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Chapter 1

 


Claire walked through the hotel, staring around
her. It wasn’t what she was used to, but it would do.

Her life had changed so much in the
past month that she was amazed her head was still screwed on tight.
Everything she’d known or done or even breathed had changed, and she had a
feeling that even though she’d been promised it would all come
back, it wouldn’t. Most likely couldn’t.

Her father had been right to send her away, she
thought numbly, going to the receptionist at the counter and
forcing a smile.

“Hi,” an old woman with greying hair and
crooked teeth said with required happiness. Her hair was pulled
back in a tight bun and her hands were sharp and thin on the
keyboard as she stood there with her back perfectly
straight.

Claire sighed with resolution and started to go
through her backpack. “I need to book a room,” she started, finding
her gold Louis Vuitton wallet that she’d gotten as a gift from her
father last week.

“For how long?” the receptionist asked,
lowering her head and tapping away at the keyboard.

Claire grimaced at the question. She had no
idea how long she was going to be staying here.

“Ah…About a month or so.”

The receptionist looked up, eyes sharp. “Now,
if you are trying to use us as a homing place, that is against our
policies. There are apartments downtown that you can rent
–“

Claire slapped ten hundreds onto the counter,
shutting the receptionist up. “Would you really turn away that much
money? Let me talk to your manager, please,” she said, irate. What
did she look like, someone who had crawled out of a
hovel?

She knew what the receptionist had been
thinking in her mind and was disgusted.

“Oh, he’s uh – out. Did you want a suite?” the
woman asked, voice suddenly skittish. Her fingers kept tapping and
her eyes lowering, looking anywhere but at Claire. She felt like a
bitch, but she didn’t have time for questions or answers to them
and being evasive was what she had been taught best.

That, and knowing which fork to use for salad,
she thought with bemusement.

“Yes, I would. And I don’t want any
maids in my room,” she tacked on, remembering what her aunt had
told her. Don’t let anyone too close to you
or things that belong to you.

“Yes, yes, of course.” Claire stood in silence
as the woman continued to type and then she pulled a card out from
under the counter, swiping it through a black box and then handing
that with several papers to Claire.

She quickly gave the receptionist her
information.

“Your room number is S437 and I’ll make sure to
let the maids know.” Her stick-like fingers curled around the bills
on the counter before she disappeared into the room that was behind
her.

Claire took hold of the papers and shoved all
of it, except the card to her room, and looked for an
elevator.

There were only two windows around the whole
room, on opposite sides of each other. The door she had walked in
from had paint chipping off of it and the ceiling wasn’t in the
best condition either. She barely kept her shudder under control as
she grabbed the handle to her suitcase and, after finding the
elevator, wheeled the black leather bag towards it.

She pressed the button, waiting for it to
ping.

It didn’t.

Claire frowned, looking around. Was it out of
order? Even the button hadn’t lit up.

“Wow,” she said, closing her eyes.
“Seriously?”

Guess she was walking up the stairs, all the
way to the fifth floor. Just great…

“Why, hello there.”

She turned at the voice, pulling back from the
person that was standing so close to her sharply. The balding guy
was maybe a foot away from her and definitely invading her personal
space.

“Uhm, hi,” she said awkwardly, grabbing the
handle of her suit case tightly in one hand and clutching her
backpack strap to her shoulder with the other. She backed away from
him and tried to get past to the stairs.

He stepped in front of her quickly, reeking. “I
can carry that for you, if you’d like.”

She started to shake her head, blonde locks
sliding over her shoulders. “I think I can –“

“Really,” he insisted, reaching for the
suitcase with a fat hand. Intense body odor wafted through the air
and practically slapped her in the face. She held her breath and
shook her head again, pulling on the handle.

“Sir,” she started, backing away from him
again.

“You can call me Gerry. I am the owner of this
hotel and I only aim to please,” he said, jeering at her, looking
suggestively at her jeggings and button-up blouse that didn’t do
anything to hide her cleavage.

He reached for her, this time making to grab
her wrist and not the bag.

“I got it, let go.” Her voice was nothing but a
squeak and before he could do anything about it, she was dragging
her bag up the case and trying to get away from him, disturbed
beyond belief.

I have to stay here for a
month? she thought, trekking up the stairs
so quickly that in the next minute, she was on the third floor. She
wasn’t going to be leaving the room much if she had to deal with
that every time to tried to leave.

Her back itched, and by the time she was up to
the fifth floor, she was out of breath. Tennis practice hadn’t done
much for her, she thought to herself bitterly, shoving the stair
doors open.

The low lighting in the hallway
flickered when the door slammed close behind her, making her
flinch. Please, she
begged, thinking of her
suite, don’t be infested with
rats.

Much to her own luck and intense pleasure, it
wasn’t. She found her room quickly and settled in without a
problem. The room wasn’t as great as it could have been, but it was
in better condition than most of the hotel itself was. The bed had
an unoriginal spread over it, the blue, red, and green colors
casting a dank feel over the room.

One of the ceiling lights was out
but struggling to live, flickering every second or so. The only lap
in the room had a pink light bulb, and she didn’t even
want to know
why.

