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  Chapter One


  


  River wasn’t sure how long she’d been walking when her legs finally gave out. She hadn’t had anything substantial to eat in several days. The old Coke bottle she’d filled up at the last place she’d stopped was empty again. Her head pounded to the point of nausea, and since she didn’t have anything in her stomach to throw up, she’d only end up with the dry heaves.


  It took all of her remaining energy to drag herself off the road to lean against one of the scrub bushes that lined it. Of all the ways to die, this hadn’t been one she’d actually thought of. River had always imagined she would die out in the wilds of Africa photographing some endangered species or maybe a plane crash over South America on her way back from filming the effects of deforestation of the rainforest. This was so anticlimactic for her.


  The sun was already beginning to sink behind the distant hills. It would get much cooler once it was gone. River had no doubt she wouldn’t last the night. Between her broken ribs and her lack of food and water, she didn’t see any way around it. She’d wandered aimlessly for several days before she’d finally found the road she was on now. The last place she’d stopped had been an abandoned house that was missing most of the roof and one wall. She’d been lucky there had been a well with a working hand pump that she had been able to use to fill her bottle. Unfortunately there hadn’t been anything lying around she could have used to carry more water with her.


  For a little while, she’d thought about sticking around there since she at least had water, but the lack of traffic on the road and no food was a problem. She decided instead to push on and hope for a passing car or truck to stop and pick her up. She would have gladly stood in the middle of the lane to make them stop if she needed to.


  Before she’d gotten so dehydrated, she’d been coughing a lot. Now that she was so dry inside, there wasn’t anything to cough up. She wasn’t sure if that would help her or not in the long run. She was sure she had been on the verge of pneumonia from her broken ribs, but maybe that didn’t matter now anyway.


  Laughter bubbled up out of nowhere. She was rambling in her head. It wasn’t like she could talk to herself out loud since her mouth and throat were so dry.


  I must have heatstroke or is it heat exhaustion? I sure am exhausted.


  Again the urge to laugh hit her, but all she could do was dry cough then gag and heave. Pain tore through her chest at the pressure it put on her aching ribs. No more laughing. It hurt too badly.


  Why was she out here anyway? She was smarter than to go walking in the heat without water. And why were her ribs broken if she had just gone for a walk? River fought to remember what had happened to her, but now it all seemed to be a jumbled mess in her head. She could remember trying to find out about something. She’d been investigating something, right? That was what she did, investigate and document things—important things.


  The more she tried to remember, the more her head hurt and the less she could concentrate. She decided it didn’t really matter since she wasn’t going to make it to tell anyone anything anyway. Even if she could remember what it was she had been doing, she didn’t have her camera anymore. Where had she lost it? It was an expensive camera. She’d never be able to afford to replace it.


  The urge to laugh at that thought when she wasn’t going to make it anyway almost got the best of her, but she managed to stifle it.


  No more laughing, River. It hurts to laugh, remember?


  The sun was much lower now. Cooler air began to blow through the heat of the late afternoon. She looked up when her head rolled to one side and realized something was flying above her. Was it an airplane? Could they see her? She tried to lift her arm to wave, but it was just too damn hard. Then she realized it wasn’t a plane because it circled not far above her without making a noise.


  Is it my guardian angel? It sure isn’t doing a very good job of watching out for me. Maybe it’s the angel of death waiting for me to die. Well screw you! I’m not ready to die yet. I have something important I have to do. Didn’t I?


  River tried to remember what it was she was supposed to do, but couldn’t. Maybe after she’d taken a nap she would be able to remember. She was tired. She’d walked a long way. A very long way.


  


  * * * *


  


  Cassius hated riding into the sun. Especially when it was as low in the sky as it was now. It blinded him even with the tinted visor on his helmet. Most days he didn’t bother with a full helmet, but when he was out on the open road, he preferred the full face deal. He’d take red meat over bug meat any day.


  “Fuck this shit. I’d just about rather pull over and wait for the fucking sun to set then ride like this,” Merrick, his brother, said over the mic in his helmet.


  “I’m all for that. Want to pull over at that copse of scrub ahead?” he asked.


  “Hell, yeah. Could use a drink anyway.”


  Cassius slowed the big bike down and started pulling off the road as soon as he reached the scrub then cursed and jerked the bike back up on the road, nearly turning the thing over.


  “What the fuck?” Merrick yelled in his ear over the mic. “You trying to kill me?”


  “There’s someone on the side of the road, man. I nearly ran over their legs.” He walked the bike up a short ways before shutting off the engine and setting stand.


  He could hear Merrick cursing even after he’d pulled off his helmet. Cassius threw one leg over the bike and groaned as his legs and ass stretched in a new direction. He walked toward the figure on the ground, making it there at the same time as his brother.


  “Fucking hell, is she dead?” Merrick asked before crouching down.


  Cassius grunted before kneeling next to woman’s upper torso to get a better look. Her skin had a tight look to it with enough pink showing through the dirt, dust and bruising to attest that she’d been out in the sun a good bit before she’d collapsed. Her dry, cracked lips were caked with blood and peeling skin.


  “Damn, if she’s alive, it won’t be for much longer,” Merrick said.


  Cassius pulled off his leather gloves and checked for a pulse, noting that her skin was hot and very dry. The rapid, faint beat against his fingertips said she was still with the living, but he was with his brother on the not much longer part.


  “She’s alive. Rapid pulse, dry skin. She’s dehydrated and probably suffering from heatstroke. Let’s try and get a little water down her,” he said.


  Merrick stood up and walked back to his bike. He returned a moment later with a bottle of water, unscrewed the cap and handed it to him.


  Cassius slipped his arm behind the woman’s neck and gently held her head up enough that maybe she wouldn’t choke and poured a small amount on her slightly parted lips. At first the water just ran off, making a wet, muddy track down her chin and neck. Then her lips moved a little and her cracked tongue peeked out.


  He poured a little more into her mouth this time and was rewarded with a high wheeze cough and soft moan. As he continued to slowly add more water to her mouth, she managed to swallow more of it each time. When her eyes opened, he pulled the bottle back and looked down into dull, doe-brown eyes that still didn’t seem to see much.


  “Hey there. Can you hear me?” he asked.


  She winced, and her throat muscles worked but nothing came out. She finally nodded.


  “I’m going to give you a little more water but not much. If you drink too much right away you’ll only end up getting sick and throwing it back up. Understand?”


  She nodded again, so he gave her a few more swallows then handed the bottle back to his brother. Her eyes appeared a little less glassy now. He took that to be a good sign. With the sun nearly gone, his view of her began to dim.


  “Need a flashlight, Merrick. Then we’ve got to figure out about getting her to a hospital,” he said.


  Merrick returned with two flashlights. He handed one to Cassius and aimed the one he held at the woman’s midsection.


  “Can you talk yet?” Merrick asked her.


  She swallowed with a wince but managed a weak, “Some.”


  “Think you can hold on to one of us on the back of the bike if we go slow enough?” he asked.


  She looked down at her hands and seemed to be thinking about it. Finally she sighed and shook her head. Cassius noticed then that she was flexing her fingers but they weren’t moving much.


  Fuck. She was a lot weaker than he had hoped. Now what were they going to do?


  “Merrick. See if you can get a signal on your cell. We need help,” he said.


  His brother pulled his phone out of its holder and walked off a ways. Cassius pulled off his jacket and covered the woman. It was getting cool now that the sun was gone. In her condition, the cold would affect her much faster than normal.


  “Hey! Got a small signal over here. Want me to call for an ambulance?” Merrick yelled.


  “Call the club and get them to bring a truck. Something tells me that an ambulance might not get here as fast,” Cassius yelled back.


  He could hear his brother talking to someone then the crunch of gravel as he walked back toward them. When he looked up, Merrick nodded. Good, help was on the way. They just had to keep her comfortable until they arrived.


  “Did someone throw you out here?” he asked.


  Her eyelids fluttered open again. “No. Walked.”


  “From where?” Merrick asked, crouching down.


  She coughed. “Don’t remember.”


  “Well, let’s see if we can make you a little more comfortable until the truck gets here.” Cassius started to move her when she yelped and squeezed her eyes shut. “Where are you hurt?”


  He started checking her neck then moved down her body. When he pulled up her shirt he heard Merrick cursing next to him. Her right side was a mass of bruises. Her left side wasn’t much better. Someone had worked her over good. If there were any broken ones, like he feared there were, moving her wasn’t a good thing to do without support. She could puncture a lung or another organ if they were broken. He lowered her shirt and continued checking her for more injuries. Other than the ribs and the obvious bruising on her face, he didn’t find anything else major to worry about.


  “Someone sure did a number on you, lady,” he whispered under his breath.


  Merrick stood up and walked away for a few seconds. When he returned, he had a pair of his rolled-up jeans and an emergency blanket. He knelt down next to her and gently placed the jeans beneath her head as a makeshift pillow while Cassius spread the blanket out over her and his jacket. It wasn’t the best in the world, but it was about all they could do until help arrived. If she made it in the shape she was in, it would be a miracle. Cassius didn’t much believe in those anymore.


  “What’s your name, lady?” he asked.


  She didn’t say anything for so long that Cassius wondered if she had heard him. Then he worried that she’d died on them. He leaned down to see if he could feel her breath on his cheek and felt a puff of air as she spoke in a near whisper.


  “River. My name is River.”


  Chapter Two


  


  Merrick took turns with his brother checking on the woman. She didn’t look good at all to him. They’d done all they could though. She was covered with two blankets now to ward off the cold and help with shock. They’d stabilized her ribs the best they could to keep from accidently puncturing a lung or something when they moved her. Cassius had her feet elevated on some rocks, and they were giving her sips of water when they were able to get her to respond to them.


  Right now, his brother was talking to her as if she could hear him, talking to her about stupid shit. He nearly laughed. His parents would cringe if they heard him talking about the classics that way. They were professors at Yale with multiple doctorates in the arts. Hell, he and Cassius each had a few degrees with Masters themselves. Neither one of them wanted to go to the extreme of become a doctor of anything.


  Their parents didn’t know what to think of them. Instead of teaching at some prestigious university or designing new ways to create more energy or some shit like that, they rode motorcycles in a gang.


  “Hey! Is that the truck?” Cassius asked, grabbing his attention.


  Merrick walked over to the middle of the road and listened. He didn’t see anything right away, but heard the unmistakable sound of motorcycles. A few seconds later, the unique sound of the truck Dominic and Reese had redone for Raven could be heard amid the rumble of bikes. He grinned.


  “Yep. Raven’s with them. Sounds like at least two bikes and the truck,” he said.


  “What the hell did you tell them?” Cassius asked frowning up at him.


  “Just told them to send one of the trucks, that we’d found a woman on the side of the road who was beaten up pretty badly.”


  “Must be a dull night at the clubhouse,” his brother grumbled.


  “Well, we are going to be taking her to the hospital. With the problems we’ve had with The Skulls, I’m not surprised they sent backup for us.”


  The noise of the posse heading their way prevented them saying anything more. To his relief, they stopped a few yards down the road to keep from stirring up too much dust. Everyone cut their bikes off but the truck lights remained on as whoever was driving slowly inched forward until they had the back door even with where Cassius was leaning over the unconscious woman.


  To his surprise, Raven jumped down from the cab with a first aid kit in her arms. Reece climbed out of the driver’s side. Dominic joined everyone forming a semicircle around Cassius and the woman.


  “Hey, guys. Move over, Cassius, and let me see.” Raven knelt next to Cassius. “Hell, someone’s beaten the hell out of her. Why is there tape wrapped around her chest?”


  “She’s probably got some broken ribs. We didn’t want to chance puncturing something when we moved her to the truck,” Cassius explained.


  “Didn’t want to put the tape on her skin, so we just wrapped it around her shirt,” Merrick added.


  “Good thinking. So you think she might have some broken ribs?” Raven asked feeling around the woman’s neck.


  “Yeah. Pretty sure she does by the look of the bruising. Couldn’t find anything else other than her face. She was burning up when we first found her, but with the sun going down, she’s cooled off a good bit,” Cassius explained.


  “I can’t really do anything for her to help until we get her to the hospital. Let’s move her, guys.” Raven started to get up, but Dominic just plucked her off the ground and stood her back up.


  Merrick covered a sneer at how the president of The Ghost Riders MC catered to the woman. His vice president, Reece was just as bad. The two men shared Raven between them and seemed happy doing it. Hell, he and Cassius had joked around about doing the same thing if they ever found a woman who could hold their interest long enough. Most of the women they encountered, being bikers, didn’t appeal to them. All they wanted was someone to take care of them and keep them in shoes and purses.


  Merrick winced when he looked at Raven. Well, not all of them were like that. Raven could care less about purses or shoes. She was an erotic romance writer and forgot to eat if someone didn’t drag her ass away from her computer. Ginger, Ajax and Murdock’s old woman, wasn’t like that either. She worked out at the camp they were running and was in school to be a paramedic for the place.


  Of course, in his defense, they weren’t the normal biker chicks that hung around the club house or biker bars. Maybe one day they’d happen on a woman that could keep them occupied for more than a few nights. He grinned. Trying to find her had proven to be fun.


  “Merrick, help us lift this board to get her in the truck without jarring her so much,” Cassius yelled out.


  He grunted and helped Reece, Dom, and his brother lift the board. They nearly threw her off when they picked it up. She couldn’t weigh more than a hundred pounds soaking wet in addition to the board. It looked like one of the boards they kept in the garage for carting heavy parts around.


  They lifted it to the back door of the truck that Raven had thrown open then pushed it across the seat where Turk waited on the other side to pull from that end. Once they had her settled with the seatbelts secured around the board, Reece took the driver’s seat and Raven climbed in next to him.


  “We’ll meet y’all at the hospital,” Dom told them. “Let’s ride.”


  He and Cassius quickly joined the other men on their bikes. Less than a minute later, Dom and Turk led the truck toward the hospital with them riding the back end, eating dust. Even with the full face helmet, wearing a bandana around his nose and mouth was necessary on the older roads in Texas.


  It took nearly an hour to make it to town. Reece drove the speed limit or under the entire time. No doubt they were trying to keep the ride as smooth as was possible on the rain-rutted road. He hoped she wasn’t conscious for most of it. The damn road waved like a washboard in places. When they rode down it, they normally kept to the edges where it wasn’t as bad, but you couldn’t do that with a truck.


  When they pulled up outside the emergency room, a sheriff’s office SUV rolled up behind them. Merrick groaned. They didn’t need this. He hated dealing with cops, county or otherwise.


  “What’s going on, Dominic?” Sheriff Platt asked as he got out of the vehicle. “Who’s hurt and how did they get hurt?”


  “What are you, man? The Ghost Riders’ personal bike chaser?” Merrick snarled.


  “Back off,” Platt advised.


  “Cool it, Merrick.” Dom turned back to the sheriff as a couple of nurses rolled a stretcher out to the truck.


  Merrick followed Cassius over to where they were about to pull the woman out of the back seat. He could hear Dom explaining to the sheriff what was going on. He didn’t much care what the ass-wipe thought. He assumed that because they were all bikers they were dumb criminals. Idiot.


  He and Cassius followed the gurney into the emergency room all the way to the curtained off room they were going to put her in. No one even tried to stop them, but then as big as he and his brother were, it would have been a lost cause anyway. They each stood nearly six and a half feet tall. Though he was the older but fourteen months, his brother actually had a half inch on him.


  “Tell us what you know,” the nurse with dirty-blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail demanded as they started removing the woman’s clothes.


  The dark-haired nurse wielded a pair of scissors and went to work on the tape job as Cassius reviewed what he knew. Once they were down to cutting away her pants, he and Cassius automatically turned their backs. They’d seen enough of her chest already to know what to expect there. She was a black and blue mess. You couldn’t miss her impressive breasts though. Even with all the bruising, she had some amazing tits.


  “So you don’t know if she was hit by a car or thrown from one,” ponytail said.


  “Nope, other than she said she walked there when we asked,” Cassius said.


  “How far was she from the nearest town or house?” the darker-haired nurse asked.


  He and Cassius exchanged looks. “At least ten or twelve miles,” he told them.


  “Okay, you can go now. X-ray’s here to shoot some film, and if you want your little boys to keep working, you need to leave,” ponytail said, pushing them toward the curtained door.


  The X-ray tech got ready to push his portable machine into the room as they walked out. “That’s means that if you want children one day…”


  “We’re not stupid. We know what it means, dickhead,” Merrick snarled.


  The tech’s eyes grew large when he got a good look at them. He had obviously been looking the other way when they’d first walked out of the room. Now he scrambled all the way in and got to work.


  “Still scaring the kiddies, Merrick?” Reece asked with a grin.


  “Idiots. All of them,” he said with a growl.


  “How’s she doing?” Dom asked, walking up with Raven.


  “They’re taking X-rays now. Haven’t seen a doctor yet,” his brother told them.


  “She’s still alive. That’s something,” Raven pointed out. “She wouldn’t have made it this far if you hadn’t stopped and helped her.”


  Merrick figured it was all going to be for nothing. She looked bad, and at the rate they were doing anything constructive, she’d be dead before they figured out what was wrong with her. He wanted to yell at them to get off their asses, but knew it would only get them kicked out if he did. Cassius turned and looked at him with the same frustration apparent on his face that Merrick was feeling.


  “Turk and I are going back. We’re waiting to hear what the news is on The Skulls from the others. With your report being a big fat zero, we’re still not sure what they’re up to.” Dom nodded over to where Reece and Raven were talking to a nurse they knew through Ginger. “Reece and Raven are staying if you want to head back. They’ll keep us informed.”


  Merrick didn’t like the idea of leaving her like that. He stared over at his brother. Cassius nodded at him then turned back to Dom.


  “Unless you need us there, we’re going to stick around here,” he said.


  Dom shrugged. “Suit yourselves. Don’t stir any shit up, guys.”


  Cassius grinned. “We’re the quiet ones, remember?”


  Dom shot them the bird and walked over to talk to Reece then gave Raven a hard kiss and a pat on the ass before he and Turk walked out. Reece looked in their direction with a question in his gaze before turning back to whatever Raven and the nurse were talking about.


  “Any idea why we’re still here?” Cassius asked, staring at the curtained-off doorway.


  “Nope. Just feel like we need to be here,” he said.


  They stared at the doorway until the X-ray tech backed out with the machine and all but ran to the elevator across the room. Before they could go back inside, an older man cut them off as he raced inside ahead of them. He looked at his brother. That didn’t bode well for the woman. When they pushed through the curtains, it was to find what looked like chaos erupting during a tornado.


  “Get another line in her right now. She’s crashing!” the man shouted at the nurses as he listened to her chest.


  


  * * * *


  


  River tried to pry her eyes open, but they were just too heavy. Her entire body hurt. Had she fallen off a mountain or something? She knew she was in a hospital by the smell. They all smelled the same, so she didn’t have a clue where she was or if she was even in the states or not.


  “Has she woken up yet?” a soft, feminine voice asked.


  “Not yet. Her fingers have twitched a lot in the last few minutes though,” a gruff, unfamiliar male voice answered.


  Well, that settles that question. I’m in an English-speaking country and it’s probably the US by the sound of the accent. Wonder what coast? Doesn’t sound like the East, that’s for sure.


  Everything softened around her again until she couldn’t hear the usual hospital sounds or anyone talking anymore. The distinctive medicinal odor faded as well. River felt as if she were floating on a cloud in the sky or maybe a raft on a stream. Had she just dreamed the other or was she dreaming now?


  Something nagged at her subconscious, but as hard as she tried to focus on it, the thought eluded her. All she managed to glean from it was that there was danger. Danger to her? To someone else? From what?


  Again everything changed, and she floated along, not able to really concentrate on anything except the vast nothingness that surrounded her. If she had her camera, she wouldn’t even be able to capture it on film because there was nothing there to photograph. Could you take a picture of nothing? Where was her camera anyway? For some reason, that was important.


  Pain exploded across her ribs, drawing her back to the hospital at turbo speed. Her eyes flew open as she cried out.


  “Hey! You’re being too rough. You’re hurting her.” It was the same gruff voice she’d heard from earlier.


  “If you don’t move back, I’m going to call for security to have you thrown out,” a different male voice said. “She’s got busted ribs, they’re going to hurt.”


  “She’s a person, not a piece of furniture you can throw around,” the gruff sounding man said.


  “I think you better leave before he loses control and shows you what a piece of furniture feels like when he moves it.” This came from yet another male voice that sounded similar to the first one, but not as rough sounding.


  She heard the sound of the door closing loudly then nothing. River opened her eyes again but only saw the railing on the bed and a window that had the curtains closed. She heard the sound of shoes first then a body walked around to the side of the bed she could see. It was a big body, a very big body.


  “Are you awake?” the man from earlier asked in that growly voice. He bent over so that she was finally able to see the face of the voice she’d heard.


  He had shaggy black hair with a prominent five-o’clock shadow along his jaw and chin. His facial features could have adorned any of the many sculptures of Michelangelo’s beautiful men with his classical bone structure. She gazed into the most amazing blue eyes she’d ever seen on someone with black hair. They looked almost unreal. River couldn’t take her eyes off of them.


  “Can you hear me?” he asked. Those amazing blue eyes darkened slightly with worry.


  River tried to speak but ended up coughing which hurt like a son of a bitch. Tears leaked from her eyes before she could control them. She hated to cry. It served no purpose. She cleared her throat, determined to answer the dark-haired demigod standing before her.


  “Awake. Thirsty,” she managed to get out without dissolving into a fit of coughing again.


  “Here.” The other voice that sounded so similar to her blue-eyed demigod spoke from the foot of the bed.


  She tried to look down, but it hurt her head to move too much. Instead, the other man moved closer to the first man and bent down to stare at her. She couldn’t stop the gasp that escaped. They could have been twins. She had to be dead and in heaven for there to be two such amazingly handsome men standing next to her bed. To her surprise, the second giant of a man offered her a mug with a straw.


  “It’s water. You can’t have a lot at one time, but you can have a few sips.” He held the straw to her lips so that she could suck on it.


  Cold water bathed her parched mouth as she slowly got the hang of sucking on the straw around her busted lips. He pulled the thing away after she’d filled her mouth. Once she’d managed to swallow the welcome water down her raw throat, she licked her sore lips in preparation to ask for more. He surprised her by placing the straw between her lips again. This time she sipped a smaller amount and swallowed then one more time before he again took it away.


  “That’s all for now, sweet thing. Don’t want your stomach rebelling. Throwing up would hurt those ribs of yours for sure,” he said.


  “You told us yesterday that your name was River. Did we understand you right?” the first hunk asked.


  “Yes. It’s River James. Don’t laugh. My parents didn’t ask my advice at the time.” She winced at how raspy her voice sounded.


  “Well, we can’t say much,” the second man said with a chuckle. “My name is Cassius and my brother’s name is Merrick.”


  She gawked at them. “Like Cassius Dio, the Greek author of the history of Rome?” She looked up at Merrick. “Like Frank Merrick, the English pianist or James Merrick, the English poet?” she asked.


  They stared at her as if she’d grown a huge wart on her nose. If she hadn’t hurt so badly, River might have felt her nose to be sure there wasn’t one.


  “What?” she asked, wishing her voice didn’t sound so scratchy.


  “You know about Greek and English literature?” the one named Merrick asked.


  “Yeah.” She had to clear her throat again. “Guess I look pretty ratty right now.”


  “It’s not that. I’ve never met anyone outside of our parents’ circles who knew who we were named after before,” Cassius said with a grin.


  River looked at Merrick. “So is it the poet or the pianist?” she asked.


  “Don’t have a clue. Mom and Dad still argue over which one of them named me.” His gorgeous blue eyes twinkled.


  She sighed and closed her eyes, suddenly too tired to keep them open any longer.


  “Do you need something for pain?” Cassius asked her.


  “No, just tired.” She wasn’t sure if he heard her or not or even if she’d said the words out loud.


  “I’m not telling that bastard she woke up. I don’t want him back in her room. He’s worthless as a nurse,” Merrick said in a gruff whisper.


  “I agree, but if you threaten him, you’re going to get us thrown out, man. Cool it. I’ll handle it,” Cassius said.


  River smiled to herself. They were cute. She wondered about the T-shirts devoted to heavy metal and the leather vests, though. It made her wonder what they did for a living. Of course it didn’t really matter. Once she was well enough to go home, she’d never see them again. And wasn’t that a shame. They were fine-looking specimens of the male population from what little she’d been able to see. More than likely, once her head cleared up some more, they wouldn’t appear as good looking as she thought they were. Her eyesight was still kind of fuzzy around the edges.


  She realized that she’d forgotten ask them where she was and how she’d ended up in the hospital. She’d have to ask when she was able to wake up again. Right now, sleep was pulling on her pretty hard. With the way her head ached and her ribs hurt, sleep was probably the best thing for her. She detested drugs. They left her feeling flaky for days.


  River relaxed into the spreading warmth and let it take her away. Reality would intrude on her soon enough. She’d learned from somewhere that it was best to savor the floating time when you could get it.


  


  * * * *


  


  When River opened her eyes again, it was obviously dark outside. Her room seemed to have a night light somewhere near the floor because the light seemed to blossom from beneath her bed. She lay on the opposite side as the last time she’d woken up and was thankful she hadn’t been awake for that position change.


  Unlike before, she couldn’t hear any busy hospital sounds from the hall outside her room. Instead, she began to notice a light snoring sound and moved her head around as much as she felt able to locate the source of the sound. The sight drew a smile from her sore lips. Curled up as much as a man his size could manage on a recliner was Merrick. One arm was thrown over the arm of the chair with his hand resting on the floor. One leg hung off the side while the other leg extended so that his foot and at least three inches of his lower leg hung from the bottom of the reclined chair. He couldn’t be comfortable like that. A low, buzzing snore robbed her of that thought right away though. He’d managed to fall asleep.


  River assessed her body, trying to figure out what all was wrong. She remembered them talking about broken ribs, so she knew about them. She managed to lift one arm to feel her face and moaned when she brushed her fingers across one cheek.


  “What’s wrong? Are you in pain?”


  Merrick’s voice startled her and she jumped, eliciting another moan from the pain it caused her ribs. She gritted her teeth through it until she could speak.


  “No, I was trying to figure out where I was hurt and pressed my cheek too hard. I guess I’m bruised there, too.”


  “Sweet thing, there isn’t an inch of your body that doesn’t have some sort of bruise on it,” he said then smiled. “Well, maybe your lower legs, but even your feet had bruises on them.”


  River frowned. Why would her feet be bruised? What had happened to her?


  “What happened to me? Where am I?” she finally whispered.


  “You don’t remember?” Merrick frowned. He had been leaning over, but now he straightened his chair and pulled it closer to her.


  “No,” she said.


  “What’s the last thing you remember?” he asked instead of giving her a straight answer.


