it.


  “You need to leave. There’s nothing you can do,” she said, tears apparent in her eyes. The look of resignation tore at Ellie’s heart.


  “Are you going to let your husband kill Derrick? He’s taking as much of the abuse on himself as he can. Much more, and he’ll end up in the hospital—or the morgue.”


  The frightened look in Mrs. Martin’s eyes was almost more than Ellie could take. She let the woman see the worry and fear in her own eyes.


  “Please. You know one day he will kill one of you. Let me help you. I have a place you can go that he would never be able to find you. Then I’ll get you a way out of the state so you won’t have to worry about him ever again.”


  The woman hesitated, looking over her shoulder, making Ellie panic. Was he there? Had they made a mistake?


  “Is he here?” she whispered.


  “No. He’s at work. I’m scared to leave. If he finds us, it will be bad. Really bad.”


  “That’s why I’ve made sure it is somewhere he can’t find you. The owner of the house you’ll be going to doesn’t have any ties to you or your family. His name is on everything, so you can’t be located through any public records.” Ellie could see the woman thinking it over.


  Finally, she opened the door wider. Her right eye was swollen from a recent attack. Even her cheek had a dark bruise on it. She looked over at the stairwell and whistled to let the men know they could come out.


  “My friends are here to help us pack you up and get you out of here. Do you have any way to contact your daughter so she’ll let us pick her up and bring her to you?” Ellie asked.


  “She’s here. Derrick…” she began.


  “He’s at the gym and safe until we move him.”


  Rex and Clark walked to the doorway so the other woman could see them. She instinctively cringed at the sight of the big strong men. Both men took a step back.


  “It’s okay, Mrs. Martin. They will not hurt you or your daughter. They are here to help. Let them help get you out of here.” She turned to the men. “This is Rex. He owns the house you’ll be staying in. And this is Clark. He owns the gym your son works in.”


  The woman nodded nervously but stepped back to let them all inside. The apartment was clean, but everything in it was old and shabby. It smelled a little of furniture polish and old, musty wallpaper.


  “Where is your daughter? We need to pack, ma’am,” Clark said.


  “She’s in her room. She’s hurt. I couldn’t stop him from hitting her. I tried. Derrick came home and got him off of her.” Tears filled her eyes, but they didn’t fall.


  “We’ll take care of her. Does she need a doctor?” Rex asked, his face tight with anger.


  “I–I don’t think so. She says she’s fine.” The woman wrung her hands.


  “Let’s get you packed up.” Clark said. “Rex and Ellie will take care of your daughter.”


  The woman allowed Clark to start her walking toward the hallway before she took the lead and led him to a door on the left. She indicated the door on the right.


  “That’s Clara’s room.”


  “Where does Derrick sleep?” Clark asked.


  “On the couch,” the woman said.


  Ellie and Rex followed them, and she knocked on the door before going in. Rex remained in the hall until Ellie nodded that Clara was decent. She had to cover her shock when she saw the young woman. Her face was one big bruise, and from what she could see of her upper arms, she had defensive bruises there as well.


  “Who are you?” Clara asked in a weak voice that held a good bit of fear. “Where’s my mom?”


  “Easy, Clara. No one is going to hurt you or your mom. I’m Ellie, and this is Rex. We’ve come to take you away from here where you’ll be safe.”


  Clara shook her head and winced. “It’s too dangerous. When he finds us, he’ll really hurt us. When Derrick’s not here, he’s so much worse.”


  “He’ll never find you where we’ll be taking you. Trust me, Clara. I know you don’t know me, but your mom does and is packing her bags now. Let’s get your things packed up and get you some help. You’re hurt.” Ellie watched the other woman closely as she sat up. The pain on her face worried her.


  The fact that she trusted them without really knowing them proved how much she wanted out of there and how desperate she was.


  “What about my brother? He won’t know where we are, and if Dad catches him…” She trailed off, choking on a sob.


  Ellie carefully touched the young woman’s arm. “He’s safe for now. We’ll pick him up on the way to the house. Trust me, Clara.”


  They quickly packed the young woman’s things up. There wasn’t much to gather. All in all, they had a small suitcase and a backpack comprising the eighteen-year-old’s worldly belongings.


  When they walked out of the room and down the hall, it was to find Clark and the older woman packing up what must have been Derrick’s stuff and a few pictures.


  “Stay right here while we carry this down to the truck. We’ll be right back,” Clark said.


  Ellie wrapped her arms around the two women to hug them, careful of Clara’s bruises. She wanted to reassure them, but she knew they wouldn’t feel safe for a long, long time.


  She heard heavy steps outside the door and wondered how the men had gotten back so fast. Then the door swung open and Gordon Martin walked in, fury on his face when he saw Ellie. He slammed the door shut and locked it.


  “I knew something was wrong when I saw those two men downstairs putting stuff in a truck. I took the back stairs so I could catch you trying to leave me. You’ll never try this again,” he said as he advanced on them.


  Ellie stepped in front of the two cowering women and planted her feet slightly apart to give her stability and improve her balance. She’d taken every self-defense class offered by the police department, knowing her job could be dangerous. Now would be the time her lessons were put to the test.


  “Get out of my way, bitch! I’ll deal with you later.”


  Ellie stood her ground, and when he went to shove her out of the way, she pushed back and kicked out with all her strength at his kneecap. Her blow glanced to the side as he tried to get out of her way, but it was enough force to scream for the two women to run and get the men. They didn’t hesitate. Relief flowed through her but was short lived when Gordon growled and recovered faster than she would have liked. She’d hoped to run right behind them, but he turned to chase them. Ellie had no choice but to attack and keep him off of them until they had time to get to the men.


  She gathered herself and performed a roundhouse kick to his ass in hopes it would knock him off his feet. It worked. Ellie jumped over him to get through the door and run for the stairs. Before she made it through the door, he grabbed her ankle, jerking her so hard she fell face first, only managing to catch herself with her hands at the last second. It jarred her all the way to her shoulders, and for a second she felt nothing, but pain exploded through her body, immobilizing her for precious seconds she couldn’t afford.


  “I’ll make you pay for this. No one tries to take what’s mine,” he yelled.


  Ellie kicked out in an effort to hit him in the face, but his arms were longer than her legs and she couldn’t reach him. All it did was heighten his rage. The next thing she knew, he was dragging her back inside the apartment. He slammed the door shut and turned the lock with a crazed expression on his face and in his eyes.


  Ellie prayed the men would get there soon. Her stomach tightened as a cold sweat broke out over her skin. This was going to be bad.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rex’s heart froze in his chest for a split second the instant he saw the two women running out of the apartment building screaming for them. He and Clark both raced for them, cursing that the damn suitcase’s catch had broken, spilling everything onto the sidewalk. He and his friend had wasted precious minutes trying to scoop it all up back into the flimsy luggage.


  “What’s wrong?” he yelled as he ran full out in their direction.


  “He’s here! He came home early,” Clara yelled. “You’ve got to hurry. He’ll kill her!”


  Clark threw them the keys. “Get in the black truck and lock the doors until we get back.”


  When the women hesitated, shock evident in their eyes, Clark yelled at them.


  “Now!” They took off toward his truck.


  They raced inside and up the stairs, Rex cursing his fucked up leg. He wasn’t as fast as Clark, and by the time he got to the second landing, his friend was already at the door that had obviously been locked.


  “Fuck!” Clark yelled. He stepped back and kicked directly over the lock, but it held.


  “Let her go!” Rex yelled as he added his strength to Clark’s.


  They both hit the door at the same time. This time it made a cracking sound, but it still held. He could hear through the flimsy walls that a struggle was going on in the other room. The crash of something flamed his fear and determination higher.


  Clark kicked at the door again, and this time the door facing broke, allowing them to hit the door with their weight one more time and crash into the room. The first thing he saw was Ellie’s face where the man had obviously hit her, but she had her pepper spray out and was spraying it directly at Gordon Martin’s face. The man roared, but he didn’t slow down as he raced for Ellie.


  Rex managed to get between them, taking the brunt of the attack on himself. He felt his leg give some and knew he was in trouble, but he wasn’t letting the bastard lay another hand on Ellie.


  Clark grabbed the big man and pulled him off of them, throwing him into the door. The man roared and shoved Clark hard enough that he fell. Rex tried to get up to help Ellie, but his leg wouldn’t hold him so he could push to his feet.


  Fuck! Why is this happening now? I have to protect her!


  Rex managed to get up, but by then Gordon had slipped away from Clark and was bearing down on Ellie as she turned and ran down the hall. The glint of steel told him that the man had a knife. Fear unlike anything he’d ever felt before, even when they’d told him he’d lost his lower leg, squeezed his heart and lungs to the point he couldn’t breathe. Clark threw himself between Gordon and Ellie at the last minute, taking the knife in the chest.


  Ellie screamed “No!” just as two policemen ran into the apartment, weapons drawn. When Gordon lunged for Ellie, now trapped against the back wall of the hall, they yelled down. Ellie dropped just as they opened fire on Gordon Martin, dropping him in mid-stride.


  Rex managed to get to Clark and rolled him over, only to see crimson blood soaking his shirt where the bastard had stabbed him in the chest. He didn’t answer when Rex shouted his name. Ellie dropped beside him, instantly adding pressure to his hands to stop the bleeding.


  “We need an ambulance!” she screamed with tears, emotion clogging her throat.


  Rex knew because he was having trouble holding them back himself. His heart thundered in his ears and pounded in his chest to the point he thought he might pass out.


  “Not going to happen, Clark. Do you fucking hear me? You’re not dying on me!”


  Ellie’s sobs finally broke through the pounding in his ears. He wanted to hold her, but he had to keep the pressure on his friend’s wound. The sound of more feet pounding down the hall gave him hope it would be the paramedics. He looked up and nearly wept at the sight of the men wearing the medical uniforms carrying cases and bags. Two more men emerged behind them with a stretcher.


  He only moved out of the way when the men yelled at him to let them get to their patient. Ellie pulled at him, and he surrendered. He pulled her into his arms, gaining a little comfort from her embrace. Memory of her reddened face jerked him out of his stupor. He needed to see to her. Reluctantly, he pulled back and looked her over. A bruise was already forming over her cheek. Anger burned through him all over again, and he wished the bastard was still alive so he could choke the life out of him with his bare hands.


  “I’m sorry, sweetness. I’m so sorry. We never should have left you up here alone.” Tears clogged his throat once more at what could have happened and what had. “Can you ever forgive me?”


  “It’s not your fault, Rex. It’s okay. They’ll take care of Clark, and everything will be fine.” She pulled his face to hers and rubbed her cheek against his.


  “I’m sorry. I’m useless. I couldn’t help you with this fucking leg. I’m so sorry, Ellie. You deserve a whole man who can protect you.” Rex felt as if his heart was breaking.


  She was everything he ever wanted or needed in a woman. She was all he thought about, and that was saying a lot when he couldn’t remember diddly squat from one day to the next. For a while, he’d thought he had a chance at his dream of finding a special woman who’d love him despite his deficiencies. Now that he’d found her, he knew he could never have her. She needed someone who would be able to keep her safe.


  Though it pained him, he knew Clark would be that man. If he lived. That thought awakened another ache at the thought of losing Ellie and his best friend. If Clark managed to pull through, he’d make sure the man was serious about the obvious feelings he had toward her, then he’d push them together. He already knew Ellie felt something for his buddy, and though it had bothered him, he knew neither one of them would act on it.


  Jealousy burned in his gut, but her safety and happiness meant more to him. He would make sure that she would be. Being able to watch over her to the extent of his obvious limits would have to be enough. Seeing her happy would hurt even as it comforted him.


  Ellie’s soft hands stroked his arm, then entwined her fingers with his before trying to pull him to his feet. The pain was too much. He wouldn’t be able to stand on his own now.


  “I can’t, Ellie. I have a prosthesis on my lower leg, and with everything happening, I think I’ve messed my stump up with it.”


  Chapter Ten


  


  Ellie walked beside Rex as they wheeled him out to the second ambulance that had been called. He wouldn’t look at her. She knew he was upset with himself, and maybe even a little embarrassed. She didn’t care about the stupid prosthesis. She loved him. When they’d been so close to death in that apartment, she realized she loved both Rex and Clark. How it had happened so fast, she didn’t know. She felt safe and cared for when she was with them.


  Her obvious dilemma was that she couldn’t have them both, and she could never choose between them or cause trouble between them. Her heart ached as they reached the ambulance.


  “Take my keys and get them to the address I gave you. Make sure they are comfortable,” Rex said, his features tightening with what she knew had to be pain.


  “I’ll be at the hospital as soon as I can,” she told him.


  When he didn’t say anything before the paramedics loaded him into the ambulance, Ellie knew a moment of panic. She pushed it down and watched until they closed the doors and drove off, then she returned to the truck where a police officer was standing with them, having already asked a ton of questions.


  “Okay. We’re ready to go,” she said.


  The officer was one she’d dealt with on several occasions. He looked at her with sympathy.


  “You should see a doctor about those bruises to be sure you don’t have a concussion, Ellie,” he said.


  “I’m fine. It really looks a lot worse than it is. Thanks for staying with them.” She climbed into the truck, and the officer closed the door for her. She glanced over at Mrs. Martin, who was obviously in shock, then over at Clara. She looked much more in control.


  “I don’t know where the gym is to pick up Derrick. Do either one of you know?” she asked.


  Clara nodded and gave her directions. It didn’t take long at all to reach the gym. She had Clara’s mother stay in the truck with the doors locked while she and Clara went into the gym to find Derrick.


  They hadn’t even made it far inside before a tall young man rushed over and grabbed his sister in a hug.


  “What happened? Where is Mom?” he asked, searching his sister for assurance.


  “She’s fine, D. She’s out in the truck. We’re going to a safe house.” She swallowed hard. “Dad’s dead, D. The cops killed him. He was trying to kill Ms. Carpenter.”


  He had such a look of relief on his face that Ellie knew he’d been carrying around a huge weight on his shoulders. He looked over at Ellie and winced.


  “Are you okay? What happened?” he asked, rubbing his sister’s back.


  “We’ll talk about it later, Derrick. I need to get you all to the house so I can go to the hospital.” She cleared her throat of the emotion clogging it. “Clark is in serious condition. He threw himself between me and your dad, and he stabbed him in the chest.”


  Derrick’s eyes widened before sadness so deep she could almost feel it fell over him. Tears glittered in his eyes.


  “I never meant for anyone to get hurt. I didn’t realize he was going to go do something like that,” the young man said.


  “You didn’t do anything, Derrick. Now let’s go get your family somewhere more comfortable.”


  They hurried out to the truck, and when she knocked on the window, Mrs. Martin jumped, letting out a yelp before she realized who it was. She quickly unlocked the doors, and Derrick tore it open to pull her into his arms, murmuring that it would all be fine now. He let her go and helped his sister into the truck, then he climbed into the bed of the truck since all of their things were in the back seat.


  Ellie drove to the address Rex had given her on autopilot. She was probably in shock as well with the way she felt. Even though the roaring in her ears had cleared up, she couldn’t stop her hands from shaking or her heart from pounding. All she thought about was getting to the hospital so she could check on her men.


  Oh, God. Her men. She was in so much trouble. This was one thing she’d never be able to get over. It involved too much of her heart, and maybe even her soul. Nothing had prepared her for a connection to someone like this. And the kicker of it was it was with two men, not just one. Jason was going to kill her. That made her give a hysterical little laugh that had both of the other women staring at her with concern.


  Once they finally pulled up into the drive of the cute little cottage style house, Ellie felt a measure of calm go through her. They would be safe and comfortable here, and she could concentrate on Rex and Clark.


  Please, God. Let him be okay. I can’t stand the thought of losing him or Rex.


  They quickly unlocked the door, and Derrick started carrying bags into the house. As soon as the truck was empty, Ellie walked around the house with them and made sure it looked fine. There were even some groceries already in the cabinets and fridge. They would be okay until she got back.


  “I’ll be back to check on you as soon as I know the guys are okay. This is Rex’s phone. Just push this button, and it will call me if something happens or you need anything.” She handed it to Derrick, who instantly handed it to Clara.


  “I’m coming with you,” he said in a hard voice.


  “Derrick, your family needs you now, and I need to know they will be safe with you here. I’ll call as soon as I know anything.” She squeezed his hand.


  The conflict in his eyes told her just how much he cared about the other man. It hurt to see the pain and regret there.


  “You’re all free now. We will work this out. For now, heal and take care of each other. I’ll be back.” Ellie walked out of the door and hurried to the truck. She needed to be at the hospital more than she needed her next breath.


  Ellie parked the truck in the visitor’s parking lot and raced into the emergency room, stopping at the desk to find out where Rex and Clark were. She knew the clerk working and quickly explained what was going on.


  “I’ll find out and let you know, Ellie. Go sit down. Are you sure you don’t need to be seen? Your face looks painful,” the woman said.


  “No. I’m fine. Please hurry.”


  The clerk nodded and disappeared through a door that led into the emergency room proper. Ellie didn’t think she could be still long enough to sit down. When the woman came back several long, agonizing minutes later, she was pacing in front of the desk.


  “What’s going on?” she demanded as soon as the woman had gotten to the desk.


  “Clark is in surgery. I don’t know his condition. I asked one of the nurses to see if she could find out for me. Rex is in the back with the doctor right now. I’ll let you go back as soon as they call up here and tell me the doctor is finished with him.”


  “Thank you. Thank you so much.” She all but collapsed in a chair and waited, keeping watch on the clerk so that when she answered the phone she could be ready.


  Each time it rang and the woman picked it up, Ellie stood, waiting expectantly for the clerk to call her over. It rang five times before the woman finally nodded toward her. She ran over to the double doors, and as soon as she heard the click that would let her in, Ellie flew through the door.


  “Ellie?” A woman in scrubs waited on the other side.


  “Yes. Where is Rex?” she asked impatiently.


  “Come this way, and I’ll take you to him. Maybe you can get him to calm down and stay where he is until we can get him some information on his friend.”


  “I’ll do my best. Do you know anything yet?” she asked.


  The woman sighed. “It was bad when he came in. He coded on us before we got to surgery. But the fact that they are still working on him is good. They wouldn’t be doing it if he was gone,” the nurse said.


  Ellie felt as if she’d taken a knife to her chest as well with the pain that crushed her insides. If she lost Clark, a piece of her would always be missing. She had no doubt it would be an even bigger piece from Rex. He and Clark were best friends and had been together overseas. She ached for Rex as much as herself.


  The nurse led her to a curtained off area in the back and nodded for her to go in. The second she walked through the drapes, Rex tried to get up. She rushed over and pressed him back down.


  “Don’t move. You need to rest and follow the doctor’s orders. Are you okay?” she asked.


  “I’m fine. Look at you, sweet thing. God! I’m so sorry for getting you involved in this,” he said.


  “It’s not your fault, Rex. You know that. Put the blame where it deserves to be. Gordon Martin did all of this. Stop beating yourself up over this,” she said, running her fingers through his hair in a soothing motion.


  “If I hadn’t asked you to help, you would never have been hurt, Ellie.” His look of anguish brought tears to her eyes.


  “No, Rex. I was already working on the case. I would have eventually found a place for them and gone there alone to get them out. I’m just so sorry you and Clark got hurt trying to do my job,” she said softly. “If Clark, if Clark doesn’t make it, I’ll never be able to forgive myself.”


  “Shh, sweetness. It’s no more your fault than it is mine. I’m so sorry.” He pulled her over so he could wrap one arm around her waist. He cupped her uninjured cheek in his hand.


  “How is your leg, Rex? Is it going to be okay?” She felt him stiffen next to her.


  “It’s fine.” He looked straight up at the ceiling, avoiding her face.


  “What’s wrong, Rex? What aren’t you telling me? Do you need to go to the VA?” she asked. “I’ll get you there.”


  “No. I don’t need to go anywhere. I’ll be just fine. Clark is the one who’s in bad shape. Not me.” Rex still avoided her eyes.


  “He’s going to be all right, Rex. I just know he is. He’s strong, a fighter. You have to have faith,” she said, squeezing his hand.


  It seemed like hours before the nurse returned with news. She couldn’t stand not knowing, but as long as no one showed up to tell them the news, it meant Clark was still alive, fighting for his life.


  “He’s out of surgery and in ICU. They’re getting him settled now. One of you will be able to see him in about thirty minutes,” she said. “I’ll get you some crutches, Mr. Fielder.”


  “Don’t bother. Ellie will go and see him for both of us. I can’t do crap without my leg on anyway,” he said.


  The nurse frowned. “Don’t you use crutches at home?”


  “Yeah, but Ellie needs to see him worse than I do. She can tell me how he looks when she gets back.”


  Ellie didn’t like the defeated sound in Rex’s voice. “Can you get a wheelchair for us? He’s going upstairs with me if the doctor has discharged him.”


  “Ellie…”


  She cut him off. “Be quiet, Rex. I’m taking care of this. You need to rest and recover. This is something I can do.”


  He didn’t say anything more, but the insolent expression on his face spoke loud and clear that he was pissed. He could be pissed until he was back on his feet again. He’d get over it—or not. Either way, she wasn’t letting him play the “poor, poor, pitiful me” card. He needed to see Clark as much as she did, and he would if she had any say in the matter.


  Thirty minutes later, they were in the ICU waiting room waiting to get to go in and see Clark. She was going to insist that Rex got to go in with her. She knew he wouldn’t go in without her. The doors opened, and a man in scrubs with paper booties on and a mask hanging around his neck walked out. She knew instantly that he was the one who’d worked on Clark. She stood up, one hand on Rex’s shoulder.


  “Are you with Mr. Givens?” the physician asked.


  “Yes. How is he? When can we see him?” She peppered him with questions.


  He lifted his hands to calm her down, then proceeded to outline the extent of Clark’s injuries. Ellie cringed with each word that came out of the surgeon’s mouth.


  “The blood loss wasn’t as bad as it could have been, but what stopped him from bleeding out was that the pericardium, which is the sack around his heart, filled up with blood and put pressure on the nicked artery, which staved off the bleeding to a slow trickle. Unfortunately, the pressure that was saving his life nearly took it because it also put pressure on his heart so that it couldn’t beat. It’s what we call a cardiac tamponade.” The doctor sighed and wiped his face with one hand.


  “That’s why he coded on the way to the OR. We got him back, but I don’t know how much damage there may be from the lack of oxygen to his brain and other vital organs. It took a while to get him back and drain enough of the fluid that his heart was able to function properly again.”


  “You’re saying he might have brain damage?” Ellie almost whispered.


  “I’m saying he’s damn lucky to be alive. Don’t jump to conclusions yet. He’s going to be asleep for at least the next ten hours to give his body some time to recover.”


  “When can we see him?” Rex asked, finally speaking up.


  “A nurse will come and get you in a few minutes. They’re getting him settled now,” he said.


  “Can you write an order to allow both of us in to see him at the same time?” Ellie asked.


  He looked from of them to the other and finally nodded his head. “I’ll do that and let the nurses on this shift know its fine. Don’t cause any problems and make me regret doing this.”


  “Thank you so much,” Ellie said.


  The physician just gave a tired smile and ambled back through the doors to the ICU. Ellie nearly collapsed with relief. Clark was alive. He wasn’t out of danger yet, but it wouldn’t be long. That was all that mattered. She hugged Rex before she realized what she’d done. The warm scent of male and something spicy filled her nose. It curled around her, and her pussy gushed as awareness surged through her veins. She was adult enough to know that their near-death experience and the stress of everything had a lot to do with it, but she couldn’t ignore the fact that she had wanted Rex even before this happened.