Cautiously, she set her things on the floor and
sat on the barstool that matched the not-so-clean looking kitchen.
She pushed her hands into her hair and leaned into the counter,
eyes closing as reality started to seep over her.

Her aunt had said to find a dirty, run-down
hotel that no one ever went to. Claire had been horrified, but had
listened and found this place, even though there was a much nicer
hotel just across the street from this one.

Claire had been instructed to go to somewhere
country. Her aunt hadn’t told her where to go, and no one but
Claire knew where she was. Not even her father.

She squeezed her eyes shut tightly, letting a
sigh out on a shuddery breath.

No one was going to be able to find her. She
had twenty-five thousand in cash for the next month, none of her
credit cards were active, and she had a cheap payphone that her
aunt had given her and told her to get rid of the second she called
someone. It was for emergencies, and strictly that.

She couldn’t call for pizza, call for a taxi,
check on her family, or do anything that might leave a trace of
her. That’s why she was using cash.

Claire had never done anything like this
before. How her aunt knew what to do and how to do it, amazed her
and kind of scared her. She took another shaky breath and then
opened her eyes, feeling numb on the inside.

The rest of her family was in similar
conditions, probably ones much worse than what she was in right
now. But she had no way of knowing or anyway of finding them if
anything happened.

That is probably what scared her the most. What
if they found her, or she got hurt? Who was she going to call? Her
college classes had been long-since abandoned. None of her friends
knew where she was or what was even going on.

Her heart clenched.

Her father…

He was in more danger than even she was. At
least she was assumed dead. Her father, on the other hand, was out
in the open and continuing his job as if nothing happened. The
tabloids thought she’d been in a car crash, the injuries fatal
enough to end her life.

Still, as another precaution, her aunt and
father had sent her away. For how long, she had no clue. Maybe
until Jefferson was out of office, or when her father finally ended
his term.

He couldn’t resign. It didn’t work like that.
At least, not when so many people had so much information on you
that it could condemn you so badly, even your grandchildren would
be paying for it. Not only that, though, but his enemies would make
an example of her if they ever found her.

Claire prayed to god they didn’t.

She picked herself up, forcing the thoughts out
of her mind.

Maybe she should just take a nap…there wasn’t
much else to do. It was almost six in the morning; none of the
stores would be open. In such a small town in the middle of
Montana, next to ranches, nothing could be awake this
early.

Unused to what was around her and frightened
after managing to keep her cool for the past hour on her way here,
she laid herself down and, before she knew what was happening,
passed out.


---------------------------------------------------------

She slept until it was so bright out, it was
impossible to sleep. Groaning, she forced herself to stand and
snapped the thin curtains closed, and still the cheap material let
the light shine through. She rubbed a hand over her
face.

Claire decided on taking a hot shower and
getting freshened up. She had to go to town to get food and hair
things, and she might as well get it over with before the day was
over. She looked at the watch and noticed it was already four in
the afternoon.

The bathroom was low in lighting and
unappealing.

She quickly got undressed and climbed into the
Jacuzzi, turning on the water to an almost scalding hot and sighing
with mute pleasure when it touched her skin. In minutes, the large
tub was filled enough to please her. Claire shut off the water and
then sunk under.

Her eyes closed as her muscles relaxed more
than they probably ever had before.

Now that she had found a place to stay and had
finally rested, she felt less nervous and more resigned. A couple
of weeks or months here wouldn’t be that bad, she thought, emerging
from the water for a breath of air.

A distant relative of her father had agreed to
put money into a separate account that he had made, where she would
have access to it in case of an emergency. If she had to stay away
longer, then she could and most certainly would. Putting herself at
risk would put her father in danger, and she refused to be a
problem for anyone that was trying to save her life.

She rung the water out of her pale blonde hair
and leaned into the neck rest at the end of the tub. Claire closed
her eyes, not intending to dose off, but that’s exactly what she
did.

By the time she opened her eyes, her hands were
prunes and the water was getting a chilly touch to it. Claire
quickly climbed out and, shivering her butt off, wrapped a towel
around herself.

She quickly towel-dried her hair with another
towel and then sprinted her way to the main room, where her
suitcase was. In minutes she was dressed in a pair of sweatpants
and a sweatshirt. Her hair was still damp, but it would dry soon
enough. While in New York it was chilly, here in Texas it was still
hot from summer and she didn’t have to worry about getting a
cold.

Claire was just about to leave when trepidation
kicked in. Grabbing her suitcase, searched around the hotel room
for the most secretive place. The hotel owner had access to every
room, and something about his eyes made her weary.

Her suite had a balcony and the skies were
clear. Since there wasn’t any place that she could think to hide
her suitcase that he wouldn’t know, she decided on the most random
and probably most risky place there was.

She shoved open the balcony door and looked
around. There were curtains on both side, and on the left side of
the door, there was enough space by the stone wall that you
wouldn’t be able to see the suitcase if she shoved it close enough
to the railing.