  It annoyed her and she glared at him. “I don’t know. I remember being in South America photographing free trade coffee farms. That seems like a long time ago though. I was there in June. What month is it now?” she asked.


  By the look on Merrick’s face, it wasn’t June or probably even July. He blinked then blinked again.


  “Are you sure you don’t remember anything after that?” he asked. “’Cause I hate to tell you, but you’re in Texas, not South America.”


  “I figured I wasn’t in South America already. That’s just the last thing I remember. I can’t remember flying back though.”


  “When were you scheduled to fly back?” he asked.


  “I had an open ticket up until July fifteenth. Then I had to be on a plane back to the states. So I guess I flew home sometime between mid-June and July fifteenth,” she said with a frown.


  Something kept niggling at her brain. What was it? Danger. She kept thinking that there was danger.


  “It’s September fifteenth, River. You’re missing a good two and a half months or more.”


  River gaped at him. Her throat worked but she couldn’t seem to make anything come out. She could feel the raw edges making her think she would gag and throw up if she didn’t get something to drink.


  “Water,” she croaked out.


  The big man lunged to his feet and grabbed the mug with the straw in it and shoved it into her face before grasping the straw and putting it between her lips. She sipped thankfully at the cool water. It soothed her sore throat and gave her a few seconds to try and reason away losing that much time. Sure, she’d lost days before when out on a shoot where there were no clocks or deadlines, but never more than two or three days at a time. Everyone lost track of what day of the week it was at some point. But months?


  She pulled back from the straw. “Thank you.”


  He set the plastic mug on the bedside table but didn’t return to sit down. Instead he remained standing next to the bed. She had to strain to look up and see his face. The other alternative was to stare at his crotch, which was at eye level with her where he stood. She smothered a smile at the impressive bulge, wondering if that was his usual state or if he was a little aroused.


  Hell! Who am I kidding? I look like seven-day-old roadkill and I’m thinking he might have a hard-on.


  She sighed. That meant the man was hung like a freaking elephant. What she wouldn’t give to be the recipient of his attentions. Not going to happen though. She wasn’t a play-around sort of woman and he wouldn’t be interested even if she was.


  River looked up and frowned when she realized he had been watching her face all that time. He now knew that she’d been crotch watching. She could feel her face warm with embarrassment.


  “If you’d sit back down, I wouldn’t have to stare at your fly,” she grumbled.


  He chuckled but took a seat on the edge of the recliner with his elbows resting on his knees and his lower arms hanging down between his legs. His big body dwarfed the recliner and made the entire room seem tiny. She couldn’t take her eyes off of his hands. They were massive yet clean. As she let her gaze travel back up, she realized the vest he wore was actually a biker’s vest with various patches and pins on it.


  “You don’t remember coming to Texas? Do you have family around here or a job here?” Merrick’s husky voice jerked her back to their earlier conversation.


  “Actually, I don’t know a soul in Texas. I can’t imagine why I would be here,” she confessed.


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


  “I’m a freelance photojournalist. I document and investigate international events and issues for different magazines and news agencies,” she told him.


  “And you know about English poets, pianists, and Greek scholars.” Merrick shook his head with a smile.


  She shrugged and groaned when it pulled on her sides. Merrick frowned and stood up.


  “I need to get the nurse and let her know you’re awake. I’m sure they’re going to want to check you.” He crossed the short distance to the door in one long stride then pulled it open and walked out.


  River wasn’t sure what to make of the big man, or his brother for that matter. Why were they there with her? Had she somehow ended up on their front doorstep or something? Nothing in her muddled mind made sense. She closed her eyes and prayed things would improve soon. She desperately needed her memory of where she’d been the last few months to return. That vague feeling of danger just wouldn’t go away.


  


  * * * *


  


  By the time the doctor finished poking and ordering more tests on her, River was ready to scream, only her throat hurt too much to follow through. According to her physician, she had injuries that were consistent with a thorough methodical beating that occurred over several days to weeks. She had four broken ribs and two more cracked ones as well as a hairline crack to her right cheek and her nose. She had a mild case of pneumonia that they figured was due to her cracked ribs and poor nutritional state. She was dehydrated and slightly malnourished as well.


  How can I be malnourished with an ass like mine?


  Everything they had told her pointed to having been held captive for some length of time which would account to where her missing time had gone. She still couldn’t remember anything though.


  “It’s not uncommon for a trauma patient to lose chunks of memory surrounding the incident. It may or may not return. There’s really no need to be too alarmed about it,” the man had said.


  “Is he kidding? Evidently I was kidnapped, held prisoner for some unknown length of time and tortured, and he thinks I shouldn’t worry about it.”


  “What?” Two voices asked at the same time.


  River groaned when she jerked in reaction to their voices. Merrick and his brother stood in the open doorway wearing fierce expressions. They’d evidently overheard her short rant.


  “Hi. Sorry. I’m having a tiny meltdown. Just ignore me.”


  “Did you say you were kidnapped and tortured? You can remember now?” Merrick asked, walking over to stand next to her bed. Cassius followed and stuffed his hands in the front pockets of his jeans.


  “No, I still can’t remember anything, but the doctor said that based on my injuries, it looked like I’d been kidnapped and kept somewhere for at least a few weeks. I’m supposedly dehydrated and malnourished. The dehydrated part I totally get, but malnourished? Come on. I’ve got an ass as wide as a semi and my…”


  “Don’t say it,” Cassius said with a low growl. “He’s right. Look at how your skin is sagging on your arms and around your neck.”


  “Gee, thanks. I hadn’t noticed that part,” she said sarcastically.


  “Good going, Romeo,” Merrick muttered.


  “I’m just saying that she can’t talk about herself that way. She doesn’t have a fat ass.”


  “Nope. I agree with dimwit. It’s not fat. It’s nice and squeezable. Just like I like them,” he said with a grin.


  River couldn’t help but smile as she carefully shook her head. Why were they being so nice to her? Now was a good time to find out why they were even hanging around. Didn’t they have jobs?


  “Look. Not that I’m not grateful for your company or anything, but why are you here? Who are you?”


  “We told you who we were. Don’t you remember?” Cassius asked.


  “No. I mean, yes. I do remember your names, but not who you are to me and why you’re here,” she explained.


  “Oh,” Merrick said with a frown.


  “So?” she prompted.


  “We found you on the side of the road when were on our way back to the club house the other night,” Cassius said. “I nearly ran over you when I pulled off the road to wait for the sun to go down. It was blinding me.”


  “I was on the side of the road? Why hadn’t anyone else stopped to check on me?” she asked.


  “It’s a fairly deserted road that nobody much uses anymore,” Merrick explained. “We don’t normally ride it because it’s hell on a bike, but we took it to cut down time from where we’d been. Otherwise we would have had to drive another forty minutes out of our way.”


  “So if you hadn’t decided to brave the bad road to cut down on time, I probably wouldn’t be alive right now,” she said. “Thanks.”


  She really meant it but wasn’t sure what more to say. They’d saved her life. What did you say to someone that had gone out of their way to do that? Thanks didn’t seem a strong enough word.


  “Wait a minute. Did you call an ambulance to come get me? I would have thought that would have been the end of it for you. Why have you been staying with me? I know you have because every time I woke up one of you was here.” She looked from one man to the other.


  “Um, we didn’t think you’d last while we waited for an ambulance to make it all the way out where you were, so we called some friends to bring a truck and we loaded you up and brought you here,” Cassius explained.


  “Wow. I owe a lot of people for my life. I doubt I can ever repay any of you for going out of your way like that,” she said quietly.


  “You don’t owe any of us a thing. Just get well.” Merrick actually looked embarrassed.


  She smiled at the big man. He was cute when he blushed. She doubted anyone had ever made him blush like that before, and if she said anything about it he would deny it.


  “We need to figure out why someone would kidnap you and hurt you, Raven. Did you call your family and let them know you’re okay?” Cassius asked.


  “I tried my parents, but they didn’t answer. They’re off at some dig somewhere. I left a message to tell them I’m alive and that I would call again later.” She waved that away. “I need to check my messages, but I don’t have a computer or a phone. I don’t have a clue where any of my things are now.”


  “Oh, well, we brought you some things to get you by. Didn’t bring a laptop, but we can bring one next time for you to borrow while you’re here.” Merrick grabbed a bag he’d set on the chair behind him.


  Reaching in, he pulled out a cell phone. It was one of those pay-as-you-go kinds you could get at any convenience store. He handed it to her along with the bag.


  “Raven sent you some basic things you might need. She figured you would feel better if you could freshen up some once you were allowed out of bed,” Cassius told her.


  She peeked into the bag and smiled. Along with some basic toiletries were a brush and several changes of underwear along with a couple of gowns. They looked brand new and nice—not cheap. Tears brimmed her eyelids. She quickly blinked them back and smiled at the two men.


  “Tell her thank you. I don’t even know her. Is she one of your wives or sisters?”


  Cassius chuckled. “Not hardly. She’s Dom and Reece’s old lady.”


  River frowned, not at all sure what to make of that comment. “Old lady? Their mother?”


  Merrick grunted and crossed his massive arms to glare at her. “Old lady. It means she belongs to Dom and Reece. They’re the club’s president and vice president. We belong to a motorcycle club, darling. The Ghost Riders.”


  River was sure she blinked like a deer caught in the headlights of a truck full of eager hunters. Any minute now, they were going to come out blasting. She hadn’t meant to insult him, but it was obvious by the way he’d bristled up that she had.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. No offense. I just wasn’t expecting that for some reason,” she said.


  “What part of the clothes did you miss? The leather vests with our patch, or the boots?” Merrick snarled.


  “Ease up, man. She didn’t know. She almost died. She isn’t exactly noticing our clothes right now,” Cassius said, dropping a hand to his brother’s shoulder.


  Merrick dropped his arms to his sides and opened and closed his fists a few times as if trying to relax. She noticed for the first time that he had tattoos peeking out from beneath his shirt sleeves. She wondered what they were of and if he had more on that massive chest and back of his. Then she looked at his eyes and remembered that he’d just been angry with her. He looked less upset now, but still wasn’t completely over it.


  “People tend to think that because we’re bikers that we’re uneducated and criminals. Most of us in The Ghost Riders don’t have a record at all,” Cassius said with a wide grin.


  River smiled back at him. “That’s okay. I understand. I really didn’t mean to insult you. I just wasn’t thinking in biker terms when you said old lady.”


  Merrick nodded and seemed to relax a little more. Then it hit her. They’d said she was Dom and Reece’s old lady. As in both of them? She carefully schooled her features when she asked the question.


  “So Dom and Reece share Raven? Is that just something they do as the president and vice president or is it a club thing?” River was proud of herself for sounding completely matter of fact with the question.


  Merrick’s quick grin told her she hadn’t fooled him at all. It was one of those smiles that a naughty little boy might have after he’d pulled a girl’s hair in school or stuck a frog down their dress.


  “It’s an acquired taste, darling. Maybe you should consider trying it out,” he said.


  “Fuck, Merrick.” Cassius shook his head with a sigh. “Don’t listen to him. He’s not being serious.”


  Merrick didn’t take his eyes off of River. “I am being serious, brother.”


  Chapter Three


  


  Breathing usually came naturally. She didn’t have to think about it as a rule. After Merrick’s comment though, River had to think about each of the next two breaths she took before she made them. The picture that formed in her head was all his doing. Her sandwiched between him and his brother, nothing between them but hot, smooth skin, slick with sweat flashed in her mind’s eye drawing a gasp from her.


  “Come on, man,” his brother began.


  “Shocked?” Merrick asked her. “Works real well for them.”


  “Um, I hadn’t really thought about it. I’d think there would be a lot of jealousy between the men,” she said once she started breathing normally again.


  Before Merrick could say anything else that might shock her, someone knocked on the door then walked into the room. With the two giants standing in the way of the door, River couldn’t tell who it was until he cleared his throat and asked the men to move. Her doctor stepped between them with an amused expression on his face.


  “How are you feeling?” he asked.


  “Better. I still can’t remember much, though. When can I leave?” she asked.


  “Not for another few days. You nearly died, young lady. You’re very lucky these two found you when they did. If you continue to eat well and don’t suffer any setbacks, I might discharge you by the weekend,” he said, his face tightened in a serious expression. “I’m not worried about your memory. It isn’t something serious enough to kill you. The head injury was mild, so I’m leaning more to the memory loss being the result of your mind’s way of protecting you from mental and emotional trauma.”


  “You’re saying that what happened to her might have been bad enough that her brain has hidden it so that it won’t traumatize her again to have to think about it,” Cassius said.


  “Right. Now, I need you two gentlemen to step outside while I examine her injuries, and please let the nurse behind you through.” The doctor seemed at ease with the two men and didn’t appear the least bit nervous around them despite their claim to be bikers that were part of some gang.


  “Gotcha,” Cassius said with a grin. Looking back at her, he smiled. “We’ll be right outside the door if you need us.”


  Merrick winked at her and followed his brother out into the hall. The nurse who’d been standing in the doorway moved closer to the hospital bed and grinned at River.


  “Are they really bikers?” she asked.


  “Yes, they are. Good men for the most part, though. Their gang doesn’t really cause trouble, but trouble seems to follow them around,” the man said. “Now, we need to talk now that you’re good and awake. Do you remember anything about what happened to you?”


  River shook her head. “No. All I remember is being in South America documenting the rainforest and how it’s being destroyed. Then I faintly remember walking a long ways, several days maybe. The next thing I remember is waking up here.”


  “Okay.” He grimaced then nodded. “I’m going to examine you to see how you’re healing. Then we’re going to have a talk about the extent of your injuries.”


  River wasn’t sure she liked the sound of that. He appeared much more worried about the talk than he was about examining her. She followed his directions, looking up and down, squeezing his hands, deep breathing, and moving her extremities when he told her to. After a good twenty minutes of performing like a trained seal for a bucket of fish, the good doctor seemed satisfied with her progress.


  He pulled up a chair and nodded at the nurse to do the same. The woman sat on the edge of the recliner next to her bed. River noticed she kept her gaze either on the doctor or her hands. It didn’t bode well for what they were going to say.


  “Just tell me whatever has you so tied up in knots. I’m an adult. I can deal,” she said, hoping she wasn’t overstating her bravery.


  “It’s obvious by your injuries that you had been beaten on more than one occasion. I’d say over several weeks’ duration by the many different stages of bruising on your body. You’d been starved. I expect they gave you very small amounts of food and just enough water to keep you alive. You became dehydrated quickly once you were free of them.”


  “You’ve told me this already,” she pointed out.


  “I wasn’t sure how much you would remember from our previous conversations. Today is the first day you’ve appeared completely awake and coherent,” he said.


  “Is there more?” she asked.


  “Yes,” he said. “River, there was evidence of traumatic sexual activity as well. Since you don’t remember anything, I assumed you didn’t remember that as well. We didn’t find any physical injury that might cause you problems with a normal sexual relationship or with having children.” He waited while that sank in.


  River forced herself to remain calm and to keep her facial expression relaxed. She had no doubt now why she couldn’t remember what had happened to her. If she’d been raped, it would have been more than she could have handled at the time. Her past would have reared up and reminded her of the ugly truth. No, she was thankful that she didn’t remember. It was for the best.


  “What about HIV and other sexually transmitted diseases?” she finally managed to ask.


  He cleared his throat. “There doesn’t seem to be any evidence of sexual diseases. You were thoroughly tested for everything and were already on some major heavy duty antibiotics anyway that would cover anything minor. You will, however, need to continue to be tested for HIV for another six months to be safe. Most people develop antibodies that can be detected within the first two to eight weeks. However some people take longer to develop them. In rare cases it can take up to six months to develop the antibodies for HIV.”


  “There’s no way to find out sooner? I have to worry about it for six months?” she felt as if the room was closing in on her now. She wasn’t as brave as she’d thought.


  “There is another test called the RNA test that will detect the virus directly within nine to eleven days, but they are more expensive, so most people choose to be tested every three months for six months or even a year to be safe. You will need to inform any future sexual partners until you’re cleared of the possibility and they need to wear condoms,” he said.


  “I want the RNA test as soon as possible. I don’t want to have to wonder every day for the next six months. I want to put this behind me and forget it ever happened. I’ll go crazy if I have to think about it all of the time,” she confided softly. “Can you do it here?”


  The physician nodded. “Actually, we draw the blood and send it off. You would have the results back in three or five days.”


  “I have insurance, but I don’t care how much it costs, I want that. When can you draw the blood?” she asked.


  He cleared his throat. “Well, you’ve been here for three days now. I would feel safe in saying that we can feel confident of the results if we wait to draw the blood in another seven or eight days. I’d say a week from tomorrow would work. You can return here or go most anywhere in the United States.”


  “I–I’ll stick around here for now. I need to decide what I’m going to do next. I’ll come back here. What is today?” she asked with a frown.


  “It’s Tuesday, September 13. If you’re still doing well and don’t develop any complications from those broken ribs, I’ll release you on Friday.” He continued to stare at her as if waiting for her to say something.


  Finally he spoke up again. “Do you have any questions, River? You told us there wasn’t anyone to call, but you could really use the support of your family, or at the very least, a friend.”


  “There’s no one I want to call right now. Maybe later,” she said. “I know I’m in Texas, but where exactly?”


  He smiled. “You’re in Sky. It’s about thirty minutes from Reo, which is where those men live.”


  “Thanks. I’ll stick around here and come back next Wednesday for that test, then.” She smiled at him.


  “Fine, fine. I’ll give you instructions on your injuries and the medicine I’m going to send you home on closer to Friday. If you need anything at all, be sure and let the nurses know. They can get in touch with me at any time, day or night.” The doctor stood up and scooted the chair back to the other side of the room.


  “Get plenty of rest and remember to eat well. The nurses are keeping up with how well you’re doing for me.” He winked and nodded at the silent nurse before turning and walking out the door.


  River watched them leave, and the moment the door closed behind them, she dropped her head back against the hospital bed and let the tears fall. She didn’t sob or anything, just lay there and let the silent drops roll down her face. She didn’t remember any of it and was so thankful, but just knowing it had happened hurt. Why? Why had she ended up kidnapped in the first place? It wouldn’t have been to ransom her since her parents didn’t have much money. She wasn’t anyone important and didn’t use her parent’s last name anyway.


  The very fact that her parents hadn’t bothered to call her back when she’d left the message on their answering service that she was checking in proved that they hadn’t been contacted for ransom. It made no sense to her. Deep down, did she really want to know the reason? Wouldn’t she be better off forgetting that any of it had ever happened in the first place? Once she’d gotten the blood test along with the results, River would move on and put it all behind her. And still the tears fell.


  The whoosh of the door opening startled her. River quickly brushed the tears away and met Merrick and Cassius’s gazes. From the way their expressions changed, she knew they had picked up that she’d been crying. She prayed they would leave it be.


  “I’ve got to get back to work,” Merrick said. “Cassius is staying with you for a while.”


  “Oh. He doesn’t have to stay with me. I’m fine. I’m going to get cleaned up some. I figure I’ll feel better,” she all but babbled.


  “I’m staying,” the other man said with a wide grin. “Can’t wait to see you in that gown Raven sent.”


  “Um, really. You don’t need to stay. I’m sure you have plenty to do without sitting in a hospital staring at me,” she said.


  “No arguing, River. Cassius is staying,” Merrick said gruffly.


  She watched as the big man walked over to the bed and bent down to stare into her eyes barely inches away. He rubbed his nose against hers.


  “Rest and let Cassius help you if you get up. I’ll be back in the morning.” He brushed his lips across hers before she realized what he was going to do. Then he straightened up and took a step back.


  Merrick knocked knuckles with his brother and walked out of the room without a backward glance, but River could still feel him on her lips. The way his eyes had stared into hers gave her the impression that he’d known why she was crying. She suspected that no one had secrets around that man. He saw everything. It didn’t scare her, but it worried her. What did he want from her? Because no one spent time with a stranger in a hospital room without wanting something in return.


  She looked back to where Cassius had taken a seat on the recliner and was watching her face with a curious look in his eyes. What did he see when he looked at her? She had no idea what she looked like yet, but expected that she was a sad excuse of a woman with the way she felt and the fact that she’d been found on the side of the road like resurrected road kill.


  “It’s okay to cry, River. No one thinks you’re weak because you cry. You have a reason to need to,” Cassius softly told her.


  And just like that, River burst into tears once again.


  


  * * * *


  


  She was breaking his heart. Every tear that fell seemed torn from her as if she tried so hard to keep from letting it go. Cassius held her against his chest and gently smoothed her hair down her back. He didn’t want to hurt her by holding her too tightly, but the need to comfort her was too great. Each soft sob sent another dart into his heart.


  What was it about the rag of a woman that he felt connected to her? Was it just that he felt responsible for her since he and Merrick had found her? The quote that when you save a life you become responsible for it crossed his mind. It wasn’t a true proverb, though it was often credited to the Chinese. Cassius slowly pulled her away from his chest and thumbed a tear away.


  “How about a shower? Since they untethered you from that machine, it won’t be so hard. I’ll cover your hand where the port is so it doesn’t get wet.”


  “I’d like that. Thanks,” she said, pulling farther back from him.


  “I’ll put everything in the bathroom for you. Sit still ’til I get back,” he said.


  Grabbing the bag from Raven, Cassius walked into the bathroom and laid everything out to make it easier on her. Then he turned on the water and adjusted the temperature to make sure it wouldn’t be too hot. When he returned to the room, he pulled out a plastic Ziploc bag and a roll of surgical tape he’d snatched from the nurse’s station while they’d been waiting on the doctor to see her. Her mouth formed a weak smile with a disbelieving look.


  “We’ll MacGyver it,” he said with a grin. “It’ll work. I promise.”


  “You watched MacGyver?” she asked.


  “Every time it was on. Got the DVDs, too,” he confessed.


  Cassius couldn’t believe he had told her that. He hadn’t seen that one coming. Something about her had him revealing secrets he swore he’d take to the grave with him. Yeah, sure. It was just an embarrassing obsession with the series, but no one other than his brother knew about it.


  “Okay, let’s get you taped up.” Cassius covered her hand and wrist with the gallon-sized bag then wrapped the surgical tape around it to seal it tight enough that hopefully water wouldn’t seep inside. Even if it was a bit too tight, it would only be on for a few minutes.


  “Ready to try standing up now?” he asked.


  “They had me up walking around the room earlier. I’m pretty steady,” she told him.


  “Good. Here we go.” He helped her off the bed, noticing again how small she was next to him. Of course, most women were tiny compared to he and his brother, but she seemed so fragile to him.


  She wavered a bit when she first stood up but it didn’t last long. He followed close behind her as she walked into the bathroom. When she turned around to shut the door, he grinned.


  “No. Out. I’ll be fine,” she said with narrowed eyes.


  “Fine. Be that way,” he told her with an exaggerated pout.


  She rolled her eyes and pointed to the door. “Out.”


  “I’m going,” he said with a smile. “Call out if you need help. I’m going to be standing right outside the door.”


  “I’ll be fine, but thanks.” She closed the door once he’d crossed the threshold.


  “Don’t lock the door in case you need help. I promise not to come in, River.” He waited, and when he didn’t hear the lock click, he relaxed.


  Cassius pulled the straight-back chair over to the door and sat down to listen and wait. He hoped he would hear if she had any trouble or fell. If she had been anyone to him other than a woman he found on the side of the road, he’d have insisted on being in there helping her. She’d only been up once after nearly having died.


  Although he and Merrick didn’t know the particulars of what had been done to her, they both did know that she’d been raped. The bruising and scrapes on her inner thighs that they’d seen before being kicked out of the exam room in the ER that night had pretty much screamed it. Hell, there’d been bruises in the shape of fingerprints where they’d held her legs apart.


  Just remembering them had his blood heated with the need to beat the hell out of something all over again. Women should never be treated like that. He didn’t know how Rhodes and Vernon had been able to deal with what had happened to Jessie. He would have tracked Ray, the vice president of Satan’s Sons, down and beaten him within an inch of his life before handing him over to the cops. Ray would never have gotten away with it for as long as he did.


  He purposely changed the direction of his thoughts so he didn’t get all worked up over it again. Instead, he thought about Merrick’s reaction to River. His brother played things close to the chest and rarely said much, but with River, he’d been pretty talkative. Not only that, but he’d pretty much made it clear, to him at least, that he was interested in the woman. It surprised him. He normally only messed around with women who knew the score. They weren’t looking for anything serious. Yet without even really knowing anything about her, Merrick had pretty much staked his claim.


  They both hoped to find a woman one day who was intelligent and interesting but would be willing to live a biker’s life with them. They preferred the life with its simplicity and ever-changing days. Sure, they lived at the clubhouse in Reo, but they made frequent runs that kept them from getting antsy. It was either that or live on the road and neither one of them really wanted to do that. This satisfied their itchy feet.


  Though they both liked the same type of woman, sharing hadn’t really been something they’d considered until the others in the club had started sharing their woman. Now it didn’t seem all that strange. They made it look so easy. He wasn’t stupid. Not with as many degrees as he had. Cassius knew it wasn’t a piece of cake, but outside of the usual arguments, they didn’t seem to have problems with jealousy or anything. Other than the women fussing that they ganged up on them when it came to something they wanted to do and didn’t need to, they all seemed happy.


  He shook his head. Why was he even thinking about it? River would be leaving soon. She’d go back to wherever her home was and forget all about them. More than likely she’d make it a priority to forget about anything that would remind her of her ordeal. They were part of a nightmare for her.


  The shower shut off in the bathroom. Cassius listened closely to make sure he didn’t miss it if she fell or needed help. No sound came from the other room for a long time. Then he heard the water in the sink turn on. When it turned off and a few minutes later the door opened again, Cassius stood up to help if she needed it. River walked out of the room wearing the knee length gown, her hair towel tousled down her back. She looked a different person already. Her eyes, a light brown, milky like a doe’s eyes, shone from her pretty oval face. Despite the bruising, she was a pretty woman with an engaging smile.


  “Feel better?” he asked.


  “Much better. Thanks.” She drew the brush down her hair then let her arms drop for a second before she did it again.


  “Let me brush your hair for you. I can tell your arms are still weak. Have a seat.” He pushed the chair over by the bed. “We can watch TV while I brush it.”


  She hesitated for a second then nodded and sat in the chair. He grabbed the remote and handed it to her. Then he took the brush from her hand and started drawing it through her long brown hair. The more he brushed, the lighter it grew as it dried. They watched an old Mel Gibson movie while he brushed her hair. By the time it was over, her hair had turned a soft mink color that shone from the brushing. He had thoroughly enjoyed doing it, watching the transformation from dark brown to soft strands of a lighter brown.


  It wasn’t lost on him that he was becoming attached to her. Nothing good would come of it, but he didn’t have the strength to pull back. He liked being around her. She was intelligent and funny. That made her very dangerous, but Cassius wasn’t going to walk away. Not this time.