  She sank down next to where Rex’s wheelchair was parked. He didn’t look at her, his eyes focused on something she couldn’t see. Maybe he was thinking about things he and Clark had done together, or maybe he was just sitting there praying his friend would be okay. Ellie didn’t push him. She just sat next to him and gently rubbed her hand up and down his arm.


  Finally, a nurse walked out of the door leading to the ICU and nodded at them. Ellie wheeled Rex through the doors and stopped when the nurse did.


  “You’ll need to wash your hands with the sanitizer soap next to the sink. Be sure you wash them very well. We can’t afford for anyone back here to catch any germs. When you dry your hands, use one paper towel with each swipe and throw them away. I’ll be just inside those doors over there waiting for you. Remember that he’s just been through major surgery is on several machines. He looks much worse than he is.” She smiled softly at them before turning away.


  Ellie didn’t wait for Rex to say anything. She pushed him up to the sink, then pulled on one arm until he stood up with her beside him to help if he lost his balance. She didn’t say anything, just watched as he carefully cleaned his hands then dried them just the way the nurse had told them. When he sat back down, he was careful not to touch the wheelchair arms. Ellie wiped them down with the antiseptic soap, then she washed her hands as well.


  She cleaned the handles on the chair before pushing Rex through the doors the nurse had disappeared behind after giving her instructions. True to her word, she was waiting on them in the next room to lead them to where Clark was.


  The large room held six glassed cubicles in a semi-circle with the nurse’s desk in the center of it. Monitors with vital signs and heart rhythms lined the back wall with two nurses sitting at the station. They stopped outside of room four where the nurse slid open the glass door, pulling the curtain at the same time. Ellie carefully rolled Rex inside the room as close to Clark’s bed as she could get him.


  “Fuck. Look at him, Ellie.” His voice held restrained tears, breaking on her name.


  “He’s going to be fine, Rex. His vital signs are strong. Don’t you dare give up hope on him when he’s fought this hard and made it this far.” She gave Rex her sternest stare before gently laying her hand on top of Clark’s where he didn’t have an IV inserted.


  Rex’s hand lifted and reached out, but he let it drop to his leg without touching Clark. Ellie could feel his anguish at seeing his best friend like this. She wanted to comfort him, but she could tell by the fierce look in his eyes that he wouldn’t let her right now. All she could do was be there and hold Clark’s hand. Somehow, he had to be okay. It would destroy two people’s lives if he wasn’t. No, it would do more than that. She was sure Derrick would blame himself, as would his family. They were caring people who’d been in a bad situation with no way to escape.


  “I guess he felt this way when it was me in an ICU recovering from the bomb that took my leg. He stayed by my side the entire time as long as they let him. Sometimes I think I heard him talking to me. I guess I could just be dreaming that I did. But he was there for me.” Rex’s voice broke again.


  “He’s a good friend and a good man, Rex,” she said.


  “When I finally woke up, I thought he was going to get thrown out of the hospital with all the yelling and cheering he did. He kept telling them, I told you so. I told you he wasn’t going to give up. He never would let me. No matter how much I wanted to, how desperately I wanted to just walk out into the ocean or into the middle of traffic, Clark refused to give up on me. He had a captive audience because I wasn’t going anywhere for a long time without a leg to stand on.” Rex actually chuckled.


  “How long has it been, Rex?” Ellie finally asked.


  He didn’t answer her right away, then a soft heartfelt sigh escaped his lips. “A little over a year now. It seems like a lifetime ago, and then it feels like it was yesterday.”


  Rex grasped her free hand and squeezed it, looking up at her with so much anguish in his eyes that Ellie’s eyes teared up at the sight of all that pain.


  “I can’t do this without him, Ellie. He’s my best friend and the only reason I made it through everything when all I wanted to do was die. Do you see?” he asked, his eyes holding hers captive.


  “I know, Rex. Clark’s going to be fine. He fought for you. Now it’s time for you to fight for him.” She pulled Rex’s hand closer to the bed until he could touch Clark’s. “Talk to him, Rex. Tell him to wake the hell up and get on with living.”


  Ellie stepped back a few steps and watched as Rex pulled himself up from the wheelchair and leaned over the bed, using the rail for support. She could hear him whispering to the other man, but she couldn’t make out the words, which was fine with her. This was between them. They were the ones in need. She was just the woman who loved them both.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Ellie drove Rex to his house at close to two the next morning. They’d stayed until the nurse had finally thrown them out. She’d told them to go home and rest. Clark wouldn’t be awake for at least another ten or twelve hours. They would keep him sedated until they were comfortable with taking the breathing tube out.


  Neither of them said anything on the ride back to Rex’s house. The tension in the air and arcing between them was palpable. Ellie was sure if she tried hard enough she’d be able to see it vibrating in the air around them.


  Once they were inside his garage, Ellie just sat there for a few minutes clutching the steering wheel with both hands. She still needed to call and talk to her brother, but that could wait until a more decent hour. She would need to call in to work as well. She wasn’t leaving Rex alone in the state he was in, and she didn’t exactly look her best either.


  “Thanks for bringing me home. I hate to ask, but could you grab my crutches in the house and bring them to me?” Rex sounded so lost. She wasn’t about to leave him alone.


  “I’ll be right back.” Ellie climbed down from the truck and, using Rex’s keys, unlocked the door to grab his crutches from the living room.


  When she walked back into the garage, Rex had already opened the door and was holding his prosthesis in one hand and was sitting on the edge of the seat waiting on her. She handed him the crutches and watched as he secured the prosthetic leg to them before getting out of the truck.


  “You can take my truck home with you, Ellie. It was really nice of the police to bring my vehicle to the hospital and take care of your car for you. I’ll make arrangements to get mine back in a day or two.” He started toward the house without another glance in her direction.


  As much as that hurt, Ellie refused to let it stop her from doing what she’d already planned to do. She slammed the passenger door of the truck and maneuvered herself around Rex before he made it to the door leading into his house. When she stepped into the mudroom ahead of him, Ellie expected him to say something, but he didn’t. Instead, he continued through to the kitchen, leaving her to deal with the door. She closed it and followed him to his office where he plopped down into a chair and let the crutches drop next to him.


  She stood in the doorway and watched as he pulled open the bottom drawer in one of the two wooden file cabinets to reveal a mini bar. She didn’t blame him. A stiff drink sounded like a good idea to her right then, too, but she wasn’t going to let him wallow in a liquored up stupor either.


  “I could use a drink, too,” she said walking all the way into the room that was obviously his office.


  He looked up as if he’d forgotten she was there. His face closed down, but before it did, she’d seen pain and despair so deep and so strong it brought tears to her eyes and nearly took her to her knees. She wanted to comfort him so badly.


  Instead of saying anything about what she’d seen, Ellie sat in the chair to one side of the desk and waited for him to pour a glass for her. She winced at the amount he’d given himself. She watched as he replaced the bottle and closed the drawer before he took a healthy drink of the amber liquid. It didn’t seem to affect him at all when he swallowed. Somehow, Ellie didn’t think she would be able to manage without making a fairly nasty face. Turning the glass up, she sipped at the liquid and barely managed not to cough and sputter at the fire that burned all the way to her gut.


  “Hell, I need to see about the gym. It can’t stay unlocked all night.” He rubbed a hand over his face, then he stared down at the empty section of scrubs where part of his legs was missing.


  “I talked to Derrick, and he took care of it. He called and talked to the guy that works part-time to close it up for Clark. He’s going to put a note on the door that it will be closed for a few days until someone decides what to do,” she told him.


  “Thanks. I should have thought about that. He took care of everything for me when I was hurt.”


  “You did think about it. You would have made sure it was handled. Derrick thought about it and offered to take care of it, so I let him.” She reached over and lay her hand on top of his where it rested on the knee of his good leg. “Come on. We both need to get some sleep. I want to get to the hospital early in the morning to see how he’s doing and find out what the doctors think.”


  “Go on home, Ellie. I’ll go in a little while.” He just stared at the floor.


  “I’m not going home, Rex. I’m staying here with you. It’s easier than driving home again and then coming by to pick you up,” she told him.


  “Don’t bother picking me up. I’ll manage. I can call a cab,” he said.


  “I’m not leaving. I need you, Rex. I need you to hold me and tell me that everything is going to be okay.” She got up and stepped between his legs. He moved them apart to give her room.


  “I’m not who you need, Ellie. You deserve someone who can take care of you. I can’t fucking take care of myself,” he said.


  “Don’t say that, Rex. I care about you so much. It’s killing me to see you this way.” She cupped his face with her hands, pulling on it as she did so that he had to look up at her. “I need you to hold me, Rex. Please?”


  Before he could offer up another excuse, Ellie lowered her head and kissed him. She gently brushed her lips across his, then she slowly increased the pressure until he had to either open to her or push her away. She nearly held her breath in fear that he’d do just that. But to her relief, he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her closer to him, deepening the kiss as he took over. She let him steer them wherever he wanted to go.


  For long minutes, he stroked inside her mouth with his tongue, teasing and tangling with hers until finally he pulled back and buried his face against her stomach. She could feel him gather himself, trying to pull in the pain and distress that was riding him so hard right then. Finally, he pulled back and looked up at her, eyes bright with tears.


  “Hand me my crutches, and we’ll get cleaned up and hit the bed. I know you have to be worn out.” Rex watched her as she picked up his crutches and handed them over.


  Ellie could almost feel the weight of his stare, knowing this was as hard on him as dealing with his friend nearly dying. She didn’t offer to help him in any way, knowing he’d prefer to do everything himself, but she stayed close by in case he faltered.


  She followed him back out of the office and down the hall to his bedroom. It was a large room with a massive king bed centered between two windows. A bedside table graced each side along with a chest of drawers and a dresser. There was a chair at the foot of the bed she figured he would use to help him get dressed in the mornings, and on the side of the bed closest to the bathroom was another chair.


  He sat down there with a grimace. “Why don’t you go take a shower? I’ll wait ’til you finish.”


  “Why don’t we take one together? It will save time and water,” she suggested with a wink.


  “Dammit, Ellie. I’m not a charity case,” he said before she stopped him by putting her hand over his mouth.


  “Do not insult me by assuming I was offering to have sex with you because I felt sorry for you. I wasn’t offering to have sex at all. I was offering to share the shower so we could wash each other’s backs and get into bed faster. I’m exhausted. I’m sure you are, too.” She wanted to slap him about as much as she wanted to hug him right then.


  He closed his eyes and hung his head before letting out a shaky breath. “I’m sorry.” He looked back up. “I’ve never let anyone see my leg except Clark and the guys at the VA. It’s not pretty, Ellie.”


  “I wouldn’t expect it to be, Rex. You were violently assaulted. Even if there were no other scars, it still wouldn’t be pretty. Come on. Let’s hurry up so we can go to bed. I need your arms around me, Rex.”


  He picked up the crutch without his prosthesis attached and used it to help himself stand up. Then he leaned it against the chair and slowly removed his shirt, dropping it to the floor behind the chair. Next, he unfastened his belt and then his jeans, shoving the jeans down to his knee before sitting back down to deal with the boot on his good leg. Already, Ellie could see the scars on both legs that told the story of a brave man who’d given so much for his country. From what she had learned so far, he was still giving by going to the VA every week to workout with the guys there who were still learning to deal with their loss.


  Not to be ignored, his thick cock lay against one leg, semi-erect yet still impressive in that state. The scars that ran up both thighs were so close to his crotch that Ellie knew it had to have been a worry at some point. She was so thankful that he’d not lost the ability to have sex, but had that been something she had to deal with, Ellie wouldn’t have cared. He meant more to her than just sex.


  When he had the other boot off and had dropped his jeans to the floor, Ellie’s eyes were drawn to the now bandaged stump that was about four inches below his knee. Before he could stop her, she went to her knees in front of him and gently kissed his upper thighs on both sides before slowly making her way down to the gauze covered area of his stump.


  “Don’t, Ellie,” he said in nearly a whisper.


  “It doesn’t bother me, Rex. Having legs doesn’t make you a man. Who you are, your heart and soul, makes you a man. I don’t ever want to hear you say something like you did before again. I deserve a man who cares about me as much as I care about him. Nothing more, nothing less.” She stood up and slowly pulled her blouse off, making sure to drop it behind the chair as he had his clothes.


  She was sure it was to keep him from getting tangled up in them in the middle of the night if he needed to get up. She heard the swift intake of air as her pale green bra was exposed to his eyes. She smiled and slipped the shoes off her feet, kicking them over toward the wall. Then she turned around, presenting her back to him, and slowly shoved her slacks off her hips and down her legs so that as she bent over, he was getting an eyeful of her matching pale green panties as well.


  The feel of his hands on her hips didn’t surprise her one bit. The feel of his much harder cock pressing against her ass wasn’t much of a surprise either. The feel of his mouth against her neck did, however, surprise her as he kissed and licked along her shoulder before pulling away and unfastening her bra. She let him slide the straps down her arms and pull it from her body.


  “Turn around.” His voice had gone deep and husky.


  Ellie slowly turned in his arms and would treasure the look of awe in his eyes for the rest of her life. He made her feel beautiful—and loved. She refused to allow thoughts of her feelings for Clark to interfere right then. She loved them both. Right now, it was Rex who needed her. She could take care of him and deal with whatever happened as a result later.


  “Take the panties off, sweetness.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Rex couldn’t believe that Ellie was there, in his bedroom, completely naked. He didn’t deserve anyone like her. She was beautiful inside and out, but God help him, he couldn’t say no to holding her and kissing her and curling around her while they slept. He’d make her feel good and thank God for this one chance to hold her close.


  As she slowly removed the lacy panties, he thought he’d swallow his tongue at the sight of her sweet pussy. She trimmed so that there was a neat line of honey gold curls pointing right to where he wanted to bury his mouth right then. Shower first.


  “You are gorgeous, sweet thing. Let’s clean up. I can’t wait to hold you in my arms,” he said like a nineteen-year-old.


  She handed him one crutch and stepped aside to follow him to the bathroom. He wasn’t exactly awkward with it, but he wouldn’t be called graceful, that was for sure. When he reached the bathroom, Rex held onto one of the bars built into the room and turned on the multiple showerheads and adjusted the temperature. Then he turned and fit the crutch on the hook that held it in place for him while he showered. The entire room had been built with his needs in mind. One more thing he had Clark to thank for.


  Even though he didn’t remember things from one day to the next since the incident, what Clark had done for him stayed with him since he had the results of his friend’s work and sacrifices right there in front of him every time he walked into his home. Just to make sure he never forgot, Rex had a snapshot of him and Clark taken not long before their last mission together sitting next to a note he’d also had framed that reminded him with a few simple words what his best friend had done for him.


  “Feels like the temperature is about right. Go ahead and step in first, Ellie,” he said.


  While she walked into the enclosure, he pulled out an additional towel and hung it on the warming bar, then he snagged another bath cloth and joined her beneath the stinging spray. It felt good to wash away some of the nastiness of the day. He could already feel the bruises on his hip and back. He winced when he saw the bruises forming on Ellie’s body as well. How she’d managed to hold the bastard off as long as she had was nothing short of miraculous to him.


  “Okay, time to let me wash your back. Turn around, Rex.” Ellie smiled and held up a soapy cloth in one hand.


  He obliged her and turned, careful to hold on to one of the bars. She didn’t waste time playing with him like he thought she might. Instead, she quickly and efficiently cleaned him from his neck to his foot then started back up again. She skipped his cock and balls, much to his disappointment, but that wasn’t what this was about anyway. Once she’d finished washing his chest, arms, and neck, she kissed him and rinsed out the cloth. Then she took the soap and lathered it up in her hands.


  He nearly lost it when she took hold of his rigid cock with both hands while still staring him directly in the eyes. Her hands slowly caressed the length of his shaft and down to his balls where she cupped and rolled them in her hands before raking her nails back and forth over them.


  “Fuck! Ellie,” he managed to rasp out as she pulled down on the perineum behind his balls.


  She moved back to his cock and began to use her hands to masturbate him. Rex didn’t know what to do for a brief second. It felt too damn good to ask her to stop, but he hadn’t intended for her to do this when they’d agreed to shower together. He meant to clean up and then maybe help her take the edge off so she could rest.


  “Oh, God, thanks, but Ellie, you need to stop now. I didn’t expect…” She shook her head at him.


  “I know, Rex. But I want to do this. Let me help you come.” She smiled and looked up at him from beneath her lashes. “Please.”


  He couldn’t for the life of him refuse her. Not when it felt so damn good. He just closed his eyes and let his head drop back against the wall for a brief second before opening his eyes again to watch her. He didn’t want to miss one tiny detail of her pleasuring him. It would have to last him a lifetime. He could only pray that he would be able to remember it like he did most everything else about Ellie.


  She looked up as she rolled his balls in one hand and pumped his dick with the other. She seemed to know that he needed fast and hard right then because she gave it to him easily. She didn’t drag it out or try and play with him like he would have expected. That only proved that she was perfect for him, but he wasn’t the man for her.


  With a curse, he squeezed his eyes shut to block out the thoughts of her with Clark, but instead of the burst of raw pain he expected to feel, he thought of the three of them together, loving each other. Clark pulling one of Ellie’s taut nipples into his mouth while he latched onto the other one. Between the two of them, she would never go without anything. Not loving, companionship, safety, the little things he couldn’t really do anymore, nothing. She could have it all, and he could have her.


  Then reality snapped him from the euphoric place he’d been back to the feel of her hot hands pleasuring him, jacking him off better than anyone ever had. God, he loved her. He loved her more than anything, and that was why he was going to step back and let Clark have her if he was as serious about her as Rex thought he was. His friend had never worn that look of utter devotion for anyone, especially not a woman.


  His balls drew up as lightning burned its way down his spine to explode there. He shouted Ellie’s name and knew he was bruising her shoulder, but he couldn’t let go of her for the life of him. He needed to touch her as he shot cum all over the two of them. Some of it splattered on her abdomen, and some bounced back to splay over his belly. She slowly brought him down then popped one finger covered with his semen into her mouth and sucked it off.


  That drew a deep groan from him that sounded almost painful. She was a sexy little thing, and all he wanted to do now was carry her to the bed and make love to her. But he couldn’t carry her, and they weren’t going to make love.


  She smiled up at him as she pulled his finger from her mouth. “You taste good. Like taffy.” She laughed and turned around to let the shower rinse her off.


  “My turn to wash your back, sweetness,” he said.


  She pulled her hair off her back and over her shoulder then stood still for him to start washing her with soap and cloth. Every swipe of the rag over her back had him burning inside to get closer to her, but he refused to start something in there he had no way to finish. He’d wait until they were in the bed.


  “Mmm. That feels so good. Having someone else to scrub your back sometimes is amazing,” she said in a soft, scratchy voice.


  “Sure is,” he agreed as he washed lower to include her ass cheeks in his ministrations.


  She didn’t squeal or complain when he cleaned the crack between her cheeks. He wondered if she’d ever had a man there before, and his dick stirred to life.


  Don’t go there, man. She’s not yours.


  “Okay, sweetness. I’m not in any shape to try and stay balanced to get your legs. Sorry.”


  “No problem.” She turned around and let the spray of water rinse her back. Before she finished cleaning up, Ellie leaned toward him and kissed his chin. “Thanks for this, Rex. I needed this closeness after everything.”


  He managed a smile but could only nod. Rex didn’t trust his voice to not break if he spoke. He should climb out of the shower and let her finish, but he couldn’t take his eyes off of her as she bent over to wash her legs.


  As soon as she’d finished rinsing off once again, Rex shut off the water, and they got out of the shower to dry off. He handed her a warmed towel then took one for himself. His leg was tired, which meant he had to sit down or he was going to fall. He sank to the built-in bench seat and dried off, realizing he’d forgotten to cover his stump so he wouldn’t get his bandages wet.


  “Where are your first aid supplies, and I’ll help you,” Ellie said as if she could read his mind.


  “I can handle it by myself, Ellie.” He didn’t want her to see his stump. It was ugly, and after tearing the original sore spot, it was gross to look at as well.


  “You’re not pushing me away, Rex. Sometimes you need help just like I do, and Clark does. He’s going to need a lot of help over the next few months, so suck it up and let me help.” She stood in front of him, wrapped in a towel, her hands on her hips and a determined expression he knew he couldn’t win against.


  “I keep a box of supplies under the sink next to the door,” he said without looking at her.


  He could hear her rummaging around beneath the cabinet for a few seconds, then the door closed and, when he looked up, she was removing supplies from the box. Just seeing her there in his bathroom going through the paraphernalia that was his life now hurt more than he could stand. He had to grit his teeth to keep from yelling at her to get out. He didn’t want her to see him this way. Why had he ever thought anything could work out between them in the first place? He would never have been able to hide this part of his life from her, and there was still his screwed up head to add to the mix.


  Ellie dropped to the floor in front of him, setting the supplies she thought she might need next to her.


  “Okay, let’s get this changed so we can both get some rest. Tell me if I hurt you or if I’m doing something wrong,” she said.


  He watched as she gently removed the tape holding the gauze in place then slowly unwound it from the stump. She didn’t wince or bat an eye at the raw, torn area to one side of his stump. They hadn’t had to put stitches in it, but with the location, he couldn’t wear his prosthesis until it healed completely now.


  Ellie gently cleansed it with sterile gauze and sterile water, then she patted it dry before smearing a small amount of the cream they had given him at the emergency room. More than likely, the VA would tell him not to use his leg for another twenty-four hours. Once she had a new pad in place, Ellie wrapped gauze around his stump with just enough pressure to keep it in place and support it but not cut off circulation. He had to admit that she was good.


  “There. Let me finish cleaning this up, and then we can get some rest.” She smiled up at him before standing up with the supplies she would return to the box under the cabinet.


  “Thanks. You’re pretty good at that,” he said without looking at her.


  “I actually get a lot of practice with this sort of thing working with the elderly like I do. Many of them are diabetics who end up with amputations.” She gathered up the dirty supplies, tossed them in the garbage can, then tied the bag up to carry out of the room.


  “Wait. I’ll get that. You don’t know where I put it.” He stood up, not bothering to try and keep the towel around his waist in place.


  “Okay. Let me get your other crutch.” She hurried out of the bathroom and returned less than a second later with the crutch.


  “I’m going to climb in bed. I think I’m almost asleep on my feet.” She smiled at him, then she turned around and walked into the bedroom.


  Rex didn’t know what to think as he carried the bag of soiled supplies to the special can he kept in the mudroom off the garage. After washing his hands, he returned to the bedroom to find Ellie on the opposite side of the bed as where he normally slept. He was glad he hadn’t had to ask her to move over. Sitting down on the bed felt so good. He just wanted to lie back and go to sleep, but he needed to be sure he would remember what had happened first. Without looking over in Ellie’s direction, Rex made a few notes on the pad by the bed, crossing Wednesday off the calendar once he’d finished. Then he stared at the two silver frames and what they held before he finally allowed himself to sink back on the mattress.


  “My grandmother used to keep a daily diary, in a journal that was made like a daily calendar. She would record what the weather had been like, if it rained or snowed, and things like that. She’d keep a record of what she did, and even how many eggs she sold and for how much. I’d forgotten about that,” Ellie said in a soft voice.


  “I keep it because I won’t remember anything about today when I wake up in the morning if I don’t. I have a crazy form of amnesia that lets me remember everything from before the incident, but I can’t remember much of anything from one day to the next,” he admitted, holding his breath at what her reaction would be.


  She was silent for so long he thought she’d fallen asleep and hadn’t heard him, then her hand touched his shoulder and squeezed it. The warmth from that small touch burned through his skin straight into his bloodstream.