That’s exactly what she did. She didn’t think
there was going to be any bad weather, and if there was, her
suitcase was weather-proof, X-Storm Under Armor, custom made at the
request of the cousin that had set up the account for
her.

At the thought of all the help her
cousin had given her and was still prepared to, she thought of
Preston with a smile on her face. He was distant, to their blood relations.
But he was always around, always teasing her.

She’d been an only child and he had been the
same as a big brother whenever he visited.

Hopefully soon, she would be able to see him,
her father would be safe in office, and everything would be back to
normal without the threat of his enemies.

With that thought in mind, she made sure there
were some things set in front of her suitcase, closed the balcony
door, grabbed her backpack, and walked out of the door. Hopefully,
the hotel owner wouldn’t be around on her way out. She really
didn’t feel like dealing with him, and she had a lot of shopping to
do.


---------------------------------------------------------

“Who is that?”

“What is she doing here?”

“Why is she so frumpy looking?”

“What do you think she washes her hair
with?”

“Is she married?”

Logan walked out of the hardware shop to a
bunch of women whispering to each other not-so-quietly. He shook
his head when he got a look at their faces.

The group of women were notorious for starting
rumors, speculating about everything and everyone, and making it
their business to know who and what was going on in their small
town in Texas.

Logan didn’t mind, as long as they kept their
rumors away from him, but felt sorry for their newest
victim.

“I bet she has a child -- a runaway from an
abusive boyfriend!” Millicent, the youngest, said. She didn’t
bother to keep her voice down. Logan stuck around the hardware
door, listening bleakly for some reason he didn’t know.

“A boyfriend? Why not a husband?” May asked,
intrigued. She was the oldest, and probably the slowest, of them
all.

“Well, having a child out of wedlock
is scandalous indeed. Only a women with a dark past like
that would come to a town
like this,”
supplied Molly, nodding smartly.

“Oh, smart thinking! And I bet her
mother...”

Logan shook his head, walking past
them.

They noticed him in an instant. “Logan! Oh,
Logan, come here!”

He almost didn’t listen to Mildred’s excited
call, knowing nothing good came from talking to her or anyone in
that group.

“Don’t be such a mean-hearted man,” she
chastised, waving him over.

“What do you want?” he asked
indifferently, barely turning his head to look at her as he slowed
his gate down the sidewalk. He really wanted nothing more than to
climb into his truck and get back to his ranch. He had fences to
mend before the cold weather started to hit them, and he couldn’t
risk one of his cows getting out, or
getting cut up while trying to escape.

“Come look at her,” two of them whispered,
while the other four nodded their heads fervently before looking
over their shoulders.

Logan was about to ignore them and get on his
way to his ranch when a glare caught his eye. He put his hand up,
but paused mid-way when a store bell chimed and out
walked...someone.

Or something.

Whatever was walking out of the door wasn’t
human -- it couldn’t be.

Nothing that beautiful and pure could be human,
it just wasn’t plausible.

Her hair was golden wheat in the
sunlight, catching every single ray and drawing vibrant colors,
causing her hair to almost shimmer around a face too perfectly and
elegantly shaped, it was an amazement that she wasn’t somewhere in
heaven. Her lips were lush, bow-shaped and looking as kissable as
anything else ever had. Bright blue eyes, surrounded by pale lashes
and thinly arched eye brows, were barely visible under her bangs,
but nothing could detract from how strong and utterly beautiful
they were. She had on sweats and a sweatshirt, but that did
nothing to stop his
imagination from running rampant. Her hips were curvy, and even
with the sweatshirt on, you could tell she had amazing breasts,
enough to fill his hands and then some. Her shoulders were
straight, standing as tall and proudly as she could, yet she was
tiny -- at least compared to him.

His hand dropped to his side, yet he couldn’t
make his eyes leave her. The door to the store she had just walked
out of closed, and the six bickering woman were oddly quiet as they
looked between the girl and him with bird-like eyes.

Unconsciously, not knowing what he was doing,
Logan took a step forward.

The breath had been sucked out of his lungs. He
swore that all of the blood he contained in his body dropped to his
groin, and everything except the woman was washed in darkness. He
was completely and totally unaware and unguarded. If someone had
come up to him and punched him, he probably wouldn’t have noticed.
In fact, someone could have stabbed him and he would have stayed
completely still, eyes locked on the blonde.

Her eyes met with his.

Yeah, talk about someone punching him in the
stomach.

Just looking at the woman knocked his breath
out.

And, for some reason, it made him
furious.

Her big blue eyes were locked on him, just as
his were. Innocence and fear were plainly visible, and a rough
growl tore through his chest before he forced himself to turn away
from the woman, and stalk to his car, which was fortunately on the
opposite side of where she was.

The gossiping women were in a large
uproar now, demanding he come back to speak to them and even
telling each other over their friend’s voices assumptions about the
incident.

Logan felt a burn in his chest. Great, because
he had noticed a new girl in town, he was going to be the talk of
it for weeks, probably months. He could feel her eyes burning into
his back as he twisted the key into the ignition, and despite
himself, turned in time to see her eyes lowering to the ground and
her shoulders curling.