  A soft knock at the door had him standing up to put himself between her and the door without him even thinking about it. When a nurse walked in carrying a tray with dinner on it, he smiled his thanks and took it from her. Once she’d left, he set it on the tray table and adjusted it for her to be able to eat while sitting in the chair.


  “Aren’t you hungry?” she asked.


  “I’ll get something to eat when I leave. Eat up, princess. I’m paying attention to what you eat,” he said with a smile. “I’m playing spy for the doctor.”


  She narrowed her eyes at him and picked up her fork. “Traitor.”


  Cassius chuckled and leaned back in the recliner to watch her eat. It hit him that he wanted to stay the night and watch her sleep, make sure she didn’t have any nightmares. He stiffened. Fuck! He had it bad. She was already under his skin. What in the hell was he going to do when she left? Because he knew she would. She wouldn’t stick around to play in the sheets with a couple of bikers who would remind her every day of what had happened to her. He was screwed.


  Chapter Four


  


  Thursday afternoon, River could hardly be still. She was going to get to leave in the morning as soon as the doctor checked her out. Hospitals had always made her uncomfortable, and the fact that she’d seen more than her share of emergency rooms didn’t help. As a photojournalist, she ended up in a lot of bad situations, which meant she had a better than usual chance of injury than most photographers.


  River had no idea where she was going to end up staying or how she was going to get there, but until she actually had her discharge papers in her hand, she couldn’t make any plans toward setting anything up. She’d call for a taxi once she had a time.


  Since she’d arrived with no form of identification or money, the second call she’d made after leaving a message for her parents had been to her assistant, Carey. The woman was a dynamo when it came to getting things done. Carey handled several people’s affairs from her home and was used to River going under the radar for long periods of time. To her surprise, the woman had been more than a little overjoyed to hear from her.


  “You were supposed to call when you arrived back in the states so I could take the hold off of your accounts, but you didn’t call and someone kept trying to use your cards. Were they stolen?” the woman asked.


  “Um, yes. You didn’t release them, did you?”


  “No. You told me not to do that until I heard from you, so I trusted you didn’t have them in your possession,” Carey said. “Are you okay? Were you mugged?”


  “I had a problem and lost my things. I’m fine though. Look. I need you to send me my package with all of my duplicate information in it. I’ll give you the address. Are you ready?” she asked.


  “Hit me, boss lady.”


  When she’d given her the address to the hospital, Carey had asked again if she was okay. After assuring her that she was and reminding her to have her phone cut off and reported as stolen, she’d disconnected. She hadn’t been surprised that someone had possession of her things and had tried to use her credit cards. It was why she had holds put on them while she was out of the US. She kept prepaid credit card accounts for that purpose in case of an emergency.


  Now she had a complete set of all of her papers including a passport, social security card, and driver’s license. Her package included five hundred dollars in cash and a new set of cards with different numbers. She’d keep the hold on the other ones for a while longer before deciding to cancel them or not.


  The knock on the door was familiar by now. It would be Merrick and or Cassius. They had a distinct rap. She smiled when they walked in.


  “How are you two doing?” she asked.


  “Good,” Cassius said. “We brought you some things in celebration of blowing this joint tomorrow.”


  She frowned. “You’ve already done way more than enough for me. I can’t accept anything else.”


  “Nonsense. You need something to leave in. I kind of doubt you would want to wear a gown out of here.” Merrick smirked.


  “The nurses said they’d find me some scrubs to wear until I could get to a store.” She didn’t want to take anything else from them. They’d been more than kind to her.


  “Well, we got something a little more comfortable. It’s going to be a little chilly out there tomorrow. Plus, you’ll need something warm to wear to go shopping in,” Cassius continued.


  Merrick pulled a large bag from behind him and set it on her lap. She’d been sitting in the chair as much as possible to bolster her strength so she’d be ready to leave as soon as the doctor released her. River was almost afraid to look in the bag. It felt heavy on her lap. She glanced up at the two men waiting impatiently for her to see what they’d gotten.


  With a sigh, she opened the bag and looked inside. She nearly gasped. There were several things in the bag which explained why it was so heavy. Her head jerked up and she narrowed her eyes at them.


  “I can’t accept this. It’s too expensive. All I need is some pants and a T-shirt to get out of here.” She held out the bag. “Take it back.”


  Merrick’s face turned granite hard. “Can’t take them back. They were on sale. You’re just going to have to deal with it.”


  When she looked at his brother, the other man had crossed his arms and wore the same stoic expression. She wasn’t going to get anywhere with him either. Fine. She’d accept them for now, and then have them sent to them later.


  “You’ll need them to ride on the back of the bike tomorrow when you get out of here,” Cassius added.


  “I don’t remember asking you for a ride,” she said, glaring at the two men.


  “Didn’t have to. We volunteered. The doctor said you were cleared for riding if he released you,” Merrick told her.


  “I don’t believe this. Why are you doing this? You don’t know me. I just don’t get it. You’ve taken turns staying with me all week. I don’t want you to lose your jobs because you’re not going to work. I’m not helpless, and I don’t need handouts. I have money and can pay for my things. I appreciate all you’ve done for me, but I feel like you’ve adopted me, like some stray animal.” Her voice had risen and she knew she was probably overreacting, but it unnerved her to have them so attentive after not remembering what happened to at least two months of her life.


  “We don’t see you as a stray we’re doing our civic duty by, River. We genuinely care about you and didn’t want you to feel completely alone in a strange place,” Cassius said. “I apologize if we insulted you. We didn’t mean to. We just wanted to help.”


  She covered her face with her hands. She felt like a heel. She was so used to people expecting something from her when she asked for anything that she didn’t know how to accept good will. She should have known it wasn’t charity. If it had been charity, they wouldn’t have spent so much time with her.


  “I’m sorry. I know I’m overreacting, but nothing has been normal for me in a long time now. Everything seems strange to me right now.” She couldn’t look at them. She was so ashamed of her behavior.


  One of them squatted in front of her and two fingers lifted her chin until she had no choice but to look into Merrick’s beautiful blue eyes.


  “It’s okay, River. Like you said, a lot has happened to you. Don’t try and figure it all out as if it has some hidden meaning. It’s just a sack of clothes to cover you and keep your warm. We aren’t going to lose our jobs because our club is our job, and if you were going to be anything, it wouldn’t be a stray dog, but a feisty kitten with teeth and claws.” He grinned at her. “Turns me on when you flash them at me.”


  River couldn’t say anything to that. He’d effectively cut down all her defenses. She’d grown attached to the two men and she knew it. It was another reason she’d been so upset at seeing what was inside the bag. They’d brought her a pair of jeans, a warm long sleeved T-shirt and a leather jacket. At the bottom, she saw a pair of low top riding boots. It made her feel as if they were trying to keep her or something. It made her wish it were true when she knew it wasn’t.


  “Okay, kitten?” he asked.


  She nodded her head, feeling as if her entire world had just tilted. And then he kissed her.


  


  * * * *


  


  The sound of the door swinging open and popping against the wall made her jump and Merrick was instantly on his feet standing between her and the door. Cassius had backed up a step to complete the barrier between her and whoever had barged into the room.


  “What the hell?” Cassius snapped. “Where’s the damn fire, Walker?”


  “We’ve got a problem,” the rich voice from the other side of her human wall said.


  “What is it?” Merrick asked, his hands tensing out beside him.


  She heard the door close with a soft snap both Merrick and Cassius stepped aside. Cassius stood next to her while Merrick actually sat on one arm of the recliner. The man who’d barged in wasn’t one of the men she’d met off and on during the last week. His oddly colored hair stood out since it was mostly light brown but had streaks of lighter colors as well. It had a slight shagginess to it but only reached his collar. He wasn’t as tall as the brothers, maybe six two. What snagged her attention though was the fact that he was looking directly at her wearing a very worried frown.


  “There are people asking around if anyone has seen a woman with brown hair and brown eyes that’s about her height. They’re her relatives and say she was in a bad accident and wasn’t quite right in the head. She’d wandered off and they’re worried about her,” the man they called Walker said.


  Cassius frowned and looked down at her. “I’m thinking they aren’t really your relatives, are they?” he said.


  She shook her head. Why would someone be looking for her? They had to be crazy. Didn’t they realize that the police would get involved? She looked over at Merrick.


  “If they’re looking for me, I must know something that’s important. Otherwise they would have just written me off as the one that got away from their little perverted games and cut their losses. They have to know that openly looking for me would draw attention to them when the police are probably involved by now.” She could see him thinking it over behind his eyes.


  “They aren’t really doing it out in the open. They’re only approaching people they know they can trust to keep their mouths shut. No one is going to go back to the police and rat on them,” Walker said.


  “Crap. That’s even worse,” Cassius snarled. “How did we find out?”


  “Tussler, believe it or not. The description sounded too close to his sister so he wanted to make sure she was okay. Don’t get that asshole. He was fine with Ray abusing her but was worried when it might have been someone else.” Walker leaned against the door. “He found out from a Skull’s member. Seems they’ve gotten into the search-and-rescue business. Of course, they’ve always been into human trafficking anyway.”


  “River. Think. Is there any reason you might have crossed paths with them? It could be they’re behind your kidnapping and had planned to sell you,” Merrick asked.


  “More than likely, they’re just working for whoever had her in the first place,” Cassius said. “She was worked over, Merrick. Whoever had her was trying to get information out of her. Getting her ready for the skin trade wouldn’t have included that sort of beating. The rapes, yeah, but not that.”


  River gasped. How had they known that she’d been raped? She’d never said anything to them. Surely the doctor hadn’t told them. He knew they were strangers to her.


  Cassius squeezed her shoulder. “I’m sorry, River. I shouldn’t have blurted that out. It was callous of me and your secret, not mine.”


  “H–how did you know?” she asked in a shaky voice.


  “We could see the bruising when they were undressing you in the emergency room before we left,” Merrick explained, caressing her cheek. “It only matters because you were harmed. It wasn’t your fault, River.”


  “I know.” She couldn’t look back up where Walker stood in front of the door. She didn’t know the man.


  “She’s not safe here anymore,” Walker told them. “Dom is contacting the doctor to get him to release her now so you can get her somewhere safe until we figure out what is going on.”


  “Does he know my doctor?” River asked, looking up at Cassius.


  “Yeah, unfortunately, we’ve had a lot of dealings with the man,” he said with a weak grin.


  “Come on. Time to get you dressed,” Merrick said, standing up again. He reached out for her with one hand and grabbed the bag they’d brought with the other.


  “I’ve got the door out there,” Walker said opening it and stepping through.


  “I’ve got it in here,” Cassius said. “Help her dress as fast as you can. We’re not waiting on the doctor.”


  River didn’t have time to protest. Merrick all but dragged her into the bathroom and closed the door. He opened the bag and pulled out underwear first.


  “Here. Put this on. I’m going to turn my back, but I want one hand somewhere on me at all times so you don’t fall. You don’t have a hand on me and I’m going to assume you’re about to fall and I’m turning around. Got it?” he asked.


  She didn’t argue, just nodded her head and took the garments from his hand. When he’d turned his back, she placed one hand on his back while awkwardly pulling off the gown with the other. When it came time to pull on the panties, she realized it just wasn’t going to work.


  “I can’t get them on without two hands, Merrick,” she hissed out.


  “Turn your back to me and I’ll hold you steady from behind while you get dressed. This would be so much easier if you weren’t so shy, kitten.”


  She growled at him but turned around. The second her hands left his back, he swung around and anchored his big hands on her very bare waist. They were warm, nearly hot against her skin. Their rough calluses rasped lightly over her as she moved around, trying to step into the underwear without losing her balance.


  Once she had them settled at her waist, River looked for a bra. “Where’s the bra?”


  “Didn’t get one. The ladies said you wouldn’t be able to stand having one on until your ribs had healed,” he said.


  “Oh. I hadn’t thought of that, but they’re probably right.” She sighed and took the jeans he handed her over her shoulder. Once she’d dragged them on, a large, thick T-shirt with long sleeves followed.


  “What does it say?” she asked as she tugged it on over her head. She winced at the pull to her ribcage.


  “The Ghost Riders on the back and Property of The Ghost Riders on front,” he said.


  She didn’t say anything. Instead, she grabbed the socks out of the tops of the boots and tried to walk over to the toilet to use it as a seat so she could get her socks on.


  “Where are you going?” he asked.


  “I need to sit down to put my socks on. Let go.”


  “I’ll take care of the socks and boots. Hold on to them.” He surprised her by picking her up so that one arm cradled her back and the other held her under her knees. Merrick opened the door with one hand and eased sideways through it.


  “Ready?” Cassius asked.


  “Just about. Got to get her socks and boots on.” Merrick sat her on the hospital bed and grabbed the socks from her. He had them on her feet in mere seconds.


  Cassius took one foot and his brother the other so that it only took another few seconds to get the boots on, laced, and tied.


  “I feel like I’m a steer at a rodeo and you should jump up and put your hands in the air like you just broke the world’s record in hogtying,” she quipped.


  “I like that you have a sense of humor, but don’t compare us to cowboys, darling,” Cassius chuckled.


  Just as they were about to leave, the door opened and Walker let her very frazzled-looking doctor inside. He looked her up and down and shook his head.


  “I suppose you aren’t going to be that much better in the morning than you are right now.” He held out a set of forms before putting another one on the bedside table. “Sign this one. The others tell you what to watch for and how to take care of yourself for the next four weeks while your ribs heal. They won’t be completely healed for at least six weeks. Make sure you take deep breaths and cough periodically to keep your lungs open and clear. Pneumonia is a common infection after rib fractures, especially considering how many you had. You were lucky to only have a mild case that is responding so well to the antibiotics we gave you.”


  She quickly signed the form and handed it back to him. “Thanks for taking care of me and for going out of your way now to help me.”


  “There are prescriptions for another seven days of antibiotics you need to take as well as pain medication. Do not tape up your ribs even if they hurt. It keeps you from taking deep breaths, which can lead to a relapse of your pneumonia and can cause your lung to collapse. If you have any problems while you’re in the area, call me. My number is on the forms.” He backed away and nodded at the two men. “Take care of her and make sure she gets plenty of rest. She’s not anywhere near healed enough to be on the run. Remember that.”


  “We’ll make sure she’s well taken care of, Doc. Thanks,” Merrick said.


  “We need to go,” Cassius said. “I don’t like this.”


  The doctor stepped aside and Cassius opened the door, saying something to Walker who still stood guard outside. A few seconds later, he turned back and nodded at them.


  “Let’s go. Stay between us and keep your head down,” Merrick said in a gruff voice.


  River had been in enough dangerous situations to know not to argue in the middle of things. She could fuss at them when the danger was behind them. Besides, they knew their way around and she didn’t. She trusted them. That wasn’t something she did lightly, either. Normally she didn’t even trust the guides that led her into jungles and across deserts, but she trusted Cassius and Merrick. They’d more than proved their sincerity in caring about her. They’d have a serious talk later.


  They made it all the way through the hospital without incident, but when they stepped outside Merrick cursed and all but threw her behind him. Cassius closed ranks so that they completely hid her behind their towering wide bodies. She could hear Walker talking to someone.


  “Yeah, Ajax had us checking on Ginger. She’s doing the clinical part of her course here. What are you doing here?” he asked.


  “Checking on a friend,” the thin voice said. “Gotta go.”


  She heard footsteps on concrete then the sound of a bike starting up. Walker walked over to where they stood and added his body to theirs to keep her hidden as the bike drove by.


  “That was too fucking close,” Merrick cursed. “We need to get her out of sight.”


  They hurried over to where three large bikes were parked. Two of them were a stunning midnight blue while the other was silver with black accents. Walker motioned them over to his bike where he was unlocking one of the saddlebags.


  “I borrowed one of the girl’s jackets. Switch out with me, River. We’ll trade back after we get you out of here,” he said, handing Cassius another leather jacket. This one had patches on it and The Ghost Rider’s patch and name on the back.


  She let Merrick help her pull off the one she was wearing and Cassius eased the other one on her. It was slightly too large, but not by much. The look in Merrick’s eyes when she straightened up bothered her. The mixture of arousal and possession shouldn’t have been aimed at her. Before she could say anything, Walker had climbed on his bike and started it. The noise prevented her from saying anything without screaming it to the world. She kept her mouth closed—for now.


  Chapter Five


  


  When River climbed on behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist, Merrick smiled in satisfaction. She felt right leaning against him like this. Her unfettered breasts pressed tightly to his back had his dick protesting against the jeans he had on. It was going to be one hell of a long ride with the vibration of the engine under his cock and balls and her soft tits rubbing his back. Fuck he loved it!


  “Ready to ride?” Cassius’s voice reached out over the speakers in his helmet.


  “How are you doing back there, kitten?” he asked.


  “Wow! Speakers in the helmets. I’m fine. Let’s go.”


  He chuckled and pulled out behind Cassius. Walker followed him, making sure no one snuck up on them. They were taking her home with them. It was the only place he thought they would be safe short of hitting the road. Even then they wouldn’t know if they were riding right into the territory of whoever was looking for her. No, holding up at the clubhouse while Turk worked his computer magic to find out what the fuck was going on was their best bet.


  “I’d forgotten how much fun riding on the back of a bike could be.” Her sweet voice filled his helmet.


  “Ridden much?” he asked.


  “Used to ride all the time when I was in high school and college. Not so much now.”


  “Nothing like it. It’s freedom,” he said. “As much as anyone can have these days.”


  “Heads up. Got company coming up on us. Looks like Skulls, guys,” Walker said told them.


  “How many?” Cassius asked.


  “Four,” Walker answered back.


  “River, do not take that helmet off for any reason. Understand?”


  “No problem. I’m glad my hair is under the jacket,” she said in his ear.


  “If we stop, give me some room to move if I need to, but keep your hands on me. You’re my old lady,” he told her.


  The other bikes roared up to them, spreading around them. One of the men pointed to the side of the road and jerked his helmet in that direction. Merrick shot him the bird and ignored him. He didn’t speed up. It would only give them a reason to assert themselves, but generally fucking with them was expected.


  “You know we’re going to end up pulling over, Merrick,” Cassius snarled. “Why are you jerking them around?”


  “I want to get as close to home as possible so if we have to make a run for it, we aren’t too far away,” he told him.


  “Don’t overdo it, man. We can’t afford for them to see her if we can manage it.”


  “Got it,” he snapped back.


  They rode another mile before the obvious leader of the group swerved on him and pointed to the shoulder again. Merrick figured they’d have to be close enough because the ass wipe was out of patience. He waved the man off.


  “Okay, we’re hitting the shoulder. Walker, move in as close as you can but leave room for us to haul ass if we need to. Don’t cut your engines,” he said as he slowly pulled off the shoulder, making sure he stopped on firm soil.


  He jerked his facemask up and glared at the bastard that had pulled up next to him.


  “What the fuck do you want? You’re on our turf, asshole,” he snarled at them.


  “Looking for someone. Thought you might have seen her.” The man looked pointedly at River.


  She’d immediately leaned back some when they’d stopped, but was rubbing his back with one hand while her other one had a finger in a belt loop. She was playing it good.


  “What do I look like to you, the goddamn eHarmony man? Go hook up on Match.com. Maybe you’ll get lucky and they won’t reject you,” he said, laughing with the others.


  “Hey, good one, M. The eHarmony man.” Walker laughed.


  “Shut the fuck up! She belongs to a friend of ours and he’s paying big bucks to get her back. You guys pop bounties all the time. You help me find her and I’ll share part of it with you,” he said.


  “What’s to stop us from just finding her on our own and keeping it all for ourselves?” Merrick asked.


  “You don’t know who is looking for her,” he said looking smug.


  Merrick shrugged. “Women are trouble. I’m not chasing after some bimbo for some bastard that can’t hold on to her for chicken scratch. If they’re serious about finding her, they’ll look us up eventually, anyway. You’re on your own. Good luck. Once we get called, you’re out of a job.” Merrick grinned and closed his face shield back down.


  When he revved the engine to signal that he was leaving, he felt River slowly lean up against his back once again. Her hands roamed around his waist to rub his thighs before she gripped him and he took off. He knew it had been a show for the Skulls, but damn if it hadn’t felt real to him. His cock was going to have thread lines from his jeans crisscrossing it by the time he got the damn things off.


  “Now where did you learn that move, River?” He heard Cassius ask.


  “Like I said earlier, I used to ride a lot back in school. I was a bit rebellious back then and leaned toward the bad boys around town,” she said with a soft chuckle.


  Merrick couldn’t help but grin at that bit of news. It sounded to him like she had a good bit of biker in her after all. That was good news to him. It meant that no chance in hell scenario he’d been working with had been upgraded to a one chance in a lifetime. He’d take that and run with it.


  


  * * * *


  


  River couldn’t believe she’d actually run her hands over Merrick’s thighs like that. It was a clear come-on to a biker. Merrick would know she’d only done it for show for those strange bikers who’d pulled them over. Wouldn’t he?


  She’d been afraid they would make them get off the bikes or demand that she remove her helmet. If she had, they would have known she was who they were looking for since her face hadn’t healed all the way yet and she had the right hair and eye color. She needed to color her hair and get contacts if possible. Once they stopped wherever they were taking her, she’d tell them she needed to grab some stuff.


  After another fifteen minutes, they slowed down. She looked around Merrick’s wide shoulders to see a huge concrete block building with several double-wide trailers attached and sticking out the back. They coasted through a gate that had been opened for them then closed behind them before speeding up and heading for the building. There were several garage bays to one side with various cars, trucks, and motorcycles inside and waiting in line. This had to be where they worked. Why were they stopping here?


  Merrick pulled up in a line of bikes with Cassius parking next to him. Walker moved up the line a few spots and pulled in there. Did they have designated parking spots? How weird was that? She waited until he had the bike stable and started to swing off. To her surprise, Cassius’s large hands plucked her off the back and eased her to the ground.


  “Your ribs okay? Did I hurt you?” he asked.


  “No. You just startled me. I’m fine. Why did we stop here?” she asked.


  Merrick had climbed off the bike and was putting their helmets away. He grinned and she knew she wasn’t going to like the answer.


  “This is home, kitten. You’re going to hide out with us until we can figure out who’s after you. Welcome to The Ghost Riders’ clubhouse,” he said.


  Her jaw dropped open, but she immediately snapped it closed again. “I can’t stay here. I’ve got to leave the state. They won’t find me if I’m across the country.”


  “It’s too dangerous for you to take any form of transportation out right now. Whoever it is will be watching them. You can count on that. They’ve got a lot of money to have hired The Skulls to search for you. They don’t work cheap. They have too many other irons in the fire to take on pissant jobs of finding missing women,” Merrick said, leaning down so that his face was only inches from hers. “You’re staying here until we learn more about what to expect. We’ve got one of the best hackers around. Turk will find out what is going on and then we can figure out how to keep you safe.”


  She turned to Cassius. The other man’s face held the same grim determination as his brother’s did. She pulled her hair out of the back of the jacket. She was getting hot now that they weren’t on the bike with the wind blowing. It didn’t look like she had much choice.


  “I need some hair color and sunglasses so people won’t recognize me as easily,” she finally said.


  “Smart idea,” Cassius said. “I bet the ladies can help you out there. Come on in and meet everyone.”


  They steered her toward a door off to the left of the bays keeping her between them. Cassius opened the door and urged her in ahead of him. They followed and she found herself in a small office complete with desk, chair and file cabinets. Sitting behind the desk was a husky woman with enormous breasts. She grinned and stood up.


  “Hi there, honey. I’m Jugs. I take care of everyone around here. You must be River.” She held out her hand. River shook it.


  “Hi. Thanks. Nice to meet you,” she managed to get out.


  “Where’s Dom and Reece?” Merrick asked.


  “Kitchen. They were drinking coffee and talking with Turk and Butch,” she said.


  “Let’s go see if they know anything yet,” Merrick said, gripping her upper arm in a light clasp.


  She followed them through the opposite door into a large family room of sorts. There were several couches and loveseats scattered around and what looked like a bar running the length of one wall. It even had barstools in front of it. She wasn’t able to see much more since the two men pulled her along as they strode from that room into another room.


  This one had a large kitchen on one end with an equally large eating area with one massive table and a smaller table to one side. Right now, three men sat at the big table talking and drinking coffee. When they walked in, all heads looked up. She recognized Reece, as he’d been to the hospital once while she’d been there. She didn’t recognize the other two men.


  “Trouble?” One of the men she didn’t know with shaggy black hair leaned back in his chair.


  “Four Skulls caught up with us a little over halfway here and pulled us over, asking if we’d seen a woman fitting River’s description. They even offered to share the bounty on her if we helped them find her,” Cassius told him.


  “Do you think they recognized her?” the man asked.


  “No. She’s familiar enough with bikers that she was pretty convincing,” Merrick said with a smile.


  The man stood up, walking around to where she stood, and held out his hand to her.


  “I’m Dominic, the leader of this merry band of misfits. I understand you’ve already met my right-hand man, Reece. That one over there is Turk. He’s got magic hands when it comes to anything electronic. That includes computers. We’ll find out what is going on,” he assured her. “In the meantime, you’re more than welcome here and are under our protection. They will introduce you around. I know the other ladies are anxious to meet you, as well.”


  She couldn’t help but respond to his smile. He seemed much less intimidating with the smile in place. Still, she knew he wasn’t a man to mess with. He and Reece both looked as if they didn’t take crap off of anyone. Then, again, Merrick and Cassius looked that way as well, but she wasn’t scared of them.


  “Thanks. I’m sorry for all the trouble I’m causing. I told them I could just leave the state, and then you wouldn’t be involved,” she said.


  The instant tensioning of the two men on either side of her wasn’t lost on her. Evidently it wasn’t missed by the man standing in front of her either. He gave her a slow, slightly scary smile.


  “We thrive on trouble, River. Since Merrick and Cassius have taken a liking to you, then you’re essentially family and we protect what’s ours.”


  It was her turn to stiffen this time. She opened her mouth to deny that she was anything to the two hulking men standing next to her but Cassius spoke first.


  “What have you found out so far?”


  “Have a seat and let’s talk,” Dom said. “Coffee is fresh, there’s beer and soft drinks in the fridge. Help yourself, River.”


  “I’ll get it. Have a seat. You’re supposed to be resting,” Merrick said with a growl.


  Everyone at the table burst out laughing then sobered when Merrick growled at them. Cassius led her to a chair and sat down between her and Turk. Merrick called from the direction of the industrial-sized refrigerator.


  “There’s Diet Coke, Sprite, Dr. Pepper, tea, and water. What do you want, River?”


  “Um, Diet Coke, please,” she said.


  An ice cold drink appeared in front of her followed by a plate of what appeared to be homemade cookies. He returned to the table a few seconds later with two cups of coffee and sat on the other side of her. The other men smiled and Turk reached out a hand to snag a cookie. Cassius slapped it and glared at the man.


  “You’re not the one who needs to gain weight, asshole. You could stand to lose a few pounds if you ask me,” Cassius fussed.