  “That has to be so scary, Rex. I don’t know how you’ve been able to deal with it and still be the wonderful man you are. That’s what the pictures are for on the table. To remind you of Clark’s friendship and all he did for you to get you back on your feet.” Her lips brushed against the bare skin of his neck. “I’ll always be your other leg.”


  “He told me that over and over when I just wanted to give up and check out. What was the use of trying? If it had just been my leg, it wouldn’t have been quite as hard to deal with, but losing my mind was so much more. Imagine waking up every morning not realizing that you’re missing the lower part of your leg. Day after day I found out all over again what had happened to me. Every day, Clark was right there, waiting for me to wake up so that I didn’t have to go through it alone. You just don’t find men like him who will put their life on hold to help someone else get hold of theirs again.”


  “Now you can repay that favor, Rex. Clark is going to need you just like you needed him. I’m here to help in any way you need me.” She reached out and pulled him over until he lay on his back. “You are both so important to me, Rex. I can’t imagine my life without both of you in it. We only just met, but the way both of you stood up for Derrick and his family, the way you’ve treated me so sweetly, tells me that you are both good men. Good night, Rex.”


  She snuggled up against him, resting her head on his shoulder, and closed her eyes, putting her trust in him to keep her safe. God help him, he’d die trying.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Ellie couldn’t stop the moan that slipped from between her lips at the delicious sensation of lips and tongue teasing her clit. As far as dreams went, this one was by far the most realistic one she’d had in a very long time. In fact, she wasn’t sure she’d ever had one this hot before.


  “More,” she whispered to her imaginary lover as she covered her breasts with her own hands and plumped them before tugging lightly on her nipples.


  She nearly screamed at the sudden invasion of her lover’s finger into her cunt. The thick digit stretched her slightly before she adjusted and again wanted more. He pumped in and out of her hot pussy, spreading her juices all around as he swiped his finger over that deliciously sensitive spot that was so rarely stimulated. God, he was good.


  “Please! So good,” she rasped out as she pinched her nipples over and over, trying to reach that delicious level of painful pleasure that would send her over the edge.


  Another finger joined the first, stretching her enough now that she craved something more. She wanted her dream lover’s cock, but she knew there would be no way she would get her wish. A frustrated moan burst through her lips before she could stop it. There was no sense letting it ruin the moment. She was enjoying the feel of her fantasy lover’s mouth on her pussy, lapping at her dripping juices.


  “You taste like ambrosia, sweetness. I knew you would.”


  Ellie’s eyes snapped open, and she stilled beneath Rex’s amazing mouth and fingers. It wasn’t a dream. Rex was making love to her. He had her so revved up that she wasn’t sure how she hadn’t already gone up in flames.


  “Rex?”


  “Easy, Ellie. I’m not going to hurt you. I’d never do anything to hurt you. You have all the control, baby. I just wanted to make you feel good. You took such good care of me last night, and I left you wanting. I’m so sorry, Ellie.” His hot breath wafted over her wet pussy lips, sending another wave of need burning through her blood.


  “Please, Rex. I need you. I’m so close. Fuck me, Rex.”


  “Ellie.” His voice sounded so strained.


  “Don’t make me beg. I want you.” Ellie’s body was on fire from the inside out, and the way Rex mastered her this first time stole her breath.


  Rex stroked the sensitive nerves in her cunt with his fingers as he sucked hard on her clit, adding that last layer of pleasure needed to send her flying. She was sure she screamed, but her heart pounded so loudly in her ears that she couldn’t hear anything but its frantic beat until she slowly began to come back to herself. Then Rex was rolling her over on top of him so that she straddled his hips.


  “Are you sure, baby? This is what you want? I’m not going to be able to let you go if I have you now, Ellie,” he said in a hoarse voice.


  Ellie couldn’t think about anything other than feeling him inside of her, stretching her, filling that empty spot she’d had for what seemed like forever. The desperation and yearning she saw in Rex’s eyes surely matched hers.


  “I want you, Rex. Fill me. Fuck me, Rex.”


  He lifted her with his powerful arms until she could grasp his thick dick and line it up with the dripping slit of her pussy. He lowered her down until her knees met the bed once more, and she slowly engulfed his erection in her hot, wet cunt. The stretching sensation only added to the building explosion she knew was out there ready to attack. She welcomed it. Wanting to feel the power of it overwhelm her.


  She wiggled impatiently as he slowly filled her needy cunt. It wasn’t fast enough. She needed his cock pounding into her. This slow slide was driving her insane with need.


  “More, Rex. Please,” she whispered, her voice too raw to speak normally.


  “Easy, Ellie. I don’t want to hurt you. You’re so damn tight, baby.”


  Finally he slid all the way inside her, her ass resting against his upper thighs, his cock kissing her cervix. It would feel so good when he pumped up into her and bumped it. She loved how that slight pinch morphed into pure pleasure with each touch. She couldn’t wait.


  Ellie rose off of him then sank down faster than his original claiming of her. He groaned, his face a mask of tortured pleasure. She wanted more. With each rise and fall of her body over his, Ellie moved faster, Rex’s hands on her hips helping her slide up and down his thick shaft. Tight anticipation built inside of her as she pounded herself on his cock over and over.


  “Fuck! Ellie. I’m so close. So damn good.” Rex’s voice held so much emotion in it.


  She lost all control when he reached between them and rubbed one callused finger over and over her clit until she exploded in a maelstrom of ecstasy that threatened to consume them both. Nothing had prepared her for the emotional blanket of contentment that enveloped her as she slowly collapsed on top of Rex’s sweaty, heaving chest.


  She could hear the rumble of his voice with her face pressed to his chest, but with the ringing in her ears, she couldn’t actually tell what he was saying. Right then it felt too good to get up and find out. Instead, she stroked his chest with one hand, located his face with her other, and rubbed a finger over his lips with the other.


  Long minutes later, Rex rolled them over to their sides and stared into her eyes. She could see worry there amid the deep blue of his. She gave him a tentative smile, unsure what he was thinking.


  “You’re amazing, Ellie. I love you so much. I know we just met, but the moment I saw you, I knew you were special. I had already planned to try and find you before we ran into each other at the store that day,” he said with a guilty looking smile.


  “Rex…” she began.


  “You don’t have to say anything, Ellie. I don’t expect for you to have the same feelings for me. I just needed to tell you how I felt. The thing is, I remembered you the next day, Ellie. And the day after that, too. You made that much of an impact in my life with your cute smile and how you talked a mile a minute because you were nervous. I don’t remember much from one day to the next now, but I remember you.”


  His words humbled her and scared her all at the same time. Dear God. What has she done? She loved him so much. Nothing could change that, not the loss of his leg, his memory, or anything, but she loved Clark, too. How was she going to handle this? What could she possibly do to make things right?


  Tears burned her eyes, one slipping free before she could stop it. Immediately, Rex ran his thumb over it, wiping it away.


  “Don’t cry, sweetness. Everything is going to be fine. Clark is going to make it. He won’t dare leave us. We need to get dressed and go see him. I’ve got to make some plans and figure out what needs to be done to keep his business going while he recuperates.” Rex smiled at her before leaning in and kissing her softly, tenderly on the lips. “I promise. Everything is going to work out.”


  “I—I need to call in to work, and I’ve got to call my brother before someone tells him what happened.” Ellie was going to put off dealing with the issue of loving two men for now. They had more important things to deal with today. She would worry about it later.


  She rolled over to the other side of the bed to get up but turned to watch as Rex went through a ritual that she guessed he’d had to develop over time. He read through his notes, pulled an elastic sock-like material over his stump, and unhooked his prosthesis from the crutch before leaning it against the chair. Then he used the crutches to stand and headed out the bedroom door.


  “Where are you going?” she asked as she crossed the room.


  “I thought I’d use the bathroom down the hall to finish getting ready so you could use that one. We’ll run by your place so you can change clothes. You can use my phone over there to make your calls if you need to.” Rex winked at her and swung his way down the hall and out of sight.


  Ellie sighed and made quick work of cleaning up. Then she sat on the edge of the bed and called work to tell them she wasn’t going to be able to come in for a couple of days. They had already heard what had happened and weren’t pleased that she’d gotten involved, but they had understood the need to try to control the situation when the men were insistent on handling it themselves.


  Then she swallowed around the knot in her throat and dialed her brother’s cell phone.


  “Where are you? You weren’t at the hospital or at your house. I’ve been worried sick about you, El.” Jason’s voice had the distinct edge of worry bordering on panic. Guilt ate at her. She should have called him last night at some point.


  “I’m fine, Jason. I’m sorry I didn’t call you. I honestly didn’t get a chance, and by the time I did, it was too late to call. I didn’t think you would even know anything about it until today.”


  “Ellie! Everyone knows to let me know anytime something happens with you. I knew about it by five last night, but you weren’t answering your cell phone for me to find out how you were. If it wasn’t for my friends in the police department, I wouldn’t have known if you were alive or dead!” Jason’s words finally penetrated the guilty cloud surrounding her.


  “You’ve been spying on me?” she yelled into the phone.


  “Watching out for you. Not that it’s done any good with what happened yesterday,” Jason admitted. “What were you thinking, El?”


  “I was doing my job, Jason. Everything would have been fine and gone according to plan if her husband hadn’t come home from work early for some reason I still don’t know. It was dumb luck. There was no way to predict he would show up early that day. His wife had no idea anyone was coming to get her and he daughter, so she didn’t accidently tip him off. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. It happened.”


  “I came to the hospital to check on you. They said you were in the ER with a patient who’d been hurt and another one was in surgery and not expected to make it. What’s going on? Where have you been?” Jason’s voice had grown tired sounding now. “I’ve been so worried.”


  “I’m sorry, Jason. I really am. There’s so much going on. I don’t know where to start, but right now, I have to go back to the hospital to check on Clark. He made it through surgery and is in the ICU. I’ll come talk to you later today. I promise. Just give me some time to work things out on this end, okay?” She held her breath, afraid he’d be bullheaded and demand she explain it all to him right then.


  A loud sigh reached her ears, and she knew she’d won some time. “Okay, El. But you better show up, or I’m coming to get you. Understand?”


  “I’ll be there, Jason. I promise. Thanks. I’ve got to go now.” She started to hang up and heard him curse on the other end.


  “Wait! You never said where you were. El?”


  She replaced the handset in the charger without answering him. She’d deal with that one later, too. For now, she had to get dressed in something fairly clean in order to reach her house and change clothes.


  “Here you go.” Rex’s voice startled her. She turned around to find him holding out a pair of sweats and a T-shirt. “They’re going to be big on you, but we’ll just be in the truck long enough to get to your place so you can change.”


  She smiled her thanks and quickly slipped into the borrowed clothes. He’d dressed in sweats as well. She was sure they were more comfortable than jeans would be without his prosthesis on. The army green sweats looked good on him. She couldn’t stop staring at his impressive chest and remembering the feel of strength from his arms when he’d lifted her over him.


  “Ready, sweetness?” he asked, giving her a broad smile.


  “Ready,” she managed to get out around the very vivid image of his hard cock under her while he held her easily above him.


  “I need to stop by my office and check to see if I’m supposed to go to the VA today or not so I can call them if I need to,” he said.


  “Okay. You didn’t put that on your note for this morning?” she asked.


  “No. I just remind myself of important issues first thing and to check my calendar. Then I use the calendar as a way to keep up with my day.” He didn’t look nearly as uncomfortable about everything as he had at first.


  Ellie realized as she followed him down the hall to the office that her accepting him without an issue had given him some of his self-confidence back and allowed him to be himself without trying to act normal. He wasn’t normal, and she was fine with that. It had freed him to be his kind of normal.


  “I need to call the VA and get them to let the guys know I won’t be there for a few days. They’ll understand. I also need to call my editor and tell him I need a few extra days on my edits,” he said, looking over his shoulder at her.


  “Do you have a laptop?” she asked.


  “Um, yeah. I’ve never really used it that much, though.”


  “Get it out, put your edits on a jump drive, and bring it with you. You can work on them while we’re in the waiting room. You can still let your editor know you might be late, but it will give you something to do so you won’t be bored or get nervous. I’ve spent a lot of time in waiting rooms with different clients. Trust me on this.” She smiled at him.


  “That’s really a good idea. Thanks, Ellie.”


  She watched as he hopped around gathering what he needed. She didn’t try and help unless he asked her to, knowing that he had to be independent and her trying to help him would only undermine his feelings of self-sufficiency. Being a social worker had taught her a lot about human nature. It was so easy to hurt someone or even destroy them emotionally with well-meant words or actions. She never wanted to do that to anyone, especially Rex.


  “Okay. I think I’m ready. Do you mind driving? I can drive, but it would be easier on my leg while it’s healing not to put a lot of pressure on it right now.”


  “No problem. Just don’t bitch about women drivers, and we’ll get along fine,” she said with a smile. “My brother drives me crazy giving me pointers all the time.”


  Rex grinned. “What did he say when you called him?”


  She sighed, wishing she could forget about it for a little while. “Evidently he’s been keeping tabs on me through his friends in the police department and who knows where else, so he already knew what had happened and was royally pissed to say the least. I have to go by his office at some point today to talk to him, or he’ll come get me. I told him I’d stop by later today, that we were going to see Clark this morning.”


  “So he knows you were with me?” Rex asked with a carefully neutral expression on his face.


  “Not exactly. I never told him where I was. I will, though. I just didn’t need to get into all of that over the phone, especially when we needed to get to the hospital before lunch time.” She prayed Rex would understand and not think that she was trying to hide her relationship with him from her brother. She wasn’t, really. Just giving herself some time to figure things out before she had to defend her choices to her brother.


  Rex opened the mudroom door leading to the garage for her. “I don’t blame you, but when you get ready to go talk to him, I’m coming with you.”


  “Thanks, Rex, but this is between Jason and me. He’s got to stop trying to direct my life the way he thinks it should go. I can make my own decisions, and it’s time he learns that.” She opened the back door of the truck so Rex could put his laptop in the back, then walked around and climbed into the driver’s side as he pulled himself up on the other side.


  “You can handle it, Ellie, but I’m going with you. As long as he doesn’t get out of hand, I’ll keep my mouth shut, but I’m not leaving your side. Deal with it.” He finished buckling his seat belt then grinned at her.


  She growled, showing him her teeth before she started the truck and waited on the garage door to open so she could pull out.


  “You’ve got pretty white teeth, sweetness,” he said with a chuckle.


  “You’re just as stubborn and exasperating as he is,” she fumed as she drove toward her place.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ellie was tired. They hadn’t exactly gotten much sleep the night before, and sitting at the hospital in the waiting room wasn’t exactly refreshing to say the least. They’d been able to go in and see Clark twice that morning and once that afternoon. On the afternoon visit, he’d actually been awake to some extent but very groggy and confused. The nurses assured them that it was normal and that they wouldn’t know if he had any type of brain damage for a day or two.


  Rex had worked on his edits while she’d read on her Kindle between visits. Rex had talked her into leaving after their afternoon visit to go by and talk to her brother so he wouldn’t come looking for her. As they drove toward his office, she kept trying to figure out what she was going to say to him that wouldn’t set him off. She knew he wasn’t going to take any of what she had to say very well, but his overprotective routine had to stop.


  “Hey, sweetness. If you don’t stop grinding your teeth and biting your lip, you’re going to end up with a bigger mess than your brother. Even I have a headache now just watching you clench and unclench your jaw.” Rex’s attempt at getting her to relax some was sweet but useless. He didn’t know how her brother could get.


  “I’m trying, but Jason is so bossy and—oh, I don’t know, male. It drives me crazy sometimes. I just want to live my own life.” She pulled into the parking lot behind the building where his office was and climbed down from the truck.


  When she walked around to the other side, Rex was closing his door. He grabbed her hand and pulled her to his chest. Those amazing blue eyes of his made her smile despite how nervous she was about dealing with her brother. He lowered his head and kissed her, sucking on her lower lip then briefly licking across it before pulling back.


  “Everything is going to be fine. I’m just going along for moral support and to make sure he doesn’t try to browbeat you,” Rex assured her.


  “Immoral maybe, but that’s pushing it,” she said under her breath.


  “I heard that, sweetness. Let’s go before someone sees us making out in the parking lot and calls him.”


  That was all it took for Ellie to straighten up and start for the back entrance. She wished she could hold Rex’s hand, but he needed both of them for the crutches. When he was able to use his prosthesis again, they could hold hands all she wanted.


  What about Clark? Am I going to hold his hand, too?


  She had to stop thinking about that right now. One problem at a time. When Clark was better and able to go home again, then she could worry about how to handle her feelings for him. One thing she did know was that she had to be honest with Rex. That meant telling him how she felt about his best friend soon.


  They walked down the hall of the building that her brother had his office in until they reached the door to his suite. Rex opened it before she could and nodded for her to go on inside. She let him deal with the door and walked in to find Megan on the phone at her desk. She smiled at Ellie then lifted an eyebrow when Rex walked in on crutches to place a hand at the small of Ellie’s back. As soon as she got off the phone, Megan started talking.


  “I’m so glad to see that you’re okay. Well, bruised, but okay. Your brother has been a veritable bear to work with all day because of you. Get ready for Armageddon, El, he’s on a roll,” Megan said, then cocked her head in Rex’s direction. “Are you going to introduce me?”


  Ellie laughed. “When you give me a second, motor mouth.”


  “Honey, she’s got nothing on you,” Rex said with a chuckle.


  “Oh, I like him. He knows you well.” Megan smiled and held out her hand. “I’m Megan, Jason’s admin.”


  “I’m Rex, Ellie’s boyfriend,” he said with a broad smile.


  “I guess since you two don’t need me for anything that I’ll go on in and throw myself at his lordship’s mercy,” Ellie said as sarcastically as she could manage.


  Rex just laughed again and kissed her on the forehead. “None of that, sweetness.”


  “Is he free, Megan?” she asked.


  “Yep. He pretty much cleared his afternoon, expecting you to show up at any time,” the other woman warned her.


  “Peachy,” she muttered as she turned toward her brother’s office door.


  “Easy, sweetness. I’m right by your side. And I’ve got two extra legs with me today.”


  Ellie couldn’t miss the reference to Clark’s promise to him every day while he was recovering. It lodged in her heart as she knocked on Jason’s door and opened it.


  “Hi, Jason.” She walked in with Rex swinging in on his crutches behind her.


  “Hell, Ellie. Look at your face!” Jason stood up so fast his chair rolled back against the credenza behind him with a loud whack. “Are you okay?”


  She wasn’t prepared for him to all but race around his desk to grab her in a bear hug. She’d expected a lot of yelling and accusations along with questions about who the man on crutches was with her, but not this. She hugged him back, reminding herself that he loved her just as much as she loved him. He just worried about her more than he should.


  “I’m fine, Jason. The bruises will go away before long. You know this kind of thing can happen. That’s why I keep taking all the self-defense classes they offer at the police station over and over again.” She squeezed him one last time and stepped back. “Jason, I’d like you to meet Rex Fielder. Rex, this is my twin, Jason.”


  Rex held out his hand to her brother with a broad smile. “Good to meet you, Jason. Your sister is an amazing woman.”


  To his credit, Jason shook Rex’s hand without making any comments she’d castrate him over. But Ellie could see the calculation in his eyes and knew he wasn’t going to let it go without having his say.


  “Rex. I don’t think we’ve ever met before. Have a seat.” Jason turned to Ellie. “Let’s take a walk. We need to talk.”


  Before she could say anything, Rex spoke up. “Don’t mean to get in the middle of a family thing, Jason, but wherever she goes, I go. I promised her I wouldn’t leave her side today, and I aim to keep my promise.”


  “That’s noble of you, Rex, but we’ll just be down the hall. And she’s my responsibility, not yours,” Jason said.


  “I’m not your responsibility, Jason. We are the same age, and I’m a grown woman. You are going to get it through your thick skull right now and stop spying on me, or I’m not speaking to you ever again.” Ellie glared at her brother. Despite their height difference, she still managed to look just as serious and stubborn as her twin.


  “Ellie. This is ridiculous. I’m just trying to keep you safe. I can’t do that if you’re always jumping into something without thinking it through. Yesterday was a prime example—”


  “Yesterday your sister saved the lives of two women who’d been abused for years. She didn’t jump in without thinking it through. She’d been working on a way to get them to safety for a week. I had a place for them to go, and if her husband hadn’t shown up out of the blue, nothing would have happened, but it did. Not even you can predict the future, Jason.”


  “She doesn’t handle those types of cases anymore. She shouldn’t have been involved at all,” Jason argued.


  “I’m standing right here, guys!” Ellie was ready to smack both men over the head with a potted plant. “Stop talking about me like I’m not.”


  “I’m sorry, sweetness.” Rex leaned back slightly on his crutches, but he didn’t take his eyes off of Jason.


  “Ellie, honey, you’ve got to stop trying to save the world. You’re going to end up seriously hurt, or worse. I can’t stand the idea of you hurt.” Jason seemed to be pleading with her now. It was something he’d only recently started doing to get her to come around to his way of thinking.


  “If I don’t, then who will, Jason? Someone has to care about the ones that have no one else. We were lucky. We had Auntie. I can’t pretend I don’t know that there are people out there in need. I’m sorry if it bothers you or worries you, but it’s who I am. I’m not changing for you or anyone else.” She saw him wince.


  “It scares me more than anything, El. I don’t want to lose you, but if you keep doing this, one day someone is going to take you away from me,” he said in an almost defeated voice.


  “Oh, Jason. I don’t plan on taking chances or letting anything happen to me. There’s a greater chance that I could cross the street and get hit by a car on my day off than there is that something will happen to me due to my job. I’m that careful,” she said.


  “Yet looked what happened to you yesterday,” he said, pointing to her bruised face.


  “Dumb luck, Jason. It was just dumb luck. But I’m fine.”


  He sighed and nodded his head. “Okay. I’ll try and not worry so much.”


  “And stop spying on me. Call off your blood hounds,” she insisted, narrowing her eyes at him.


  “I’m not spying on you. The guys in the precinct know you’re my sister, so they tell me when something happens. They have sisters themselves and are just being nice,” Jason argued.


  “Tell them to keep it to themselves from now on. If I find out that they are reporting to you again, I’ll have Megan calling Sarah every time you step out of the office to go somewhere. Somehow I don’t think you’d enjoy that very much, now would you.” She smirked to see the brief panicked expression cross his face.


  “Fine. I’ll tell them not to tell me every little detail unless you’re in trouble and need help,” he said.


  “If she’s in trouble and needs help, it will be me she calls,” Rex said.


  Ellie felt like pulling her hair out. She was going to scream.


  “If I need help and can’t deal with it myself, I’ll call 911 and tell them my emergency,” she all but snarled out.


  “Who the hell are you to her anyway? The last I heard, she just met you a couple of weeks ago. Why would she call someone she hardly knows?” Jason turned to Ellie. “Is that where you were last night, staying with him? You don’t know anything about him, Ellie.”


  “I know all I need to know. He’s a good man who cares about others,” she began.


  “I’m the man who loves her and intends to make sure she’s happy and protected for the rest of her life,” Rex said.


  “According to the report you had prepared on him but haven’t looked at yet,” Megan began, interrupting their argument as she stepped into the office, “he’s a medically discharged war hero who has quite a few medals stuck somewhere on that broad chest of his. He’s also a famous author and a member of the motorcycle honor guard called Riders for Freedom, who attend the funerals of veterans and other notable people to make sure no one protests at their gravesites.”


  There wasn’t a sound as she paused to look up. “Should I continue?” she asked.


  “No. I think you’ve made your point, Megan. You’re fired—again. I’ll mail your final check to you. Go home.” Jason hung his head before walking back around to his chair and dropping into it.