It was hard to tell himself that he didn’t care
whether she was upset by the rude “welcome” or not, but he
managed.

He didn’t know this women, and he had no
intention to.

And he also swore not to say a word to her if
he saw her again.

Nothing good could come out of an attraction
that strong. His first wife had been proof of that.

Bitterness seeped through him and he started
down the road, to the one solace he had ever had before.


Chapter 2

 


Claire was shocked to her soul.

What the hell had just happened?

One second she had been walking out of the
pharmacy, the next she’d been thrown into a whole new world of
grey.

A grey so vivid, it was like silver, wrapping
around her body and heart, tugging at her desires. His eyes had
been surrounded by thick black lashes, and set above high
cheekbones that were perfectly aligned with an amazingly strong
jaw.

Her heart had stopped, then went
right into overdrive. She had barely gotten time to look at him
when he’d been storming away, but what she’d seen had been enough
to pique her curiosity and
her normally submissive desires.

His body was perfection. Tall, nearly a foot
higher than her, with wide shoulders that she could picture herself
cuddling against in front of a fire with a book in her hand, and
long legs encased in dark jeans. She could bet he hadn’t been
aiming for a fashion statement in those dark jeans and brown cowboy
boots, but damn she could barely keep herself from swooning. He’d
had on a brown Staten to match his boots, so it had been hard to
see the color of his hair, but she’d seen the back of his nape and
knew he had black as midnight hair, or a very dark
brown.

He was beautiful. Dangerously, enticingly,
beautiful.

And off limits. Her shoulders dropped slightly.
Even if he wasn’t, she obviously wasn’t his cup of tea. The way he
had stared at her while leaving as a good enough testament to
that.

Pushing her hair back off her shoulders, she
was just about to go into an adjoining store, but was stopped by
six old women, all with white hair, and all with wide, watching
eyes.

She grimaced.

“You and Logan have met, haven’t you?” asked
one, while another came forward to peer up at her.

“Logan?” She was confused, and backing away
from them.

“Oh, yes, yes. Logan Marshal! Of
course you know him,” cooed a different old woman, patting her
hand. “But what on earth did you do to make him so angry? I’ve
never seen him look at a woman like that before.”

Her brows lowered, confused. These old women
were fluttering around her, touching her hair, asking her questions
after the main speaker did, and she was expected to know what she’d
done to piss off a virtual stranger?

Claire’s face started to flame. She backed away
from them. “Uh, listen --I have things that I need to get
done...”

They waved their hands at her, laughing at her
feeble attempts to get away.

“Hush, dear. We just want to have a little
chat.” The way that was said to her instantly put her on guard. One
of the women’s eyes, in the far back of the group, was sly. Like a
cat waiting for milk, she thought with instant guard.

“I can’t. Sorry,” she said evasively, before
going into the store and praying that they stayed outside of the
store.

They did, and walked down the sidewalk with
their voices hushed. She felt as if she’d just made big mistake and
she had no idea what to do about it.

She paid attention to what she needed for her
stay here, instead of going over what had happened. It was over and
she couldn’t do anything about it.

Claire had always had an aversion to
hotel pillows. Something about how stiff and used they were bugged her.

She’d realized on her way here that she’d have
a problem full-out shopping. The elevator at the hotel was broke,
and she would have to walk up the stairs. She couldn’t do that with
hands full of bags, and plus, she wanted a least one free hand to
fend off Gerry if he came up to her, which she had no doubt he
would since he’d tried while she was leaving.

There were shampoo bottles at the hotel that
she could use, so she had decided to make this trip about pillows
and bedding. She would eat out tonight and then get food tomorrow,
and then shampoo’s and conditioner's the next day.

She also decided that it was a good idea that
she was spreading out her shopping. If she was lucky, a lot of
people wouldn’t notice her single-trip days and no one would be
aware that she was even here.

Except for the man...she had a feeling that he
had noticed her.

A lot.

Her face heated again as she went through the
isles of the bed and bath store, looking to see if they would have
her favorite brand of pillows. Of course, though, they didn’t. The
brand that she liked was expensive, one her father always had to
order in for her.

She picked the best she could, trying to hide
her disappointment. She asked the store owner if she could hold the
pillows for her while she went out to dinner. It would be smarter
to eat and then purchase them, so that she wasn’t carrying around a
bag of pillows while she tried to find a place to eat.

Nodding to herself as she began out of the
small, cozy store with lower ceilings and carpet floors, she was
shocked at how late it had gotten.

When she’d began her shopping and private tour
of the small town where everyone seemed to know everyone else, it
had been bright with the sun still in the sky. Only two hours later
and it was starting to set.

She looked to the sky, and her eyes widened. It
was so beautiful. The blues of the sky had been replaced by soft
purples and oranges, and the lines of clouds streaked across the
skies like flags. The sun was a deep red and it took her breath
away.

Feeling warm inside, almost forgetting about
why she was there in the first place, she started to walk around
again, looking for a diner and sometimes at the sky. The darker it
got, the more violet it got.