  “Fuck you, man. I’m in prime shape. The women go crazy over this body.” Turk stood up and preened, showing off his bulging biceps.


  “Settle down, you two.” Reece chuckled. “We’re working against the clock here, guys.”


  “First of all, River, I admire your work. Really intense stories,” he said.


  “Thanks.” She was surprised that he knew anything about her work. Again, she was jumping to conclusions about them. That needed to stop. They were putting their lives on the line for her.


  “Second of all, I apologize up front for digging through your life, but I needed to know what we were dealing with.” Turk opened a folder.


  “Excuse me? What do you mean, digging through my life?” she asked, more than a little scared now.


  “Turk hacked into your records to try and figure out what made you important enough for someone to want you back,” Dom said. “I told him to. Don’t get pissed at him.”


  She opened her mouth to tell all of them to fuck off. She didn’t appreciate anyone going through her life. She’d worked hard to keep her personal life separate from her professional one. She didn’t get the chance.


  “They want you back bad enough to offer a million-dollar reward for you, River,” Dom said softly.


  She closed her mouth. Maybe all he’d been able to dig up had been related to her professional life. She was probably jumping to conclusions.


  “I’m going to jump straight into her last trip since that seems to be where it all started,” Turk said.


  River relaxed. Work. Relief poured over her like a bucket of warm water. She could handle anything they dug up when it came to her job. She was proud of her work and though she’d walked some lines, she didn’t think she’d ever crossed any to get the story she wanted to show the world.


  “River, you arrived in South America at Macapa, Brazil on June 10. On June 11, you bought a lot of equipment for an extended trek into the Amazon rain forest. You listed your route to be along the Amazon River. On June 12, you hired a guide by the name of Rubi who was to take you to Iquitos. You were planning to travel by boat at times, by Jeep when possible, and on foot when necessary. Rubi’s younger brother was with you to help with the gear.” Turk stopped and looked down in her direction. When she didn’t say anything, he continued listing her whereabouts over a three-week period.


  “From there, things got patchy. You were in Boca do Jari on the fifteenth, and Almeirim on the nineteenth. You showed up again on the twenty-third in Santarem and in Parintins on the twenty-fifth.”


  “How were you able to find out where all I’d been? I don’t understand.” She gaped at the man sitting on the other side of Cassius.


  “Pretty much any place you go in the world you leave an electronic footprint. Now, granted, you didn’t leave me much to work with since you rarely used any sort of electronic payment in most places, but you had your cell phone on fairly often. I was able to pick up where your signal had originated based on the tower or satellite it was paired with at any given time. The GPS function on your phone only works in the US, so that only helped me once you returned to the states,” he said.


  River watched him as he continued to outline how he’d managed to track her so precisely. There was no hint of pride or that he was bragging on his face or in his voice. It was just something he did at his leader’s request. No big deal. Fear gripped her now. He would be able to find out anything if he really dug. No thick layer of cover or levels of secrecy would prevent this man from learning every dirty little secret in her life.


  Cassius studied her face. “River?” Are you okay?”


  Chapter Six


  


  She swallowed and plastered a smile on her face. “Y–yes. I’m just shocked at how much he was able to find out. It’s a little unnerving to realize that I’m that vulnerable to someone picking apart my life.”


  Turk smiled, finally showing a little smugness at his abilities. “Don’t worry. There are maybe a handful of people in the world who can delve beneath a life to the depth that I can. You’re safe.” He frowned. “Or you will be when we figure out who’s behind your kidnapping and why.”


  “What have you found out other than where all she’d been while in South America?” Merrick snapped.


  “The thing is, according to her itinerary she was supposed to travel all the way to Iquitos, but didn’t finish the route. Instead, she veered off at Rio Apuau then showed up in Rio Jauaperi. She flew out of Manaus, stopping only once to change planes before arriving back stateside in Albuquerque, New Mexico, July.”


  “So she made a sudden detour and then a complete change of plans, leaving the story unfinished to fly back to the US. That definitely points to finding out something important and running for your life,” Cassius concluded leaning back in the chair.


  “Only I don’t think she was running for her life,” Merrick spoke up in his gruff voice. “She isn’t the type to give up. Look what she’s gone through already. I bet she had evidence of something and was trying to get it out of the country to show the world.”


  “You’ve only known me a few days, Merrick. How can you know something like that for certain? I could be a total wimp and decided that everything was just too hard, too much for me to deal with,” she said, frowning at the man.


  “Do you think that’s what happened?” he asked her back.


  She sighed and shook her head. “No. I think Cassius is right. If I’d found out something that was that important, I wouldn’t have trusted the local authorities. I would have hightailed it out of there to show it where it would get noticed and make the most difference. Without knowing what it was that I might have discovered, I don’t know where I would have gone first,” she said.


  “What might she have seen or overheard while out in the middle of the rainforest?” Dom asked.


  Merrick and Cassius looked at each other over her head. Merrick sighed. “The thing is, depending on who is involved, anything from illegal poaching, exotic animal capture for private zoos, drug trafficking, to simple murder could lead to someone wanting her dead.”


  “But they didn’t just want her dead. They had her, for weeks it looks like, and didn’t kill her. They tortured her, which indicates they needed some time of information from her,” Cassius finished.


  “If they just wanted to know what she’d seen and if she’d told anyone,” Merrick continued, “they would eventually have killed her when she couldn’t or wouldn’t tell them and no evidence that anyone was on to them appeared. That puts us back to where we started since they hadn’t killed after at least two weeks.”


  “That means they knew she had evidence of something and needed to know where it was since she obviously hadn’t had it on her body when they captured her,” Reece said, rubbing his hand over his close cropped hair.


  “River. Until you remember what you saw or knew or where you stashed evidence of what you’d found out, you’re not going to be safe,” Dom told her with a frown.


  “Jesus,” Merrick said.


  Cassius rubbed her back. “Time for a nap. You need to rest, so we’ll worry about this tomorrow.”


  “We need to get her medications filled, but if one of us shows up at a pharmacy, it would look suspicious,” Merrick said.


  “Not a problem. Leave them with me,” Reece said. “I’ll get them picked up and handed off to one of our guys. They should be here by the time she wakes up.”


  “If you need something for pain and aren’t allergic to anything, we have some leftover meds from when Murdock got stabbed a few months back,” Dom told her.


  She hesitated, unsure that it was a good idea to take someone else’s meds.


  “Are you hurting, River?” Merrick asked with a slight growl to his voice.


  “A little. I’ll just take some Tylenol or something,” she said.


  “What kind are they?” Merrick asked, ignoring her.


  “Her prescription says Percocet, 7.5 milligrams,” Cassius told them.


  Reece had hurried off to retrieve the bottle of leftover medication. He grinned as he returned. “Looks like we have a winner. Percocet, 7.5 milligrams. Doc really did us a favor this time.”


  “Great,” Merrick said. He took the bottle from Reece and handed it to Cassius. “Get her settled and make sure she takes one.”


  River started to argue, but one look at him told her Merrick wasn’t going to argue with her about it. She would tell Cassius that she didn’t need it when she got ready to lie down. He’d listen and let her have some Tylenol instead. After taking pain pills, River always felt like she’d gone on a drinking binge and didn’t want to wake up feeling that way.


  “Take our old room. It’s clean. We’ve moved everything out now that we’re in the new house. Raven loves it. Can’t say I don’t like the added privacy, either,” Dom chuckled. “Nothing like getting interrupted by one of you clowns when we’re busy.”


  Cassius grinned. “Yeah, I was waiting for one of us to lose our head every time we knocked and barged in, but it sure was fun.”


  Dom glared at him, though his eyes still twinkled with amusement. She realized that he hadn’t minded all that much being walked in on while they’d obviously been having sex with their, um, old lady.


  As Cassius led her out of the kitchen carrying a glass of water and the pill bottle, River couldn’t help but wonder where he was taking her. Dom had said for her to take their old room. Would she be isolated all alone? Would the guys be close to her so that she felt safe?


  He turned and opened a door at one end of the long hall. She hesitated and he nodded his head for her precede him into the room. To her surprise, the room was a nice size with a complete bedroom suit with a king sized bed centered against one wall. It all looked old but in good shape and appeared clean. The room had been decorated in warm colors of gold and orange. Since there was plenty of light in the room, the colors weren’t too dark.


  “It looks very nice. Is there a bathroom close by?” she asked.


  “The door to the right outside the room. If it’s closed, someone’s in it. If it’s open, you’re welcome to it,” Cassius said. “Come on, sweet thing. Let’s get you settled. Here’s the pill and the water. Bottoms up.”


  “I really don’t need anything that strong. Let me have some Tylenol. That will work just fine,” she said.


  “You can bat those pretty doe eyes at me all you want, but it’s not going to change the fact that you’re in pain and need this pill.” Cassius set the water on the dresser and grabbed her hand, dropping a pill in it and closing her fingers around it. “Swallow it. You don’t want me to treat you like a kid and force you to swallow it.”


  River felt the blood leave her face. She didn’t want him forcing her to do anything. She quickly swallowed the pain medication and grabbed the glass of water. Once she’d managed to down half of it, she handed the glass back to Cassius and walked over to the bed. Before she could start unlacing the boots and pulling them off, he was kneeling at her feet.


  “Don’t even try to bend over, sweetness. You’ll hurt your ribs. I’ll get them. Do you want to leave your socks on for warmth or do you think you’ll be warm enough in bed? There’s another blanket over there on the chair if you need more covers,” Cassius said.


  “I don’t like anything on my feet when I’m sleeping if I can get away with it. Take them off, too.”


  Cassius had her socks and boots off in mere seconds. Then he helped her stand up and started to pull her shirt over her head. River gasped and grasped his fingers to stop him.


  “What are you doing?” she asked.


  “Getting you ready for bed. You aren’t going to be comfortable with all of this on. You can sleep in one of my shirts if you want to. It will be big enough but not bulky.”


  She frowned at him. “Then go get it and I’ll put it on when you leave.”


  He gave her a slow evil grin but let go of the shirt and turned toward the door. He was only gone a few seconds. When he returned, he had an armful of things that he set on the dresser before pulling an overly large T-shirt off the top. The slogan on it had something to do with beer, not surprising. After he handed it to her, he pulled back the covers.


  “Get dressed. I’ll be back in a few minutes to tuck you in. Don’t take too long.” He winked and spun around to walk out the door. It snapped shut behind him.


  Muttering to herself about stubborn, bossy men, River carefully pulled off her clothes and pulled on the tee he’d brought her. It felt soft to her skin, making her grateful that she hadn’t been forced to sleep in the bulky clothes. Not five seconds after she’d climbed into the surprisingly comfortable bed, Cassius walked back into the room wearing a huge grin and not much else. She was sure her mouth gaped open like a fish out of water.


  “Where are your clothes?” she finally managed to gasp out.


  “I took them off. I don’t like anything on me when I’m sleeping either, but”—he dropped the towel he’d wrapped around his waist—“I am wearing boxers for your sake. I had to dig down to the bottom of the drawer to even find any. I don’t wear them as a rule.”


  She frowned. “You wear briefs?”


  He laughed, walking closer to the bed. “No, I don’t wear any underwear. Cuts down on the laundry.”


  She was sure her eyes were even wider than the doe’s he’d compared them to earlier when trapped in headlights. Why was she shocked? They were bikers and it had already become obvious that Cassius liked to embarrass her. She closed her mouth and struggled to relax her eyes in hopes she wouldn’t look so naive. She wasn’t, not really.


  “Fine. Then why aren’t you in your room if you’re going to bed? Then you wouldn’t have to wear them if they bother you so much.” She was proud of how strong her voice sounded.


  “Oh, I’m going to bed in my bed, sweetness. Move over. This is my bed now.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cassius eased out from beneath the covers hoping he didn’t wake River up. She needed the rest. Thank goodness the pill had worked its magic so quickly. He wanted to find out what more Turk had found out that he’d held back with River present.


  She hadn’t been pleased when he’d climbed into bed with her. Originally he had only planned on lying on top of the covers fully clothed until she fell asleep, but her sassy mouth was too much to resist. He’d decided to push her buttons and pushed the envelope instead. The feel of all that silky soft skin against his had nearly been more than he could stand. He longed to touch her and taste her in more ways than one.


  When he’d climbed into the bed next to her, River had scooted all the way to the other side and had attempted to climb out. He’d quickly pulled her back to the middle of the bed and held her there, careful of her injuries, especially the broken ribs.


  Now, watching her sleep, he wanted nothing more than to climb back into the bed with her and let Merrick fill him in later. He knew that wouldn’t be a smart move on his part though. Not only would he end up blowing their chance with her by pushing her too fast, but Merrick would kick his ass as soon as he found out what he’d done already. Cassius sighed and backed slowly away from the bed.


  By the time he’d dressed and made it to the kitchen, the other men had left. He fixed a couple of sandwiches and grabbed a beer. They’d be in the sanctuary where they held all official meetings. The garage was closed down by the look of the crew milling around in the den area. Several of them nodded at him as he passed through. Jugs and several of the other ladies were sitting around talking as he slipped behind the bar and knocked on the door. When it opened, he walked inside and took a seat next to his brother.


  “Did I miss anything important?” he asked, taking a huge bite of his sandwich.


  “Nope. We were just talking about the reports we go in on what the Sons were up to. So far, nothing out of the ordinary. I’m more interested in what The Skulls are doing right now, outside of trying to track your woman down,” Dom said.


  “She’s not our woman,” Merrick said in a gruff voice.


  “Yet,” Reece said with a soft smile. “I’d recognize that possessive streak coming out in you from a mile away.”


  “Bullshit,” Merrick argued.


  “We can argue this later. Right now, we need to talk about the rest of what Turk found out. As soon as he gets off the phone over there, we’ll continue.” Dom nodded over to where Turk was standing against the far wall talking to someone.


  Merrick turned to Cassius. “Did she fight you over taking the pain pill?”


  “Well, she started to, but I told her I’d just treat her like a child and shove it down her throat if she argued about it. That was all it took. I was kind of surprised,” he admitted.


  Merrick nodded. “She was a lot more tired than she wanted to admit. The doc only said she could ride a short distance. He didn’t realize we were going to come all the way back here. I’m sure it exhausted her.”


  “Not to mention the run-in with The Skulls. Damn, she was good though. She played it just right without going over the top.” Cassius watched his brother’s expression. He wasn’t letting much slip.


  “Don’t go getting attached to her, brother. You know she’s going to jump ship first opportunity,” Merrick warned him.


  “Not if we convince her to change her mind about leaving,” he said.


  Merrick all but snarled at him. “Are you fucking crazy? She’s not going to hang around with a pair of bikers when she’s used to traveling the world.”


  “A pair of bikers. Sounds like you’re at least on board with sharing her,” Cassius pointed out.


  Before either of them could say anything more, Turk returned to the table and kicked his chair back so he could sit down. The irritation in his movements sang out loud and clear. He scrubbed his hands over his face a few times then sighed.


  “This is bigger than we thought. When I came up with a lot of dead ends, I put out some feelers to see if anyone had any idea what might be going on. Whatever it is River saw or heard, it involves the CIA and a few other alphabet soup groups that aren’t officially associated with the government,” he said.


  “Fuck!” Dom and Merrick said at the same time. Cassius just held his tongue. He had a sickening feeling it would only get worse.


  “So what did you find out?” Reece asked.


  “There are several classified ops going on in the area right now, including drugs, poaching, and illegal mining. From what I can glean, there are two major drug operations and one smaller one. Of the two bigger focuses, one is situated along the Negro River in Brazil. There’s a faction of the local government that has been trying to roust them out for the last six months with little success. Unofficially, we have an operation in place working it. That means there are undercover agents inside the operation.”


  “So there’s a good chance she stumbled on one of the active missions down there,” Cassius said.


  “That would be my guess. The problem is, without official recognition of the operation, she’s a liability for the US as well as the bad guys,” Turk told them.


  “Hell,” Merrick said. “Where the fuck do we start trying to unravel this mess?”


  The room grew quiet as the reality of what they were up against sank in. Cassius felt as if his gut was a tangled knot inside of him. How could they possibly figure out something that had happened thousands of miles away?


  “Honestly, I think our best bet is to work backward,” Turk finally said.


  Everyone, himself included stared at the man as if he’d lost his freaking mind. How the hell could they start at the end to figure out who was after her and why? It had all started in South America. That’s where they would find answers, right?


  The more he thought about it, the more he realized that Turk was on to something though. The tough part of that was knowing that the key to moving in that direction lay with River and her lost memory. She needed to remember what it was she had seen or heard and where she had been headed when she’d landed in New Mexico.


  “I don’t like it, but Turk’s right,” he said.


  “That means River’s got to regain her memory and fast,” Merrick reminded him with a glare. “Right now, she’s too weak to push and we don’t have a lot of time before someone figures out where she is.”


  “We’ll start out with what I do have. Give her a day or two at the most then start working with her,” Turk suggested.


  Merrick held up his hand and leaned back in the chair thinking. Everyone knew the man well enough to know that meant he was arranging things in his head to come up with a plan. He and Cassius were both able to compartmentalize information into files that were as intricate as they were detailed with information. They each had specific areas where they had more expertise than the other. He had no idea what Merrick was focusing on, but he prayed it would be a way to help their woman.


  Just the sound of that phrase in his mind settled him. They’d kidded around some about sharing a woman when some of the other men had gone that route, but neither of them had really thought they would find a woman worth the effort such a relationship would involve. Now that they had, it was in their faces to really consider it. First, however, they had to keep her safe.


  Finally Merrick nodded and drew in a deep breath. “Turk, we need everything you can get us on her trip to South America and everything you can get us on what happened to her once she arrived back. We’re going to slowly walk her through the events in her memory as it unfolds for her.”


  “I don’t understand,” Reece said.


  “Think about when you are trying to find something you misplaced. When you walk yourself back through the events surrounding the object, you are able to locate it by association. You remember that you had your keys when you were driving home. That placed them in the car. Then you remember dropping them on the counter in the kitchen on the way through the room. That leads to remembering that you were hot and sweaty and you took a shower. Before it’s over with, you remember that you also left your cell phone next to them and when you got out of the shower, it was ringing so you ran to grab it, knocking the keys to the floor under the bar stool. You planned to pick them up after you finished your call, but got sidetracked.”


  Everyone just stared at Merrick like he’d spouted out the Canterbury Tales in perfect Old English. Then Reece’s mouth lifted in a lopsided grin.


  “Glad I don’t think like you do. I’d be worn out and forget what I was talking about before I finished.”


  “Screw you,” Merrick said good naturedly.


  “You’ve got a woman now for that,” he said.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Something was chasing her. River wasn’t sure if it was a wild animal or a man, but she knew it meant danger. That same danger had been stalking her for days. It had followed her back to Manaus and again in New Mexico. She’d been sure she had covered her tracks, but she wasn’t a spy. It was only a matter of time until they managed to outsmart her and she’d be at their mercy. River had to ditch the evidence and make sure it ended up in safe hands in case she didn’t make it. But where?


  Every direction she turned, eyes watched her. Jungle eyes, animal eyes, children’s eyes, dead eyes, and those who had asked her to kill them, but she hadn’t. They closed in on her until all she could see were their bloodshot images bearing down. When they touched her, she screamed.


  “Easy, River. You’re safe. Nothing is going to happen to you here,” Cassius soothed.


  Her breaths came in shallow gasps as she panted in an effort to draw a deep breath. Once she was able to speak, she looked around to find both Cassius and Merrick bare chested in the bed with her.


  “You’re in bed with me,” she pointed out as if they didn’t know where they had been sleeping.


  Merrick’s amused expression only made her angry. She glared at him. “You can’t sleep with me, Merrick. Get your own bed.”


  “This is our bed now and you’re sleeping between us where you’ll be safe. No one will take you from between us, kitten. Just relax. We have on boxers.” He said that last, as if the word “boxers” was a vile disease.


  “I don’t care! We can’t sleep together.”


  Cassius chuckled. “We can and we have been until you had a nightmare and started beating us with your tiny little fists.”


  She looked down at her hands then back to theirs. Hers were small compared to their massive ones. The fact that she’d hit them in her sleep was a little embarrassing. Still, if they hadn’t been there in the first place, she wouldn’t have touched them.


  And I wouldn’t have had someone to wake me out of the dream.


  “I’m sorry if I hurt you,” she said softly.


  “As if those wimpy things could hurt a fly.” Merrick grinned and shook his head. “I was much more worried about the thrashing legs. Your knees came pretty damn close to my balls a time or two.”


  River felt her face heat at that. Why did they affect her this way? Who was she kidding? They were handsome hunks who had saved her life and then made it their business to care for her. She would be a real cold-hearted bitch if she didn’t feel something for them.


  “Do you want to talk about it?” Cassius asked out of the blue.


  Merrick rested his hand on top of one of hers and gently squeezed. Her eyes jerked to his, but all she saw was concern there. She’d expected pity. Instead, he seemed genuinely worried about her. It contrasted harshly with his bad-boy persona.


  “Kitten?” Merrick ran a finger across her cheek. “You can tell us anything. It might help if you talk about it.”


  She hesitated then sighed. She needed to figure this out. Something told her that she didn’t have much time before her luck ran out.


  “I–I just get images and feelings. I’m being chased by someone, but I don’t know who it is. There are all of these eyes in the jungle around me, watching me, following me as I run. Some of them are from the animals but some of them are human. Some of them are children and they hurt the most. Some of them are dead, and I know that I can’t help them anymore.” Her chest began to hurt and she realized that she’d held her breath in as she talked. River let it out and winced at the pain in her ribs.


  “Are you hurting? Do you need a pain pill? We got your prescriptions filled,” Cassius said as he started to roll off the bed.


  “No. I just moved wrong. I’m not really hurting,” she assured him.


  “What else, River?” Merrick asked, pulling her back to what they’d been talking about.


  “That’s really all. They just keep begging me to help them, but I don’t know how.” She shivered.


  “You’re safe here, River. You need to go back to sleep. It’s only four. It’s way too early to think about getting up,” Cassius said.


  Merrick turned over on his side with his back facing her. “Put your arm over my waist. I don’t want to risk hurting you.”


  She didn’t even think about it, just followed his directions and immediately relaxed against his warm skin. She could feel the heat radiating off his bare skin all the way through her shirt. The addition of Cassius’s chest to her back soon had her toasty warm. Their combined heat felt good to her sore muscles. It wasn’t until she’d relaxed that she remembered that she’d been angry that they’d been sleeping with her in the first place. That led to the reason she hadn’t wanted them sleeping with her, and now one very obvious and hard cock pressed in at the crack of her ass. She should have been furious, or at the very least, mad. Instead, River squeezed her eyes shut at the fact that she was turned on. Her pussy was leaking and her nipples had pebbled hard against Merrick’s back.


  Every fiber in her body ached to feel their hands on her, touching and stroking her. Their touch would be rough and insistent. Their callused hands would rasp exquisitely across her tight nipples and down her sides, stinging her skin and leaving it feeling alive. More of her juices leaked from her pussy to wet her inner thighs as she closed them tighter together.


  She drew in Merrick’s heady scent. The strange mixture of hot male and leather went straight to her head. She very nearly groaned out loud with need. Somehow she had to stop her wayward thoughts from taking her down this road. It would only lead to torment and a broken heart. She couldn’t let herself forget that men weren’t to be trusted, no matter how well they treated her. It was just their nature to deceive and disappoint in the end.


  Cassius’s warm breath fanned across her neck and shoulder, its warmth seeping even deeper than her skin. It sank right into her soul. She was in so much trouble. Her body had already deserted her. It wouldn’t take much more for her mind to make the leap.


  “Kitten, if you don’t stop humping my ass and moaning in my ear, I’m going to turn you over and fuck you blind. There’s only so much a man can take.” Merrick’s voice came out in a soft rumble that vibrated through his back straight to her nipples.


  “I can smell her, Merrick. She’s on fire,” Cassius said from behind her. He nuzzled her neck, nipping and licking his way over to her jaw.


  “Hell. None of us are going to get any sleep this way,” Merrick groused.


  River thought her face would catch fire as hot as it grew, but when Merrick pulled away from her to roll over, there wasn’t disgust or anger apparent on his face. Instead, pure desire lit his eyes with a fire she almost feared.


  “We can’t fuck her, Merrick. We’ll hurt her ribs, man.” Cassius stared over her at his brother.


  Merrick smiled. “I could sure use a taste of her sweet pussy. What about you, brother?”


  Cassius’s grin lasted only long enough for him to slip down the bed, pulling the covers with him until she was bare to the cool night air. She yelped and started to reach for the sheets, but a reminder pain from her ribs stopped her.


  “Guys. This isn’t a good idea,” she warned them.


  “Oh, it’s a good idea all right. Lie back and relax, kitten. We’re going to take good care of you,” Merrick said with a smug smile. Then he, too, scooted down to the foot of the bed, leaving her to gape down at the two men.


  Cassius crawled slowly up, straddling her body with his arms and legs. The shaggy-haired man stopped even with her waist. He shoved the shirt she was wearing up her belly to just below her breasts. Then, as if on second thought, he pushed it over them to bunch under her neck. The fingers of one hand rubbed lightly over the taut nubs before pinching first one then the other giving her a wicked smile.


  River’s eyes closed at the delightful sensation it caused. She could feel that slight pinch all the way to her clit. Before she could fully enjoy it, Cassius began licking and kissing his way down her body, pausing at her belly button to lick and kiss her there. His tongue dipped inside then circled around the tiny hole before moving lower to skim over her hip bones and the ticklish spots at her pelvis. She nearly shot up off the bed, but Merrick’s broad hand was there holding her down.


  “Don’t jump, or you’ll end up hurting yourself,” he said in an amused voice.


  “C–can’t help it when he tickles me like that,” she gasped.


  Merrick chuckled then softly rubbed her belly as his brother worked his shoulders between her thighs until they were spread almost wider than she could stand. River had never been able to do the splits and damn if their shoulders weren’t almost wide enough to require it. But then everything about the two men screamed awesome.


  To distract herself from Cassius being up close and personal with her girly parts, River studied what she could see of Merrick’s tattooed body. She wanted to ask him to turn on the lights so she could really look at the artwork on him. Ink traveled from an inch above his elbow up his arm to curl over his shoulder and continue down either side. The one on the arm she could see now looked like part of a dragon that covered his upper arm to rest on his shoulder with the wings flapping down on either side, but she couldn’t be sure. The design work on it was breathtaking. River started to reach and touch it, but Cassius’s tongue struck in that moment and everything fell away to sensation.


  A flick of his devious tongue across her clit sent her soaring for the sun. She knew if she reached it, she’d disintegrate, but at the moment, she didn’t care. Every rasp of it across her throbbing nub had her cunt tightening and her pussy juices flowing. He pulled back and circled it several times before slipping down to her slit and stabbing it inside of her.