  “You had him investigated?” Ellie whispered, too upset to even scream. “I can’t believe you’d do that to me. I’m your sister, Jason. Your fucking twin!”


  One of Rex’s hands gripped her shoulder. “Shhh, baby. He meant well. He loves you. Seeing how we met and what I looked like, I don’t blame him.”


  She jerked out of his grasp, unable to handle the onslaught of emotions that raced through her. How could she ever trust her brother again? He’d violated some code between siblings when he’d done that.


  “It’s not okay, Rex. He had no right. I’m not a teenager, and he isn’t my guardian.” Tears burned her eyelids.


  “Ellie, I’m sorry. I hadn’t looked at the report because I wanted to believe that you knew what you were doing. That’s why it was still in Megan’s office. I told her to keep it for now. Please don’t be angry with me, El. I only wanted to protect you,” Jason said in a quiet voice.


  “I can’t talk to you anymore right now, Jason. Don’t call me again. I’ll call you when I calm down some, but this stops here and now. If you ever do something like this again, I’ll move far enough away that you can’t look over my shoulder day and night anymore. Do you understand?” she asked in a soft, controlled voice.


  “El.”


  “Do you understand, Jason?”


  “Yes. I understand.” He dropped his elbow to the desk and nodded.


  Ellie couldn’t stand there one more minute. She turned, leaving Rex where he was, and walked out of her brother’s office. She needed fresh air before she fell apart and screamed. She’d been sitting in the truck for a good five minutes before Rex opened the passenger door and climbed in, maneuvering his crutches to the back seat as he did.


  “You okay, sweetness?” he asked her.


  “I don’t know. How many times has he done something like this before? How can Sarah live with him if he treats her like that?” she whispered.


  “Would you believe that she’s the type of woman who would allow him to?” Rex asked.


  “No. She’s a strong woman. Together, they’ve managed to tag team me into doing a lot of things I really didn’t want to do,” she whispered with a slight smile.


  “Then I’d say it’s because she is a strong woman that he doesn’t run roughshod over her. I’m not saying you’re weak, either, Ellie, because you’re not. You are one of the strongest women I’ve ever met, but he’s your brother and you naturally let him get away with stuff you wouldn’t let me or another man get away with. He loves you, Ellie. He did it out of love and not out of a need to control you,” Rex said.


  “Deep down I know that, Rex, but it still hurts. We’ve always had a volatile relationship. It comes from being so much alike in so many ways, but this really hurts.”


  “I know, baby.” He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her to his chest. “Give it some time, then sit down and talk to him again. He’s your brother. I know you don’t want to lose the only family you have left.”


  “You should be furious that he’d have you investigated like that, but you’re acting like it’s okay. Why?” she asked, rubbing at the straggling tears left over from her earlier crying jaunt.


  “Oh, don’t worry. I gave him a piece of my mind about it, but deep down, I couldn’t blame him. He was just looking out for his sister. Actually, I’m kind of flattered that he saw me as a threat. Me, an ex-soldier with half a brain and missing part of one leg,” he quipped.


  “Stop it, Rex. Don’t joke about something like that,” she said with a frown.


  “My point is that it isn’t all that big of a deal. I wasn’t hiding anything other than the fact that I’d like to keep my identity as an author under wraps. I discussed that with your brother as well,” he said with a slight grin.


  Ellie looked up at him. “I hope you threatened to sue him if he revealed to anyone who you are.”


  They both laughed at that. With Jason being a lawyer, it would look pretty bad to be sued for something like that.


  “I’m ready for bed, baby. What about you?” Rex asked.


  “That actually sounds like heaven to me.”


  “We’ll make an early night of it and hit the hospital early in the morning to get Clark with the program. What would you like for dinner tonight?”


  “You, Rex. Just you.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Twelve days later, Ellie hurried through her morning ritual to dress in jeans and a nice green blouse that was her favorite. She was going to be waiting at Rex’s house when he brought Clark home from the hospital today. She’d taken the day off to help get him settled there. It had been decided that he would move in with Rex until he was completely back to his normal self again.


  While he was recuperating, Derrick and the part-time trainer were running the gym for him. Rex had made all of the arrangements, and Derrick reported on how things were going on a daily basis. The young man was flourishing under the support and confidence Rex had placed in him. It was just one more reason she loved the man.


  They had moved all of Clark’s things to Rex’s house and set him up in the guest suite at the other end of the hall. He had his own bathroom and a nicely sized bedroom. They’d arranged his fighting trophies on a shelf in the den and mounted a big screen TV on the wall opposite the bed in his room. All in all, she thought he had a much nicer place there with Rex than the run-down, barely livable apartment he’d had over the gym. She was planning to approach Rex about remodeling his apartment before he moved back.


  Despite feeling rushed to get there, Ellie was actually fairly early when she walked into the house thirty minutes later. She checked the fridge to be sure Rex had remembered everything, then she hurried over to the table to lift the top off the box holding the welcome home cake they had made for Clark. Derrick was planning a similar welcome back party at the gym when Clark got the okay to return to desk duty from the doctor.


  She checked Clark’s bedroom one last time before returning to the kitchen to wait on the two most important men in her life outside of her still-in-the-dog-house brother. A glance at her watch told her that she still had at least twenty minutes before they made it home, and that was if the doctor actually made his rounds on time.


  Ellie had just about made herself sick over what to do about her feelings for both men over the last few days, and she still didn’t have an answer. She couldn’t imagine life without both of them in it now. She and Rex had become very close while they waited for Clark to recover enough to go home. Every time she tried to bring up her feelings and Clark, Rex told her that everything was going to be fine. Just wait until Clark got home. So she had waited. Now the day had come, and Ellie was still conflicted.


  The other thing that had been weighing heavily in her heart was work. She loved what she did, but it was slowly killing her inside. She wanted to do more than arbitrate between neighbors and argue with family members about who was going to pay for daddy’s medicine this month. Seeing the despair with no hope, day in and day out, was slowly eating at her soul. She needed a break, then maybe she could go back to that again one day.


  But what else could she do? Where could she find another job that gave her a feeling of accomplishment and still used her skills? The more she searched the Internet for ideas, the less hopeful she became.


  The sound of the garage door opening jerked her back to reality, and Ellie felt her heart jump into a full-out gallop to know that Clark and Rex were just on the other side of the mudroom door. She stood just inside the kitchen and waited, listening to the muffled voices as they grew closer.


  “I’m not a fucking baby, Rex. Get your damn hands off of me before I knock you on your ass.” Clark’s voice reached her much easier now.


  Ellie had to cover her mouth to keep from laughing at how cranky Clark sounded. She had no doubt that Rex was purposefully aggravating his friend. When the door into the mudroom opened, Ellie couldn’t have stopped the smile that pulled at her mouth if she had tried. The sight of Clark walking into the house with Rex right beside him had her heart stuttering all over again. She must have made some sort of noise because Clark’s head snapped up to stare at her with surprise.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked in a gruff voice.


  “She’s here to welcome you home, idiot,” Rex said, hitting the other man lightly over the head. “Don’t sound so fired up over it.”


  “I didn’t mean it like that,” Clark groused before he continued into the kitchen to stand in front of her.


  “I want to give you a hug, but I’m scared I’ll hurt you,” Ellie confessed.


  “Hell, I’ve had a lot worse done to me and survived,” he said with a scowl.


  Ellie ignored his gruffness and carefully wrapped her arms around him and squeezed his waist, letting her head rest for just a brief second over his heart before she let go and stepped back.


  “I’m so glad you’re here and out of the hospital. You scared us all to death, Clark,” she said.


  “Let’s get him settled in his room,” Rex suggested.


  Ellie could tell that Clark was holding on by a thread. Despite his assurances that he was fine, the big man was still recovering from having his chest opened in an effort to save his life. She wasn’t about to forget that anytime soon.


  Rex nodded for her to lead the way so he could follow behind Clark in case he got into trouble. For all the teasing he’d obviously been doing on the way to the house, he wasn’t going to embarrass his friend in front of Ellie. She loved how they cared so much for each other. They were both damn good men. Any woman would be lucky to be the apple of their eyes.


  When she stopped just outside the door to his bedroom, Clark stepped in around her. He looked around the room then walked over to the bed and sat down to look at her and Rex standing in the doorway.


  “Thank you for having me, Rex. You didn’t have to go to all this trouble. I’ll be able to go back to my place in a couple of weeks according to the doctor. He just doesn’t want me climbing stairs yet.”


  “You’re welcome here for as long as you want to stay, Clark. You know that. Hell, you practically built the house anyway,” Rex said with a chuckle. “All I had when I left on that last tour was a two bedroom with the bonus room. You built another entire house around it for me when I got back.”


  “You put that TV up there to rub it in, didn’t you?” Clark asked, indicating the large wall-mounted monitor opposite the bed.


  “He’d told me that he’d had my house updated some to help me get around, but he hadn’t told me to what extent he’d gone to. When I saw it, I was blown away to say the least,” Rex said with a grin. “The only thing that he hadn’t done was put my TV back in my bedroom. Instead, he’d put that big monster of a TV in the den and told me that I wasn’t allowed to lie in bed and watch TV. I had to get up and move around if I wanted to watch it. I was so damn pissed at him.”


  She laughed at the lopsided smile that tugged on Clark’s face as Rex talked about how Clark kept him on his toes, making him get up every morning at the butt crack of dawn and cook his own meals.


  “I called him every name you could think of, and some I don’t know where I got them from. It was when I called him by our boot camp sergeant’s name that he finally snapped and pinned me against the wall in the den and threatened to cut off my other foot if I ever called him that again. Needless to say, I didn’t.” Rex shook his head. “You’re family, Clark. This time, I’m your other leg until you’re back on your feet.”


  Clark’s eyes seemed to shine for a few seconds, then they cleared and he curled his lip at Rex. “Be a man, Rex. You’ve got a good woman there. Don’t go turning into a sap, or she’ll leave your skanky ass and come over to the dark side. I’ll show you how it’s done right, darling.”


  Ellie felt as if he’d stroked one of his large hands over her naked body with the way his voice caressed her. It hit entirely too close to home for her. She gave a nervous laugh and stepped deeper into the hall.


  “I’m going to fix something to drink. What would you guys like?” she asked.


  Clark broke eye contact and grinned. “Beer. Whatever he has cold will be fine.”


  “No beer for you while you’re still on your meds, man. I’ve got tea, water, juice, and milk,” Rex said.


  Clark glared at him. “I’m not a fucking baby. I don’t drink milk.”


  “Iced tea it is,” Ellie said with a nervous smile. “What about cake?”


  “Cake?” Clark looked from her to Rex. “Did you get a damn cake?”


  Rex grinned. “Hey! At least I didn’t fill the room up with balloons and hire a stripper like you did.”


  “He did that?” Ellie couldn’t help but laugh at the thought of a stripper with a room full of balloons waiting on Rex when he got home.


  “Asshole even filmed the damn thing,” Rex admitted. He looked over at Ellie. “Go on and fix the table. We’ll be down in a few minutes.”


  Ellie could tell he wanted to talk to Clark alone, so she nodded and walked back down the hall to fix their drinks and set out dessert plates and silverware. She had no idea what Clark would think about the cake, but she hoped he liked it. They’d had it created just for him. It had a boxing ring and some workout equipment decorating it with a sign that said “Welcome Home” on it.


  She’d finished setting everything out and turned the steaks they had marinating in the fridge while she waited on them to emerge from the back of the house. When they still hadn’t shown up after another ten minutes of fiddling around, Ellie started to walk back down to find out what was holding them up. Just as she reached the doorway into the hall, she heard the back bedroom door open. Ellie hurried back to the dining area attached to the kitchen and waited.


  The two men walked in together wearing carefully neutral expressions, but at least neither of them looked angry. She wasn’t sure exactly what they had been talking about, but whatever it was, it had been serious.


  “Um, are you ready for cake?” she asked with a bright smile.


  “I can’t believe you got a fucking cake,” Clark muttered.


  “You like cake. Shut up, man.” Rex just smiled and sat down across the table from where they’d put Clark’s place.


  Ellie took the seat at the end of the table and watched as Rex opened the box so that the decorated cake could easily be seen. She watched Clark’s face and wasn’t disappointed to catch the quick appreciation that settled over him for a few seconds. She knew the moment he caught the reference to the fact that he’d taken a knife to protect her. Rex had insisted that they write on the mat of the ring “My Heart for Yours.”


  “You guys are the best, but I’ll never admit it if you tell anyone I said that.” Clark’s voice broke, but he quickly covered it with a resounding insult. “I sure hope you guys didn’t pay much for this thing, because the artwork sucks.”


  She and Rex laughed, exchanging smiles over the fun they’d had designing it and explaining it to the woman they’d hired to create it for them. Ellie could admit that she had felt a little like a mom anticipating the return of a child that had been away at school or camp or something. She didn’t want to examine that too closely. Then she’d have to admit that she wanted to have children—with Rex and Clark. How screwed up was that?


  “Aren’t you going to eat any?” Clark asked, staring at her.


  She blinked several times to bring everything back into focus. “Yes. Sorry. I was daydreaming. I’m not missing out on cake, even if it is poorly decorated.”


  He gave her that half smile again before forking up a bite of the moist chocolate and cream cheese cake. He closed his eyes, seeming to savor the taste before opening them and spearing her with his blue eyes. His were sharper and lighter than Rex’s, giving them an almost icy look to them. Now, as they pinned her in place, Ellie could appreciate how a teenager would feel when he caught them doing something they shouldn’t have been doing. Only instead of showing her an accusing look like she would have expected, Clark’s stare held heat that burned all the way to her cunt.


  The familiar warm rush over her body that happened when Rex stared at her with his bedroom eyes poured over her with Clark’s stare this time. Her juices spilled from her pussy to soak her lacy panties as she struggled to free herself from his arousing stare.


  Rex said something that caught Clark’s attention, letting Ellie free of the sensual bonds that had tied her to his mercy less than a second earlier. What was going on? He knew she and Rex had been sleeping together. They hadn’t hidden it from the man while he’d been in the hospital. Was he deliberately trying to seduce her away from Rex, or did he just want to see if she’d cheat on his best friend?


  Ellie couldn’t eat another bite of the otherwise delicious cake. She’d managed half of it before realizing that Clark was playing some sort of game with her. She didn’t like it. Not one damn bit. Without saying anything, she stood up and gathered the dishes up to carry them to the sink.


  “You didn’t like the cake, Ellie?” Rex asked, catching her wrist.


  “It was delicious, but it’s way too rich for me. We probably should have forgone the cream cheese,” she said, pushing back the worry about what Clark was up to.


  He let her go, and she finished clearing away the dishes while the two men talked. She quickly washed their few dishes then flipped the steaks one more time before following them into the den where they were currently arguing over what to watch. Clark was sitting at one end of the couch while Rex stood in front of the cabinet housing his amazing collection of DVDs.


  “What do you have against watching something we’ve already seen?” Rex demanded.


  “I’m tired of watching the same things over and over. They might seem new to you right now, but believe me, after thirty minutes you’re going to start remembering and not want to watch it again. We have this same argument every time we sit down to watch a movie together,” Clark fussed.


  Ellie realized what Clark was saying and gasped. She’d never considered that Rex might not remember something as simple as watching a movie from one day to the next. She stared at the two men as they continued to argue over what to watch. Despite Clark giving Rex a hard time, it was obvious to her that he wasn’t being mean, nor did he seem to really care if they watched something or not. He was just giving his friend a hard time, like friends did.


  She smiled, warmed by how close the two of them really were. Again, guilt edged into her heart over the fact that she was in love with Rex and his best friend. She’d finally calmed down about the incident at the table earlier, but now she worried Clark really was trying to test her or something.


  “Hey, sweet thing. Why don’t you choose what we watch today?” Rex walked over and pulled her into a loose hug.


  “I can do that, but once I make up my mind, you both have to live with it,” she said, wagging her finger at them.


  “We’ll watch anything you want to, darling,” Clark assured her with a wink.


  She tried not to read anything into the endearment he’d begun to use on her or the way he’d winked at her. Ellie turned and looked through the assorted DVDs that weren’t in any particular order that she could find. Finally, one caught her eye that she’d wanted to see when it was at the local theater but hadn’t been able to go. She pulled it out of the stack and handed it to Rex with a smile.


  “Hot damn!” He immediately opened it up and popped it in the player.


  “What is it?” Clark asked.


  Rex grinned and tossed the now empty case to his buddy. Clark took one look and closed his eyes with a sigh, dropping his head to the back of the couch.


  “Just shoot me now. Really, Ellie? The Expendables Two?” Clark lifted his head up and stared at her. “Have you even seen the first movie?”


  “Yes. I loved it. It’s got action and is almost slapstick comedy. Laughter is the best medicine, Clark. Deal with it.” She smirked at him and sat at the other end of the couch, thinking Rex would take the recliner.


  To her surprise, when he finished setting up the movie, Rex picked her up and moved her to the middle of the couch and sat next to her, putting her between him and Clark. She started to ask him why he’d done that, but he kissed her instead.


  “Shhh, the movie is starting.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Clark wasn’t sure Rex knew what he was doing. While he’d been in the hospital, hearing Rex’s plan to seduce Ellie into being their woman had seemed reasonable, doable even. But here in Rex’s home with Ellie sitting between them, Clark thought the idea was insane and bordering on criminal. He never should have admitted to his friend that he liked Ellie like he had. Rex had caught him at a weak time when he was still on some of the pain medication. Yeah, he’d done the same thing to him when he’d been recovering at the VA, but this shit was different. When he’d messed with Rex back then, all he’d done was get him to admit stupid stuff like that he had always wanted to write books for a living and how he’d been in love with his high school English Lit teacher. Ellie was a real person who mattered. “Be honest, Clark. How do you really feel about her?” Rex had asked for the third time.


  The nurse had just left after administering his pain medication, and the shit was just starting to kick in. It took him a second to remember what his buddy had even asked him. Oh, yeah. How did he feel about Ellie?


  “She’s hot, man. I mean, not just because she’s got curves that make my dick get hard, but because she’s nice and kind of shy. She runs off at the mouth when she’s nervous, but when the shit gets real, you can count on her to be there. Know what I mean?”


  Rex had smiled, that sort of secretive smile he tended to get sometimes when he knew something no one else knew. Clark had always hated it when he got that look.


  “She likes you, too, Clark. I saw how she watched you when she didn’t realize I was looking. Her eyes got all dark, and she bit her bottom lip before she turned away and tried to get it back together. She wants you, too, man,” he’d said.


  “Naw. She might look, but she’s all over you, Rex. She’s cool. She wouldn’t cheat on you, and you know it goes without saying that I’d never make a move on your woman.” Clark had wondered at first if that had been Rex’s way of asking him to back off from her, but his friend hadn’t stopped there.


  “I know you wouldn’t, Clark. I know she wouldn’t cheat on me either, but I think she might ditch me because she would be afraid of getting between our friendship. She cares about us both.”


  “That’s just wrong. Talk to her, Rex. Tell her that she isn’t going to cause a riff between us. You two deserve each other. You both deserve to be happy,” he’d told him.


  “So do you, Clark. So do you.”


  Clark had hoped that would be the end of it, but the next day, Rex had started in again after Ellie had stopped by during her lunch hour to check in on him. He had to admit that he looked forward to her visits. They always brightened his day. He looked forward to Rex’s visits, too, though. Just not in the same way. And there lay the crux of the matter.


  “You know you saved her life, Clark. I was worthless lying there on the floor because my fucking leg was too weak to handle the action,” Rex had said when Ellie had left, closing the door behind her.


  “I didn’t think, man. I just reacted. It was the Army all over again. They drilled that into us.” Clark wanted to look away, but Rex had him caught with those knowing eyes of his.


  “They couldn’t teach a man to be a hero if, deep down inside, he wasn’t already one. All they could do was refine our skills, give us a weapon, and put us in a position where who we really were came out in the battle. You proved that when we were overseas, you proved it again when you refused to let me die or give up, and you prove it every day when you give a damn about those kids that show up at your gym craving for someone to give a shit about them. The other day, you proved it by offering the ultimate sacrifice for Ellie.” Rex’s words had torn a hole in his heart because he wasn’t the hero, the good friend that he was making him out to be.


  Clark loved Ellie and wanted his best friend’s girlfriend for his own. How was he going to be able to look Rex in the eyes when at night he’d been thinking about her and jerking off to images of her on her knees sucking his cock?


  “Shut that shit up, Rex. I’m no fucking hero. I’m just a man with a shitty attitude and dirty mind. Don’t go trying to make me sound like a saint or something. A saint wouldn’t want to fuck his best friend’s woman, now would he?” The instant the words were out of his mouth, Clark had wanted to take them back.


  When he’d looked up to see Rex watching him, Clark had expected anger, hate, hell, even disappointment in his friend’s eyes. Instead he’d seen triumph. Rex had bated him, trying to make him confess that he lusted after Ellie.


  “What the fuck game are you playing, man?”


  “No game, Clark. I just needed to be sure you really wanted Ellie before I said anything like what I’m going to say now. I had to be sure that you care about her, maybe even love her, and wouldn’t just have an affair with her then move on. You’ve always said you didn’t plan on settling down anytime soon, if at all. You claim you don’t have enough softness to give a woman after watching how your parents went at each other all the time while you were growing up. I always thought you were wrong, but I had to be sure.”


  “Sure of what, Rex? What in the hell is going on with you?” Clark had asked.


  “I can’t be everything that Ellie needs, Clark.”


  When he’d tried to argue with him, Rex had told him to shut up and let him have his say first.


  “I’m missing part of my lower leg, so there are going to be things I’ll never be able to do normally. I can’t take her dancing all night long. I can barely handle one or two dances as it is. When my stump is sore, I can’t even wear my prosthesis, so it means I’m stuck with crutches and that limits me even more. I can’t make love to her in the shower like I want to, and I can’t always fuck her like she deserves to be fucked.” Rex had sighed and looked down at his hands, as if trying to list his weaknesses and shortfalls was almost more than he could stand.


  “It’s like starting my life over every time I wake up. I usually remember her, which is a fucking miracle in itself, but sometimes I don’t remember everything. I have to turn on the light and read my notes before I remember that the woman in my bed is someone I want to wake up with a kiss, or my cock between her legs, or my face in her pussy. Sort of takes the spontaneity out of things, you know?”


  “Rex. She understands, or she wouldn’t be with you in the first place. Why are you trying to talk yourself out of having her in your life?” Clark couldn’t understand where Rex was going with all of it.


  “The thing is, I’m not a whole man, and I can’t take care of her and protect her like I want to—like she deserves. She has feelings for you, Clark. Strong feelings, but she’d never act on them. And if it comes down to it, she’ll walk away before she causes any problems between us. That means that even if we’re all fine, if she can tell that seeing us together hurts you, she’d leave. I don’t want that. I don’t want her to suffer because she loves us both.” Rex was pacing as he’d been talking. Now he sat back down and just looked at Clark.


  “What are you saying, Rex? Do you want me to stop hanging around?”


  Rex had started laughing then but shook his head. “No. I want you to move in with us. I want you to help me take care of Ellie and make her happy, keep her safe. I want the three of us to be a family.”


  At the time, he’d been too shocked to say much of anything. Why he’d eventually agreed to try, Clark didn’t have a clue. No, that wasn’t right. He wanted Ellie just as much as Rex did and was going to give it his best shot for a chance to be with her. Even as the memory dimmed, he still felt the same mixture of hope and fear as he had then.


  As Clark watched the movie finally get started after all of the advertisements for future movies and DVD releases, he noticed that Rex had one hand on Ellie’s thigh. He’d moved as close to her as he could get, leaving a nice-sized space between him and the end of the couch. When Rex caught Clark’s eye, he nodded toward Ellie, encouraging him to move closer to her as well.