The town had everything, as small as
it was. There were two clothing stores, three hardware stores, a
vet that was really active even this late, and four different restaurants with a
laundry mat right next to it. On the other side of the restaurant,
was a better hotel than what she was staying at, and across the
street was hers.

Grimacing, she went into the diner and held her
purse tightly, not knowing what to do.

She’d never been anywhere but to restaurants
where waiters served her. There was no one to tell her where to
sit, or greet her. She had no one with her to help her with what to
do, and when every eye turned to her, she felt helpless.

And scared.

Actually, she was terrified. Claire had never
had to deal with something like this before. Feeling her cheeks
burn, she hesitantly walked into the diner and tried to ignore all
of the eyes that were watching her like she had her head cut
off.

While the diner itself was cute and welcoming,
it seemed the people were anything but. There were tables all over
the white and lime green tiled floors, and several booths set up
against walls that were lined with white and an almost unnoticeable
yellow stripped pattern.

The remaining sunlight that poured in from the
windows cast a golden glow into the room, accenting the yellows and
greens. She would have felt completely at peace here, if she had
known what to do and if people hadn’t been staring at
her.

At the back of diner, there was an open kitchen
and a bar set up at the counter. She decided that the safest bet
was to sit at the bar. It was a lot easier to evade company,
whereas at a table, it invited someone to sit with her. Stomach
tight, she sat at the bar and was wondering how to get their
attention when a woman, probably near the age of fifty, with dark
yet greying hair, popped up from the counter, smiling widely to the
new visitor.

“What can I get for you today, sweetie? Want to
start off with a drink?” she asked, taking pen and paper out of her
apron, ready to take her order.

Claire nodded, looking around for a type of
menu.

It appeared right in front of her face. Trying
to cover how awkward she felt, she gave the woman a small smile.
Her eyes flickered over the name tag she wore. Claire looked at the
menu for a second and said, “I’ll take a milk, please.”

Darla, as her name tag had read, smiled. “I’ll
be back with that in a jiffy. Just let me know when you’re ready to
order.”

Claire nodded at her and then went back to
looking at the menu. She already knew what she was going to get,
but had to give herself something to do so she didn’t feel so
awkward and out of place.

The bell to the diner ringed, signaling that
someone knew had entered. So out of place that she felt, paranoia
caused her to turn her head to see who had entered.

Her breath caught in her throat and she
regretted looking.

It was the man, the same one who had seen her
outside of the pharmacy. At first, he had a relaxed look about him.
He didn’t notice her staring. He came up to the bar, just several
seats down from where she was, and called out to Darla saying
hello.

Oh, good lord.

His voice.

It was deep and masculine and it sent shivers
down her back. She should have known that his voice would be as
great as his face...and body. She clenched her hands around the
menu to keep from showing how much his presence was affecting
her.

She kept silent, even as Darla come over to
greet him with Claire’s milk in her hand. “Here you go, honey. Did
you decide on what you wanted to get?”

Claire pointed at the menu, forcing
herself to ignore the sudden pair of eyes she felt on her back.
“Just the burger,” she said quietly, wishing she could sink under
the counter. His eyes on her, and the heat she could feel coming
from them, was doing a lot more than affecting her.

“Comin’ right up!” Darla said, smiling
widely.

“Thanks,” she murmured, fingering the strap of
her backpack and staring at the table, hoping it made Darla talk to
the man instead of her.

But, that didn’t happen.

Nope.

Instead, she talked to
both of them.

“So, Logan, have you met Claire
yet?”

She started. How the heck had Darla known her
name?

“I haven’t,” he said shortly, taking a seat
three over from hers. It was intentional.

“She’s been the talk of the town ever since
that taxi dropped her off!” Darla chirped, patting Claire’s
hand.

Oh god. Did everyone know everything? She could
have sworn that no one had seen her enter the hotel.

She rubbed a hand over her face, beginning to
think coming here had been a horrible idea. These people were way
too close-nit for her.

“Well, tell us your last name,” the woman
coaxed, leaning over the counter on her elbows. Even though Claire
couldn’t see the man, she was aware enough to know that he was
barely paying attention, choosing instead to reach over the counter
and pour himself a cup of coffee.

“Claire Brady,” she said, a lie. She hadn’t
been aware she’d told anyone her real name, or anything about her
for that matter, but she would remember to be vague about her
identity. She was surprised that some of these people didn’t know
who she was, but that wasn’t a problem for her at all. Who would
recognize a supposed dead woman, anyways?

All she really hoped was that they didn’t
notice she was lying. Claire had never been a liar, and she felt
horrible doing it now.

Even though it was necessary...

Darla grinned at her. “Claire Brady, meet Logan
Marshal. I’m Darla Pedersen and my husband and I own this diner. We
live just down the block from here.”

Claire smiled at her. “That’s
wonderful. I like that atmosphere in here, it’s very warm.” In all
honesty, she didn’t know what to say. She only had a few friends,
and those were her father’s friend’s children. When she talked to
other people, it was at formal gatherings and she was required to
smile, give compliments, and look glamorous by her father. It had
never bothered her before, but now that she was out in the open,
where normal people were, she had no clue how to act, and now
it did bother
her.