  River’s moans and groans soon turned to whimpers and soft shouts as Cassius drove her higher and higher toward release. He slid his hands beneath her ass cheeks and lifted her closer to his mouth as she groaned with his mouth over her clit. A thick finger pressed inside of her sopping wet slit letting her know that Merrick hadn’t left when his mouth had disappeared from where he’d been torturing her breasts and nipples. Now he was closer to her cunt and helping his brother torture her by stretching her hot pussy with his thick fingers. When he seemed sure she was relaxed enough, he pumped his fingers in and out of her.


  Now she knew she was done for. With both of them working her cunt over, she’d come soon for sure. Every nerve ending in her body was alive with sensation, keeping her on edge and aware of every touch to her body.


  Cassius sucked her clit into his mouth, nipping the tiny bud before drawing on it as a baby would a teat. Fire danced across her body, causing her to jerk on the bed as she came apart between the two men. Her body jerked, but once again Merrick held her still with his hand so she didn’t jar her ribs too much. Cassius slowly softened his licks on her clit before lapping at the cum leaking from her slit.


  “Move over, Cassius. It’s my turn. She tastes like pure candy,” the big man said.


  River’s eyes flew open to see him licking his fingers clean of her cream from when they’d been inside of her earlier. The sight of him obviously enjoying her taste had her body heating up all over again.


  Cassius moved out from between her legs to crawl up the bed. She felt Merrick slip between her legs and push them even farther apart before his tongue began licking her slit. Pleasure poured over her as he tasted her, licking her pussy back into full-blown arousal once again.


  Then all she could see was Cassius crouched above her. His eyes seemed dark to her now as he slowly lowered his head and kissed her. River tasted herself on his tongue as he thrust it in and out of her mouth before using it to explore and map every crevice. He tangled it with hers before pulling back to nip at her lower lip and trail kisses all along her jaw to her neck where he once again nipped at her.


  “I can’t get enough of how you smell and taste, sweetness,” he said in a gruff voice.


  Before she could respond, he dipped his head and sucked at one nipple, pressing it flat to the roof of his mouth with the tip of his tongue. He drew on it in long slow pulls, sending tiny sparks of electricity directly to her clit. The fingers of one hand toyed with the other nipple, pulling and pinching it until she couldn’t remain still beneath him. River squirmed, needing more.


  “Easy, River. You’ll hurt your ribs,” he murmured.


  “You’re both driving me crazy. Don’t tease me like this. God! I can’t believe I’m doing this,” she rasped out.


  “What? Having multiple climaxes until you can’t think?” Merrick’s deep voice came from between her legs. “’Cause that’s what we’re doing, kitten. Giving you so many that you won’t be able to remember your own name.”


  Cassius chuckled at her obvious worried expression. If they truly did that, she’d go insane from it. Hell, she’d never had more than one climax at a time in her life. Most of those had been by her own hand. Well, she’d used a toy but still.


  “Don’t worry. We’ll let you rest in between if you’re good,” Cassius assured her.


  Then they stopped talking and began teasing and tormenting her again. River threw back her head and cried out as together, the two men drove her over the edge once again.


  


  * * * *


  


  Merrick groaned at the sweet taste of River. He wanted her so badly he could barely keep his head on straight. He knew she needed more time to heal before they made love to her, but it didn’t stop the need burning in his veins and filling his cock to the point of pain. She’d come apart in their arms three times and was begging them to stop. He grinned. She was perfect. He might not have seriously thought about sharing with his brother, but having found River, Merrick wasn’t willing to give her up and knew his brother felt the same way. Together they would be able to keep her happy and safe.


  He frowned. If they could convince her to stay with them, that was. She was a free spirit, much like them, but her heart flew farther afield than theirs did. She’d grow to resent them for keeping her close and denying her the freedom she’d been used to. Logic wormed its sneaky way into his thoughts. They couldn’t dictate her life no matter how much they would want to.


  Merrick shoved those thoughts aside. There would be plenty of time to worry about that once she was safe from whoever was after her and free of the fear that plagued her. They would take care of her now, make sure she was satisfied in every way and when the time came for decisions, maybe she would choose them without any need for them to try and convince her.


  He and Cassius laid stretched out on either side of her. Her breathing slowly returned to normal and she opened her eyes, desire still raging within them. He watched as the tip of her pink tongue slid from between her lips to lick at her bottom one. Merrick’s dick twitched in his boxers, and he barely contained a groan at the tempting sight.


  “I want you, Merrick,” she said.


  He squeezed his eyes tightly before opening them to stare into hers. “We want you, too, kitten, but your ribs are not healed enough for that yet.”


  “Let me taste you. I want you in my mouth, Merrick.” She looked over at Cassius. “You, too. I want you both. Please.”


  It was the “please” that got him. He groaned. Frantically, his mind raced at ways to work it so that she wouldn’t put any pressure on her ribs. It was his brother who came up with a solution.


  “Prop her up with pillows and she can just turn her head back and forth between us. I want to come on those gorgeous breasts of hers. You take her mouth,” his brother suggested.


  The sight of her eyes brightening with excitement let him know she was on board with the idea. God, he wanted his seed on her in some way. She was theirs but just didn’t know it yet. Merrick had never felt so protective or attached to another human being other than his family before. It shocked him at the lengths he already knew he’d go to in order to keep her safe.


  Together, he and Cassius positioned her against the headboard with several pillows behind her to make sure she was comfortable and wasn’t straining her ribs at all. They would do all the work, he vowed. They stepped off the side of the bed and peeled off their boxers before climbing back on the bed to kneel on either side of her. To his surprise, River grasped both of their shafts in her small, delicate hands and squeezed tightly. Pleasure shot up his dick and down into his balls. He had to grit his teeth to keep from shouting out at how good it felt. He didn’t want her to think she’d hurt him when, in fact, it felt fucking amazing.


  Her soft hands moved up and down their cocks in a slow sensual rhythm that threatened to drive him insane. Just when he was ready to grab her hand to stop her from torturing him, she dropped her hand to his balls and gently squeezed them. This time he couldn’t stop from shouting out.


  “Fuck!”


  His brother’s curse assured him that she was treating him to the same amazing torture. Then she blew his mind when she bent over and licked across the top of his cock, dipping into the slit and starting over again. She ran her tongue all over his cockhead, teasing around the rim of the helmet with the tip of her tongue then flicking it at a spot underneath that had him gripping the headboard to keep from squeezing her head. It felt so fucking good. He nearly choked when she suddenly wrapped her mouth around just the head and sucked like an Oreck vacuum cleaner. He swore stars burst in front of his eyes as she applied even more suction and took him to the back of her throat, swallowing down along the length of his hard dick.


  “Hell, yeah! That’s perfect, kitten. Just like that,” he snarled.


  She backed off of him and released his throbbing cock with a soft pop. When she looked up at him from beneath her lashes, he swore his heart stopped beating for a second at the desire and obvious enjoyment on her face.


  Before he could say anything, she turned and focused all of her attention on his brother. It was in that moment that Merrick realized he’d totally lost focus of the world around him while she’d been using her amazing mouth on his shaft. Even as she poured her attention on his brother, the fingers of one hand continued to taunt his balls and then his shaft, moving back and forth so that he wasn’t completely clear in the head.


  No one had ever made him lose sight of where he was or what was going on around him. He’d always been slightly paranoid. Cassius said it was the fact that he’d studied so much political bullshit and had a degree in psychology. He knew the lengths men went to in order to get what they wanted and had delved into enough abnormal psychology to develop an intense mistrust of most people.


  Now, as he watched her lave attention on his brother, Merrick knew he wouldn’t let her go. If it meant leaving The Ghost Riders to follow her all over the world, he’d do it. She was worth it. Her sweet smile and warm heart made him believe that there was good in the world around him after all. She gave him hope that he could one day have a family to love and care for. That he’d be sharing her with his brother didn’t bother him nearly as much as he’d thought it would. It just meant that there were two of them to keep her safe and make sure she didn’t get hurt with all of her globetrotting and stepping on the wrong people’s toes.


  “God, sweetness! You’re killing me, here. Yes. That way.” His brother’s groans and guttural sounds made him smile. He could easily commiserate with him over how dangerous her mouth was.


  She released Cassius’s shaft and turned back to him. “Ready to come, handsome?”


  He growled and threaded his hands through her hair at the back of her head. He pulled her gently toward his straining dick. The obvious pleasure on her face gave him the courage to press her mouth next to his thick, swollen cockhead as he held the shaft with his other hand.


  River reached out with her tongue and swiped it over the crown then sucked in just the head and worried it with her mouth and just the lightest edge of her teeth. Merrick released his shaft to grip her shoulder as he thrust deeper into her mouth. She didn’t resist or try to pull back. Instead, his kitten closed her hand over his dick and slowly eased down on him, retreating before she’d made it to the root and going down once again.


  When she finally took him to the back of her throat so that most of his shaft was inside the hot, wet depths of her mouth, he thought he’d died and gone to heaven. She proved him wrong though when she relaxed her throat and took him just a little deeper and swallowed around him over and over. The contractions of her throat milked him to the point of pain. Merrick threw back his head and yelled her name as his balls erupted, shooting ribbons of cum down her throat. Every muscle in his body contracted, his ass cheeks tightening until he was sure he’d end up with a cramp. And damn if his toes didn’t curl as he emptied his seed inside of her. Merrick squeezed his eyes shut to hold back the water that accumulated. They weren’t tears. He didn’t cry. Painful pleasure, though, now that would make anyone’s eyes water. He smiled and collapsed against the headboard with one hand still wound tight in River’s thick hair.


  Chapter Eight


  


  River smiled around Merrick’s slowly deflating cock and slowly pulled off of it. He’d pretty much collapsed over her, his weight held off of her by the headboard. She knew she’d pleased him and was proud that she had made him feel good. They’d more than taken care of her.


  Cassius drew her attention as he rubbed his cock over her taut nipples, the baby-soft skin felt good to her aroused breasts. The steel-hard shaft of his dick bobbed with his heartbeat. She wanted to capture it in her mouth again, but he seemed to have other plans in mind. As she watched, he gripped it with one tight fist and pumped it a few times. A small amount of pearly liquid squeezed from the slit on top and he brushed it off with one finger to present it to her.


  She grinned and opened her mouth, closing around his finger when he placed it inside. She swirled her tongue over his finger and moaned at the spicy taste of his semen before sucking hard on his finger.


  With a short burst of laughter, he pulled his finger free and used the wet digit to circle her nipples. Cool air immediately tightened the little buds even harder if that were possible.


  “Fuck, I love your breasts. They’re just the right size and aren’t hard with implants. I like how soft and squeezable they are.” Cassius demonstrated by stroking them then squeezing them just enough to make her gasp in pleasure.


  He bent over and licked the underside of each mound before straightening and stroking his dick once again. River reached between his legs with both of her hands to manipulate his balls. They hung low, heavy in her hand as she gently rolled them in her palms. He grinned, his eyelids lowering as desire and arousal filled him.


  The sight of the big man so vulnerable, trusting her as she scored his balls with her nails made her feel strong and powerful. She would never hurt him. He and his brother had saved her life and offered her safety. They’d taken her to bed and warmed her in the night, and then when she’d woken from the nightmare, they’d given her mind-blowing orgasms to take her mind off of it. River felt at peace with them. Something she hadn’t felt since she’d been a teenager. That gift alone was worth more than she could ever repay them.


  Cassius stroked his cock as she squeezed and stroked his balls, growing faster with each second. The sight was mesmerizing to her. The tight fist surrounding his shaft seemed brutal to her, but she knew that men liked it rougher when it came to self-love. He watched her intently as he pumped with one hand and fondled her breasts with his other.


  “I’m close, sweetness. I’m going to shoot my cum all over those amazing breasts of yours. I can’t wait to see it coating them,” he said in a hoarse voice.


  River stroked a finger between his anus and his balls, causing him to tense suddenly and throw back his head with a roar. She stroked his balls as his cum spewed out across her breasts. It was almost hot as it dripped down her nipples and slid across her breasts.


  There was no way she’d ever forget the intense pleasure that had flashed across his face as he started to come. His lips had curled in a snarly expression as he jerked and tensed next to her. When he’d roared, she’d wondered what everyone in the rest of the house would think and hoped they didn’t come barging in to see what was wrong.


  Cassius slowly relaxed over her and reached down to cup her cheek in one hand. His glorious blue eyes had lightened after he’d come. He smiled.


  “Thank you. That was fucking amazing. I’ll clean you up, but I want to rub it in your skin first. Is that okay with you?” he asked, looking almost afraid that she’d reject him.


  “Yes. That’s fine. Make smiley faces on me if you want to,” she said.


  He grinned broadly and massaged her breasts with both hands, pulling on her nipples once again then smeared his seed over her chest and across her belly, going easy near her ribs. The pleasure on his face astounded her. It must have shown on hers.


  “Women don’t usually like for a man to smear cum all over their body. It’s a turn on for Cassius. I admit I like it, too. Call us animals, but we like marking our territory,” Merrick said with a snort.


  She just laughed and shook her head. Cassius leaned up and kissed her softly once again before climbing off the bed to walk across the room to the door. She realized he was going to get something to clean her up with. She couldn’t get over how caring the two men were. They were bikers, and so far, they had the best manners she’d ever come across. Even in some of the circles she’d grown up moving in, the men might have presented with manners, but underneath they were trying to figure out how they could one-up you behind your back. That wasn’t happening here with The Ghost Riders. They all seemed genuine with a what you see is what you get type of demeanor.


  When Cassius returned with a warm, wet towel as well as a dry one, she grinned at the man. He frowned and looked over to his brother as if for an explanation of why she was smiling.


  “What?” he finally asked eyeing her warily as he wiped her breasts and stomach clean of his cum.


  “Nothing. I’m just really happy and can’t believe how wonderful you two are. I’m never going to want to leave here when this is all over,” she admitted.


  He grinned. “That’s the plan, sweetness. We’re smothering you with pleasure so you can’t bear to leave us. Now lie back and let’s get some rest. It’s still early.”


  She wiggled down the pillows until Merrick helped her reposition herself between them. They all snuggled close to each other and Cassius pulled the covers closer with one foot so that he could reach and pull them up the rest of the way with one hand. Once she was snug as bug in a rug, River realized she was wide awake. After having been asleep for several hours before the men had joined her in bed, she wasn’t all that sleepy.


  The two men surrounding her each yawned and soon their breathing had evened out, letting her know they were asleep. The light in the room was so dim that she couldn’t make out their features, but a soft snore slipped from Merrick’s direction, making her grab her mouth to keep from laughing out loud. Cassius snorted occasionally in his sleep. Seeing this side of them made them even more real to her. Again she wondered how she would ever be able to leave them.


  Shaking that thought away, River concentrated on remembering in hopes she could figure out what she knew that had put her in so much danger. All she could come up with was an aching head. The more she seemed to push, the harder it became to even concentrate. Finally she gave up on that and just let her mind drift instead. Maybe she’d come up with something that way.


  As she relaxed between the two men sleeping around her, River felt safe and let her mind wander. She thought about how excited she’d been to be able to get the trip pushed forward. She wanted to get as much footage of the effects to the indigenous tribes of South America of losing their rainforest to loggers, farmers, and the greed of big business. There were hundreds of tribes there with many who had never been contacted by the outside world at all. She wanted them to remain pure in their traditions if possible. She remembered reading over a list of some of them, including Mayoruna, Panara, Ticuma, Tupi and Zuruaha. She’d wanted to photograph some of them if they would allow it. If not, she’d concentrate on their lifestyles and what losing it would mean to them.


  She had a flash of someone’s smiling face that made her feel happy. She’d obviously met some of them on her journey. Then that same face stared up at her with fear then blanked with death. River jerked and held in the gasp. Whoever she’d remembered had died and she’d been witness to it. Had it been her fault? Tears welled up in her eyes, but she fought to keep them from falling. It wouldn’t help anyone now. All she could do was try to figure out what had happened and what she could do to stop it from happening again.


  Though she tried to relax again and let her mind drift, no more images came to mind and after a while, she stopped fighting sleep and let it claim her, praying she didn’t dream of dead and dying eyes again.


  


  * * * *


  


  River wanted to put her hands on her hips and tap her foot in aggravation, but her ribs were still too tender to do that. Instead, she glared at the two men as they glared back at her. It was obvious that Merrick and Cassius weren’t going to back down on the issue. She admitted defeat and sighed, turning around and heading back to the kitchen to sulk.


  “Kitten, don’t be that way. It’s too dangerous for you to be seen in town. We’ll get what you need. I promise,” Merrick said, his tone soothing as he rubbed up and down her arms.


  She kept her back to him but relaxed and leaned back slightly. His hands rested on her shoulders and lightly gripped them. She felt him rest his chin on her head.


  “You’re guys, Merrick. You’re not going to know what I want or need even with that list I made,” she said with a sigh.


  “It’s just to get you by until the danger is over with. Can you handle whatever we end up with until then?” Cassius asked moving up to his brother’s side.


  “I suppose. Nothing pink or lacy. I hate the feel of lace on my skin and pink makes me sick,” she said with vehemence.


  They both chuckled and Merrick pulled back to turn her in his arms. “We’ll make sure not to grab anything lacy and avoid all things pink. Stay inside until we get back. If someone tells you to go to our room, run and wait till one of them comes to get you. You’re safe here with them until we return.”


  She sighed but nodded. She trusted them, and if they trusted their gang, then she would too.


  “Be careful,” she said.


  Cassius just pulled her into his arms and kissed her as if it would be days instead of a few hours before they saw each other again. The man knew how to kiss. When he released her, Merrick grinned and shook his head. Instead of kissing her as his brother had, he hugged her close and squeezed her ass cheeks then stepped back and shoved Cassius toward the door.


  After they’d left, River wasn’t sure what to do with herself. A soda would help, she decided.


  “Hey, River, right?” a voice spoke up behind her.


  She turned around to see a beautiful woman with long, flowing black hair standing in the open door of the den. She closed it behind her and smiled as she walked toward where River stood in the doorway to the kitchen.


  “I’m Raven. Jessie’s on her way. How are you feeling?” the woman asked, holding out her hand.


  River smiled and took the woman’s hand in hers. She had a firm grip but didn’t squeeze. This was the woman who’d sent her things to wear and was Reece and Dom’s wife. She liked her instantly just seeing the warm, welcoming expression on her face.


  “I’m doing well. Thank you so much for sending those things to the hospital for me. I really appreciate it.”


  “No problem. I knew you would want to clean up with something other than hospital products, and those gowns they have are just plain indecent.” Raven shivered and grinned.


  “There’s Jessie and Ginger now.” The door opened again and two more women stepped into the room.


  “I’m so glad you talked them into letting you come. I swear they’re worse than women, Ginger,” a brown-haired woman was saying as the two women walked toward where she and Raven where standing.


  “They mean well. I already spend so much time away because of classes and clinicals,” the strawberry blonde said.


  The two women stopped in front of Raven and River. The brown haired one grinned and stuck out her hand. “Hi. I’m Jessie and this is Ginger. We figured you’d be ready for a little female chatter for a while. Hope you don’t mind.”


  River shook her head. She wasn’t sure what to say to them. “Um, no. I’d love to have someone to talk with. The guys went to town to grab some things for me.”


  Raven nodded and turned toward the kitchen waving them all to follow her. “Let’s have something to drink and fill River in on the club. I’m sure she’s curious about us.”


  Jessie opened the huge fridge and pulled out a bottle of water. She turned to Ginger and smiled. “The usual or beer?”


  “The usual, please.” Ginger turned to River. “What would you like?”


  “Um, Diet Coke, please,” she said.


  Raven pulled out a bottle of water and the four of them sat down at the smaller table. The other three women were obviously good friends and relaxed around each other. River had never really had many friends and definitely not any close ones. She’d spent the last ten years of her life on the road, never staying long at any one place. Now she envied these three women and their obvious bond.


  “So The Ghost Riders are a motorcycle club. There are a few charters in other states like Nevada, Oklahoma, California, and New Mexico. The guys here run the shop and do odd jobs like bail jump retrieval,” Raven said.


  “I’m married to Vernon and Rhodes,” Jessie offered.


  “I’m engaged to Ajax and Murdock,” Ginger added. “We’re getting married the end of next month, after I complete my paramedic training.”


  “Congratulations. That’s awesome,” River said. “So you’re going to work as a paramedic? That’s going to be exciting.”


  “Actually, I’m probably not going to work on an ambulance much. The guys have renovated an old camp and are going to have a survivalist type camp where they teach people how to take care of themselves and things like that. I’m going to be the paramedic on duty in case of accidents and teach first aid to the guests,” she said.


  “That’s pretty awesome, too. I’d love to go to something like that,” River told her.


  “From what we here, you could probably teach some classes there. You’ve been all over the world and lived in some pretty rough places,” Jessie pointed out.


  She felt her face heat up. “I don’t know about that.”


  “So what do you think about Merrick and Cassius?” Raven asked.


  River blinked. “Um, they’ve been great to me. They’re sweet men.”


  The three women looked at each other and burst out laughing. River frowned. What was so funny?


  “Sweet?” Jessie finally straightened up enough to ask. “Are we talking about the same men?”


  “Yeah. They growl anytime I get close to one of them,” Ginger said.


  “That’s Ajax, honey. Not them. He doesn’t like it when you get close to anyone but either him or Murdock,” Raven said in a dry voice.


  River just shook her head. What was she missing about the men? They were super nice to her.


  “Well, they’ve been nothing but nice to me since I woke up. Maybe they’re just worried about scaring me or something.”


  “Honey, those two are full-blown hung up on you. I’ve never seen them as worked up over anyone as they’ve been over you. The night we found you, they pretty much told Dom they weren’t leaving you. Since Dom is their boss in more ways than one, that was pretty ballsy of them. You’re important to them.” Raven turned up the bottle of water and drank deeply.


  “Oh. Um, I like them, too.” River wasn’t sure what they expected from her.


  “So do you like to read?” Jessie asked.


  She blinked and slowly nodded. “Yes. I love to read.”


  “Great! We brought you my old e-reader to give you something to do while you’re recovering.” Jessie bent and pulled something from her purse. She passed it across to River.


  “Thanks, I’ll return it when I get ready to leave,” she said.


  “Don’t worry about it. The guys got me a brand new Kindle Fire. That one is full of books. Just to warn you though, most of them are erotic romances. Those are my favorite,” Jessie said with a wicked smile.


  “Mine, too!” River admitted. “Thank you so much for letting me use it. I can’t wait to see what you have. I bet there all sorts of new books out that I haven’t seen. It’s been a good four or five months since I’ve been able to check.”


  Jessie just waved her hand. “So you haven’t said anything about the three of us being with two men?”


  “We figured it would work better if we let you ask us questions when the guys weren’t around,” Ginger piped up.


  “Oh, well.” River didn’t know what to ask. “I didn’t really think it was any of my business. You’re adults and no one is getting hurt, so it’s all good.”


  Raven cocked her head and studied her. “Is it something you could see yourself doing?”


  “Living with two men?” River asked. She was sure her face was beet red by now.


  “Yeah. I mean Merrick and Cassius are more than interested in you. Would you be willing to live with both of them?” Jessie asked.


  “I–I don’t know. We’re sort of in a tense situation right now. Once everything is settled and the adrenaline isn’t racing so much, they might not feel as strongly about it as they seem to right now. I’ll just see what happens before I think too hard on it,” she said.


  The women just shook their heads. “We were the same way. Nothing we can say will change your mind, so we’ll just sit back and watch the show,” Raven said with a smirk. “I’m going to give you some pointers anyway. Just humor me.”


  River nodded and listened as the other woman told her about life living with two men.


  “Don’t even try to pit one against the other. The first time I did that to get my way, they ganged up on me. Needless to say I didn’t try that again. I couldn’t sit straight for days.”


  “They hit you?” River was furious for the other woman.


  They all three laughed. “No! They would never hurt me. They gave me so many orgasms that I forgot what I had wanted in the first place.”


  River couldn’t help but grin at that since Merrick and Cassius had pretty much done the same thing to take her mind off of her nightmare the night before.


  “It’s not your job to keep them both happy. It’s their job to take care of you and keep you happy. So don’t worry that you can’t possibly keep two men satisfied. Believe me, that’s not going to be a problem.”


  “Oh, and don’t let them find out on their own if something happens to you or upsets you. It will only upset them worse and you don’t want them to shed someone’s blood if you can help it.” Ginger told her.


  “What do you mean?” River was afraid to think what the guys would do to someone if she were hurt.


  “Like if you go to town for something and someone harasses you. Tell them as soon as you get home, or better yet, call them on the way home. If they find out from someone else what happened, they’ll flip out worse than if you tell them and can calm them down. So maybe telling them over the phone isn’t a good idea.” Ginger shook her head. “And if you get hurt, let them know immediately. They tend to think the worse and will break the sound barrier to get to you if they find out from someone else.”


  Raven chuckled. “Remember the time you banged your head jumping down from the ambulance that time? It didn’t knock you out or anything, but when the guys heard about it from someone else in passing, they nearly killed themselves and everyone around them trying to get to you,” Jessie said with a chuckle.


  “Yeah, and she was out on a call when they got to the hospital to see about her,” Raven added. “That was a complete clusterfuck. Nope. Don’t want to do that again.”


  “Wow! Your guys are really pretty high strung,” River said.


  “Actually, they’re two of the most laid back men you’ll ever meet, but if I’m involved, all bets are off,” Ginger admitted. “It’s the same way with them and their men.”


  “Don’t you find it a bit overwhelming? Maybe even a little claustrophobic?” she asked.


  “Naw. They’re too cute for it to bother us. If they get too controlling or protective, we put our foot down and tell them in no uncertain terms to back the fuck off,” Raven explained.


  “Okay.” She didn’t know what more to say to that.


  “So how about you take a nice long soak in the tub with the Kindle while we start dinner. You’re supposed to be taking it easy, so no, you can’t help us cook. Besides, there are three of us as it is. There isn’t enough room for a fourth person in here. Take your time and enjoy it. Once the guys get back, you won’t have any time to yourself again until the next time they have to go somewhere,” Raven said with a wink.


  River felt her face heat once again and cursed that she blushed so easily. The three women were blunt. Normally she liked that, but considering the situation and the fact that she was sleeping with two men, she really didn’t need the added help in that department.


  “Thanks for all of your help and for spending time with me. I was worried what I was going to do with myself while they were gone,” she admitted.


  “We’ve been there before,” Raven assured her. “If you have any questions about body-part placement, just ask. We’re experienced in that department, too.”


  The three women burst out laughing and urged her toward the hall leading to the room she shared with the guys. Body part placement? Did she want to know? Maybe later.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Cassius took one look at the women standing around in the kitchen and resisted the urge to run. They were all three there talking with their River. No good could possibly come of it. He growled.


  “See. I told you they growled at me when I got near them,” Ginger said pointing at him.