  Clark still wasn’t sure this was a good idea. He thought they should talk to her about it first, but Rex was sure that she’d refuse out of principal and because she wouldn’t trust either of them to really be serious about it. Maybe he was right.


  He used the excuse of getting something to drink to give him the chance to sit closer to her when he returned, handing a bottle of water to Rex. Now their thighs were nearly touching, and he could actually feel her body heat. So far she hadn’t noticed, but she would. It would be sort of hard not to notice when a second hand touched you from a different direction. Clark bided his time until she shifted so that he was able to catch her hand with his and squeeze it. He never looked at her, just continued watching the movie while holding her hand in his.


  For a brief second, she didn’t seem to notice who it was that was holding her hand, but then he felt her stiffen with that knowledge. She even tugged at it a little bit, but he pretended not to notice and continued to hold it, their clasped hands resting lightly on their thighs that were nearly touching.


  When the movie credits rolled, he pulled her hand toward his mouth and kissed her knuckles before releasing it to get up and pull the DVD out of the player and return it to its case.


  “Want to watch another one?” he asked.


  “How about we cook the steaks and watch another one after we eat?” Rex suggested.


  “That sounds like a good idea,” Ellie said and quickly jumped up, running to the kitchen.


  As soon as she was out of earshot, he turned to Rex and lifted a brow at him. “I’m not sure this is a good idea, man. She’s spooked already.”


  “Trust me, Clark. She’s scared of her own reactions right now. Once we make it clear that we’re both fine with sharing her, she’ll start to relax.” Rex stood up and walked over to where Clark was. “Are you still okay about sharing her? Are you going to have trouble with jealousy? Because if you are, this isn’t going to work.”


  “Yeah. I’m fine with it. I have to admit that at first it was bothering me, but now that I’ve thought about it, I realized that she’d never be happy with just me or just you because both of us are missing a few things that she needs. I can’t be that easy, attentive person she needs in her life, and you can. I can’t give her all the pretty things she deserves but would never ask for, and you can.”


  “And I can’t promise to remember who she is when I wake up every morning, but you can, and you’ll help me remember, too. Together, we can be who she needs, and we both get the woman who makes us whole.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  What was going on? Ellie tried to calm her nerves and stop her hands from shaking as she pulled the steaks out of the fridge. As soon as she’d realized that Clark was holding her hand, Ellie had tried to pull away, but he’d held on, refusing to release her hand. Frantically, Ellie searched her memory of the last few days for any hint that she’d given Clark the idea that she was okay with him flirting with her. She honestly didn’t think she had, but it was obvious now that he was.


  She pulled out three baking potatoes and washed them before preparing them for the microwave. Once she had them ready to cook, Ellie sliced and buttered the bread, wrapping it in foil to put in the oven when the steaks were nearly done. When the two men walked into the kitchen a few minutes later, she nearly jumped out of her skin.


  “The grill is lit and will be ready in about ten minutes, sweetness. How long will it take the potatoes to cook?” Rex asked, dropping a kiss on the top of her head.


  “A–about fifteen minutes. Be sure and tell me when the steaks are about ready to come up so I can put the bread in the oven,” she said.


  Clark walked up behind her so that when she turned put the butter back in the refrigerator, she ran into him. He immediately grasped her waist with both hands to steady her.


  “Easy there, darling.” He smiled at her as he continued to hold her in place.


  Ellie started to step out of his touch, but Rex had stepped in behind her to cage her in between the two men. She was sure her heart was going to beat right out of her chest. A roaring started in her ears when she felt Rex’s hot breath at her neck.


  “Slow down, baby. You’re running around like a chicken with its head cut off. Relax. Let us worry about everything,” he said.


  “What’s going on, Rex?” she whispered, afraid of what the answer would be.


  “Nothing, sweetness. We’re just taking care of our baby.” He kissed her neck, nipping at the skin near her shoulder before licking over the small sting.


  Clark leaned closer, and his movement had her looking up just in time for him to capture her lips with his. He wasn’t tender and easy like Rex. He took what he wanted, his hands cupping her cheeks. Clark licked along the seam of her lips. She opened instinctively to him and was consumed in a ball of sensation as he swept in and conquered her mouth.


  Rex was pressing his rock hard cock against her ass as he nipped and sucked along her neck and the part of her shoulder he could get to bare skin. Between the two men, Ellie thought she would surely go up in a ball of flames. It was too much and not nearly enough. Just when she thought she was lost forever, both men slowly pulled back from their dual assault while still continuing to hold her steady.


  “You’re so damn beautiful, Ellie,” Clark said.


  “I can’t get enough of you, baby.” Rex sounded as if he was fighting to stay in control.


  “I–I don’t understand what is going on. Why are you doing this?” she asked, unable to keep the tears that threatened to fall from leaking into her voice.


  “Shhh, sweetness. Don’t cry. Please don’t cry. I love you so fucking much, baby. I just want you to be happy. I want to be sure you have everything you ever need,” he said.


  She turned to look at him and could see the sincerity of his words in his voice, but what was Clark doing there in their embrace? Why had he kissed her, and why had she let him? Rex had been right there and seen it all. Why hadn’t he stopped it?


  “You’re thinking too hard, Ellie. Don’t think, feel. Let us do all the thinking for you,” Rex said.


  She shook her head and tried to pull away from them both. “This isn’t right. I–I can’t be with both of you. Why are you doing this, Rex?”


  “Because you love him, Ellie. I can see it in your eyes, baby. It breaks my heart to know that you’re never going to be happy without him. Not really.”


  Ellie began to sob. “I love you, Rex. I don’t understand. I’ve never…”


  “Shh, baby. Stop crying. I can’t stand to see you crying.” He bent down and picked her up, carrying her only a few feet across the room to sit down with her in his lap. “Look at me, Ellie.”


  When she finally pulled away from where she’d been hiding her face in his shirt, Rex wiped the tears from her eyes with a paper towel that Clark had given him. The other man pulled up another chair and sat next to them.


  “Ellie. I’m never going to be the man you deserve to have in your life. Shhh. Don’t say anything.” He kissed the tip of her nose then continued. “I have a lot of trouble with my prosthesis because of where it is. I could have them go up some with amputation and it might help, but I didn’t want to do that if I didn’t have to. There are a lot of things I can never do, or at least not do them for very long, like dance or hike. My memory is a joke, literally, and no matter how much I want to make you feel special, having to check my notes before I do anything first thing in the morning isn’t going to give you that feeling.”


  “Rex. I don’t care about any of that. I love you because of who you are, not what you can or can’t do for me,” Ellie said, trying to see what was going on behind his eyes.


  “I know, but it’s not enough for me. I want you to have everything your heart desires, and you love Clark. He cares deeply for you, or I would never have let him near you. He can give you things I can’t, baby. With him with us, I’ll never have to worry about your safety. I know he would die for you,” Rex told her.


  Ellie looked over at Clark, searching his eyes now, trying to figure out how he felt about all of it, but, as usual, his face gave nothing away.


  “Clark. I wasn’t choosing him over you. Oh, God, this is why I shouldn’t have ever seen either of you again. As soon as I realized that I was attracted to both of you, I should have called it all off. I can’t do it. I just can’t do it.” She started crying again.


  Clark pulled her from Rex’s arms and cradled her against his broad chest, smoothing circles on her back with one hand. She could hear him whispering in her ear, but she couldn’t understand what he was saying until her sobs slowly faded to hiccups.


  “I love you, darling. Whatever it takes to be with you is fine with me. I love you. Shh, no more crying, Ellie. You’re breaking my heart.” Clark’s deep voice sounded so odd saying those sweet words.


  She finally managed to calm down enough so she could speak again. Ellie sat up, pushing against Clark’s chest.


  “I don’t understand how this can work. Do we keep a schedule or something? I’m scared I’ll end up hurting someone’s feelings.”


  “No schedules or anything, baby,” Rex said. “We’re a family. It’s not me and you and you and Clark. It’s the three of us. We sleep together, make love together. Sometimes you’ll spend time with Clark doing stuff, making love, and sometimes you’ll spend time with me the same way. Yeah, I’ll have to use my calendar and make notes, but that’s just because of my screwed up brain. No one is going to keep score. We aren’t putting a chalkboard up in the kitchen where we keep track of whose turn it is to hold you or something. We just act natural and let our needs and desires direct us.”


  “Ellie, you have the biggest heart in the world and more love to give than any woman I’ve ever met. There’s more than enough for both of us, and we’ll work things out between us if something comes up. Our job is to take care of you, and your job is to let us,” Clark told her with a smile.


  She couldn’t believe this was happening. She was sure she was going to wake up at any minute to find it was just a dream. Could they really make it work? Then she thought about her job. If anyone found out she was living with two men, they’d fire her. She’d had to sign a morality clause when she was hired since she worked with kids sometimes.


  “What are you worrying about, Ellie?” Rex asked. “I can see it in your eyes.”


  “I’ve been thinking about finding another job anyway, but if we really do try this, I’ll have to because they’ll fire me when they find out,” she told them.


  “We’re not trying this, Ellie. We’re doing it. This means forever to us,” Rex told her. “Once we get everything settled, you and I are getting married. Clark will still be your husband, too, but this way you’ll have access to my benefits and insurance should something happen to me.”


  “I can’t marry you and not marry Clark,” she protested.


  “Sure you can, darling. I don’t have anything to offer you outside the gym, so it makes sense that, on paper, you marry Rex. You’ll still be my wife as far as my heart cares.”


  “We have to have a ceremony for all three of us later, then. It’s the only way I’ll agree to it,” she said, looking at both men with a determined expression on her face.


  “What were you thinking about doing instead of working for the city?” Rex asked.


  “I’m not sure. I want to help people, but I’m not sure what there is available out there for me. I’ll have to think some more about it.”


  “Well, in the meantime, let’s cook those steaks. I’m starving,” Clark said as he stood up, letting her get her feet under her before he let go.


  She stared up into Clark’s always-serious face. “Are you sure about this?”


  His entire face lit up the biggest smile she’d ever seen on him. “I’m sure, Ellie. I never wanted to get married because I didn’t think I’d ever find anyone I cared about, much less someone who could care about me with all of my grouchy-ass attitude problems. Then I met you, and I knew you were the one. But I tend to get moody and withdraw a lot, and you deserve someone who’d be there when you needed them. I’m not dependable when it comes to the emotional shit. Rex is. I’m great with this, Ellie, because I still get to have you.”


  He pulled her into his arms and kissed her hard on the mouth before releasing her once more to grab the steaks. He nodded at Rex and headed to the back door.


  Ellie stood there in the middle of the kitchen unsure what to think. She felt as if she’d been run over by a huge truck. There was no way they could make this work. Could they?


  “Don’t think about it so much, Ellie. Give us a chance to prove to you that we can do this. For now, stop thinking, and let’s enjoy a nice, juicy steak dinner and another movie. We can talk about it more later. Okay, baby?” Rex wrapped his arms around her, nuzzling his face against hers as he spoke.


  “I’m scared, Rex. If we try this and it doesn’t work out, I don’t know how I’ll survive,” she told him.


  “The same way you were planning to survive now when you told me that you couldn’t see me anymore because you cared about Clark, too,” he said with a soft smile. “Don’t deny that it was coming. I could already feel you pulling away with Clark’s discharge from the hospital.”


  “I love you, Rex. I just…”


  “I know, baby. It’s not your fault. It’s not anyone’s fault. We can’t control who our hearts pick, or how many they pick. We just control how we handle it.”


  Rex pulled back from her but held her face in his hands. “No more worries for now, Ellie. Let’s celebrate the fact that Clark’s alive and here with us. Everything else we can work on later.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Rex had never been this nervous in his life. Having never shared a woman before, he had no idea what to expect, but he knew the other two expected him to direct them. When he’d first started thinking about their situation, he’d done some research online to see if what he was planning was even feasible. To his surprise, there’d been a lot of information on polyamory and sharing out there.


  Since he had no intentions of their relationship being open, he leaned more toward a ménage lifestyle and not polyamory as how to pattern their life. Everything he discovered stressed that trust and control of jealousy were the two biggest issues that had to be addressed. There could not be any jealousy whatsoever in the relationship. Everyone needed to feel that they were equal in the eyes of their partners, and there was no favoritism shown at any time.


  They had eaten then decided on another movie, so hopefully the tension from earlier wouldn’t return once the movie was over. He and Clark kept a constant connection with Ellie going at all times. They squeezed her knee or stroked her hair to keep her used to having both of their hands on her at the same time. Rex realized it was a lot like conditioning a horse to respond to directions without startling every time he touched them.


  Clark had leaned close to Ellie several times and whispered into her ear something naughty enough to make her blush. Rex liked watching her pupils dilate and her face turn a cute shade of pale pink. He knew that when she climaxed, her skin changed to a dusky red. He wanted to see how she reacted with two sets of hands pleasuring her and two sets of mouths on her soft skin, sucking her tight nipples into their mouths.


  He had to adjust his dick for the third time while they were supposed to be watching the movie. He doubted any of them knew what was going on with the show anyway. Ellie kept stealing little glances at both of them when she thought they weren’t watching. He wanted to stop her from gnawing on her bottom lip before she made it bleed, but he couldn’t quite get the words out when her little pink tongue kept wiping over the area as if to soothe it. All he could think about was her swollen lips wrapped around his dick while he fucked her hot mouth.


  Rex nearly groaned out loud as that image froze in his head. He could almost feel her hot breath fan over his dick as she opened her mouth to take him inside. She would run her tongue around the shaft as she slowly sucked on his sensitive flesh.


  Hell! I’ve got to stop thinking about it, or I’m going to start humping the damn couch cushion like a freaking dog.


  A tingle along his neck had him looking over Ellie’s head to see Clark watching him with an amused expression on his face. His buddy knew exactly what was going through Rex’s head right then. With the way the skin around his mouth seemed pulled tight, Rex figured Clark wasn’t in much better shape himself. Why did men tend to lose all focus on anything other than their damn cocks when there was even a hint of the possibility of sex in the air?


  Rex tried to refocus on the movie, but he had no idea at this point what was going on. He wasn’t even sure which one they’d picked in the first place. Every time Ellie moved or made a sound, it felt as if his balls were going to vibrate right off his body. She affected him in ways no one ever had before. He seemed to be attuned to everything about her, from how she breathed to the way she periodically scrunched her toes while she was reading or watching TV.


  “Rex? Did you hear me?” Ellie’s voice finally penetrated the fog in his brain that was all her fault in the first place.


  “Sorry, baby. I must have dozed off,” he said as he jumped up to turn off the DVD player and switch off the TV. “Great movie. Ready to call it a night, guys?”


  Rex replaced the DVD in its case and set it on the shelf. When he turned around, both Ellie and Clark stared at him as if he’d lost his mind.


  “What?” he asked, sticking his hands on his hips.


  “It wasn’t over yet. I was just asking you to pause it while I ran to the bathroom,” Ellie said with a grin. “You weren’t paying attention at all, were you?”


  “Sorry. Um, no. I guess not. I’ll put it back on,” he said and turned back to the shelf.


  “No. Don’t do that. I’m actually pretty tired.” She stood up and stretched. “I’ll meet you in the bedroom.”


  Rex watched her walk out of the room toward the hall. How had he gotten that distracted that he didn’t realize the movie was still playing?


  “Man, that was too good. I can’t believe you turned off the movie halfway through it like that. Where has your head been?” Clark asked with a knowing chuckle.


  “Fuck you. Hard to mistake the bulge in your jeans for anything other than what it is. You’ve had your eyes glued to her tits almost since we sat down,” Rex shot back.


  “Do you have no idea how hard it’s been to keep my eyes and my hands to myself since I first met her? She was yours and off-limits, but I sure as hell wanted her pretty much from day one. Now she’s not anymore, and all I can think about is her, everything her. I want to see what she looks like spread out on the bed with nothing but a smile on and smell her heat when she’s all turned on. The very thought of tasting her as she comes has my dick twisted up in a damn French braid.” Clark ran a hand through his hair.


  “Yeah. Me, too. I know all of that, but it isn’t near enough. I want to know more and then start all over again,” Rex confessed.


  “We’re really going to do this?” Clark asked, staring at him in that serious way he had.


  “Yeah. We’re going to do this. We’re going to make the woman we love as happy as we possibly can, and keep her as safe as possible while we’re at it. When you’re in a mood and can’t get your emotions under control, I’ll give her all the attention she needs. When I’m having a bad day and don’t remember who she is or what’s going on, you’ll remind me that she’s the best damn thing that ever happened to me and keep her safe.”


  Clark drew in a deep breath and gave one of his rare smiles, before pulling Rex into a hug that lasted only as long as was manly. Then they stepped apart and turned as one to follow the woman of their hearts to the bedroom.


  Rex immediately turned back the covers on the bed then sat down to make notes for himself the next day. His eyes kept straying to the bathroom where Clark had knocked once on the door then slipped inside where Ellie was. He couldn’t help but wonder what they were doing, but not because he was jealous or unhappy about it. No, Rex just wanted to be a part of it, but he knew they needed some time alone to get past the awkwardness of this new relationship they were forging.


  He made sure to include how happy he was about the situation in his notes so his morning self wouldn’t screw something up. Looking over at the picture of him and Clark kneeling in their fatigues with their weapons front and center, Rex made another note on his pad to see about getting a photo of the three of them to add to the table. Seeing her there between them when he woke up each morning would help jog his sketchy memory.


  As he pulled off his jeans, followed by his prosthesis, he thanked the good Lord for Clark and his willingness to share Ellie between them. Without his friend, Rex wouldn’t have a chance for even half the happiness he was feeling right then. No way would he have tried to claim the woman he loved in the mess he was in now without his buddy as back up. She deserved so much more than Rex, on his own, could ever hope to provide.


  After positioning the partial leg on the chair, Rex wiped down his stump, making sure there were no new sore or red areas before he rubbed lotion on it, massaging the muscles and skin to stimulate circulation in the area. Then he stripped off the rest of his clothes and nabbed the crutches so he could freshen up in the bathroom down the hall.


  He couldn’t help but chuckle when he walked into the spare bedroom they’d set up for Clark. Ellie had gone to so much trouble to be sure he would be comfortable, and Rex doubted the man would ever sleep in it. Well, maybe occasionally if he was having a bad night. Knowing his friend like he did, Clark wouldn’t want to bother Ellie when he couldn’t sleep.


  Rex had just stepped out of the bathroom after rinsing off and brushing his teeth when Ellie’s voice reached him. He grinned. His name on her lips was the sweetest sound to him. Almost as good as the sounds she made when she climaxed.


  “Rex? Where are you?” Ellie called again.


  “I’m coming, sweetness. I was just rinsing off.” He swung his way back down the hall, but she wasn’t in the bedroom.


  “Where is she?” he asked Clark.


  “She’s probably in the kitchen. She wanted to know if you wanted some water while she was in there.”


  Ellie stepped into the bedroom with her hands full.


  “There you are. I went ahead and brought three bottles anyway. If you don’t want it, we can put it back in the fridge in the morning,” she said.


  Rex smiled and wrapped his arms around her, crutches and all. “Thanks, sweet thing. I am thirsty.”


  “Easy, Rex. You’re going to both wind up on the floor tangled up in those crutches if you’re not careful.” Clark grabbed two of the bottles of water from Ellie’s hands.


  “Climb in bed, sassy lady.” Rex popped her lightly on her ass.


  With a squeal, Ellie jumped on the bed and crawled to the middle where she burrowed under the covers while the two men watched her. Rex couldn’t stop staring at where her ass had been wiggling only moments before. His cock twitched with interest.


  “Well?” Ellie asked, frowning at them. “Are you going to stand there giving me an eyeful, or are you going to make me feel good?”


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Clark kept waiting for Ellie to change her mind and tell them she couldn’t do it or Rex to demand he leave because he couldn’t share her. It was all too good to be true. While he’d always believed and told everyone around him that he didn’t plan on settling down, he’d always hoped to find someone he could love and who would love him enough to be able to handle his twisted mood swings. Rex and Ellie were giving him a chance at that dream, and Clark was scared spitless that he would screw it all up somehow.


  He was afraid to accept it all the way yet. Maybe, if they did change their minds, it wouldn’t hurt so much if he kept a small part of himself separate from it. At the same time, Clark felt like a traitor by holding back. She deserved his all in this, but would he be able to survive if it all went to hell, like everything usually did?


  “Clark? Are you coming to bed?” Ellie’s hesitant voice broke through his depressing thoughts.


  “Right now, darling.” He pulled back the covers and climbed in, scooting closer to her as he did.


  He and Rex leaned over her on either side as she lay on her back on the bed. Her heavy lidded eyes spoke volumes to where her thoughts lay, yet underneath the arousal, a spark of worry and nervousness could be seen.


  “Everything’s in your hands, Ellie. Nothing has to happen until you’re ready, honey.” Clark wanted to be sure she understood that they weren’t going to push her. He and Rex had been in agreement on that from the beginning.


  Ellie smiled up at them right before Clark felt her warm hand wrap around his hard cock, fisting it as if she knew just how he liked it. No sooner had he moaned at how good it felt than he heard an answering moan from Rex. Their little minx had them both in her greedy little hands. She tugged and squeezed on his shaft with just the right amount of pressure. Just knowing it was her touching him had his balls tightening before he was nearly ready.


  “Ease back, darling. I’m already primed to the point I’m going to embarrass myself if you keep that up,” he told her.


  “I–I’m sorry. Was I too rough?”


  Clark nearly cursed at the stricken expression on Ellie’s face.


  “No! No, honey. It was perfect, too perfect. It’s just that I’ve wanted you for so long that, right now, I’m working with a hair trigger. I don’t want this to be over before it even gets going good.” Clark felt as if he’d kicked a puppy.


  “You’d tell me if I didn’t do something right, wouldn’t you?” she asked.


  “Honey, there’s nothing you can do that wouldn’t be perfect. Relax and let us love you instead. Later, after a few dozen times, maybe I’ll have enough control that you can do your worst, but not yet, honey.”


  Rex bent over and kissed her lightly on the lips. “We just want it to be perfect for you, baby. Let us do all the work this time.”


  She nodded, looking from him over to Rex then back at him again. Clark took that as his cue to put up or get out of the bed. He leaned over and kissed her gently before deepening the kiss so that she opened to him when he licked her lower lip. She tasted divine as he explored her mouth with his tongue, sliding next to hers then retreating in hopes she’d follow so he could suck on hers next.


  Finally, Clark had to pull back to breathe before he got light headed. She packed a punch. So much so that he had forgotten that Rex was right there with them. He looked over to find his friend watching them with heavy lidded eyes, stroking his cock. It didn’t look like the other man was upset or jealous one bit.


  Clark wasn’t going to wait around since Rex seemed fine with how things were going. He spread kisses down Ellie’s jaw and throat, then homed in on her gorgeous breasts. They were perfect with plump nipples hardened to tight points from their kisses. He couldn’t help but be greedy where they were concerned. He played with one between his fingers and ran his tongue all around the other one, enjoying how she gasped at the first stroke then moaned with each subsequent one.


  There wasn’t anything more arousing to him than the sight of a woman’s passion on her breasts. The areolas blushed when she was aroused, and the nipples hardened into twin points as if begging for attention. When she climaxed, the pale globes would darken with her pleasure, and, God willing, he would have a part in that show.


  “I love how responsive you are, Ellie. Your nipples are hard and tight. Do you get wetter when I pinch them, honey?” he asked.


  “God, yes. So good, Clark.” Ellie’s husky voice had his balls tightening in their sack.