Darla smiled wider, obviously pleased by the
compliment.

“You are such a sweetheart! Anyways, have you
met Logan yet?”

Her eyes flickered over to the huge man and the
image of him staring at her like he was entranced came to her
mind.

Just then, he turned and looked at her. She
didn’t expect the annoyance that entered his eyes, or the warning.
He obviously didn’t want her mentioning anything.

Claire shook her head, looking away from
him.

“I’ll introduce you to now, then! Claire, this
is Logan Marshal. He owns the Marshal Ranch down the road from
here. He used to be a marine and he’s really quite --”

“Darla,” he said in warning. The deepness of
his voice made her shiver despite herself.

“Sorry, sorry,” she laughed, turning around to
grab the ready burger that was sitting on the kitchen counter,
right above the sinks. She put it in front of Claire and smiled.
“It’s on the house. We welcome new visitors here. Consider it a
welcoming gift.”

Claire looked at her, shocked. “Oh, no, it’s
okay. I can pay for it -- I won’t be here for long, just a couple
of weeks, maybe a month or two.”

“Well that’s long enough for me! It’s on the
house, and don’t argue,” she said sternly, pointing her pen at
Claire. Smiling yet feeling awkward, Claire took a bite and tried
to it so the woman left her alone. Claire liked her, she was nice,
but the point of coming out here hadn’t been to make new friends
and gain attention.

“So where are you staying?” Darla asked,
unaware that Claire was desperate for her to leave, or maybe she
knew but chose to ignore it. Everyone here seemed so nosy. Claire
swallowed and answered out of politeness.

“That hotel across the street --”

Darla gasped, making her stop.

“What?” she asked, taking another bite of her
sandwich. It was hard not to make a mess; she was so hungry she
could have inhaled it.

“Why on earth...there is a cheaper hotel across
the street and it’s in much better condition!” Darla said,
obviously shocked at Claire’s choice.

Claire shrugged, unable to explain her reasons
for picking a run-down hotel with a creep for an owner.

“Have you met Gerry then?” her curious friend
asked, a frown marring her aging face.

She grimaced, and felt Logan’s eyes go over her
face. She looked at him head-on, lips pressed, not knowing what to
say.

Just then, she was aware of the whole entire
diner listening in on her conversation. She dropped Logan’s eyes,
face pink. She took one more bite and set the sandwich down,
grabbing her backpack.

“I have to go now -- thank you so much for the
sandwich. I’ll make sure to stop in next time for a bite.” That was
a straight lie. She wasn’t leaving her hotel room at all, except to
get the things she needed.

Then she was done exploring and drawing
attention.

“You only took two bites!” she exclaimed,
standing up from the counter. “At least let me get you a to-go
box.”

Claire waited while she grabbed one,
picking at the strap to her backpack. Logan was still staring at her and it was harder
to ignore it. He commanded attention, and it was
enthralling.

She trained her eyes on the ground,
only looking up when Darla came back with a Styrofoam box in her
hand. Claire put the sandwich in and then started to move toward
the door, anxious to get away. Her life had changed, and she was
having a hard time adjusting to it. She didn’t know how to hold
conversation with a normal person, and while she was used to the
attention she gained at her father’s parties, she was
not used to the blatantly
judgeful stares she was getting from the people sitting around
her.

Everyone was nice to her, where she was from.
She never slipped up, she was always kind and thoughtful of other
people, and the old ladies adored her. If you were good with the
old people, you were good for everyone else. Because like it or
not, they held the power.

She pushed open the door and the bell
chimed.

It had gotten darker outside, she noticed as
she started to walk to the store she had been at. She had yet to
pick up her pillows and she refused to sleep on the gross hotel
ones. They were thin and hard and fakely sterile-smelling. Even
smelling about it made her stomach hurt.

Claire held onto her backpack straps tightly as
she crossed the street, trying to hurry and dreading going back to
the hotel where Gerry was.


---------------------------------------------

 


“Can you believe that she’s staying at that rat
hole? With that nasty Gerry there?!”

Logan listened to Darla rant and had to agree
with her disgust. Even he didn’t like the thought of a woman
staying here. It was the place that druggies and thugs went when
they couldn’t afford normal rent. There had been many times where
the town was woken up by police sirens because of that hotel, and
Gerry had a record for going after young women who wanted nothing
to do with him.

There had also been a close call with a girl
who had lived here a couple years ago. He hadn’t taken the hint and
had stalked her. Later, when she suddenly disappeared, it was
rumored that he’d attacked her and she had moved to a different
state. He never mentioned it to anyone and no one asked. But, that
same year, everyone began locking their doors at night and making
sure their children were in before dark.

Logan himself had a collection of shotguns, and
even though they weren’t reserved for Gerry, he was prepared to use
one should the little creep come onto his property without
permission.

He wasn’t biased or conceited in the least, but
he knew that Gerry was scared of him. Almost everyone was. They
thought he was a loose cannon and he was perfectly fine with that.
If the people in this town left him alone, all the
better.