  River looked up from the e-reader and frowned at him. He stalked toward her, carrying four bags in his hands. Her eyes widened as he approached her.


  “Cassius? Is something wrong?” she asked.


  “Bedroom. Now. We brought your things for you,” he said, waiting on her to get up.


  “Better go soothe his ego. You’re obviously not pining away without him and you’re with the three of us. We’re the dreaded old ladies of the gang and are to be feared,” River said with a laugh.


  “I don’t understand,” she began.


  Merrick stepped up with two more bags. He looped the plastic handles over his fingers and pulled River’s chair back from the table. Cassius watched as she scrambled to turn off the reader and close the cover as his brother picked her up in his arms. Her squeal of surprise was funny, but he didn’t laugh. Instead he glared at the women who watched with obvious amusement. No doubt they’d be filling River’s head with all sorts of bad ideas.


  “Merrick. Put me down. I can walk,” she said.


  “You weren’t walking when Cassius told you to go to the bedroom,” he said.


  Cassius smiled at the astonished expression on their woman’s pretty face. He loved knowing that they could growl and carry on without actually scaring her. She was more surprised than anything. Oh, and there was that frown and the edge of temper he knew would come out.


  “I’m not some puppy you can order around, Merrick. I don’t follow orders. Try asking me nicely and I’ll think about it,” she told him.


  Merrick’s soft chuckle should have warned her, but she didn’t know them very well yet. They’d change that. Their only problem was that until she was healed up, they couldn’t press things too much. Accidently hurting her and causing her even a little pain wasn’t acceptable.


  “I’d be careful of what you say, kitten. I’d hate for you to regret it later,” Merrick said in a soft voice.


  Cassius stopped outside their room as Merrick reached out and opened the door, bumping it wide with the toe of one boot. He followed his brother into the room and closed the door with a kick before dropping the bags he held on the bed. Merrick settled River in the chair at the foot of the bed and moved it closer to the bed so she could see.


  “Okay, we think we got everything on your list and managed to avoid both lace and the dreaded pink. Let’s see what you think,” Merrick said, pulling a bag closer.


  She blinked slowly at them, obviously still processing the promise Merrick had made in the hall before they’d entered the bedroom. She looked completely confused and utterly adorable. He grinned.


  “Check the bag, sweetness. Be sure we didn’t miss anything on your list,” Cassius urged her.


  She reached for the bag and looked inside. They’d picked up everything on her list and then some. She pulled out a bottle of bath salts and smiled. They’d enjoyed sampling the different scents until they could agree on one they both liked. He couldn’t wait to smell it on her.


  “Thanks. I think you got everything. What about clothes?” she asked, appearing a little surprised.


  Cassius took the bag from her lap and watched as Merrick handed her another bag. She grinned and pulled out a pair of soft cotton panties in neon green. She pulled out a second pair with motorcycles on them. The sight of her eyes twinkling in amusement settled him again.


  “Are they sized right?” Merrick asked.


  She checked them and nodded. “Thanks. But what about bras?”


  “You can’t wear them yet anyway. We’ll worry about them once you’re able to tolerate them again,” Cassius told her.


  She narrowed her eyes at him. “I have a feeling you’re not too upset that I can’t wear one yet.”


  “I’m not complaining, if that’s what you mean,” he said with a smirk.


  She just shook her head. Merrick grinned at him. Then he handed River another bag. By the time she’d gone through all of the clothes they’d bought her, she looked tired and a little glassy eyed. It worried him.


  “You guys bought way too much. I’ll pay you back if you’ll just tell me what I owe you. I have money and access to my accounts now,” she said.


  Merrick frowned and crossed his arms, his feet planted wide apart. “No. You’re not paying us back. We bought things for you to wear because we wanted to. Deal with it.”


  To his surprise, River just swallowed and nodded. Then she swallowed again and he noticed tears in her eyes. His brother saw them as well.


  “Hell, kitten. I’m not mad. Just hurt that you wanted to pay us back for something we wanted to do for you. We like getting you things and can’t wait to see you wear what we bought for you.”


  “It’s just that no one has ever been so nice to me before. Raven, Jessie, and Ginger have been great and now you and Cassius are giving me an entire wardrobe of new things. It’s hard to accept,” she said with a sniff.


  Cassius knelt in front of her and set the last bag of clothes on the floor. He pulled her into his arms and hugged her lightly. Then he took her mouth with his, intent on showing her how much she meant to him. When he slowly pulled back, it was to find his brother smoothing her hair down with his hand. There was a look of worry on his tense face. He was sure he looked the same way. Neither one of them wanted to hurt her or scare her.


  “Are you okay, sweetness?” he asked softly.


  She nodded but didn’t look up to meet his gaze. He glared up at his brother. What had happened? He thought she would be giddy at getting new clothes. Instead she was almost crying over them. Women! He sighed and picked her up until he could sit in the chair with her on his lap.


  “I’ll put away her things,” Merrick said in a gruff voice.


  “Wait!” River said, looking up. “I’ll do it in a minute. I want to.”


  Merrick’s face scrunched up in obvious confusion, looking in his direction. Cassius couldn’t help him there. He was just as confused. Finally his brother just shrugged.


  “I’m going to take a shower before dinner. The girls looked like they had it about ready,” he said.


  “We’re having meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and green beans. I gave them the recipe for my homemade rolls, but they wouldn’t let me do anything to help,” River said with a smile.


  Merrick grinned back. “Homemade, huh? Sounds good. I’ll be quick.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “Time for bed, kitten. You’re asleep in your chair,” Merrick said with a smile.


  “I don’t understand it. I haven’t done anything all day except rest. I feel like a slouch not helping with anything.” River frowned even as a yawn took her.


  “You’re recovering, honey,” Raven said. “Don’t worry about it. When you’re well enough to do something, we’ll let you help then. Just get well now.”


  She smiled at the other woman. “Thanks. I really appreciate everything you guys are doing for me.”


  Another yawn had her covering her mouth with one hand as Merrick and Cassius helped her stand up. She saw the look on Cassius’s face and quickly put her arm out.


  “I can walk. No more carrying me. I’ll never get my strength back if you keep doing that,” she complained.


  Merrick grinned at her. “He likes carrying you. It means he gets to feel your big breasts jiggling against his chest as he walks.”


  Everyone still in the room burst out laughing as River turned and glared up at the other man. He didn’t look the least bit chagrined that he’d been exposed. She wanted to laugh at the proud expression that covered his face. She didn’t dare though. It would only encourage him.


  “Come on, you two. Time for bed.” Merrick ushered them toward the bedroom.


  “But it’s still early,” she complained.


  “We’ll talk for a while until you fall asleep,” Merrick said.


  “Talk? Really? I can’t see the two of you talking if we’re in bed,” she said with a smirk right before she yawned again.


  Cassius chuckled. “Bet we can talk longer than you can stay awake.”


  River narrowed her eyes up at him. “Men don’t know how to just talk if they’re in bed. It’s either screw or snore. That’s it.”


  Merrick pushed the door open for them then closed it behind them. Cassius set her down on the bed. Amusement filled his face as he started taking off his shirt. River’s gaze poured over him, loving the sight of hard muscles and the dusting of dark hair that pointed straight to his already engorged cock that seemed to be fighting to get out of his jeans.


  “See something you like?” he asked.


  She licked her lips and smiled up at him. His eyes immediately darkened with lust. It thrilled her that he could go from teasing to tempting in less than a second. That was the kind of speed she liked.


  “What am I?” Merrick growled on the other side of the bed. “Invisible or something?”


  River laughed and turned her head to stare at the other man as he shucked his jeans, revealing that he’d gone commando. His thick cock jutted out from beneath his stomach in all its glory. She studied the amazing dragon tattooed on his shoulder and down his arm with one wing spreading out over his chest. She knew the other one fell over his back. His massive chest tapered down to narrow hips and there her attention fell into the gutter. The sight of him standing there with his legs slightly apart took her breath.


  “I like what I see. I just can’t decide who to attack first,” she said.


  “No attacking for you, kitten,” Merrick said, striding around the bed. “You’re recovering and might hurt your ribs. We’ll let you attack us all you want once you’re well again.”


  River’s gaze followed his bobbing dick as he walked. Both he and his brother were well endowed with big balls as well as impressive cocks. Just imagining those inside of her had her pussy weeping with need. She needed to figure out a way to entice them to fuck her.


  “She’s got that gleam in her eye,” Cassius said in a warning tone.


  “What are you thinking, River?” Merrick asked, cocking his head at her.


  “Nothing. Just wishing we were already in bed. I’m too tired to get undressed,” she said, her voice all innocent sounding. At least to her.


  Merrick snorted. “You don’t have to pretend you’re too tired to get us to undress you. We love getting you out of your clothes.”


  They descended on her like hungry wolves, divesting her of her clothes faster than she would have thought possible considering how careful they were being not to hurt her. She laughed when Cassius dove onto the bed next to her and moved her to the head of the bed where Merrick had the covers already pulled back.


  They settled her between them, both of them completely nude, and turned to face her. She noticed that both men appeared slightly more serious now. She frowned.


  “What is it?”


  “We wanted to talk a while about your trip. We thought it might help you remember if you go over it with us from the beginning,” Merrick explained. “No pressure to remember anything, just pretend you’re telling a friend about your trip.”


  She sighed and nodded. It was a good idea. They needed to get some answers, and the sooner she regained her memory, the sooner everything would be fine again.


  “I’d been planning the trip for about three months and was able to move it up by nearly two months. I was thrilled, because I knew that every day I wasn’t there taking pictures, thousands of animals, plants, and insects were being killed. Deforestation is slowly destroying the Amazon rainforest. Most of the damage is from human settlement. Farms were established using the slash-and-burn method, but the soils in the Amazon are only productive for a short period of time, so they were always moving and starting over, clearing more and more land every few years.” River paused and realized she was lecturing and sighed. “Sorry. I get all worked up over it.”


  “That’s okay. It’s interesting. Go on,” Cassius said.


  He really appeared to be interested, so River continued. “I wanted to capture the effects on the people there, how their lives where changing. More and more of their habitat was being destroyed and they have to move deeper into the forest to continue as they always have been or adapt to a more westernized way of life.”


  River remembered how excited she’d been at boarding the plane bound for South America. She’d had all kinds of expectations. Where had they gone wrong?


  “When I got to Macapa in Brazil, there were a lot of rumors about people disappearing in the jungle. There are a lot of cruises and such that travel up and down the Amazon. Even Carnival has a line of trips that explore the river system. It seemed that passengers had disappeared off the ships at different ports.”


  “Didn’t that bother you?” Merrick asked.


  “Not really. That happens in any country where there is unrest. South America is known for its kidnap-for-ransom trade.”


  “Why don’t we hear about it on the news all the time?” Cassius asked.


  “They manage to keep it from being broadcasted all over the world. The government controls most TV and radio stations there. Foreign correspondents are warned not to break their rules,” she explained.


  “Weren’t you afraid they would stop you from publishing your pictures and story?” Merrick asked.


  “No. They actually encourage that sort of story as it takes the pressure off of the drug and kidnapping stories and it brings more money into their country in aide to help stop the plundering of the land.”


  She realized the men had each thrown a leg over one of hers and had her spread wide beneath the sheets. She could feel their fingers lightly brushing up and down the inside of her thighs. It sent shivers across her skin, making tiny goose bumps erupt along her arms.


  “I’d gotten my equipment sorted out and found a guide, Rubi, and his younger brother, Erik, to take me to the more remote villages along the Amazon. I wasn’t going to keep to the river all the way, but would stop at some of the main towns along its banks to replenish our food stores.”


  “How old was Erik?” Cassius asked.


  She blinked, trying to remember the boy. His eyes had been dark but cheerful. She tried to think and finally shook her head.


  “I’m not sure. I think about fourteen. His brother Rubi was twenty. They spoke really good English and enjoyed talking about rock bands. I was surprised that they were so informed about what was popular in the US right then.”


  Erik’s eyes flashed in her memory again, but this time they were wide with terror. She gasped.


  “What’s wrong?” Merrick asked.


  “Something happened while we were out there. Something happened to Rubi and Erick.”


  Chapter Ten


  


  “Do you remember what it was?” Cassius asked, smoothing his hand down her cheek.


  “No. Just, it was terrible. Why can’t I remember? I need to remember,” she said, her voice choked with tears.


  “You will. Don’t push it. Let’s go back to when you left Macapa and went to Boca do Jari. Do you remember anything about there?” Merrick asked.


  “Not much. We stopped there for one night and moved on down the river. I was wanting to get deeper into the rainforest as soon as possible so I would have more time with the native peoples there.” She closed her eyes and remembered how Erik was hoping they would meet up with a friend he’d made on another trip.


  “Erik had made a friend from another trip and hoped we would run across him or his people. They were descendants from the Tapajos, who’d been an agricultural society before the Europeans had settled the area. For some reason, that seems important. We found him, but something was wrong.” She shook her head on the pillow. “I remember the trek through the rainforest to get to Almeirim, nothing out of the ordinary happened there, but I don’t remember much after that.” River shrugged.


  “Turk said you showed up in Santarem and Parintins before you disappeared after Manaus on the twenty-ninth,” Merrick said.


  “Where were you when you caught up with Erik’s friend?” Cassius asked her.


  Without thinking about it, River answered. “Santarem. He and his family were there talking to the local authorities about something. I can’t remember what it was, but Erik’s friend was very upset.”


  She rubbed her eyes. Her head was starting to hurt now. Merrick seemed to pick up on it and called a halt to their walk down memory lane.


  “That’s enough for now. It’s time to get some sleep, kitten.”


  “I don’t know if I can go to sleep now. I keep thinking about how Erik was so worried about his friend,” she admitted.


  “I’ve got the perfect idea on how to help you relax again,” Cassius said.


  Before she knew what he was going to do, he’d shoved the covers down far enough that he could get to her breasts. Cassius slowly circled her nipple with the tip of his tongue then sucked it into his hot, wet mouth. River moaned and threaded her fingers through his hair, massaging his scalp in the same rhythm he used to draw on her nipple. The fingers of his other hand played with her other breast, making sure both were being cared for.


  Cool air hit her thighs as Merrick slipped between her legs, fanning the covers over his back as he situated himself there. His soft growl let her know he was glad to be there. Then his fingers spread her pussy lips, and he blew on the exposed flesh there. The contrast of his hot mouth there moments later had her groaning louder than before. It felt so good. He felt so good.


  Between Cassius loving her breasts and nipples and Merrick licking her pussy, River had no doubt she was going to go insane with pleasure. Her body tingled all over and heat burned just under her skin. She didn’t want the feeling to stop, but she ached to come. As much as she wanted to reach Merrick’s head to pull on his hair, she couldn’t move or she’d dislodge Cassius at her breasts. Frustration bubbled as she squirmed between the two men, so wrapped up in how they were making her feel that she no longer noticed if her ribs complained at her movement.


  “Please, Cassius. Do something. Merrick. I need you in side of me. Please,” she begged.


  “I’m afraid we’ll hurt you if we make love to you now, kitten. Just a few more days,” Merrick said, his lips brushing her clit as his hot breath heated her even more.


  He ran the tip of his tongue all around the little nub, teasing and tormenting it so that she would have bucked had he not held her thighs firmly in place. When he sucked on the tight bundle of nerves, River swore her eyes crossed. She needed him to take her. Her cunt ached to be filled and Merrick had the cock that could do it.


  “Fuck me, Merrick! Now!” she screamed.


  “I guess she told you,” Cassius chuckled. “I bet the entire gang heard it.”


  “Oh, no. I’ll kill you, Merrick, if you don’t now,” she said groaning. “It’s your fault, yours and Cassius’s, for getting me this way.”


  Merrick nipped her clit and sent another series of shocks through her system. “I’m scared I’ll hurt you, kitten.”


  “I’ll hold her and watch her, Merrick. Take her, man. She needs it. Then, when you’re finished with her, she can suck my dick for convincing you to fuck her.” He grinned down at her and winked.


  “Anything, Cassius,” she said, beyond caring now. She was burning up with need and Merrick lay between her legs, taunting her with his nearness.


  “Don’t let her hurt herself. This is a bad idea,” Merrick fussed then gave her pussy one last lingering lick before crawling up her body until his lips met hers and his thick cock pressed against her slit, careful not to put pressure on her chest.


  Merrick thrust his tongue inside her, rubbing along hers before tracing every part of her mouth. He sucked on hers, sharing her taste, and telling her what he planned to be doing with his dick in a few short moments. It was almost more than she could take.


  Finally he pulled back and stared into her eyes. She could see the uncertainty there, and it worried her that he wasn’t sure that he wanted to make love to her. She started to push him off of her, but he settled her fears when he spoke.


  “I want you so badly my cock throbs every time I’m near you, but I’m scared I’m going to hurt you, River. Your ribs are still healing. It’s not just one or two, but a lot of them,” he said in a hoarse voice.


  “You won’t hurt me. We’ll be careful, Merrick, but I need you. Please don’t say no,” she whispered.


  Merrick held above her for several long seconds before closing his eyes and groaning. “Cassius, get behind her and keep her as still as you can. If she moves around too much, stop me. I mean it. If I hurt her, it would kill me.”


  “Condom! Um, they said—use a condom, Merrick, just to be safe,” she said, feeling sick inside again.


  “Got it covered, kitten. I’ll take care of you,” Merrick said.


  “We’ll always protect you, sweetness,” Cassius assured her.


  River felt the unease retreat some, but it wasn’t until Cassius licked his lips looking at her breasts that she regained the urgency to have them make love to her.


  Cassius pulled the pillow from behind River’s head and positioned himself behind her so that her head rested on his lap, his hot cock rested, tantalizing and tempting, next to her cheek. He waggled his eyebrows down at her with a broad smile.


  “It wouldn’t hurt my feelings one bit if you decided to give him a lick now and then.”


  River burst out laughing then did just that, enjoying the sight of Cassius’s eyes rolling back.


  “Don’t get so caught up in your own pleasure that you forget to take care of her,” Merrick ground out.


  “I won’t.” Then he winked at her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Merrick gritted his teeth as he sat back on his heels, stroking his cock. He wanted inside of her to the point of feeling a little bit crazy. The need to make her his—his and his brother’s—was a blinding force in his heart and soul. She belonged to them and with them, but he didn’t want to harm her. He tended to be a bit rough and wasn’t sure he could tone it down enough to take her. Cassius could though. He looked up to see his brother squeezing his eyes shut as River licked and sucked on the side of his dick that she could reach with her head turned.


  “Cassius, maybe it would be better if you took care of her. I might be too rough this time,” he finally said, backing up.


  “I’m happy right where I am. You’ve got it, Merrick,” his brother’s voice rasped out.


  “You won’t hurt me. I know you won’t,” River assured him in a breathless voice. “Stop making me wait. It’s just cruel, Merrick.”


  His jaw ached from clenching it, the stress of remaining in control already wearing on him. He slowly returned to his place between her spread legs and thought about how hot and wet she would be when he sank inside of her. Already his rod was leaking cum at the slit, the spongy head purple with tension. Merrick held it steady with one hand tight around the shaft and pressed it tightly against her pussy until he began to breach her slit.


  “Ah, hell, kitten. You’re so fucking tight,” he managed to get out. She was squeezing him and he hadn’t even made it halfway inside of her cunt.


  He fought against the urge to bury himself inside her in one fast shove. He wasn’t about to risk hurting her. She was tight, and despite the condom, Merrick could still feel how hot and wet she was. He pulled back and then pushed forward again, gaining ground but still lacking a few inches. He wasn’t sure how he was supposed to last long enough to do her any good with the way she felt surrounding him. His dick fit snugly inside her tight vaginal walls, and all he could think was that she had one sweet pussy.


  Once again, he pulled back and thrust forward, filling her with his cock so that his balls bounced against her ass. He didn’t move for a few seconds, struggling to control the need to blow his load immediately. She felt too damn good.


  “Fuck, River. I’m so damn close already. Be still and stop squeezing your pussy around me. I’m already on edge here,” he snarled, tapping her ass lightly with one hand.


  “Fuck me, Merrick. I’m so close!” Her voice sounded as desperate as he felt. He looked up at his brother.


  “I’ve got her, man. If you don’t hurry though, she’s going to thrash out of my arms,” he said with an amused grin on his face.


  Cassius held her shoulders to keep her from moving around too much. She was licking his dick like a piece of peppermint, one hand holding it in place. When he pulled back and slammed into her, her eyes widened before she closed them and smiled, releasing Cassius’s shaft. His brother could wait until he’d finished now. He wasn’t going to be able to hold back any longer. His need to come was burning like acid in his balls.


  Merrick thrust into her over and over, building his orgasm higher and higher with each trip inside her hot tight cunt. His balls boiled with the need to come. His brother watched her breasts as they jostled every time he fucked her. She was busty and squeezable soft. He loved touching them, too. He loved the feel of her ass more and couldn’t wait until she was healed so he could sink into her hot dark hole and squeeze those rounded globes.


  In and out, he seesawed back and forth, sure that each trip inside of her would be the last. When he felt fire race down his spine to ignite his balls, Cassius reached between them and rubbed back and forth over River’s clit. She exploded around him, pulling him down with her climax, milking the cum from him in hard contractions that almost hurt they felt so damn good.


  Merrick roared as he filled the condom with his cum. Cassius kept her still but did nothing to stop her scream as she came apart in his arms with a second climax. It felt fucking good to be where he was right then. He wanted to stay there forever.


  Reality in the form of his brother burst his bubble with a chuckle.


  “Never heard anyone else get that loud before. Better ditch the wrapper before you leak, man.” Cassius was stroking River’s face with his fingers. Her face had a silly grin on it that had him feeling a moment of pride that he’d put it there.


  “I’ll be right back to wipe her down so she isn’t sticky with sweat.” Merrick left his brother to watch over their woman while he handled the condom and warmed a cloth.


  When he returned less than a minute later, Cassius was threading his fingers through River’s hair and massaging her scalp while she dozed. He grinned. His poor brother wasn’t getting any tonight. She needed her rest. He caught Cassius’s gaze.


  “I’m cool. If it gets too bad, I’ll just rub one out in the bathroom. She’s tired. She needed that, Merrick.” He smiled and continued rubbing her head while Merrick cleaned her body.


  Once he had her clean and dry, they repositioned her and pulled the covers over them. He worried that he would hurt her ribs in the night, but they’d managed fine the night before, so he tried not to agonize over it anymore. Still, he refrained from wrapping his body over her like he wanted to do. Spooning would have to wait. He chuckled softly.


  “What is it?” Cassius asked.


  “I’m over here wishing I could spoon with her. Never thought I’d be thinking something sissy like that. What the hell happened to us?” he asked.


  Cassius sighed. “It’s called love, Merrick. You love her. Nothing’s sissy or icky with someone you love.”


  “When did that happen?” he asked, not doubting his brother one bit.


  “I’m not sure, but we’re both head over heels in love with her. She’s ours, Merrick.”


  “Now how do we convince her to stay with us?” Merrick asked.


  “I don’t know, but if it comes down to it, I’ll follow her wherever she goes. Maybe we can convince her to make this her home base so we don’t have to leave it entirely,” Cassius suggested.


  “That’s a good idea. We need to talk to Dom about buying some of the gang’s land and building a house. That’s what they set it up for. We can afford to buy our part so the others will have more money in the gang account when they get ready to build.” He and his brother had made enough money over the years playing the stock market and selling some computer programs they’d built that they didn’t have to work at all if they didn’t want to.


  He smiled. At the time, he’d figured the money was a waste just sitting there doing nothing when they didn’t need it. Now he was glad he’d listened to Cassius about keeping it well invested and safe. They had a reason to want it there. It would provide anything and everything their woman wanted or needed. They could finance some of her trips if she needed them to. And her kind of trips were worthwhile and meant something outside of simply going shopping. She made him proud with what she did. He and Cassius had pored over her work when they’d had time.


  River had produced many documentaries and picture reports concerning the little known tragedies and human needs in the world. On her list of things to do that was on her website, she had plans for traveling around the US next and documenting the horrors and beauties of their nation next. He hoped that was really what she wanted to do. They could travel with her and help. Keep her safe.


  “I have a feeling that Erik and his brother didn’t make it,” Cassius said out of the blue.


  He sighed. “Yeah. I figured that, too. More than likely, she saw them murdered and that’s why they’re hunting her. But why when she left the country unless they were Americans. What if it ends up being someone we can’t expose? What are we going to do, Cassius?”


  “We disappear with her. We can make that happen if it comes down to it.”


  Merrick knew they could, but didn’t want to. She would be miserable unable to do what she enjoyed. Then being alive was better than being dead. He sure as hell wasn’t going to let that happen. Another worry occurred to him. If they figured out what was going on and it turned out that she had evidence of something big, would she agree to keep it all a secret to take the pressure off of her? Somehow, he didn’t think she would. She wasn’t wired that way. He sighed and rubbed his hands over his face before turning to look at her again.


  She had a peaceful expression on her face now. He could barely see her with the dim light in the room. Still, she was beautiful. He’d do anything to keep her alive and make her happy. He just prayed that he could.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  River sighed and stared at the TV, bored out of her mind. She’d been cooped up in the clubhouse for three days now. She was tired of staring at the walls, the TV, and the endless parade of women who came and went cleaning, cooking, and taking care of the men. She couldn’t help but wonder how many of them Merrick and Cassius had slept with. She hadn’t broached the subject knowing it wasn’t fair of her to ask when they hadn’t known each other back then. Still, it ate at her.


  She pulled the phone the guys had gotten her out of her pocket and tried her parents again. She wished she could at least remember what country they were in, but they were always going somewhere, just like her. Their machine picked up again. She left another message telling them she was fine and just wanted to check in with them. She didn’t dare leave any clues as to where she was in case someone looking for her could check their messages. At this point, paranoia was her best friend.


  When she hung up, River thought about contacting the university to find out where they were this month, but decided to wait for now. They would call her when they checked their messages. Most digs weren’t located in prime reception areas, so more than likely checking to see if anyone had contacted them would wait until they had to go into a village or town for supplies.


  Frustration churned in her gut as she shoved the cell back into her pocket and tried to relax. Not knowing something had always been a pet peeve of hers. She was naturally curious. Well, to be honest, she was overly, maybe even dangerously, curious. It was one of the reasons she did what she did for a living. To know something so important that someone was willing to kill for it and not remember what the hell it was had to be the ultimate torture for her.


  She and the guys had talked twice more about her memories with a little more coming back to her each time. Unfortunately, none of it had been particularly helpful. She kept remembering things that suggested that she knew a lot more but not what it was.


  Everything kept pointing to someone being murdered, maybe more than one person. If that were true, why were they still after her when it had obviously taken place down in South America? Wouldn’t they be relieved that she’d left the country? Maybe the two incidents weren’t even connected. Maybe her luck had run out and she’d been kidnapped by someone else entirely for a different reason.