  Clark sucked one nipple into his mouth, twirling his tongue around the tip before drawing on it in rhythmic pulls that had Ellie burying her fingers in his hair and kneading his scalp with her sharp nails. When he let go of one taut peak to go after the other one, her mewing cries had him grinding his cock against the mattress. He was so fucking hard and ready to come, but not yet. First Ellie, then they could find their release.


  Reluctantly, Clark released the other nipple and licked and sucked on the underside of each breast before moving farther down her body toward the foot of the bed. He left a trail of wet kisses all along her abdomen, stopping at a particularly sensitive spot to torment before moving on. The juncture of her pelvis with her hip seemed especially ticklish. Clark teased and tortured her there for several seconds then settled his body between her spread thighs.


  Looking up from his vantage point between her legs, the soft rise of her belly to the swells of her breasts, Clark felt as if the world had stopped for an instant, then everything rushed back in on him. She was his future. He loved everything about her, and there was still so much to explore and learn. If he had ten lifetimes, it would never be enough to spend with her.


  “Clark. Please, help me. I’m burning up,” Ellie begged.


  “No more than I am, honey. I’ve got you. Rex and I’ve got you,” he said, looking up at where the other man had finally moved in to manipulate her breasts as he sucked on a spot near her ear.


  He spread her thighs farther apart so he could get comfortable between them. Her wet pussy looked like a feast to a starving man with the way her juices glistened in the light from the two bedside lamps. He spread the lips of her sex with his fingers before leaning in and dragging his tongue through the slit in a slow caress. She tasted so good—sweet and tangy, a fresh peach at the peak of its ripeness.


  “I could make a meal off your juices, darling Ellie. I love the way you coat my tongue when I lick your pussy.”


  She dug at the mattress on either side of her hips with a low moan. When he speared her with his tongue, fucking in and out of her hot, wet hole, Ellie hissed out a loud yes before begging for more.


  “Please, Clark. Don’t tease me. I need you inside of me. It’s not enough,” she wailed.


  Clark growled against her sweet flesh then thrust a single finger into her cunt. The feel of her body grabbing hold of the digit had his cock twitching between him and the mattress. He groaned in reaction. There was no way he was going to be able to wait much longer before he took her. She had to come first, though.


  He added a second finger to her tight pussy and slowly moved them in and out of her wet hole. She groaned and pumped her pelvis as much as she could with him holding her and Rex covering her breasts with his mouth and hands. He searched for her sweet spot with his finger with each stroke, needing to send her over the edge as soon as possible now. The need to come was getting harder to resist. He was sure she was gripping the edge herself.


  At last, he nudged the spongy tissue that had her gasping for air above him. Her entire body jerked with each slide of his finger over the delicate area. Now that he’d found it, Clark stroked it ruthlessly as he sucked on her engorged clit at the same time. Neither he nor Rex was ready for the explosion that shook her body. Ellie screamed both their names as she bucked beneath them. Her body tightened all around them, giving Clark a taste of his own impending climax as she squeezed her thighs around his body.


  As soon as he was able to untangle himself from her legs, Clark crawled up the bed until he could reach her mouth. He kissed her, Rex barely moving out of the way to avoid being trapped between them. Pulling back, Clark pulled her legs up to give himself more room, then he slowly eased his throbbing cock against her hot, wet slit and pressed in.


  Delicious, tight heat surrounded him as he slowly worked his way inside of her. Ellie’s cunt was tight, but with her climax, his dick was able to enter her without dulling her pleasure. He didn’t want their sweet Ellie to feel any discomfort. God, he was already in heaven and hadn’t even come yet.


  “You’re so damn hot, Ellie. I swear my cock’s on fire. I’m never going to last, honey. I’m sorry,” he rasped out as he finally made it all the way inside of her.


  “Don’t stop. Please, Clark.” Ellie’s voice sounded so sweet to his ears.


  Clark realized he’d closed his eyes while he’d been easing his way inside her pussy. He opened them and smiled when he saw Ellie pulling on Rex’s dick with one hand while she pulled and pinched one of her nipples with the other. His balls tightened to the point of pain when she licked her lips.


  “Suck Rex’s cock, honey. I know he’d love to feel your hot mouth wrapped around him. I know I would.”


  She opened her mouth with her eyes locked on his friend’s dick. Rex grinned and maneuvered himself closer to her head. Clark knew it wasn’t easy with only one foot to use to balance with, but Rex held on with one hand on the headboard and held his dick steady with the other. His buddy groaned loudly when Ellie licked a drop of pre-cum from the slit of his cockhead. Clark felt it as if she’d swiped it over his own cock.


  Cum boiled in his balls, letting him know he wasn’t going to make it much longer. As much as he wanted Ellie to come again before he lost his load, Clark knew it wasn’t going to happen.


  “Fuck, Ellie. I’m going to come, honey.”


  She groaned around Rex’s cock in her mouth. The other man hissed, his head dropping back on his shoulders at the sensation it made over his shaft. Fire burned along his dick as he lost the battle to hold off any longer. He gripped Ellie’s thighs as he shot cum deep into her cunt, his balls aching even as his thighs and buttocks burned with the effort. Clark swore if he managed to survive this without getting a damn cramp in his ass he’d be a lucky man. It felt as if his entire insides were turning out.


  “Ellie!” he shouted, then all but collapsed on top of her.


  That put him entirely too close to Rex’s balls for his taste. Clark rolled over, his softening cock slipping from her pussy. He would get a bath cloth and clean her up just as soon as he caught his breath.


  I’m fucking old. That nearly killed me.


  Clark nearly started laughing at that thought. When he got too old to fuck, it would be time to lay him down to rest.


  “That’s perfect, baby. Hell, yes. Just like that.” Rex’s groan had him opening his eyes in time to see what Clark figured was a close copy of what his face had looked like seconds earlier.


  Rex’s face squeezed tight as he climaxed, his thigh muscles bunching along with the muscles of his abdomen. The fingers of the hand holding to the headboard were nearly white with the force of his grip, while the ones in Ellie’s hair were open and flexing in her thick strands.


  “Fuck! Ellie! Yessss.” Rex jerked as his climax eased.


  Clark forced himself to roll out of bed to get that cloth for Ellie. She was going to feel pretty nasty if they left her like that for long.


  “Be right back, guys,” he whispered.


  What the fuck? Why was he whispering? He chuckled to himself. He felt as if they were in church or something with how special it felt to be there with her.


  Clark quickly rinsed out a bath cloth in warm water and snagged a dry towel as well. When he returned to the bedroom, Rex was giving Ellie one of the bottles of water. She smiled shyly at the other man then gasped when Clark began wiping her gently between her legs.


  “I can do that,” she said, starting to sit all the way up.


  Rex pushed her back against the pillow. “Let us take care of you, baby. You’ve given us so much pleasure tonight, sweetness.”


  “I like bathing you, Ellie,” Clark said, reminding her that he’d helped bathe her earlier as well.


  Her sweet blush let him know that she’d remembered their teasing fun from before. He liked that they had something between them. Clark knew that although Rex might shower with her or even watch while Clark bathed her, he wouldn’t be able to comfortably bathe her with his prosthesis. While Clark could get in and out of the tub to take baths with her, the only way Rex would be able to do that would be if Clark helped him out of the tub after it was over. That level of comfort might take a little longer. It had been one thing for him to help his friend when he’d been recovering from his injuries, but it was another when it wasn’t.


  As soon as he’d finished drying her off, Clark discarded the dirty towel and wash cloth then climbed back into bed to spoon with Ellie. Rex turned off the bedside light he’d left for Clark and the enormity of what they were doing finally sank in. His best friend lay on the other side of Ellie in the same bed. The three of them had made a commitment. To him, it didn’t change anything about his life. The guys who worked out at his gym could care less about his personal life. He didn’t think it would make any difference in Rex’s life as an author or with the guys at the VA, but Ellie was a different story. What would their unorthodox relationship mean in her life? She had a brother and a job with the city. Yeah, she’d mentioned something about changing jobs, but was that her way of heading off a future problem?


  Clark didn’t like to think that her living with both of them would make her life difficult. He wanted her to be happy, not have to make sacrifices and stop doing something she loved. He needed to talk to Rex about this. Maybe they hadn’t thought this out well enough.


  Ellie wiggled against him, snuggling closer to Rex while pressing her ass back against his groin. He had to grit his teeth when his cock stirred despite having just come. Then he smiled. At his age, Clark should be proud of every hard on he managed to grow. With Ellie around, he didn’t need Viagra yet. He closed his eyes and hoped the next day didn’t bring any surprises they couldn’t handle.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ellie stretched and rolled over to find herself all alone in the big bed. She stretched then yawned, enjoying the faint soreness that having had sex with her two men gave her. She noticed that both the crutches and Rex’s prosthesis were missing from the chair by the bed. Ellie climbed out of bed and found one of Rex’s shirts to put on. Then she went in search of her men.


  They weren’t hard to find at all. They hadn’t made it any farther than the coffee pot in the kitchen. She frowned at them as she walked into the room.


  “Hey. Why do you look so gloomy?” she asked, grabbing a cup from the cabinet.


  “Ellie, is living with both of us going to cause a problem for you at work?” Rex asked.


  She stopped what she was doing and set the cup down to turn and face the two men. What had brought this up? Were they having second thoughts about sharing her already? Ellie wanted to scream. She’d known it was too good to be true.


  “What’s going on, Rex?” she asked instead of answering him.


  “Clark and I realized you started talking about changing jobs after we’d all agreed to give our relationship a try. We don’t want you to lose your job because of this, Ellie. This is about making you happy, and you love what you do, baby.”


  Ellie sighed and walked over to sit at the table without her coffee. She needed them to understand that she’d already been thinking about changing jobs before now, but she couldn’t lie to them either.


  “Look. I’ve been wanting to change jobs for a couple of months now. I love helping people, but sometimes this type of work starts to hurt more than it makes me happy. I need a change, but I’m not sure what else I can do. Yes. I’m pretty sure once they find out that I’m living in a ménage relationship that they will not like it and ask me to resign. I don’t care, though.”


  “That’s not fair, Ellie. Your personal life is none of anyone else’s business,” Clark argued with a frown.


  “I know, but I did sign a morality clause when I took the job. All city employees have to now,” she said.


  “Why is living with two men who love you immoral? Who makes those decisions?” Clark demanded.


  “It’s okay, Clark. I’m fine with it. Don’t get upset over this. I’m going to go ahead and give my notice next week. In the meantime, I’ll start looking for something else I think that I’d enjoy doing.” Ellie smiled at him but could tell he still wasn’t satisfied.


  “Rex? You know I’ve mentioned before that I wanted to do something else, but I wasn’t sure what,” she said, looking at the other man.


  “I know, Ellie, but I don’t like that you don’t have a choice. We want you to be happy.” He looked over at Clark then sighed. “What’s your brother going to say?”


  “Don’t you worry about my brother. I’ll handle him. It’s none of his business either,” she said.


  “We should all go and talk to him together,” Rex suggested.


  “Yeah,” Clark said. “There’s strength in numbers.”


  Ellie couldn’t help but laugh at that. Clark was right. If they all three ganged up on him, Jason wouldn’t know what hit him until they’d broken the news and retreated a safe distance once it sank in.


  “When do you go back to work, Ellie?” Clark asked.


  “Monday. Why?” she asked.


  “We need to move your things while you’re not working. Do you own your house, or are you renting?” Rex asked.


  “Oh. I hadn’t thought about that. I own it,” she told him.


  “Do you want to sell it or rent it out?” he asked.


  “I–I don’t know. I guess I need to think about it.” Everything seemed to be moving so fast now, but she didn’t blame him for wanting to get things settled.


  Ellie was sure with his memory issues that having things up in the air was disconcerting to him. Still, she needed to let what she’d decided to do sink in some before she closed the door on that part of her life.


  “What are you planning to do about your apartment upstairs at the gym?” she asked Clark to change the subject.


  “I’m thinking that once Derrick gets his mom and sister settled, he might want to move in there and help me look after the place,” he said with a grin.


  “Hey, that’s actually a great idea.” Ellie liked it. “It needs a lot of work first. I’m betting his mom and sister would like to help clean it and fix it up.”


  “What do you mean it needs a lot of work? I was living there and got along just fine.” Clark frowned at her.


  Ellie wiped her mouth to hide her smile. “It needs a fresh coat of paint to start with. That will give it a brighter look and help with the dank, musty smell.”


  Clark glowered at her. “Are you saying my place stinks?”


  She grinned but didn’t say anything, letting him draw his own conclusions with her silence.


  “Rex. Do you think it needs work? Does it stink?” he asked.


  To his credit, Rex didn’t lie and say it smelled fine, but he did hem and haw for a few seconds before he delivered the killing blow.


  “It really needs some work, man. It smells like dirty gym socks and old cigar smoke,” he said.


  Clark glowered at both of them. “I didn’t notice, and I lived there. I think you’re both exaggerating.”


  “No, man, the place smells. You and I got used to that from living in the barracks all those years, but I can tell the difference now that I’m home in my own place. You should listen to Ellie and let her help you freshen the place up some.” Rex ducked when Clark threw his wadded up napkin at him.


  “It’s a fucking gym, Rex. It’s supposed to look and smell like one. I’m not running some fancy fitness spa, you ass.”


  “Just the apartment upstairs, Clark. That’s all I planned to work on,” she said with a chuckle.


  “Planned to work on?” Clark asked, frowning at her. “You were going to mess with it while I was here even if we weren’t going to be moving in together. Some friends you two turned out to be. You don’t mess with a man’s man cave.”


  Ellie burst out laughing, completely in love with Clark. She’d never seen him this relaxed and talkative before. He might have dark moments at some point, but this would always be locked away in her heart to remember until he could work his way back out of them again.


  “Okay, you two. I’m starved. How about toast and eggs?” Rex walked over to the fridge and began pulling stuff out.


  They worked together to butter the toast, scramble the eggs, and set the table. Ellie sat and watched as the two men finished up cooking, then carried it all over to the table, and sat down.


  “So did you bring all of my stuff over here?” Clark asked around a mouthful of toast.


  “We got everything out of the apartment. There wasn’t much. What happened to all of your things you said you had in storage when we were overseas?” Rex asked.


  “Still in storage. Haven’t looked at any of it in years. I should probably just open the thing up and have a sale or something,” Clark said.


  “Before you do that, let’s look through it, Clark. You might find something you really want to hold on to,” Ellie suggested.


  Clark just shrugged. “What about your place? Do you have a lot of stuff?”


  Ellie sighed. “I’m a woman. You know I do.”


  Rex chuckled. “I think we need to go ahead and think about adding on to the house. There’s more than enough room in the back. I’ve got six acres. We can add another bedroom, a nice-sized den, and a master suite. We can use the one we have now as a guest suite. I want to put in a nice deck with a hot tub and a built-in grill as well.”


  Ellie and Clark looked at each other, then back at Rex. Clark finally spoke up.


  “That’s a lot of work, Rex. It will cost a lot of money, too.”


  “I can afford it. I want us to be comfortable. I know that you’re going to need your space at times, and so will Ellie. I want a big sunken tub for her to be able to take long bubble baths in and a bigger shower that will work for the three of us.” Rex’s serious expression told her that he’d been thinking about this for more than a few days.


  “Then there’s no point in moving all of my things until the house is finished,” Ellie said. “I’ll just pack a few suitcases and maybe a box of things I really want until then.”


  “You’re serious, Rex?” Clark asked again.


  Ellie could see that this bothered the other man for some reason. Then it hit her. He didn’t have the kind of money Rex did, with his books doing so well, and felt like he wasn’t pulling his weight. She scrambled to figure out how to stop that downhill race before it got started.


  “Clark, didn’t you handle all the work on Rex’s place while he was at the VA getting ready to come home?”


  He frowned at her and nodded. “Yeah. Why?”


  “We’re going to need you to do that again. Rex has deadlines to meet and can’t get distracted or pulled out of his writing at the drop of a hat. I’m going to be working out my notice for the next two weeks. While you’re recouping, you can organize everything and handle the details. Then once you’re back at the gym, you can still handle most of the questions. I don’t know anything about construction.” Ellie prayed it would work.


  “That’s a real good idea. Clark’s good at that sort of thing. He was responsible for setting up our campsites and breaking everything down at the drop of a hat overseas. Man, you’ve got the best set of organizational skills I’ve ever seen. Would you do that for us? You know how I am with my memory. I won’t be able to remember what I told them the day before if I don’t have a note pad in front of me,” Rex said.


  Clark frowned but seemed to be settling into the idea. Ellie released the breath she’d been holding when he sighed and nodded.


  “Yeah, I guess. We need to sit down and make sure we’re all onboard with what we want so there’re no surprises for anyone when it’s finished,” he said. Then he turned to Ellie. “And once you decide where you want something or what color or whatever, you can’t go changing your mind at the drop of a hat.”


  She giggled. “Believe it or not, I’m not like that. My sister-in-law is, but I’m not.”


  “Good. I don’t like deviating from a plan once it’s set in stone. And it will be set in stone if I’m going to be handling it.” Clark scowled at Rex. “You know how I operate.”


  Rex chuckled. “No surprises. I know.”


  By the time they’d finished eating and cleaned the kitchen, Ellie was excited about moving in with the guys. They were so different from each other, but they each complimented the other one perfectly. She wasn’t fooled, though. Ellie knew there would be problems like there was in any normal marriage, and with their military history, she was sure there would be even more challenges than normal. But having their love was worth any problem that cropped up. They would handle it and be stronger as a family for it.


  “I’ve got to work on some edits, according to my calendar. Why don’t you two relax and watch some TV for a while? Clark needs lots of rest to recuperate,” Rex said with a smile.


  “Fuck you, man. I’m not some weak kid.” Clark grabbed Ellie’s hand and pulled her toward the den.


  “He wasn’t calling you weak, Clark. He’s just worried about you. We were kind of active last night for your first night home,” she said.


  He gave her that half smile he had. “Yeah. I was a little sore when I woke up, but I’m fine.”


  Clark sat down on the couch, pulling her with him. As she settled she wondered how he really felt about her helping him remodel his apartment since he was already experienced in handling construction issues.


  “Are you sure you won’t mind letting me help you with your apartment, Clark? And I’d really like to help with the house, too. I know you can do it, but I want us to be together sometimes, too. Like now,” she said.


  “I don’t mind, but you have to understand that if I’m having a bad day you should just steer clear of me until I’m more myself. The less you have to put up with me in one of those moods, the less chance you’ll get tired of having me around. Rex and I both couldn’t stand it if you started to resent being tied to us sometime in the future. It’s why we think that together we have a better chance of making you happy,” Clark said, staring at where his hands gripped his thighs.


  “That’s not true. I would never resent either of you. You were hurt and injured protecting me and my rights.” Ellie was horrified to realize they really believed that they couldn’t have made her happy on their own.


  “Darling. I’ve always been moody, but with all the crap we saw and did over there, I get downright ugly, and that’s no life for you. Just having a chance to share my life with you when I know it wouldn’t have happened without Rex makes me happier than I’ve ever been in my entire life. I’ve told you a little about my parents’ marriage and how it warped my thoughts about the practice, but you can’t possibly understand what hearing your parents fighting every day of your life as a child felt like, when they constantly told me if I hadn’t been born they could have gotten a divorce and been happy. They blamed being stuck with each other on me, and it rooted deep inside of me as I grew up. Now with the PTSD that I have, the two together make me into someone no one wants to be near when I’m in that state. Rex gives me permission to have bad days just like I do the same for him, and the best thing about it is that you don’t have to suffer, because one of us will always be there for you.”


  Ellie wrapped her arms around Clark. She loved them both with all her heart. Would they ever come to believe that nothing about them would ever drive her way from them?


  “You and Rex are my world, Clark. Don’t let yourself think anything else. Now hold me.” She smiled into his neck as he did just that. When he released her, she thought he looked a little less tense.


  Ellie curled up on the couch with her feet beneath her as Clark snagged the remote and turned on the TV. He sat next to her with his feet stretched out in front of him and started flipping channels. She rolled her eyes. If he was going to do that, she was going to get her Kindle and read.


  “Do you like the Discovery Channel?” he asked, stopping there where the picture of a huge grizzly bear on two feet popped up.


  “Yeah. I do.” She scooted closer to him and allowed the show to pull her in.


  “I haven’t really watched TV in a long time. I had forgotten how much fun this can be,” she admitted.


  “Yeah, well, I like to watch the History Channel and the Discovery Channel. I’m not much on the sitcoms they show these days,” Clark said.


  Ellie relaxed against Clark’s side, careful not to put too much pressure on his chest. She liked this. It felt homey to her to just sit there watching TV together. Sometimes Rex would be with them, but sometimes he wouldn’t. She liked it both ways. Maybe they could do this. Just maybe, it would all work out just fine.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Saturday afternoon, Ellie, Clark, and Rex climbed into Rex’s big truck to go to her brother’s house. To her surprise, when she’d called and asked if they would be around later and that she wanted to come by and visit, Jason had been happy to have them. He’d even suggested having a cookout since the weather was so nice.


  Ellie was nervous. Her brother had never been quite this easy before, and that worried her. Plus, she was about to drop a bomb on him and Sarah, with her developing ménage relationship. She had no doubt he’d throw a fit, but she’d handled his fits before and would handle this one, too. Ellie just didn’t want the three men she loved and cared about most in her life to fight.


  “Relax, Ellie. Everything is going to be fine. Your brother is a good man. He’s not going to like his sister being with two men, but we’ll handle it. Don’t get into a shouting match with him. Let me and Clark handle it.” Rex squeezed her knee.


  “I don’t want you three to end up in a fight. Clark is still recovering, and Jason isn’t really a fighter. He wasn’t in the Army or anything.” Ellie couldn’t stop worrying her bottom lip with her teeth.


  “Somehow I think your brother could hold his own,” Rex said with a chuckle. “I’ve met him, remember.”


  “Does he even know I’m coming with you guys?” Clark asked.


  “I told him you were,” Ellie assured him. “He’s kind of excited to meet you since you saved my life.”


  Clark’s scowl grew deeper. If he didn’t lighten up, he’d have grooves in his face deeper than some of the ditches around their neighborhood. She patted his knee and rested her head lightly against his shoulder. Since Clark wasn’t permitted to drive yet, Rex was doing the honors. She thought it was funny that she hadn’t even been considered to drive when they got ready to leave to head to her brother’s house. Ellie wouldn’t lie, though. She enjoyed the way they pampered her and kept her between them. She felt cared for and safe.


  When they pulled up in her brother’s drive, the butterflies in her chest started fluttering in earnest. Rex helped her down since Clark wasn’t supposed to use his arms too much yet. Before they made it down the drive to the back door under the carport, her five-year-old nephew, Jason Jr., burst out the door and ran to jump in her arms.


  “Aunt El! I missed you. Where you been?” Jason’s enthusiasm had always amazed her. Her nephew never met a stranger and had more energy than five boys his age.


  “I’ve been working. Where’ve you been?” she asked.


  “Right here waiting for you to come play with me.” He turned and looked at the two men standing next to her. “Hi. Who are you?”


  Ellie laughed. “Jason, these are my friends. You can call them Uncle Rex and Uncle Clark.” She pointed at each man in turn.


  Jason scrunched up his face for a second then smiled. “Okay, but Uncle Rex has the same name of my friend’s dog.”


  They all laughed at that.


  “Jason! That’s rude.” Sarah walked up and took her from Ellie’s arms.


  “It’s okay. I’ve had to deal with that issue since I was a kid,” Rex said with a chuckle.


  “Still, you don’t go around telling people they have a dog’s name. It’s actually the other way around. The dog has your name,” Sarah said, staring intently at her son.