Darla hit his arm lightly, drawing his
attention. Her eyes were lit up with an inner glow that made him
frown. “I know what we could do!” she said excitedly, rapping her
pen on the table as she thought.

“What do you mean.” Logan really didn’t want to
know.

“Well, I was thinkin’ that maybe you could
offer to let her stay with you so she doesn’t have to stay with
that pervert Gerry! Did you see her face? I bet he’d already tried
going after him.”

Darla was pretty much like his mother had been.
She was old, short, and so sweet she could beat candy canes in a
competition. But sometimes, her ideas were ludicrous.

This was one of those times.

Logan stared at her. “No.”

“No? Why not? You have plenty of room in that
ole ranch house of yours and I bet you could use some help around
the ranch.”

He shook his head. One, he had no desire to
have the blonde on his ranch. Two, Darla was insane. Three, he
already had enough ranch hands that he didn’t need any other help.
It would look bad for both of them if he just suddenly let a
beautiful new blonde woman stay at his house. Not only would it
tarnish her reputation, it would make her look bad in town.
Especially since she was staying at a rundown hotel and his house
was anything but. She would look like a gold digger, just like his
last wife.

“Logan, c’mon! She seems like a sweet heart.
She can’t be staying at that hotel for months on end. It just isn’t
right.”

“It’s her own problem,” he said, outwardly
indifferent but inwardly agreeing. “She chose to stay there, so she
can deal with it. If she wants to leave then she can. I won’t be
putting my leg out for her though. She’s a stranger.”

Darla sighed, shaking her head.

“Your mother would take in people all of the
time. Why can’t you just this once? I don’t think anyone except
your handyman’s have been there in years. You don’t even let
businessmen over!”

“Why would I let them over, anyways?
They all act like they have saddles stuck up their asses,” he said,
annoyed. In all honestly, though, he had no idea why he hated
people coming to his ranch. Maybe it was Christina, his ex-wife’s
fault. After he’d found her in bed with another man, she’d tried to
strip him of his money and
his ranch’s title.

He pushed the thoughts away and stood up,
putting a five on the table for the coffee he’d poured for
himself.

“Now, listen here, Logan,” Darla said, raising
a finger to his face, which was almost one and a half feet higher
than her head. “Your mother put a good name to that ranch, and she
would have loved that you would let a travelling woman stay with
you as an act of kindness. There used to be all sorts of people
running around that ranch, and now there is no one. I won’t let up
bugging you about this until you invite her over for dinner, at the
least. She is a sweet girl, I can tell that much. Our new Claire
doesn’t deserve to put up with Gerry and his ever-peeking eyes. Do
you imagine that he’s rummaging through her things right this
moment? It’s been reported in the past,” she said firmly, now close
enough that she was stabbing her nail into his chest.

Logan looked down at her, letting her words
sink in.

Then he shrugged, wrapping an arm around her in
a short hug and kissing her forehead. “I’ll think about it,
Darla.”

“Oh, you better! Because I won’t
leave you alone about it until you do!” Then she stomped away, into the
kitchen.

Amused at her antics but not at her intentions,
he pushed his hat onto his head and walked out of the diner,
debating with himself mentally.


Chapter 3

 


It was a week before Claire and Logan saw each
other again. She only made trips during the day when it was almost
noon, hoping she would get a glance at the dark cowboy, and hoping
that she could avoid him as well. She couldn’t explain her
reasoning and she really didn’t want to try. Claire was content to
just get a glimpse of him and then go back to the hotel.

There wasn’t anything else do to.

She avoided the diner and Darla, and avoided
the six bickering women that always managed to find her and ask her
questions. It took a couple of days for her to learn their route,
but when she did, she never saw them again. The pharmacy had her
pills ready for her at the end of the week, and she’d made sure to
stay use the false identity she’d gotten from her cousin. When the
pharmacist had asked why the names on the prescriptions were
different, she explained that she had a relative nearby that had
recently been diagnosed with anxiety and Claire was there to get
the pills for her so she could save the relative an hour-long
trip.

It was a poor lie, but it had worked. He hadn’t
really cared that much, either, though. It had been two days since
she’d taken her pills. Claire was just ringing up at the pharmacy
counter when the door opening and a breeze catching her skirt made
her look over her shoulder.

For a second, she didn’t notice who was in the
door. But when she did, she double-took and met the intense, heated
stare of Logan.

She swallowed, quickly shoving the prescription
bag and receipt into her backpack, which was sitting on the
counter.

“Hello, Mr. Marshal!” the pharmacist greeted.
“I got that prescription ready for you right here. How is Jessie
doing?”

Jessie?

Logan came up beside her, close enough that it
seemed he didn’t even notice she was standing there. He did though.
She could feel his eyes on her as she packed up her things and
tried to make a getaway.

“She’s doing alright. Her colic has gone away
so she should be good soon. Just a bit more resting and she should
be good to ride.”

Uhm, ride?

Despite herself, Claire looked at him with
dubious eyes.