  She huffed out a breath and pounded the pillow in her lap. Frustration only made her boredom worse. One of the girls who was almost always there plopped down in a chair next to her.


  “You’re bored, aren’t you?” she said with a frown.


  “Yeah. Um, I’m sorry. I don’t remember your name. There’s been so many people in and out of here,” she said.


  “That’s okay. It’s Cindy. Merrick and Cassius are really worried about you. They hate leaving you alone. I think finding out who’s looking for you is more important when they know you’ll be safe here.” The woman looked much younger than she sounded, and with her blonde hair, River realized she’d automatically assumed she was a little slow. Shame was a bitter taste in her mouth.


  “Have you known them for a long time?” she asked the woman.


  “Well, for as long as I’ve been here. That’s been about five years. They’re kind of scary, but then so are Ajax and Murdock.” She shivered slightly. “You don’t seem scared of them.”


  “I’m not. They’ve been nothing but good to me. I think they just look that way to you because you don’t know them very well.” At least River hoped she didn’t know them that well.


  “They pretty much keep to themselves. I mean, they don’t hook up with the women around here. Don’t know about when they’re out on the road, though.” Cindy shrugged. “I heard you guys talking about South America. I always wanted to go there. My sister went a couple of times with those mission trips that they have all the time. She helped build houses while she was there.”


  “It’s really beautiful, but dangerous, too. Besides the animals, there are insects and even plants that can be deadly, not to mention the snakes. You have to really watch where you are and what you’re doing all the time down there. Why didn’t you ever go on the mission trips?” she asked.


  Cindy shrugged. “They never picked me when I volunteered. Most people think because I’m blonde and hang out here that I’m useless.” She shrugged. “Their loss.”


  “What do you want to do, Cindy?” River asked the woman.


  Cindy smiled shyly then it disappeared. “I don’t know. I hate working at the diner in town, but there isn’t much else you can do in Reo. Cleary is too far away to drive every day for a minimum wage job.”


  “Do you have any particular skills that might help you find a better paying job?” River asked.


  “I actually have my bachelor’s in business management, but entry level for someone like me is a glorified secretary position, and with my voice and my hair, no one takes me seriously. I’d rather keep working as a waitress than get chased around the fucking desk all day.”


  “You’re kidding.” River felt her jaw drop at that.


  “About getting chased around the desk? Hell no. I worked at three different places and had to quit all three of them. The last one, Reece actually went up there with me to clear out my desk and get my check because the asshole was so pushy. I decided that until I could find a job working for another woman, I wasn’t willing to go through that anymore.” Cindy winked. “Besides. The men here are much better looking, aren’t married with kids, and have decent-sized cocks. They don’t mind going down on a woman either. I’m much better off here.”


  River couldn’t help but burst out laughing. She liked the other woman. It pissed her off that she was being treated like a floozy just because she had blonde hair and a really good body. She looked the other woman over. A really good body. Something hit her, and she felt dizzy as a memory washed over her. Bile rose in her throat as the flashback hit her.


  One minute she was sitting on the couch thinking that Cindy was a good-looking woman that most women would envy, and the next she was hanging by her arms with her wrists strapped together over a nail in a rafter. She could see dozens of cages with women and children in all of them. So many eyes staring at her, glad that it wasn’t them and afraid that it would be next time.


  The odor of sex, sweat, blood, and hopelessness clogged her nose. Fear and hopelessness had a scent just like urine, acrid and vile. It permeated every inch of the massive room they were in. When she looked up at where her hands were held together by some sort of leather wrist restraints, she noticed that though the rafter she hung on was wood, the ceiling wasn’t. It was stone. They were underground.


  A man stepped into her line of vision and recognition shot horror through her bloodstream even as bile rose in her throat. She knew in that instant that she’d never make it out of there alive. She had to pray that someone found the memory card with all of the pictures and the stick with her documentation. If they didn’t, nothing would stop him. He’d keep doing what he’d been doing for over five years. Sadness filled her even as the first blow landed, sending her spinning away until rough hands stopped her and turned her to face her greatest fear once again.


  


  * * * *


  


  “I think she’s coming back around now,” Merrick said.


  “What were you talking about when she started acting odd?” Cassius asked.


  River’s head ached, but it was nothing compared to her fear. She needed to get up. She had to get to that memory card and stick before someone else located it. There were people’s lives at stake and she’d wasted too long not being able to remember.


  “I’d told her about how I had so much trouble with working as a secretary and how Reece had to take me to my last job to get my things. Then she just went glassy eyed for a few minutes. Nothing I said or did seemed to faze her. The next thing I knew, she had passed out. I made sure she didn’t hit her head or anything. I called Jugs and she called y’all.” Cindy’s voice sounded worried.


  “Thank you for taking care of her, Cindy,” Merrick said.


  River finally managed to open her eyes. There were quite a few people leaning over her on the couch. Cassius’s face swam into focus first. He smiled when he saw that her eyes were open.


  “Hey there, sweetness. You had us worried,” he said.


  “Sorry. We need to talk,” she said, trying to sit up.


  Merrick held her down with one hand splayed across her upper chest. “Hold on there, kitten. Let’s give you a minute to get your marbles in order. How do you feel?”


  “I’m fine, Merrick. We can’t waste time. I’ve wasted too much already. He has to be stopped,” she said, her voice rising.


  “Easy, River. You’re breathing too fast. Slow down.” Merrick spoke to her in a deep calming voice. She knew determination when she heard it.


  “Okay. I’m okay. How far is Roswell, New Mexico from here?” she asked, gripping Merrick’s wrist.


  “Roswell? I don’t know. About six hours, I’d think. Why?” He asked.


  “We’ve got to go there. Right now.” She started to get up again, and this time he and Cassius helped her sit up but stopped her before she could stand.


  “Take it easy, River. We’ll go if that’s what we need to do, but you need to go slow or you’ll end up falling off the damn bike,” Merrick fussed.


  Cassius turned to Gill, the guy she knew was a prospect with The Ghost Riders. “Call Dom and Reece and tell them she remembers and we’ve got to leave as soon as possible.”


  “What’s in Roswell, River?” Merrick asked.


  “Proof that my uncle is a murdering bastard who deals in drugs and human trafficking,” she said.


  She felt everyone’s eyes on her in that instance, including the ones from her nightmare. All this time she’d been suppressing the truth about the monster her father’s brother had become. No. Not become, he’d always been one and she’d done nothing when she could have stopped him sooner. How many lives had he taken while she’d refused to say anything? How many deaths were on her hands? Tears slid down her cheeks as she realized that she was going to have to tell them everything.


  She looked up at Merrick. “I need to tell you all of it, but I just can’t with all of these people around.”


  Merrick didn’t say a word. He scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the bedroom. Cassius opened the door then closed and locked it behind them. River started crying as he passed her to Cassius while he removed his boots and got up on the bed. Cassius handed her back then did the same, climbing on the bed to sit across from them.


  “You can tell us anything, River. We aren’t going to think any less of you. Understand?” he held her chin up so that she had to look in Merrick’s eyes.


  She nodded but wasn’t holding her breath. When they found out that she’d kept quiet instead of doing something about her uncle, they might change their minds.


  “Look at me, sweetness.” Cassius waited while she looked up at him. “We mean that. You don’t have to be afraid that we won’t care about you anymore. We will.”


  She drew in a deep breath and began.


  “When I was young, my uncle lived with us off and on for several years. He was my father’s brother and traveled for his job. I don’t remember what he did back then, but he would stay with us for several days nearly every week. His family lived nearly six hours away. I never thought anything of it until I was thirteen.” River sighed, wishing she’d been braver back then. Maybe that was why she’d been taking chances all of her adult life. She was subconsciously trying to make up for her cowardice as a child.


  “I didn’t really notice at first because he was my uncle and I was used to him hugging me and picking me up to swing me around, but gradually, I began to feel uncomfortable around him. He seemed to squeeze me a little too tight, or his hands felt weird on my bare thighs. He was always wanting me to sit in his lap even though I was too old for that.”


  “He was working up to molesting you,” Merrick said through clenched teeth.


  “I didn’t understand that at the time, but yes, I believe so. He was constantly seeking me out and getting me alone, so he could talk to me. He brought me gifts all the time and I hated taking them because I felt like I owed him something when I did. Then one day he actually touched me between my legs. I was wearing a skirt and had just arrived home from school. Mom and Dad weren’t there yet since they taught, but my uncle was. He caught me just as I made it up the stairs and picked me up, talking about how I was such a big girl now and how much I’d grown since the last time he’d seen me. I knew real fear for the first time in my life.”


  “Did he rape you, River?” Merrick almost snarled. “I’ll kill him.”


  “No. He didn’t rape me.” She needed him to calm down so she could tell it all to them.


  She told them about him and what he’d done, making sure they understood that he’d threatened to kill her momma if she’d ever said anything to anyone. Shame that her silence had allowed a monster to go free and continue his atrocities nearly choked her. River’s gaze remained on her hands. She didn’t want to see pity or anything in their eyes. She still had to tell them what she knew.


  “It’s okay, River. That’s in the past,” Cassius said.


  “Only it’s not. I never told anyone what he did or what he tried to do. I was afraid he’d kill my momma so I kept my mouth closed. Even when there were accusations from others that he was a pervert, I didn’t say anything. I was too ashamed and afraid. Now I know what my silence cost,” she whispered.


  “What do you mean?” Cassius asked, reaching out to squeeze her hand.


  “The lives of hundreds of people, maybe even thousands. I don’t know.”


  Merrick grasped her chin and turned it so that she had no choice but to look at him. “You’re not to blame for anything that monster did, River. You were a child who’d been traumatized and threatened. It’s not your fault. He’s the only one to blame in this. Do you understand me?”


  “When I got to Almeirim, Rubi and Erik wanted to spend the day visiting with their friends. We went looking for them but didn’t find them right away. Then someone told them they’d gone to the local police in Santarem. We caught up with them there. They were devastated. Their daughter, Aja was missing. They said she’d been playing with her friends at the edge of the jungle as always and someone took her according to the others. Aja was twelve. Erik’s friend was fifteen and Aja’s brother.”


  River fought down the tears that threatened once again. She needed to get through this without breaking down. It just cost them more time and they needed to get on the road. She had to tell them all of it though before they left. If they didn’t want to go with her, she would have to rent a car.


  “Go on, River. What happened?” Merrick asked.


  “The local authorities were useless. Said that there was nothing they could do except fill out the missing children report. Thousands of children disappeared every year. The jungle was a vast place full of dangers. Smart parents taught their children to stay out of the jungle. It didn’t matter that they swore she never went into the jungle.”


  “We went home with them and I looked around the area where she’d been abducted. We talked to the other girls and I searched for some clue to who took her. But there was nothing. I felt terrible that we couldn’t help them. I still had a job to complete. I offered to find a new guide so that Rubi and Erik could stay with their friends, but they insisted they would continue with me.”


  “Where did you go next, River?” Cassius asked.


  “We headed to Parintins. I talked to people and took pictures, but my heart wasn’t in it. I decided I wanted to see where the Kaxuiana tribes lived and how they were being affected by the loss of the rainforest in their area. We headed in that direction, due north. We had gone maybe four hours into the jungle when we were attacked and taken,” she said. “They weren’t locals. They were Mexican and American men who captured us and took us to a camp deeper in the jungle. It turned out to be one of the Kaxuiana villages that they’d taken over. They’d killed most of the men and older women. The younger women and children were made prisoners in the various huts according to their age and usefulness.”


  “Jesus. They just killed anyone they thought wasn’t worth something to them?” Cassius asked.


  “Yes. They’d gone through all of our stuff, but they hadn’t taken my camera yet. I took pictures anytime they weren’t looking and used my voice drive to record notes about what was going on. I don’t think they were much worried about us at first. They just carried on what they were doing for the first few days. I watched them take women and children out of the huts and decide what they would be good for and how much they could get for them. Some they slated as workers for the drug fields in Mexico and some were slated for skin trade, sex slaves to the highest bidder. When they came across someone they decided wasn’t worth the cost of feeding them…” She hesitated, swallowing at the horrific memories.


  Merrick stroked her hair as Cassius held her hand. She was grateful they were still being supportive but couldn’t help but wonder how long that would last.


  “Sometimes they shot them, and sometimes they slit their throats and took bets on how long it would take for them to bleed out. It was usually the very young children who were not even good enough for those who liked young children that they slit their throats. I took pictures of all of it for evidence. It made me sick, but I knew I had to have proof of what was going on in order for someone to do something.”


  “Good God, River. I don’t know how you were able to do it,” Cassius whispered.


  “I felt like those sick bastards who watched people die as they shot their prize photos instead of stopping to help them. I wanted to stop them, but they would have just taken my camera and beaten me or killed me. I did the only thing I knew how to do, I photographed it. The ground was soaked with blood by the time they stopped each night. And still the horror wasn’t over. I heard the women’s screams as they raped them. God, those screams will haunt me till I die.”


  “How did you manage to get away, River?” Merrick asked after a few seconds.


  “They finally came to our hut one day and took one of the teenage boys who’d been with us. He was maybe a year younger than Erik, I think. I knew we would be next, so I took the memory card from the camera and hid the camera under some bedding. Then I hid the memory card in my hair. Rubi and Erik made knots all in my hair so that it looked natural and one of them had the memory card and the other held the memory stick. My hair was much longer then. I had to cut it later.” She shook her head.


  “Anyway. They took Rubi next. We’d figured out that the strong young men that didn’t act brave or defiant they marked as slave labor for Mexico so he acted scared and avoided looking at them. They moved him to the hut with the others that were to be transported out the next day. Erik and I both figured he would go as well, but when they came and got him, they didn’t even bother looking him over or anything. They just pushed him in with the ones slated to be sold into the sex trade. He was scared to death. I could see him staring in my direction with so much fear in his eyes. I lost it and ran out to try and stop them. I was an idiot. Why did I think I could stop them?” Her voice cracked. “They slit his throat just as I reached him.”


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Merrick rocked her in his arms, his heart breaking for her. She blamed herself for the kid’s death. He knew she did. None of it was her fault though. Telling her right then wasn’t going to do any good. Cassius shook his head and met his gaze with an equally worried one. She would make herself sick if she continued to believe that she was at fault. They’d have to make sure she didn’t do that, but for now, they had to get the rest of the story and head to Roswell.


  “Shh, kitten. Stop crying now,” he crooned to her.


  “I–I’m sorry,” she said for the hundredth time.


  “Stop saying that. You have nothing to be sorry for,” Cassius said, handing her a Diet Coke he’d gotten someone to bring from the kitchen.


  “I n–need to finish. We’ve got to get to Roswell and get the evidence so we can stop him,” she said with a hiccup.


  “Drink it all and take some deep breaths to calm down,” Merrick told her.


  She took another sip then slowly regained her composure. He hated seeing her like this. She’d been through so much.


  “They dragged me away from him, laughing at how upset I was. They tore my clothes off of me and poked and prodded, fighting over what to do with me. Evidently there were two buyers when it came to the sex trade. One paid better than the other but would only take specific types. I didn’t quite fit that type, but some of them wanted to take me anyway and see if he’d take me. They argued that even if he didn’t pay top dollar, it would be better than what they’d get from the other buyer. I finally figured out that if they saved me for the elite buyer, they couldn’t rape me or give me any bruises. The elite buyer’s guys won and I was put in a separate hut where there were four very young women who all had fair skin and lighter hair. The others in the main hut were much darker than these girls. These women were also virgins.”


  Merrick wasn’t surprised. Virgins were usually sent overseas to the Arab nations, but with them being darker skinned, it was more likely they would be sold in Mexico or maybe even The United States.


  “The next morning, the Mexican slavers showed up and two of the men went with that group leaving five with the rest of us. About two hours later, three of the five men rounded up the ones to be sold to the first slaver and headed out. That left two men guarding me and the four other women. I managed to sneak out of the hut when they were taking turns catching naps that afternoon. I grabbed my camera and a pack. I stuffed everything in it that I could find that we might need and started planning a way to get us out of there.” She paused and took another drink of the Diet Coke.


  Merrick looked at Cassius, but his brother shook his head. He was right. It was best not to interrupt her. She needed to tell it her way. They could ask more questions later.


  “When they changed out and the other one went to take a nap, I figured it would have to be soon. Once the other one woke up, there would be two of them to deal with and I knew I couldn’t take out two of them. About an hour later, the one guarding us had to pee and walked off a little ways closer to the edge of the clearing. While his back was turned, I snuck out of the hut and picked up a rock I’d been looking at on the ground near where he’d been sitting and snuck up on him from behind. I almost lost my nerve but remembered how he’d laughed as his friend killed Erik and brought the rock down on the back of his head as hard as I could. He never made a sound, just dropped to the ground right there.”


  River drew in a deep breath, staring straight ahead as if seeing it all again as she talked. She told them how she’d quickly gone through his pockets and taken a knife strapped to his leg and the gun he’d been carrying. Then she hurried back to the hut and herded the women out and into the jungle. The young women had known where to go and what to do. They led her to a village several hours away. Several of the men from the village escorted her back to Manaus where she had to cut her hair to retrieve the evidence and even it out to look decent enough to get on a plane.


  Merrick still couldn’t believe that she’d managed to get away. They’d very nearly lost her before they’d even found her. He and Cassius exchanged looks once again. His brother was thinking the same thing he was sure.


  Not long after she’d made it to Manaus, men showed up looking for her. She’d had to hitch a ride on a cargo plane headed out then changed planes again to get to Albuquerque. She had several close calls there, actually getting caught by a couple of Americans who held her at gunpoint while they escorted her out of the airport to a waiting car. She managed to get away from them again when a taxi cut them off in traffic. She jumped out of the car and ran, still carrying he backpack. Now, though, she was afraid to try the airport again.


  River told them that she’d bought bus tickets and zigzagged across the state, trying to lose them so she could go home, but they always turned up. Finally she got to Roswell without seeing them anywhere. She rented a safe deposit box and stashed her evidence there and then hid the key at a park there. She felt as if she’d lost them for good and risked trying to rent a car to head home. When she left the cheap hotel room she’d rented to take a taxi to the car rental place, they grabbed her again and weren’t taking any chances. This time they knocked her out and she woke up in hell.


  Merrick wanted to curse and beat the hell out of someone, but didn’t have that option. He would have to save it all up for when they found the asshole who was after her now. They still didn’t know how her uncle figured back into the mess, but he was sure the bastard did. She wouldn’t have shared all of it if he didn’t.


  “River, are the card and drive still at the bank there in Roswell?” Cassius asked.


  “Yes. I didn’t tell them anything. It’s still there and we’ve got to go get it so we can stop him,” she said.


  “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. It’s late. We need to get on the road and then get a hotel room when we get there. We’ll hit the park early so we can get to the bank right as they open,” Merrick said. “Cassius, find out when the bank opens and get the directions for the park,” Merrick said.


  “Let’s get you cleaned up, kitten. We’ve got a long ride ahead of us.” Merrick helped her off the bed and escorted her to the bathroom.


  He heard Cassius talking to someone before he closed the door and peeled River’s clothes off of her. By the time he had her clean and dried off, Cassius had brought clothes for her to put on.


  “I’ll pack a bag for us all and check the bikes while you get her ready. I talked to Dom. He’s sending Butch and Walker with us to watch our back,” Cassius told him.


  “Good. I have a feeling this is going to go way over our heads, man.”


  “Turk is all over it. Dom said he’s digging and will have names for us to use if we need help.”


  Merrick nodded and Cassius closed the door after slipping out. He knew his brother would make sure they had everything they needed, including weapons in case things got out of hand.


  “How are you feeling, kitten?” he asked.


  “Better. I’m s—” she started.


  “What did I tell you? Don’t say it again. You have nothing to be sorry about. Now sit down so I can get these socks on your feet.” Merrick hated that he sounded gruff with her, but she sounded so defeated and that wasn’t her. Their River was a force to be wary of.


  She closed her mouth and sat down. As soon as he had her socks and the boots on, he pulled her to her feet and kissed her hard on the mouth. She looked confused, but didn’t say anything. Neither did he. They had too much to do right now to get into the personal shit. That would have to wait.


  “Ready?” he asked when Cassius walked out of the bedroom carrying three packs.


  “Ready. Got rooms reserved already and directions to Pioneer Bank, the Spring River Park and Zoo, and a couple of food joints close to the hotel. Reece notified our brothers in the area that we might need some backup. They’re all circling the area and hunkering down in case we call.”


  Merrick nodded and led the way down the hall. When they entered the kitchen, Raven and Jessie walked over to pull River into their arms. He stepped over to where Dom, Reece, and Walker were standing. He couldn’t hear what the women were telling River, but was glad they were there.


  “Watch your asses, Merrick. You need help, call for it. That’s why we have charters and that’s what The Ghost Riders is all about, watching out for each other,” Dom said.


  “And when you get back, you need to decide where you want to build your house so we can get started on it,” Reece chuckled.


  “We’re going to buy the property from the club,” Merrick told them. He held up his hand when Dom started to argue. “We can well afford to, and the money will go in the pot for the ones who will need it to build. We can write the deed out so that it can never be sold outside of the club.”


  Dom nodded his head in agreement. “Sounds good.”


  “We need to get going, man,” Walker said. “Isn’t good to be on the road after dark with unknowns on your ass.”


  Merrick and Cassius walked over and extracted River from the two women. She looked much better than she had. He nodded at Raven and mouthed thanks over River’s head. Raven just smiled.


  “We packed some food in case you get hungry on the way and need to stop. Drinks are already in Walker’s saddlebag,” Jessie told them.


  “Thanks ladies. See you soon,” Merrick said, and the four of them walked toward the door. Butch was already outside waiting with the bikes.


  They had a long ride ahead of them and River wasn’t fully healed and hadn’t been on a bike in years. She was going to be stiff and sore when they finally got to the hotel later that night. Cassius nodded at him.


  “I packed the liniment and bath salts. We’ll let her soak a while then rub her down good. If that doesn’t work, I’ll let my tongue do the walking and relax her so that she falls asleep. Then we can make plans on how it’s all going to go down.”


  Merrick nodded as River walked over to get her helmet. Once she’d finished telling them the rest of the story, they’d know what they were up against and could make plans to end the bounty on her head once and for all. They’d make their plans once she’d gone to sleep. She didn’t need to know just how ruthless they could be when necessary. And it was necessary.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  The ride to Roswell didn’t take quite as long as River had feared it would. Then again, the guys were driving not her. She was sure they’d broken a few speed limits on the ride there. As soon as they were settled in the room, they ordered pizzas and Walker and Cassius went for beer and sodas.


  “After we eat you can soak in the tub for a while. Then Cassius and I will rub you down with some liniment that works really well on sore muscles. You’ll feel better in the morning,” Merrick told her.


  He pulled her into his arms and hugged her. He hadn’t stopped touching her since she’d finished telling them over the radio on the helmet. She’d just ignored the fact that Butch and Walker could hear her. They’d kept silent the entire time, giving her the courage to get it all out. Now that it was all out in the open, River felt better, less guilty even though she knew in her heart she still was.


  “That sounds heavenly. Thanks.”


  “Come on, off with the boots. Get comfortable, kitten.” Merrick knelt on the floor at the foot of the bed to unlace and pull off her riding boots. She sighed and before he could stand up again, she pulled him to her for a kiss.


  “Mmmm, what was that for?” he asked with a smile.


  “Just because,” she said, not meeting his gaze.


  He tilted her chin up. “Because what?”


  “Because you’ve been so good to me despite everything I’ve dumped on you and Cassius and the gang.


  “You don’t owe any of us anything, River. Remember that,” he said in a harsh voice.


  “I know, but I wanted to make sure you knew how much I appreciate that you care. No one ever has before. My parents were always so self-absorbed with their jobs. Always worried about getting tenure then keeping it. I think that another reason I never said anything to them about my uncle was because I was afraid they either wouldn’t believe me or wouldn’t care,” she admitted.


  “Aw, honey. Cassius and I care more than you will ever be able to understand. The gang all cares about you. You’re family here with us. Do you understand?”


  She could see that he was trying to tell her something, but wasn’t ready to go there yet. She licked her lips and stood up.


  “I know. Thanks. I’m starved. Hope the pizza gets here soon.” She slipped from between him and the bed to wash her hands, relieved when Merrick let it go.


  Ten minutes later, Butch and Cassius returned with the drinks. They were divided between the two rooms. Then a few minutes later the pizza arrived and they all settled down in their room to eat. The men talked about normal bike and shop stuff while she turned over what all she’d told them in her head, making sure she hadn’t left out anything that might be important.


  She’d figured out once she’d woken up that they’d put a tracker on her backpack when they’d first caught her at the airport. The only reason she’d had some relief from them while she’d been in Roswell so that she was able to hide the card and memory stick was because they’d ended up caught in traffic after a massive pileup on the interstate. When she’d woken up in a cage, River had been confused. Then she remembered what all had happened and realized that she’d ended up exactly where she’d been headed before she’d escaped the first time. At least the four other women had escaped her fate.


  She hadn’t thought her day could get any worse until two men came and dragged her out of the cage to be interviewed by their boss. She’d been stripped once more and stood with her hands tied behind her back, totally naked, while they waited for the head honcho to make an appearance. The men who’d grabbed her threw her backpack on the floor at her feet.


  The sound of a door scraping on concrete sent chills down her spine even as she began to tremble. She refused to look up when the man entered the room. But the moment she heard his voice as he talked to the men who’d brought her there, River had known her worst nightmares had become real. She jerked her head up to stare into the eyes of her uncle. His surprise had been priceless. For a brief moment, he’d paled with the knowledge that his brother’s daughter was standing naked in front of him. How would he get out of it this time? Then he just smiled and her death showed in his eyes.


  He bent down and picked up her backpack and emptied it on the ground at her feet. Her camera had fallen out among the mess. He’d frozen then bent and picked it up, checking it for the memory card. Of course it wasn’t there. He threw it across the room, demanding to know where she’d hidden the card and what was on it. And that had started her hours and endless days of beatings to find out where it was.


  She realized she’d dropped her pizza back on the paper plate and looked up to make sure no one had noticed. She quickly picked it up and finished it off. She couldn’t eat the other one. Her stomach was in too much of an uproar right then.


  “If one of you wants this, have at it. I’m full. I think I’ll go soak for a while. My ass and thighs are still vibrating,” she joked.


  “I’ll run the water for you, sweetness,” Cassius said and followed her to the bathroom.


  She smiled when he closed the door and pulled her into his arms. When he started to kiss her, she scrunched her head away to one side and laughed.


  “Oh, no, you don’t. We both need to brush our teeth, lover boy.”


  “Then I get a compensation prize instead,” he said.


  She narrowed her eyes. “And what would that be?”


  He waggled his eyebrows. “I’ll start your water while you get undressed. Then I get a taste of those delicious nipples of yours to tide me over.”