  “Yes, ma’am.” Jason didn’t sound all that convinced, though.


  “Sarah, this is Rex and Clark. Guys, this is my brother’s wife, Sarah. I don’t know what she sees in him, but thank goodness she’s the one who puts up with him now and not me.” Ellie winked at Sarah.


  “Come on in. Jason is out back with the grill. We’ve got beer in the fridge on the deck, Ellie, and there’s tea and lemonade,” Sarah told them as she led them inside.


  “I’m going to go introduce them, then I’ll come back and help you, Sarah,” Ellie said.


  “No need. I’ve got it all ready. I’ll be out in a few minutes anyway.”


  Ellie nodded and led her two men through the kitchen to the den and out the French doors onto the deck. Her brother had his back to them when they walked out, fiddling with the grill on the far end of the deck. When they approached, he turned around and smiled, holding out his hand to Rex.


  “Good to see you again. How are you doing?” Jason asked.


  “Fine. Nice of you to have us over,” Rex said. “This is a great set up out here. We’re getting ready to add on to the house, and I want to add a deck like this.”


  “Just be sure you go with one of the better composites instead of pressure-treated lumber. We get too much snow here to be able to keep a wood deck in top shape,” Jason told him. “You’re going to want something that won’t rot, splinter, stain, or warp over time. Otherwise, you’re going to be replacing wood and reapplying sealers every time you turn around.”


  “Thanks for the heads up. I hadn’t thought of that,” Rex said.


  “You must be Clark. I can’t tell you enough how much I appreciate that you risked your life for my sister, man.” Jason held out his hand to the other man.


  “Considering that I got her in the middle of that mess in the first place, I think I owed it to her,” Clark said, shaking he brother’s hand.


  “You don’t know my sister. She would have been there by herself trying to handle it anyway. It’s the reason I’m getting gray hair already.” Jason smiled, ignoring her scowl at him.


  “Don’t blame me for your gray. Dad was premature gray, too. It’s in the genes, Jason.” She smiled sweetly.


  “Hey! Just because you took after Mom doesn’t mean you’ll get out of growing old,” Jason said.


  “Please don’t start that again.” Sarah walked outside with a large platter of hamburger patties in her hands.


  Rex grabbed it from her and carried it the rest of the way to the grill for her.


  “Thanks. That’s a lot of meat. I’ll bring the hotdogs out in a few minutes. It won’t take them as long to cook.” Sarah wrapped he arm around Jason’s waist.


  “Where’s J. Jr.?” Ellie asked, looking toward the house.


  “He has Andy over from next door, and they’re playing Army in his room,” Sarah said. “I love it when Andy gets to come over. They play so well together and never get into fights.”


  Rex smiled at Ellie, and she knew he was about to say something. She wanted to stop him and wait until after they’d eaten, but he beat her to it.


  “Jason, I just wanted you to know that I love Ellie more than anything, and I’ve asked her to marry us,” Rex said.


  Jason stared at Rex, then back at Ellie. A grin broke out over his face, and he grabbed Ellie around the middle and lifted her off her feet.


  “That’s great news, El! You said yes, didn’t you?” he asked, putting her down but not letting her go.


  “I said yes. I can’t believe you’re okay with this. You’ve always fought everything I’ve ever done before.” She was so confused. She knew he still hadn’t caught on to the fact that Rex had said “marry us”, but he was actually happy about Rex.


  “I like him. He’s a good man, and now he has the honor of watching after you.”


  “Jason!” Sarah hit him on the head. “She’s your sister.”


  He chuckled. “I know. I’m just picking at her.”


  Clark wrapped his arms around Ellie from behind and whispered in her ear. “Wait for it. You know it’s coming.”


  Ellie held her smile in place, but she knew that Clark was right. Rex held one of her hands in his while Clark continued to hold her against him. She saw the instant it hit her brother. His smile dropped, and his eyes grew hard with tense lines at the corners.


  “Us? You did say us, didn’t you, Rex? That wasn’t a slip up.” Jason crossed his arms and stared hard at the three of them.


  “That’s right. She’s marrying both of us. She’ll be my wife on paper for legality, but Clark will be just as much her husband as I will. She means the world to us. We will do everything in our power to take care of her and make her happy,” he said.


  “Bigamy is illegal, Ellie. You know that.”


  “Yes, but it’s not bigamy when I’m not legally marrying more than one man. We are in a ménage relationship. The common term is polyamory. I hope you’re not going to fight me on this like everything else, Jason. I love them both and couldn’t choose between them if I wanted to. They both make me very happy.” Ellie tried not to hold her breath as she waited for what her brother would say or do.


  Jason looked at the three of them and sighed. “I don’t understand it. How can you profess to love her yet willingly share her with another man? I’d beat any man who touched Sarah within an inch of his life. I get mad when guys look at her when we go out. I just don’t get it.”


  Clark looked at Rex then spoke up. “Maybe it’s because we both love her so much and know that separately we’d never have a chance in hell of keeping her happy and safe by ourselves. Rex lost part of one leg while overseas. He also suffered from a head injury that plays hell on his memory on a good day. On a bad day, he might not remember anything that’s happened since just before the incident.”


  He waited while Jason and Sarah took that in, staring at Rex with new eyes. Then he continued. “I suffer from a mild case of PTSD that will sometimes incapacitate me for hours, or even days. Alone, Ellie would eventually resent being tied down to one of us with our problems, but together, we can take up the slack for each other and make sure she’s safe and happy.”


  “I’ve told them both what a load of crock that is, but they still think that I’m not strong enough to love them regardless of their bad days.”


  Ellie wrapped her arms around Clark, then she turned and did the same to Rex. She loved them both with all her heart. There wasn’t anything she wouldn’t give up to be with them, including her job.


  “El, are you sure?” Jason asked, staring at her. “This isn’t going to be easy. People are going to give you a hard time. I don’t even know what this means for your job.”


  “I’m going to be giving my notice on Monday. I haven’t been real happy there for the last few months anyway,” she said.


  “I knew you weren’t,” Jason said. “I just want you to be happy and safe, El. You know that.”


  “Thanks, Jason. I am happy. I’ll figure out what I want to do one day. I know that I want to be with Clark and Rex. They make me very happy.” She prayed he would be okay with that.


  Jason smiled and nodded. “I can see it in your eyes.” He looked from Rex to Clark. “If you ever hurt her, I’ll hire the biggest, meanest thugs around to pulverize you two. Get it?”


  Rex burst out laughing. “Yeah. We get it. But you don’t have to worry, Jason. We’ll do everything in our power to keep her happy.”


  “Well then. I think we have some celebrating to do,” Jason said. “Anyone want a beer?”


  Ellie relaxed and grinned. It really was going to be okay. Jason was accepting this so much easier than she’d ever expected or dared hope. Clark squeezed her shoulder then followed the men over to the fridge to grab beers. Sarah caught her attention and nodded toward the house, a clear sign she wanted to talk to Ellie without the men around.


  When they were back in the kitchen, Sarah pulled out the hotdogs from the fridge and started rinsing them off in the sink in preparation for the grill. She smiled at Ellie and shook her head.


  “I can’t believe you’re going to be living with two men. You lucky bitch!” Sarah winked at her and continued rinsing hotdogs.


  “I can’t believe it either. I love them both so much, Sarah. I didn’t know what I was going to do. I couldn’t be with just one of them without feeling like I was missing something. I thought I was going to have to move away or something so I wasn’t always around them. It was breaking my heart.” Ellie took the now clean wieners on a platter and covered them with plastic wrap until they were ready to cook.


  Sarah dried her hands then leaned back against the counter. “So did you bring up the possibility of sharing with them?”


  “No. It honestly never occurred to me. Well, I did wish I could have them both, but I never thought of it as a real possibility. Rex brought it up. He talked with Clark about it first, and they agreed it was what they wanted to do.”


  “Wow. I mean, two men to hold you and make love to you. I just can’t get over it,” Sarah said.


  “Two men with very different personalities to boss me around and leave dirty clothes on the floor. Don’t forget that,” Ellie said with a chuckle. “Twice the work.”


  “For twice the pleasure,” Sarah countered.


  “Yeah, there is that.” Ellie sighed. “It’s not going to be easy, Sarah. Clark really does have bad days where he has to push himself to function. Rex has to write notes to himself to remember what happened the day before and keeps a calendar with everything on it so he doesn’t forget important things. But I don’t care. I love them more than I can even explain.”


  “All marriages have problems and challenges, El. You’ll work them out if you really want to. People give up much too easily these days, and because of that, they don’t appreciate what they have. Marriage is work. You get out of it what you put into it.” Sarah smiled. “Grab that other platter for me.”


  She picked up the clean serving platter and followed her sister-in-law back outside where the men were talking and drinking beer while Jason flipped the burgers. She had her entire family with the exception of J. Jr. surrounding her there on the deck. It felt good. Damn good.


  


  * * * *


  


  By the time they made it back home that night, Clark was exhausted. It hadn’t been so much the physical activity that had taken a toll on him, but the emotional and psychological stress that had been just under the surface most of the time. By the time they had said their good-byes and climbed into the truck to leave, Clark was pretty comfortable that Jason really was okay with their decision. It went a long way toward easing some of the worry he still harbored about the three of them living together as a family.


  “I feel so much better, but I’m toast, guys,” Ellie said as she plopped down on the couch in the den.


  “Jason took it a lot better than I thought he would based on how worried you were about telling him,” Rex said, sitting down next to her. “I was expecting him to go postal or something.”


  “Hey! I was, too. You can’t imagine the grief he gave me about going out with you in the first place. Before that, when he found out I let you take me to their house that day my car broke down, I thought he was going to throw me in their guest room and lock me in.”


  Clark and Rex exchanged looks. They both said it at the same time. “He read the file.”


  “What?” Ellie asked, looking from where Clark stood in the doorway to Rex sitting next to her.


  “Remember the file? He had me investigated and his secretary ratted him out. He hadn’t read the file then, but I guarantee he’s read it now,” Rex said.


  “Oh, God! I’m sorry, Rex. I forgot about that.”


  “Don’t worry about it. I would have done the same thing with my sister. I’m glad he read it because it made everything easier on you. I was more worried about him making you miserable than how he treated me or Clark. I could care less what he thinks other than how it affects you.” Rex hugged her close and kissed her on the cheek.


  “Bet he does the same thing with me now,” Clark said.


  “I don’t know,” Rex said with a smile. “You did save her life. He might just accept you on principle.”


  “What if I want him to check me out?” Clark asked, frowning at them.


  “Don’t get your feelings hurt, honey,” Ellie said, getting up and walking to him. “I know my brother, and more than likely, before it’s over with, his curiosity will get the better of him. He’ll be digging in your background soon enough.”


  Clark couldn’t stop the laugh from bubbling out. He didn’t often feel this carefree, but Ellie did that to him. It was one of the reasons he loved her so much. She brought out a side of him that he really didn’t think existed. Around her, he smiled more and laughed more than he had for most of his life.


  “I don’t know about you two, but I’m exhausted. I’m going to take a quick shower to get the smoke off of me and then head to bed.” Clark gave Ellie a tight hug before leaving them alone in the living room.


  He didn’t feel jealous that they would be there together without him. All he felt was relief that she would be climbing into bed next to him later that night. Rex would hug and cuddle with her, giving her the reassurance she needed after the tense situation with her brother, and he could decompress from how that same stress had eaten at him all night.


  Clark started pulling his shirt over his head as soon as he reached the bedroom. The feeling of not being good enough had eaten at his insides until he’d worried he might lose it while they were at her brother’s house. It wasn’t so bad right now with the fact that Jason really had seemed to accept that two men would be living with his sister. Still, he was wound up, and that ever-present darkness wasn’t far away.


  Once he’d gotten rid of his boots and jeans, Clark turned on the shower and adjusted the water to as hot as he thought he could stand it. While it heated up, he looked in the mirror over the sink and tried to see the man staring back at him. Sometimes he was a stranger to Clark, but tonight he didn’t look all that different than what he saw most days. Maybe being accepted as part of a family helped some. He vowed right then that no matter what, he’d do everything in his power to be a good man to Ellie and a supporting friend and co-husband to Rex. Considering the stress and uncertainty he had faced all day leading up to the cookout with Ellie’s brother, Clark had expected to jump off into one of his funks full force. Instead, he was just a little nervous and really exhausted, but not crazy. He owed them everything for that.


  Clark stepped into the shower and hissed at the burn of scalding hot water on his skin. The pain helped him focus on what he had to be thankful for. After a few minutes of turning around in the shower so that he was wet on all sides, he re-adjusted the water temperature to a slightly less devastating burn and started scrubbing the smell of smoke, beer, and sweat from his body.


  He leaned under the spray to rinse out the shampoo in his hair and realized that someone was in the bathroom with him by the ribbon of cooler air that slipped around his body when they opened the door. Then small hands caressed his chest, and sharp teeth nibbled along his chest until they reached his nipple. He hissed out a breath when Ellie’s lips closed around the flat disc and sucked.


  “Ellie, honey,” he whispered on a groan.


  “Want me to stop, Clark?” she whispered back.


  “No. Don’t you dare stop. I’ll spank that sweet ass of yours if you stop now,” he said.


  She laughed then ran her teeth over the now-hard flesh before she kissed across his chest to the other one. Clark wanted to roar at the intense pleasure she was giving him just with her mouth on his chest. Her fingers lightly trailed up and down his sides, leaving goose bumps in their wake. He could feel the heat from her body as close as she was, but other than her fingers and her wicked mouth, nothing else touched him.


  “You’re killing me, Ellie.” His words came out as a deep groan.


  She let the nipple she’d been torturing go and slowly moved down his chest to his belly button. She swirled her tongue around it before making her way lower and lower still. He bit back a curse when she lapped at the notch at his hip, making him jerk. The woman was going to have him coming before she even touched his fucking dick.


  When she pulled away from his skin, Clark looked down to find her on her knees in front of him looking up. She was the sexiest vision he’d ever had with her hair slicked down from the shower and her lips already red and swollen. Then she slowly ran the tip of her tongue around them, causing his cock to jerk in reaction. It took all of his willpower not to tangle his fingers in her hair and slam his aching cock into her mouth. Fuck, he wanted it on him.


  “Ellie.”


  She smiled up at him before dragging her tongue up his shaft from balls to tip in one slow, teasing lick. He slammed his hands against the sides of the shower to keep from bending her to his will and to keep his knees from buckling as she licked a ring around the lip of the mushroom cap that even now leaked pre-cum from the slit on top.


  Ellie looked up at him once more as she slowly took his dick into her hot, wet mouth. Pleasure slammed into him as she engulfed his cock then moaned, sending delicious vibrations all along his stalk. She steadied herself using his thigh while she wrapped her delicate hand around the base of his dick and squeezed.


  “Sweet mercy!” Clark gasped out.


  The touch of her tongue all along his shaft as she sucked her way down to where her other hand held him in a tight grip added to the intense sensations she was stirring in his balls. They swelled and contracted with each new sensation she subjected him to. Clark swore she was going to drive him insane with her wicked mouth.


  Over and over, Ellie sucked him to the back of her throat then pulled back to the swell of his crown. The sight of his saliva slickened flesh disappearing into her mouth each time had his toes curling against the ceramic tile floor.


  “God, honey. Your mouth is pure sin. Swallow me down, Ellie. I’m so fucking close.”


  “Mmmm.” Her hum of approval had him lifting to his toes at the intense sensation.


  She took him all the way so that her mouth bumped against her hand, but this time she swallowed around his cock and nearly blew his head off. Fire burned at the base of his spine. His climax was right there. He could almost taste it. Then she rasped her teeth lightly up his dick, and he dropped his hands to her head, fisting her hair as he made an attempt to warn her that he was there.


  “I’m coming. Fuck!” Cum raced up his cock to spew into her mouth as he held tightly to her hair while trying not to force her deeper on his dick. It felt as if every muscle in his body contracted with each spasm from his balls.


  He slowly came down from a high so delicious he wouldn’t have cared if he’d never left there except that he had a cramp in one ass cheek. Clark groaned then slowly pulled his softening cock from Ellie’s mouth to stomp his left foot on the floor.


  She looked up with a frown. “Is something wrong? Did I hurt you?”


  He groaned. “No, darling. It was so fucking good that I got a damn cramp in my ass. My toes curled to the point I thought they were going to cramp next. Damn, Ellie. You amaze me.”


  She started to stand up, and Clark quickly bent to help her, cursing as his ass started cramping all over again.


  “Need me to massage that for you?” she asked with the most innocent expression on her face he’d ever seen.


  “Honey, I’m just before bending you over that bench over there and fucking you until your toes curl. I don’t think it would be a good idea for you to rub any part of my body right now until I’ve recovered.” Clark kissed her on the lips and pulled her tighter to his body for a few brief seconds.


  When he let her go, she smiled up at him before she turned and stepped out of the shower. He watched her sweet ass sway as she walked away. Damn, he loved her. All he could do was pray the good Lord would help him and Rex keep her happy. When he started to have trouble with the nightmares and the dark moods, he’d make sure Rex was taking care of her and lock himself away in a room to ride it out alone. He didn’t want her to see him in one of the really bad moods or risk that he might inadvertently hurt her somehow. He said things he didn’t mean when he lost control like that.


  Clark couldn’t stand the thought of ever subjecting her to one of his funks, but he didn’t want to give her up, either. He would just have to make sure to catch it before it got bad and hide out for the duration in one of the extra rooms. But maybe, if things worked out like he hoped, her love would help to temper some of those bad days. Ellie was like a soothing balm to his unpredictable psyche.


  As he dried off and brushed his teeth, Clark let himself anticipate getting their sweet Ellie in bed between them. Already, his dick was back on board with taking care of her next. Around her, he could almost believe he was insatiable. Then again, having a delicious treat like Ellie in his life was an all-natural aphrodisiac.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  The bed felt so good when Ellie finally crawled between the covers. She hadn’t realized just how exhausted she was until she lay down. The feeling of contentment eased through her body as she thought about the need for her she’d seen in Clark’s eyes in the shower. The shock of her being there had quickly turned to arousal as she licked and nipped at his chest.


  As tired as she was, arousal still bloomed as she remembered how hard and thick his cock had been for her. As much as she had wanted to feel him pounding inside of her, Ellie wanted it to be about him. She had wanted him to know that she cared about him and how he felt. Giving him her trust and allowing him to control her during oral sex said a lot about how she felt about him. The fact that he’d refrained from taking control told Ellie that he cared about her just as much.


  Now as she lay waiting for her two men to join her in bed, the need to be filled and surrounded by them seemed almost a living thing inside of her. Her body ached for their touch. She couldn’t stop herself from rubbing the tips of her fingers over her already stiff nipples. Thoughts of them sucking on the hard tips had her pussy slick with the moisture of her arousal. Ellie could almost feel Rex’s hot breath against her neck as he sucked on her earlobe. Clark whispered dirty suggestions of what he wanted to do to her in her other ear.


  It was all too much and not enough. She slid one hand down her body to delve between her legs and circle her clit, spreading the juices from her cunt all over the little nub. As she slid two fingers into her pussy, Ellie couldn’t stop the soft moan that left her mouth. She rarely got this worked up when she’d pleasured herself in the past, but having just come from taking Clark’s cock in her mouth, she was on fire.


  “That is so fucking hot.” Rex’s voice had her eyes jerking open and her hands stilling mid stroke.


  “I have to agree. Seeing her like that has my dick hard as steel,” Clark said.


  “I think we need to do something about it, Clark. Don’t you?” Rex unfastened the top button of his jeans.


  “I’m all for that.” Clark dropped his towel to reveal a recovering cock. “Do you have lube in here, Rex?”


  “Yep. There’s some in the bedside table drawer on your side of the bed as well as mine.”


  Ellie felt her eyes widen at the mention of lube.


  Are they planning on taking me at the same time tonight?


  They’d played with her some over the last few days, but hadn’t yet ventured into anal sex. She would be lying if she said she wasn’t a little turned on, while still being worried.


  “Why don’t you relax on the bed and let our sweet Ellie work her magic mouth on your cock while I stretch her out some, Rex?” Clark pulled out a bottle of lube from the drawer of the table then walked back around to the foot of the bed.


  Rex finished removing his jeans and then slid his boxers down as well. Ellie couldn’t help but lick her lips as his fully aroused cock stood out away from his body. She noticed that he didn’t remove his prosthesis and knew he still wasn’t comfortable around her without it on. She hoped one day to be able to cure him of that.


  As he climbed on the bed, she turned to face him. He sat with his back to the headboard and spread his legs so that she could crawl up between them. Ellie could feel Clark behind her as he also got up on the bed behind her. Nervous chills flew down her back as the hairs on his thighs brushed against the back of hers.


  “Easy, Ellie, honey. Just relax and we’ll play a little,” Clark soothed.


  “Suck my cock, baby. I can’t wait to feel that hot mouth sucking me dry,” Rex said in a husky voice.


  “Man, she’s dangerous with that mouth. Hold on to your balls, Rex. She’ll suck them dry.” Clark’s rough words had her shivering all over again.


  Ellie couldn’t believe how much she enjoyed hearing him talk so dirty during sex. He didn’t curse or carry on outside of it, but let him whisper in her ear that he wanted to do nasty things to her and she was hot, wet, and wild for him in seconds.


  “Come on, baby. I need you.” Rex held out one hand while stroking his cock with the other.


  Ellie leaned forward and ran her tongue across his cockhead before starting at the bottom where his hand fisted the base and licked her way up the stalk, watching Rex’s eyes grow heavy with desire. As she slowly took in the spongy top, Clark ran his hands over her butt cheeks, squeezing and spreading them. Despite the nerves jumping around in her tummy, Ellie couldn’t help but grow moist at the thought of them both being inside her at the same time. They would be a family at last.


  “Your ass is the sweetest thing to look at. Perfect for fucking, honey,” Clark told her. “I can tell you’re excited by how wet that sweet pussy is.”


  She moaned around Rex’s cock when Clark ran a finger down the crack of her ass and tapped her virgin hole. The sudden plop of something cold and wet in the crack of her ass had her jerking back at first. Rex grabbed her shoulders.


  “Easy, sweetness. Clark, warm it up some next time. That crap is probably cold to her.”


  “Sorry, honey. I didn’t think about that,” Clark said. Then he started rubbing the stuff around her back hole.


  She continued to suck and lick Rex’s cock, running one hand between his legs to cup his balls. He groaned when she gently rolled them in the sac. His fingers had moved from her shoulders to her head where he massaged her scalp, never holding her head so that she couldn’t move if she wanted to. Ellie raked her teeth lightly along the shaft of his thick cock, making sure to swirl her tongue all around the lip of the mushroom-shaped cap as she pulled back. The tenseness in his thighs told her he was enjoying her ministrations. It had her working harder to make him feel good.


  When Clark pushed the tip of one finger inside her ass, Ellie wanted to sigh in pleasure. She hadn’t expected it to feel good. Then he slowly moved the tip in and out, adding more of his finger with each inward press. Now she understood where the discomfort would be. As he added more of the girth of his finger to where her sphincter was, the burn began. She instinctively tensed around him.


  “Relax, darling. That makes it hurt. Let me stretch you, Ellie. I don’t want you to hurt.” Clark’s voice sounded strained, as if he were hurting right along with her.


  She groaned around Rex’s dick when Clark pulled all the way out and more of the cool lube landed on her little rosette. This time she could tell that he’d tried to warm it up some. It didn’t startle her nearly as much as the first time. The lube slowly moved down her crack until Clark stopped it with his fingers and dragged it back up to where he wanted it.