  She burst out laughing. He was definitely a breast man. He never seemed to pass up the opportunity to lick or touch her there. She didn’t mind at all though. She pretended to think about it then finally nodded.


  “That’s acceptable.” She started pulling off her top while he turned on the water in the tub. She watched as he added something to the water.


  “What’s that?”


  “Bath salts. Not the sweet-smelling stuff we got you back home, but some stuff that will help you feel better after soaking in it,” he assured her.


  River finished undressing, letting him take her socks off since bending that far still hurt a little.


  “Mmm, my turn, sweetness,” he said with a wide smile.


  She moaned when his mouth closed over a nipple. He licked it several times before sucking on it like an all-day sucker. He moved to the other one and treated it to the same attention before reluctantly leaving them to help her get into the tub.


  “Just relax and soak until we come back and get you out. If you need anything, just holler. We’ll hear you,” he said.


  River sank down in the warm water and inhaled the slightly minty scent that rose off the water. It was soothing as well as stimulating to her muscles. She could take a nap if she lay here too long. She smiled. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea.


  


  * * * *


  


  “She’s in the tub. We can talk now while she’s out of earshot,” Cassius said.


  “What are we going to do?” Walker asked?


  “I want to go take that fucker down and rip his balls off,” Merrick said softly.


  Cassius agreed with his brother, but this was much bigger than they’d realized. It involved the governments of at least three countries, probably more. Some of the people that she had mentioned were on Uncle Sam’s payroll. Her Uncle Bernard, it turned out, worked for one of the alphabet soup groups the government didn’t recognize. They wouldn’t take being accused of harboring a sadistic bastard who bought and sold humans very well to say the least.


  “Suffice it to say that’s what we all would like to do, Merrick, but it ain’t happening,” Butch spoke up for the first time.


  “We need a plan to get them off her back and stay away from her from now on. Then we work within the system to have her uncle taken care of,” Merrick finally said.


  “So what do you suggest?” Cassius asked, knowing his brother probably already had it worked out.


  “We get the evidence and make copies of it. We make one copy that only has small pieces on it to prove that we know enough to cause a big stink if he doesn’t call off the dogs. If she goes down, they go down with her,” he began. “He would have moved his base of operations after she got away from them, so we need to figure out where they moved it to and show that we can find them no matter where they hide.”


  “How in the hell are we going to do that?” Walker asked, glaring at Merrick.


  Merrick looked over at Cassius. “Tell them.”


  Cassius smiled. He loved his toys. “I have a little device that will give us a GPS signal and its part of the jump drive. They won’t expect a bunch of bikers to have that kind of technology.”


  “Fucking slick, man. How are we going to get the jump drive to them without risking any of us going down?” Butch asked.


  “Dom’s going to send a message to The Ravens in California that we want to send something to the man who’s looking for River. The Ravens deal in that sort of stuff, but will pass on the word for us since we’re on good terms. Once her uncle gets back to them and we get the message, we’ll be ready to send it their way. Then we can track it to wherever they are holed up,” Cassius told them.


  “Fucking convoluted bullshit,” Walker groused. “Whatever happened to calling the fuckers on the phone?”


  “Got to have a phone number first, man.” Butch chuckled.


  “So tell them to call us,” he said.


  “Dom’s going to call them in the morning while we’re getting the evidence. Then while we wait to hear back from them, we’ll make the copies. We’re going to mail a set to our attorney with instructions of what to do with them if we don’t call him within the next five days. Another set goes to the clubhouse and the last set stays on us. We’ll make up the partial one and have it ready to go when we find out where to send it,” Cassius told them.


  “Once we have everything in place, Turk is going to help us get the bastard caught in another country. We have way too many loopholes in our judicial system for a known criminal to slip through the cracks. That’s not happening with this bastard. Once we know for sure where he’ll run to, we hand over enough information to that government of what he’s been up to in their country. They’ll make sure he never sees the light of day again,” Merrick said.


  “Hope this works,” Butch said with a yawn. “I’m going to bed. Dawn comes awful freaking early.”


  Walker followed him into the other room. They closed the door between the rooms but didn’t lock them. Backup only worked if they could get in to back you up. Cassius stretched and checked the clock on the bedside table. Another thirty minutes and they would need to get River out before she turned into a raisin.


  “I still can’t believe she got away from them and made it all the way to where we found her, Cassius,” Merrick said shaking his head. “There had to be someone on the inside who helped her. No way were they that sloppy.”


  “I agree. That means her uncle is either already being investigated or someone is trying to get him out of that position and hope she will somehow make him fall and leave the job open for him to step in. The problem is, do we use that without knowing for sure or leave it alone and let the cards fall where they may?” Cassius asked.


  “I can see her wrist restraints getting loose since she’d been sweating in them and bleeding on them. They might have stretched. We don’t really know what kind they were. Her wrists could have slipped out of them,” Merrick conceded.


  “Maybe, but finding a slim piece of metal in the cage with her so she could pick the lock is a bit too coincidental to me. I think it was planted. Otherwise, she would have found it sooner.”


  Merrick looked at him. “How did she get out without someone seeing her?”


  “She had to have had help. She’s good, but she’s not that good,” Cassius agreed.


  “Not only that, but she would have been operating on pure instinct. She admitted that after a while she didn’t really remember anything. She had to have pulled in on herself to survive that kind of pain and torture, but how did she get all the way to Texas?”


  “Maybe she was in Texas to begin with,” Cassius said. “We don’t know how long she was kept out when they took her from here. We may be in the wrong state in the first place.”


  “Fuck. You’re right. If it turns out the GPS points back toward home, we’re taking her there first and taking care of the assholes later.”


  “I agree. I don’t want her anywhere around when it goes down,” Cassius said.


  Cassius heard River calling from the bathroom. “Time to get our woman and rub her down.”


  He followed his brother to the bathroom and watched as Merrick pulled a very sleepy River from the tub and pat her dry. Then he carried her into the other room where they rubbed her down with the liniment for her sore muscles. She purred for them as they manipulated her arms and legs and especially her ass cheeks.


  “That feels so good, even if it does smell kind of funny.” She wrinkled her nose at him.


  Cassius chuckled. “Don’t worry, sweetness. We’ll sleep next to you despite the stench.”


  “Asshole.” She yawned and snuggled deeper in the covers.


  He and his brother stretched out on either side of her as she wiggled to get her nest made. In less than five minutes, her soft snores could be heard. He grinned. It cracked him up to hear her make those cute noises.


  Five minutes after that, his brother added his slightly less cute noises to hers.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  River prayed the key would still be where she’d put it. It had been much longer than she’d thought it would be when she’d hidden it all those months ago. She let the guys worry about people watching as she slipped behind the “Keep Out” sign that separated the area where they composted the manure from the rest of the zoo.


  The smell was strong but she didn’t let it deter her once she got past the gate inside the building where they kept their tools. She located the worn board on the floor of the building and pried it up with the screwdriver she’d brought with her and felt around beneath it for the key. Her fingers located it quickly and she pulled it free. Then she pressed the board back down and hurried back through the gate and around the sign.


  When she walked up to where the guys had been standing guard, they smiled at her nod. Then they left without having seen a single animal. They were hunting a different sort of animal now and had to lay the trap.


  The trip to the bank didn’t take long at all and they had to wait for nearly ten minutes before the bank opened at nine. Once inside, she produced ID and her key before being led to the room with the safe deposit boxes. Merrick waited outside while she and Cassius opened the box to retrieve her insurance.


  “Hell, River. I didn’t realize you’d still have it wrapped in your hair,” he said with a wry grin.


  “I didn’t take the time to unravel it at the time. It’s really tied up in it.” She slipped them into a small bag then stuffed it inside the empty purse they’d bought so she’d look less out of place.


  “Ready?” he asked.


  “Ready.” They walked out and joined Merrick.


  The three of them joined the others outside at the bikes then weaved around town for a while to be sure they didn’t have a tail before heading back to the hotel. She let Cassius and Merrick deal with the memory’s card and stick while she took a nap. When she got back up an hour later, they were in the middle of making copies of the data using the laptop Cassius had brought with them.


  “How’s it going?” she asked Merrick.


  “Almost done,” he said. “Then Walker and Butch will go mail the copies while we wait to hear back from the call Dom placed this morning.”


  “I’m hungry. When they get back, can we go get something to eat?” she asked.


  He winced. “We’re not risking you out in the open any more than we have to. We’ll get something and bring it back.”


  She pouted, but not for long. They were right. It wasn’t safe yet. She couldn’t wait until she didn’t have to worry about her uncle or anyone again. She wanted her life back. Well, sort of. She didn’t want to lose Merrick and Cassius. She was in love with them and wanted more than a few weeks with them. She wanted forever with them, but they hadn’t really indicated that they were looking for more. Sure, they’d said she was theirs and crap like that, but did that mean anything to them? They were bikers.


  She bit her lip and tried to think about something else, but the idea of having to leave when everything was over hurt a lot more than she’d planned. When she’d first met them after waking up, she’d thought she wouldn’t want to have more than a fling, but now she wanted it all. She’d give up traveling if it would allow her to stay with them forever. She’d never believed she could trust someone to be there for her, but they had more than proved that they always would be. Now she wasn’t sure they would want her once the danger was past.


  “There you go, guys. Get those puppies in the mail. Why not figure something out about dinner while you’re gone,” Cassius told Butch and Walker. “Go ahead and eat and bring us something with you when you come back.”


  “How about barbeque?” Walker asked.


  “What do you think, kitten?” Merrick asked.


  “Sounds fine to me,” she said. Merrick nodded.


  She watched the two men take the packages and walk out the door. Merrick sighed and stretched. Then he grinned at her and stalked in her direction. River squealed before running for the bathroom. Cassius snagged her as she ran by.


  “Where do you think you’re going, sweetness? We’ve got some time to kill and I’m a little hungry,” he said.


  “Mmm. Me too.” Merrick knelt in front of her and began unfastening her jeans while Cassius took care of her shirt.


  The two men had her naked in no time. While Cassius carried her to the bed, Merrick removed his clothes, tossing them aside without a care. He didn’t waste time. Before she could make a sound, he had her legs spread and his shoulders between her thighs. His wet tongue licked down her slit then traced her pussy lips before spearing between them to lap at the juices she already had leaking from their play.


  “Fuck, you taste like the best candy in the world, kitten. I could lick you for hours and not get tired,” Merrick said.


  “Look at those breasts. I love how they feel when you’re on the back of the bike pressed up close to me. I don’t ever want you to wear a bra, River. It’s just too good like this.” Cassius leaned over and ran his tongue back and forth over each of her nipples, over and over again.


  River couldn’t be still. The way both men seemed so turned on by her and got so intense when they were loving on her turned her insides to jelly. She melted a little every time they touched her. She felt like the center of their world when always before, she’d been a stop off on the way to something else. Even her parents hadn’t made her feel cherished like this.


  Merrick did something with his tongue on her clit that had her eyes rolling back in her head. Goose bumps broke out over her body as her blood began to simmer in her veins. They could get her ready to come in mere moments just by touching her or kissing her. When they ganged up on her like this, she was a contender for the speed record.


  “Oh, please. I’m so close. Fuck me, Merrick. Please.”


  He chuckled with his mouth still on her pussy. The vibrations had her squeezing her legs tightly around him and he grunted.


  “Hell, you’re going to choke me when you come, kitten,” he teased.


  “I’m going to choke you if you don’t put your cock inside of me and fuck me!” she all but yelled.


  “I think you better take care of her before she has the management down on us for disturbing the other guests,” Cassius said with a bark of laughter.


  “Pushy woman.” Merrick wrapped his arms around he thighs and held them apart as he latched on to her clit and flicked his tongue back and forth over the little bud sending shivers of pleasure through her so fast she couldn’t catch her breath to scream.


  Cassius pulled and pinched her nipples and waves of rapture crashed into her, forcing the climax out of her in the process. Her scream of pleasure was cut off by Cassius’s mouth as he covered hers. He swallowed her scream and added layers to the sensation with his kiss. God the man could kiss.


  When he finally lifted his head from hers, River was panting. She felt as if every muscle in her body had seized with the pleasure they’d given her. It was time for her to give back to them. She pried open her eyes and smiled up at Cassius then looked down her body at where Merrick leaned his head against her thigh.


  “I want you,” she said. “I want both of you. Now.” She looked at Cassius and smiled.


  “I don’t think you’re healed enough for a double, kitten,” Merrick said. “Give it…”


  “Shut the fuck up, Merrick. I want you both inside of me. Today. Now. No more waiting. I know you’ll be careful,” she said with a low growl to her voice.


  Cassius and Merrick exchanged glanced between them. She could see the worry on Merrick’s face. The truth was, she was a little nervous about it as well, but not for the same reasons. She’d had anal sex before, but had never been with two men at one time. She wasn’t sure what to expect, but River wanted it. She wanted them to take her at the same time.


  “River. If we do this, you have to be still and let us do all the work. You have to promise me you’ll tell me if we hurt you so we can stop. I’ll never forgive myself if I hurt you,” Merrick said.


  “I promise. Just hurry,” she said.


  Cassius got up and walked over to his pack and pulled out two condoms and some lube. Merrick lifted an eyebrow at that. Cassius merely shrugged and returned to the bed, giving the tube to him. Merrick unscrewed the cap, and as Cassius gently turned her on her side facing him with one leg pulled over the top of his thigh, his brother dropped lube on her ass.


  The cold substance startled her, and she jumped. Both men whispered calming words to her as Merrick massaged the jelled substance into her back hole. The lube quickly warmed, and she realized it had a slight desensitizing element to it.


  Cassius kissed and licked her neck and shoulder while playing with her breasts to distract her. Merrick began breaching her rear entrance with one finger, moving it in and out while adding more of the numbing lube while he did. Soon she felt two fingers pressing inside of her. The pressure wasn’t nearly as much as she’d expected, but then it wasn’t Merrick yet.


  “Time to slip in, Cassius. She’s almost ready back here,” Merrick said.


  “Oh, yeah. My favorite place to be,” Cassius said.


  She felt him finger her pussy lips, parting them and testing her readiness. She could have told him it was a waste of time to check. She was more than ready.


  “Fuck, you’re wet. I bet I’ll glide in like a greased pig,” he said with a chuckle.


  “Eww,” she teased. “That’s just nasty.”


  His cock pressed at her slit then slowly entered her. His hiss of pleasure told her that it felt good to him. It felt really good to her. She tightened her cunt down around him once he’d gotten nearly all the way inside of her. He growled in her ear.


  “Don’t make me come yet, River. If you do, I won’t be able to help Merrick fuck you into a screaming orgasm in a few minutes,” he said.


  Just the thought of that had her shivering all over. He pumped in and out of her several times before wrapping his arms around her and holding her still for his brother to finally enter her ass.


  “Relax, kitten, and push out for me,” Merrick said.


  She did as he said and felt her eyes widen at the feel of his cockhead pressing at the tight rings of her ass. The pinch she felt wasn’t anything like she’d expected it to be, but then they’d used a numbing cream to minimize it for her. Merrick’s thick cock pushed through the first ring then a few seconds later, he popped through the second one to sink a few inches inside of her.


  Holy hell, the pressure was almost overwhelming. With both of them inside of her, there was barely room for her to breathe around them. The feel of Merrick pulling out slightly only to tunnel back in with his steel-hard dick sent shivers all along her spine. She couldn’t help the whimper that escaped with the tingling that started within the tissues of her ass. Who knew anal sex could feel so good?


  “Are you okay, kitten? Am I hurting you?” Merrick asked in a raspy voice.


  “Good. I’m good. Oh, God. You need to move, Merrick. Please.” She hoped that when they moved, she would be able to breathe again.


  “Hold on, sweetness. Let us do the work.” Cassius pulled out and pushed in while his brother did just the opposite. They sawed in and out of her in perfect rhythm. The give and take between the two men had her rocking into ecstasy before she knew it.


  “Sweet Jesus. She’s so fucking tight with you back there, Merrick. I’m going to go off like a fucking geyser before long,” Cassius choked out.


  “She’s burning my cock up back here. Feels like I’m fucking an oven mitt. Stroke her, Cassius. Not going to last.” Merrick’s voice was just as strained as his brother’s had been.


  River was afraid that when she climaxed her head was going to blow off. There was so much pressure. Her ears were already ringing and a soft buzz had started in her cunt. She wanted it to last, but was afraid if they didn’t hurry, she was going to go insane.


  Cassius began stroking her clit with one finger as they picked up the pace. White-hot fire burned through her veins, and her pussy burned with pleasure building inside. She was sure it couldn’t get better than how they’d made her feel each time they brought he to orgasm, but this would be beyond anything she’d ever imagined. Already her toes were curling as her muscles geared up for the explosion brewing.


  “Can’t stop. God, so good!” Merrick’s body began pounding inside of her ass and Cassius struggled to keep up with his lack of rhythm.


  The uneven thrusts between the two men sent her spiraling over the top with a blaze of fireworks behind her eyelids. She was surprised when instead of screaming she merely squeaked, but she chalked that up to the lack of oxygen in her lungs.


  Merrick roared out his release with Cassius following seconds behind him with his own yell. River heard both of them saying her name as she lay panting between them. A racehorse had nothing on her. She was slick with sweat and gasping for breath. Her body still reeled with the aftermath of her climax. The feel of both men sheathed in her body sent another wave of pleasure across her muscles, including her heart.


  


  * * * *


  


  Merrick pulled free first, followed by Cassius. River mourned their loss, but knew they had the condoms to take care of. Once Merrick had returned, Cassius left the bed. He came back with a warm wet cloth that Merrick used to clean her bottom. She protested, saying that she could tend to herself, but Merrick just frowned and told her to lie still.


  When he returned after tossing the cloth, both men cuddled up to her. She wanted to say something to them to let them know how special it had been for her, but was at a loss for words. How did you say something after sex like that? Everything she thought of either sounded crass or silly. Then the moment had passed and she felt as if the intimacy was slipping away as well.


  “You know you’re ours, don’t you?” Merrick suddenly said out of the blue.


  “What?” He’d taken her by surprise.


  “We’re claiming you as our old lady. You belong to us now.” Merrick’s voice had gotten gruff.


  “Like for how long?” she finally asked.


  “For fucking forever. That’s how fucking long,” Merrick nearly shouted.


  “We love you, River,” Cassius said, the hint of a laugh in his voice. “We want you to be ours. Will you marry us?” he asked.


  “Hell, Cassius. I already asked her and she still hasn’t answered.”


  “You didn’t ask her. You told her she belonged to us. That’s not the same thing and you know it.” Cassius couldn’t hide the amusement in his voice any longer.


  River felt the pressure that had been like a tight band around her chest lift. They did want her. She hadn’t needed a marriage proposal, but since they’d offered one…


  “Yes. I’ll be your old lady and marry you,” she said, fighting back tears.


  “Where’s the ring, Merrick?” Cassius asked.


  “Why are you asking me? You’re the one who set everything up so it would run smoothly,” Merrick groused.


  “And I gave you the ring to keep safe,” Cassius snapped.


  “It’s in my vest pocket. Hold your horses.” Merrick slipped away from her, letting a cold draft hit her.


  “Fuck, Merrick. That was cold air you let in,” Cassius teased. “River’s nipples are all poked out again.”


  “You owe me brother,” Merrick chuckled.


  When he returned to the bed, instead of getting back under the covers, he knelt on the bed and presented her with the ring. River sat up, holding the covers to her breasts because she was chilly. She stared at the ring and gasped. He held a Harley-Davidson platinum filigree ring out. She held out her left hand and let him slip it on.


  “The band has three large diamonds in it to represent the three of us,” Cassius said.


  “It’s perfect. You were already planning this?” she asked, not believing she’d thought they wouldn’t want her after it was all over.


  “We’ve been planning this almost since we met you, kitten,” Merrick told her.


  “We love you, sweetness. You’re our future and we expect to have a long one with you.”


  River threw her arms around Cassius then Merrick, kissing them both as she did. Cassius pulled her back into his arms with a chuckle.


  “Got to keep those breasts warm, River. Can’t have those hard nipples freezing off,” he said.


  She and Merrick both groaned. “Pervert.”


  “I’m your pervert though, and you’re our everything,” he said.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Merrick’s phone rang waking them up at four the next morning. He answered it as River tried to sit up. Cassius’s arms held her down.


  “That’s right. You call off the bounty and we’ll send you a copy of the information. If we get even a hint that she’s being targeted again, we’ll hunt you down and finish this. We have people watching your organization right now. They are going to make sure you release those children into their care and that you pack your shit and leave the country. If you ever set foot in the US again, it will be your final resting place. Do you understand?”


  River could hear her uncle’s voice but couldn’t make out his words as Merrick listened to him.


  “That’s not my problem. You find a way. If you’re still on US soil this time next week, all bets are off and we go public. You can take your chances with the government’s form of mercy. We don’t have any. Your sick games stop now and River’s name never crosses your lips again. Got it? The thing is, we don’t want to stir up trouble with some of our own people by cutting into their business,” he said. “That’s why they are taking over yours. They don’t kidnap children and exploit them. We get what we want and they end up with some new real estate for their trouble. It’s a win-win situation.”


  He was silent for a few seconds then grunted. After a few more seconds, he snarled at them.


  “If anything happens to her not only will you have us on your asses, but our people have orders to release the information to all the major media sources as well as to the government. You’ll see when you look at what’s on your copy that we have faces and names along with dates and times and locations. It’s enough to blow the lid off of the entire enterprise you have going.”


  Merrick chuckled darkly into the phone. “Yeah, well, we took a liking to her and her to us. As long as she’s alive, you don’t have a thing to worry about. I’d be praying there aren’t any accidents though. She gets a splinter and we’ll be all over your ass. Got it?


  “Good. Where do you want us to send your copy to you?” he asked.


  Merrick started writing something down on the pad he’d left on the bedside table the night before. He listened for a few more seconds then read the address back to them and disconnected. When he turned around, he had a grin on his face.


  “Your uncle is really worried, kitten. I don’t think we have a thing to worry about.”


  “I don’t like the idea that he’s still free to hurt children somewhere else,” River said.


  “Oh, he’s not going to be hurting anyone, kitten. He’s heading to South America again. When he lands on their soil, there will be a welcome party from the government of that country to escort him to his new home where he’ll live out the remainder of his days slapping at mosquitoes and checking for snakes in his bed every night.” Merrick grinned at her.


  “Really? How are you going to manage that?” she asked, shaking her head.


  “Turk has a lot of friends in interesting places. He sent some information to the right people where your uncle owns a house and some land, and they were quite excited to get a heads-up of when he’ll be arriving. Turk will provide them with that information as soon as your uncle purchases his plane tickets.”


  She closed her eyes and sighed. The weight of those secrets she’d carried around with her for years finally seemed to lift from her shoulders. Never again would he harm another child because she had been too afraid to speak up. She couldn’t change anything that had happened or help any of the ones who’d been hurt or killed but she had finally managed to help stop it from ever happening again. It would have to be enough.


  There was a knock at the door and Brutus stuck his head in. “That the call?”


  “Yep. Everything’s a go. We’ll mail the package in the morning and head home after that,” he told him.


  “Fucking A. Night.” Brutus closed the door again.


  “That’s all there is to it?” she asked, afraid to believe it was that simple.


  “Basically. Once he sees the evidence against him and his associates, who he knows will rat him out if we take them down, your uncle will call off the dogs and in a few days, you’ll be safe to move around some.” Merrick leaned over her and kissed her nose. “But not too far. We’re keeping a tight hold on you, kitten.”


  Cassius yawned. “Besides, you’ve got a wedding to plan and house plans to make.”


  “House plans?” She stared at them. “What house plans?”


  “Our house plans. We’re going to build a house not far from Jessie’s and Raven’s. We want you all to ourselves without the rest of the gang listening in when we’re getting frisky,” Merrick said with a soft chuckle.


  “I can’t wait to christen every room,” Cassius said with a wink.


  “You won’t be able to walk for a week once we move in,” Merrick promised.


  “I love you both so much,” she said.


  “We know, sweetness. You’ve mumbled it in your sleep a few times.”


  “I have not,” she protested.


  “You snore, too,” Merrick teased.


  “You’re lying!” She grabbed the pillow and hit him with it. “Take it back. I do not snore.”


  “Not loudly.” Cassius laughed. “It’s kind of dainty really.”


  She started to hit him next, but Merrick grabbed her and covered her with his body, letting her know that he was more inclined to make love than wrestle. She wasn’t going to fight him on that one at all. River was always in the mood for them. They kept her engines revved up all the time.


  Several long sexy kisses later, River grinned up at the two men shoving at each other over who got the next kiss.


  “I sure hope you guys brought more than two condoms with you.”


  Cassius smiled. “I brought my two. Merrick has his two. That will do us till we get home tomorrow.”


  “My two? You’re the one who packed us. I didn’t have time to grab anything,” he said frowning at his brother.


  “Don’t you carry condoms in your wallet or something?” She asked.


  “Fuck!” Cassius snarled rolling over. “I stopped because they just dry rotted after a while.”


  “Me, too.”


  The two men stared at each other for a few seconds before jumping up to race for the connecting door. She nearly fell over giggling as they jerked open the door and yelled into the other room.


  “You guys got condoms with you?”


  River laughed when they returned, each carrying a condom with them looking chagrined.


  “Shut the fucking door, you guys. You’re already loud enough through the damn wall,” Walker complained.


  “And put on some fucking pants next time. Don’t no one want to see your junk bouncing in their face at four o’clock in the fucking morning!”


  River grinned then batted her eyelashes at the two men after they’d closed the connecting door.


  “My heroes!”


  


  


  


  


  THE END


  


  WWW.MARLAMONROE.COM


  


  ABOUT THE AUTHOR


  


  


  Marla Monroe has been writing professionally for about eleven years now. Her first book with Siren was published in January of 2011. She loves to write and spends every spare minute either at the keyboard or reading. She writes everything from sizzling-hot contemporary cowboys and dangerously addictive shifters, to science fiction ménages with the occasional badass biker thrown in for good measure.


  Marla lives in the southern US and works full-time at a busy hospital. When not writing, she loves to travel, spend time with her cats, and read. She’s always eager to try something new and especially enjoys the research for her books. She loves to hear from readers about what they are looking for next.


  


  You can reach Marla at themarlamonroe@yahoo.com, or visit her website at www.marlamonroe.com


  Blog: www.themarlamonroe.cblogspot.com


  Twitter: @MarlaMonroe.1


  Facebook: www.facebook.com/marla.monroe.7


  


  


  For all titles by Marla Monroe, please visit


  www.bookstrand.com/marla-monroe


  [image: siren.png]


  


  


  


  Siren Publishing, Inc.


  www.SirenPublishing.com

OEBPS/Images/siren.png
-
SIREN





OEBPS/Images/me-mm-tgr-riversbikerheroes.png