  Again, he inserted a single finger and this time it seemed to move in and out a little easier. The next thing she knew, he had added more of the lube and was pushing a second finger in as well. The burn wasn’t as bad as it had been the first time. It still had her fighting to remain still and as relaxed as possible. The two fingers together stole her breath as he moved them in and out of her body.


  At first, it just burned, then the burn morphed into something just this side of pleasure. It felt good and bad all at the same time. Before she realized it, Ellie was pushing back on Clark’s fingers in opposite rhythm of sucking Rex’s cock down her throat.


  “Ah, hell, baby. You’re going to make me come before I’m ready. Hold up, Ellie,” Rex all but snarled.


  She pulled off his shaft leaving a wet trail of her saliva in her wake. When she looked up, it was to see Rex’s head thrown back with his eyes squeezed shut as if he were trying to hold back a tsunami with his bare hands.


  “She’s ready, Rex. Move on down the bed so she can ride you, man.” Clark’s voice sounded forced as he continued to work her back hole with his fingers. “She’s dripping wet.”


  Rex slowly opened his eyes and let out a rough breath. “God, Ellie. Your mouth is too good.”


  She smiled at him then watched as he slid down the bed until he had his hips directly under her pelvis. She heard Clark curse then reposition himself.


  “Man, you need to trim your toenails. They almost got me in the balls.”


  Rex chuckled. “Sorry. Keep your balls out of the way.”


  Ellie couldn’t believe the two men were teasing each other like that. It seemed almost normal. She found herself smiling until Clark pulled his fingers free of her ass.


  “Now ride Rex, Ellie. I’ll be right back,” Clark said next to her ear.


  She looked over her shoulder to see Clark walking toward the bathroom. She sighed at the sight of his amazing ass. Round, yet tight, just what a woman likes to grab on to when things get hot.


  “Hey there, Ellie. Stop ogling Clark’s ass and sit on my dick. You can look at his ass later,” Rex said with a laugh.


  “I like your ass, too,” she promised with a smile.


  Ellie lifted up and positioned her slit over where he was holding his cock still for her. She lowered herself until the tip of it pressed against her opening. It felt so good right there. His cockhead pressed against her slit and rubbed her clit at the same time. As she slowly dropped down on him, accepting his hard shaft inside her cunt, the pleasure increased until she had every inch of him inside of her pressed right up against her cervix.


  “So full inside,” she whispered.


  “You’re fucking tight, baby. Hot, wet, and tight.” Rex pulled on her waist to get her to move, moaning when she did.


  Ellie rocked on him in a slow, sensuous glide. Up and down, swinging her pelvis enough to add friction to the process. It felt so good, but she wanted more. She wanted to feel him pounding into her. As if hearing her thoughts, Rex began pumping his hips to meet her with each downward stroke until the feel of him pummeling her pussy had her body twisting tightly in that spiral that would send her into climax.


  “Let’s give you some help, sweetness,” Rex said.


  He slid a finger over her clit adding even more sensation to her already overloaded nerve endings. The more he rubbed or tapped, the higher she rose on the way to ecstasy. Then he pinched the little nub between his fingers and she screamed as pure white-hot pleasure burned through her veins. If felt as if every muscle in her body clamped down as she climaxed fast and hard.


  “Fuck! Damn she’s going to make me come before I’m ready,” Rex cursed.


  “You shouldn’t have made her come so fast.” Clark was laughing over Ellie’s shoulder. She wanted to glare at him, but right then, it was all she could do not to fall on Rex’s chest. Her body felt like a wet noodle all over. “Relax, honey. Let me inside this sweet ass.”


  Clark dribbled more of the now-warmer lube onto her ass. She heard him tear open something behind her and then the click of the lube’s top closing. The next thing she felt was his hard cock probing at her back entrance.


  “Remember to relax and press out. Bear down, baby,” Rex told her as he rubbed up and down her back.


  She tried to relax and press back like he said, but the pressure of Clark’s thick dick trying to breach her back passage was more than she had expected. Just when she thought she’d have to ask him to stop, the broad head of his cock popped through the initial ring of resistance. She moaned at the sensation of both him and Rex inside of her. Both men stilled.


  “Are you okay, baby? Are we hurting you?” Rex asked.


  “It hurt at first, but it’s okay now. I’m okay.”


  “Are you sure, honey? I don’t want this to hurt. It’s uncomfortable at first, but if it really hurts, we need to stop,” Clark said.


  “No. I don’t want to stop. Keep going. I’ll tell you if it is too much,” she assured him.


  Clark slowly pulled back some then pressed forward again and the thick stalk slid inside until after a second, he was pressed against her ass cheeks.


  “That’s all of me, honey. You’ve got all of me.” Clark waited for several long seconds before he started moving again.


  As he pulled back, Rex pressed up into her then they reversed and before long, they had a rhythm going that was sure to drive her insane. It was so slow it had her trying to wrench herself from Rex back to Clark and then back to Rex again, but they held her still between them.


  “Let us do the work, sweetness. We’ve got you,” Rex told her.


  “Then move! You’re going too slow,” she snarled, though it sounded more like a whine.


  They both chuckled but slowly increased their thrusts so that she finally felt the slow rise of tension once again. Before, they’d been torturing her with the slow sensuous glide that stirred her need to a frenzy but did nothing to ease it. Now they tunneled in and out of her body faster and faster. Their cocks rasped over tender tissues, sending needles of need straight to her clit.


  “Fuck! I’m too close. I’m not going to last much longer,” Rex grunted out.


  “Oh, God! Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.” Ellie thought she’d die if they did.


  Somewhere in the mix, the slightly uncomfortable burn in her ass had turned into pleasure as those nerve endings came alive from the friction of Clark’s hard cock sliding over them. She’d never known that anal sex could feel this good. Despite the books she’d read that had it in them, she’d always thought they were glossing over the pain, but she’d been wrong. It felt wonderful, doubly so since it meant that she could take both of her men at one time.


  “So good. I’m close. Please, please,” she cried out.


  Someone, it had to be Rex, slid their hand between them and found her clit. It only took a few taps and the press of his finger against the sensitive nub to send her over once again. Ellie screamed as the climax hit her full force. Every muscle in her body clamped down for the second time and this time she knew she’d taken Rex with her by the way he thrust up inside of her and stayed there for long seconds before falling back to the bed once more, her name on his lips.


  “Holy hell, honey. Too much. Fuck, you’re squeezing my dick off.” Then Clark shouted her name with his climax and collapsed over her back.


  “Haaaa,” she managed to moan out when she realized she couldn’t take a full breath.


  “Get off of us, you ass. You’re suffocating Ellie,” Rex said with a growl as he pushed on Clark.


  The other man merely grunted and rolled off of them to collapse on the other side of the bed. Ellie groaned then slowly pulled off of Rex’s softened shaft to curl up next to him.


  “I’m wiped,” she said on a sigh.


  “We didn’t hurt you, did we?” Clark asked from next to her.


  “No. Not at all, but you wore me out. I’ve never had two orgasms before. I mean not that close together.” She could feel her face heating at the fact she’d divulged that information to them.


  “Mmm, I like the sound of that,” Rex said. “We’re going to have to make sure you have two often.”


  “Be right back. I need to get rid of the condom before it ends up glued in place.” Clark’s side of the bed dipped as he got up.


  Ellie couldn’t ever remember feeling this comfortable and sated all at the same time. She loved both men equally but different things about them drew her to them. Rex seemed to hang on her every word and listened to her as if he couldn’t wait to find out what she was thinking. He loved to touch and cuddle, giving her sweet kisses often.


  Clark’s dry wit had her smiling long after he was gone. He felt like someone she could depend on for anything. His gruff manner told her that every glimpse she got inside his shell was precious and personal for her. He let her close when it was obvious that no one got that close. He treated her like spun glass until passion caught him and then all bets were off. She loved the wild side of him as much as she loved the tender side of Rex. She had the best of both worlds and new it.


  Ellie knew it wouldn’t be easy. All three of them had strong personalities. Rex had some major issues that would be a challenge for all of them and Clark’s dark spells would take their toll if they didn’t head them off as much as possible. Still, she would never regret her decision to share their lives. If only she could figure out what to do about her job situation. Then she would have it all.


  Clark climbing back into the bed pulled her out of her thoughts. She rolled over to curl up around him now, snuggling against his cooler skin.


  “Miss me?” he asked.


  “Uh huh, but Rex kept me warm.”


  “Now I get to warm up the other side,” Rex said from behind her as he fit his body around hers.


  “I love you, darling,” Clark told her as he ran his hand up and down her arm.


  “I love you, too, Clark,” she told him. Then she pressed her ass back into Rex’s groin. “I love you, Rex. Good night.”


  “Night, baby. Love you,” he said, placing a kiss on her shoulder.


  His soft kisses always had her breath catching in her throat.


  “Good night.” She closed her eyes and let sleep roll over her.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  The next few weeks seemed to fly by as Ellie dealt with clearing up her cases and all the paperwork that went with it. She made sure to talk to each of her active clients to let them know she was leaving and left detailed information for her replacement. It didn’t stop her from worrying about them though. She was so scared that the person who took her place wouldn’t care about them like she had.


  To her surprise, the last day of work, they introduced her to Malcom Anderson, a young social worker who had moved there from Boston the month before. He was eager to start and gave off good vibes to Ellie. It went a long way to soothing her worries that he took her phone number with the promise to call if he had any questions or needed her insight on a particular client.


  So her first week off of work found her following the men around as they went about their daily routine. Monday she’d gone with Clark to the gym and spent the day measuring and making plans for the apartment that had been his before he moved in with Rex. Even though he fussed and complained that she was going to make it into some feminine-looking rooms, she could see that he was enjoying her being there.


  Tuesday, she was going to go with Rex to the VA where he worked out with the new amputees. She was a little nervous about that, but Rex assured her that she would be fine.


  “It will do them good to see that life really does go on after shit happens. They’ll see that being an amputee doesn’t mean you’re a write-off when it comes to falling in love and having a family,” he said.


  They parked in the visitor’s parking lot then Rex guided her inside to meet the therapists, doctors, and nurses who worked in the amputee clinic. She was impressed by the state-of-the-art equipment they had available to them. She’d worked with plenty of amputees in the past and the clinics they went to didn’t have anything compared to what was at Walter Reed.


  She stayed back while Rex got ready to work out. He removed his prosthesis to begin with, using his crutches as he greeted all the different men and women in the room. It was obvious that they all respected and admired him. It gave her a sense of pride to know that he belonged to her just as she belonged to him.


  “Ellie, honey, come over here. I want you to meet the guys.” Rex’s voice reached her as she was looking at the various pamphlets and magazines they had displayed for their patients.


  She slowly walked over to where he stood on crutches amid a group of about ten men and women. She smiled and kept her eyes on their faces.


  “Hi,” she said, not knowing what else to say.


  “This is my fiancée, Ellie. Ellie, these are some of my friends.”


  She smiled and nodded her head as he introduced each one of them to her.


  “This is Kermit. We call him Frog. He loves water and spends a good part of his free time swimming,” Rex said, pointing to a man sitting in a wheelchair with both legs missing below his knees.


  “Don’t swim much now,” he said in a bitter voice without looking at Ellie.


  “That’s your choice, man.” Rex didn’t give him any sympathy, just moved on to the next man.


  “The guy next to him is Chip. He goes by the name Cookie. Not so much because his real name is Chip but because he’s addicted to cookies. He’ll even steal yours if you aren’t looking.”


  Ellie smiled and nodded at the man standing behind Frog’s chair. His shaggy light-brown hair hid his eyes for the most part, but she was fairly sure they were a pretty hazel. She realized that he was missing part of his lower left arm just below the elbow.


  “This is Roger but everyone calls him Mayberry. His home town sounded just like the old Andy Griffith Show when he talks about it.”


  She turned a little to see a nice-looking man who had to be barely out of high school from the look of him until you really looked and noticed the lines around his mouth and the scars near his eyes. He didn’t look in her direction. Instead he just seemed to stare at the wall across from him. She didn’t think he had an amputation since he wasn’t missing any limbs that she could see.


  “This is Dobbs. He just goes by Dobbs, but I call him asshole most of the time,” Rex said with a grin.


  “Rex. That’s terrible,” she said, frowning at him.


  “Don’t worry about it, ma’am. I’m an asshole and I know it,” the man said with a weak smile.


  Dobbs seemed to be much weaker than the other guys and she wondered if he’d only been up and about for a short time. He was sitting on a table of some sort and holding on to a bar over his head. His dark brown hair was military short and he still had bandages around his stump.


  Rex continued introducing her to the men and women until he’d named them all. She was about to walk back over to the area where there were chairs for people to wait when someone called her name. When she turned around it was to find Chip, looking at her. She turned around and smiled.


  “Hey, Chip.”


  “Um, are you really going to marry Rex?” he asked.


  She saw that Rex was busy talking to one of the women with an above the knee amputation. He hadn’t heard Chip call her.


  “Yeah. I am. I love him very much,” she admitted.


  Chip cocked his head to one side and looked at her. “It doesn’t bother you that he’s missing part of his leg and has freaky memory problems?”


  “Yes. It does bother me, but not like you think. It upsets me that he’s having to go through this and will have to for the rest of his life, but it doesn’t bother me in any other way. He’s a wonderful man who treats me like the best thing since sliced bread. What woman wouldn’t want to be treated like that? He has memory problems. I can get way too involved in my work sometimes. We all have issues and love is what helps us learn to live with and adjust to those issues.” She could tell that he was fishing. He had a hard time believing that she’d want a man who had problems.


  Ellie knew he was hoping that she really did care for Rex because that meant that maybe someone would still care about him despite his missing arm. It broke her heart to think that they probably all felt similar things inside. They didn’t feel whole and thought that it would keep others from seeing them as whole as well. She wished there was something she could do to help them.


  “Thanks for talking to me,” Chip said and turned to walk back to where Kermit sat alone in the wheelchair.


  She watched them talk for a few seconds before she walked back over to the visitor’s area where she browsed through the brochures. She stopped at a bulletin board and read over the various ads pinned to the board. Everything from rooms for rent to pet sitter ads graced the square board. Some were handmade and some looked professionally printed. One in particular caught her attention. She leaned in then unpinned it from the board and sat down to read it closer.


  The ad was for someone with a social worker background who had experience with special needs individuals such as those with some form of disability. They would be helping to reintegrate them into society so they could lead as normal a life as possible to include some form of hobby or part-time job. The applicant would work with a team of four others who help to find housing, transportation, and community support for these individuals with special needs. Their team would be part of a larger organization that worked to find answers to many different problems that affect men and women in the present challenging environment.


  She read over the ad several times wondering if it was a sign. She needed a job and this sounded like something she would enjoy doing. Maybe it wasn’t all that different from the one she just left, but it sounded like it would be more challenging without the issues of her last job.


  Ellie folded the paper and stuck it in her purse to talk to Rex and Clark about later. While both men had urged her to relax and rest awhile before job hunting, she needed to be active and though she was enjoying going with the guys to work each day, she knew it would get old quick. She liked to be working on something and upgrading and redoing the apartment over Clark’s gym wouldn’t take up much of her time. She needed a job.


  After another hour, Rex walked up wearing his prosthesis and helped her to her feet.


  “Ready to go, gorgeous?” he asked.


  “You’re finished already?” she asked.


  “Yep. We’ve been working out for almost two hours. They have to take a break and I need to get back to the book. Thanks for coming with me. I know it had to be pretty boring just sitting here,” Rex said.


  “Actually it wasn’t. I enjoyed meeting your friends. I can tell they are all struggling with their loss and that hurts, but they’re lucky they have someone like you in their corner.”


  He hugged her close and kissed her quickly on the lips. Someone whistled from the gym area. Rex laughed.


  “We’d better go before we get thrown out for starting a riot or something.”


  Ellie grinned and laced her fingers with his as they walked through the automatic doors. She could feel the energy buzzing off of Rex. He enjoyed going there to talk with everyone and work out. She knew he also went to Clark’s gym once a week to spar with his friend. It would have broken her heart to have seen him before he’d regained control of his life. Clark had bullied Rex back to the land of the living and now Rex was attempting to do the same with some of the men and women back at the amputee clinic. He made her proud.


  Once they arrived back at the house, Ellie left Rex in the office to whip up something for lunch. She knew he was hungry from the loud stomach noises he made on the trip back home. They’d laughed over them, but Ellie knew he needed to eat soon with the different meds he had to take. She fixed them both grilled cheese sandwiches to go with the chicken noodle soup she’d set up in the crock-pot before they’d left that morning.


  When she carried a tray to him in his office, he looked up with a confused expression on his face. Then it cleared and he smiled.


  “Thanks. I could have come in there to eat with you, Ellie.”


  “Naw. Keep working. I’m going to go unpack some things while you do. Yell if you need anything,” she told him and kissed him before returning to the kitchen for hers.


  After finishing her sandwich and soup, Ellie worked on unpacking some of her books that she’d brought with her. Rex had ordered a set of bookshelves to go in the bedroom for her to use until they had the updates and additions completed on the house. The room was certainly big enough for the bookshelves, but Ellie had worried about them sticking out too far so that he might hurt himself if he needed to get up in the night with his crutches. Both he and Clark had overruled her and the shelves arrived the next day.


  She had to admit that they looked good in the bedroom with the cherry finish and fancy scrollwork on them. She unpacked books, wiping them down before arranging them on the shelves. By the time she’d finished one of the shelves complete with a few of her treasures, her arms were exhausted and her knees hurt from climbing up and down the step ladder to get to the higher shelves.


  Ellie grabbed the empty boxes that she’d broken down and carried them down the hall to the kitchen. She planned to stack them on the garbage cans in the garage, but the back door opened before she made it there and Clark stepped inside.


  She grinned. “Hi. Is it that late already?” She twisted to look at the clock on the wall.


  “No. I decided to come home early. I have help, they can close up for me tonight.” Clark took the boxes from her arms and bent to kiss her.


  “Thanks. I was just going to put them on the garbage cans,” she told him.


  “I’ll take care of them. Have a good day?” he asked.


  “Yeah. I met some of Rex’s friends at the clinic. Then I unpacked some of my books.” She indicated the boxes he now held.


  “I’ll be right back. Grab me a beer, honey. Okay?”


  Ellie walked over to the refrigerator and pulled out one of the ice-cold bottles, unscrewing the top for him. Then she carried it into the den and set it next to his chair. When she heard the back door open she let him know where it was.


  “Thanks, Ellie. I’m going to check with Rex. Why don’t you relax with me for an hour and we can flip channels together,” Clark said with an evil looking grin.


  She groaned. “I hate flipping channels.”


  “No you don’t. You love it when I flip channels. I’m good at it.” He chuckled and walked back toward the office.


  Ellie smiled. This felt like home to her. She was so blessed. Then she thought about the ad and couldn’t wait to talk to the guys about it. It would wait until after dinner. If they didn’t have any real issues with it, she could call about it the next day. Excitement bubbled in her stomach at the idea of something new.


  


  * * * *


  


  “So what do you think?” Ellie asked after she’d read over the ad to the guys.


  “It sounds right up your alley, Ellie, but are you sure you don’t want to take some time off and just relax for a few months first?” Clark asked.


  “Rex? What do you think?” She was worried that they didn’t really want her to apply for it.


  “I’m with Clark. I think it sounds great. I was hoping that you’d take some time off first though. We still need to set a date for the wedding and make plans for that. I mean, you wanted to go ahead with that, didn’t you?” Rex looked over at Clark with an odd expression on his face.


  “Of course I do. Whenever you’re ready to make plans. I’m ready. I can still work and do that, too,” she said.


  Rex seemed to relax a little when she had assured him of that. “Um, let’s make plans right now then,” he said, glancing over at Clark.


  Clark got up from the couch and knelt in front of her. Rex sat down next to her after reaching into his pocket and pulling something out. She looked from Clark to Rex and wondered what was going on.


  “Ellie, we both love you more than anything. You make us happy and brighten our world more than you’ll ever know. Would you please do us the honor of become our wife?” Rex asked.


  She blinked back tears as he held out a beautiful ring with three stones. The largest in the middle was princess cut diamond with two sapphires on either side of it. Neither stone did justice to their unique eye color, but she knew the two stones represented the color of their eyes. She held out her hand to Rex and leaned out to kiss Clark while Rex slid it on her finger.


  “I love you both. You didn’t have to get me a ring, guys.”


  “Sure we did. You have to have a ring to show everyone that you’re off limits now. You’re ours, baby.” Rex said. “Clark got on his knees because it’s so hard for me to do it, but I was begging you just like he was.”


  “Begging?” Clark snapped. “I don’t beg. Grovel maybe, but beg—never!”


  She burst out laughing through the tears. This was perfect. They were perfect. Clark stood up and sat on the other side of her, hugging her close before letting her go.


  “So, when can you be ready to get married?” Rex asked her. “If you want a big fancy wedding, that’s fine with us, but we want it as soon as possible, so no long engagement. We’re not waiting nine or ten months to put Mrs. on your name.”


  She laughed. “I don’t care about anything fancy. I just have a few friends and my brother and his wife and little Jason. How about the first Saturday in August?”


  “That’s about two months away. I think we can wait that long. What do you think, Rex?” Clark asked.


  “I can live with that,” he said.


  “Good. Jason will give me away and little J can be the ring bearer. I’m betting Clark will be your best man. I’ll have Susan as my matron of honor. That about does it. All I have to do is pick out a wedding dress, order the cake and flowers and it’s all done. Susan will love helping with that.” Ellie could see that the guys were dumbfounded. “What?”


  “Women usually go crazy setting these things up. They even have a reality show about Bridezilla or something,” Clark said.


  She burst out laughing. “I’m not like most women. I could care less about stuff like that. The things that are important are what I focus on like the changes we’re making in the house and my job and making sure you two are happy.”


  “Well, as soon as my friend has the plans ready, we can all sit down and you can nitpick them to death, darling,” Clark assured her.


  “Baby, if you want to apply for the job, that’s fine. We just didn’t want you to think you had to hurry up and get one. You don’t have to work at all if you don’t want to, but I knew that wouldn’t go over so I haven’t said anything,” Rex assured her.


  “We want you happy. If working is what helps you be that way, then fine. Just remember that we’re going to insist that you are careful and not do anything crazy like what we tried to do that nearly got you killed,” Clark said.


  She leaned over against him and smiled up at him. “I’m going to be very careful. I have two hunky men to come home to every day.”


  “Then go ahead and call about that job first thing in the morning. If it makes you happy, we’ll be happy.” Rex pulled her away from Clark and kissed her soundly before letting her loose to breathe again.


  “I love you both so much. I can’t wait to be Mrs. Fielder-Givens. I’m going to change my name to that when we get married, Rex. Is that okay with you guys?” she asked.


  Clark’s eyes seemed brighter than normal when he just nodded his head. Rex smiled and kissed her on the forehead.


  “Ellie, you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to either of us. Neither of us ever thought to find a woman who could love us despite our problems, but you’re taking on both of us and seem to love us with our problems. Anything you want, if we can provide, it’s yours. Just don’t ever leave us, baby. We’d never survive losing you,” Rex said.


  “That goes both ways, guys. No closing me off when things are tough. We’re a team and we watch each other’s backs. That means no nightmare is too rough or black mood too deep for the three of us to overcome,” she told them, squeezing each of their hands with hers.


  Rex pulled her into a hug with Clark doing the same. As they all three sat there twined together, Ellie prayed that those men and women she’d met that morning would find something as solid and loving as what she had right then. Everyone deserved their own happiness, no matter what form it took. Hers just happened to come with a prosthesis, a little bit of memory loss, and dark moods that needed a little understanding. She wouldn’t trade her happiness for anything in the world.
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