Logan caught her look and surprisingly said
something to her. When he spoke to her, lowering his mouth close to
her ear, she shivered. “She’s my new mare. I got her overseas and
the poor handling on her trip gave her colic.”

Claire nodded, not hearing a word he was
saying. She was more focused on the fact that his hot breath was
feathering across her cheek and ear. Her fingers wrapped around her
backpack strap tightly and she struggled to hide how affected she
was by him.

He straightened and grabbed the bag that the
pharmacist set on the counter.

“Thanks, Charlie. I’ll see you
later.”

“Alright! If you need anything, you know who to
call.”

Logan tipped his hat at the Charlie, and kept
eyes with Claire. Her breath caught at the intense look in his eye
and then, before she could do anything, he left them.

Claire was silent for a second, nerves on fire
and her mind working overtime to sort out her thoughts.

“Well,” Charlie started, leaning
across the counter. “I think he”--he stabbed a finger at Logan’s
receding back --”likes you.” He turned that finger to Claire
and she tried not to laugh nervously at the smartness in his
voice.

“He never pays any attention to the girls
around here.”

Claire bit her lip, looking at her backpack as
he continued to talk.

“You must be mighty special, Ms.
Brady.”

His laugh rang in her ears while she almost ran
from the pharmacy.


---------------------------------------------

 


Logan climbed into his pickup, setting the
prescription on the passenger seat and turning the key in the
ignition. The encounter with Claire had been...shocking.

Even now, five minutes after, his
body was still affected and raging with desire. He shouldn’t have
bent to her ear. His mind had been screaming at him not to, his
common sense almost beating him into the dirt, but he hadn’t been
able to stop himself. Her hair had been down around her shoulders,
so long that it reached the small of her back. The soft strands had
literally glown and
it had been hard to keep from touching them.

He leant his head against the seat, letting out
a hot breath. God, the way she’d smelled. When her scent had caught
him, he’d immediately thought of soothing waterfalls and jungles
and happiness. His eyes closed.

Claire was gorgeous. He tried to be angry at
his attraction to her, but he simply couldn’t. For a week, he’d
wake up and had found a reason to go into town. She looked like she
was an early riser and he would find a reason to go into almost
every store, just to get a glimpse of her and ask if she wanted to
come to dinner.

When he’d seen her in the pharmacy, though,
thoughts of dinner had immediately been replaced with thoughts of
taking her to his bed and exploring every inch of her body. He
wanted to know what she liked, what would make her moan or whimper
or scream.

The whole entire week, the more
he didn’t see her,
the more he wanted to see her.

Naked.

On black silk sheets.

With her hair spread over
his pillows and
his hands caressing her
body.

Seeing her in there had been the worst thing
that could have happened, but also the sweetest. Speaking no more
than twice to her had made him want her more , at least that’s what
he assumed. An desire this quick was unnatural, but he hated how
set against it he had been in the beginning.

His talk with Darla had made him
think.

Claire was beautiful. She was new. She was
going to leave soon. He had no ties to her at all, and no reason to
be worried about their reputations if she was going to be gone soon
anyways. Logan hadn’t had a women in his bed since his ex-wife had
been found with another man.

If he had no ties with Claire, he
didn’t have to worry about her cheating on him or trying to cling
to him afterwards. And he knew
she felt the same way as he did – what did she
have to lose in acting on it?

A little romancing, some movies and
dinner, and he could have her for the time that she was here. He
would make it apparent that he wanted nothing but their shared pleasure, and that
was it. Anything else was off-limits.

The thought had only been an idea, but that was
before he’d seen her reaction to him. Now he desperately wanted to
act on it, and that was exactly what he was going to do.

Right now.

He turned off the truck and slammed the door
shut, intent on finding her before she retreated into the run-down
hotel she was staying at.

It was getting dark out, so not many people
were on the streets.

He walked along the sidewalk with his hands in
his pockets, looking into the stores or down allies, until he began
to think she’d already gone to the hotel for the night.

There was always tomorrow, he told
himself.

Between angry at himself and frustrated that
he’d missed his chance and would most likely have to wait another
week, he turned towards his car.

“Get away --”

Logan heard the shuffling and the muffled
struggles.

Claire’s voice.

He turned in the direction that he’d heard it
from and ran, but not far.

What he found was the epitome of disgusting. A
fat, short figure had Claire pressed against the outer wall of the
pharmacy. No one was around except the three of them.

Claire saw him, and he could see the shine of
tears in her eyes from where he stood.

Gerry didn’t notice him coming from behind
until Logan had a large hand wrapped around his throat,
squeezing.

“I don’t think she likes that,” Logan said
softly, slowly pulling Gerry back from her as he tightened his grip
around the fat man’s neck. Gerry’s eyes were wide and his bulging
face was red and splotchy.

“No, you don’t un-- understand! She came --
onto me. Yeah she came onto me!” he gasped out, pointing a finger
at Claire, who was on the ground, curled against the wall. Her
shoulders were shaking and her head was lowered.

Logan was furious. Using one hand to hold the
fucker still, he brought his other up and grabbed his hair. With
barely any exertion, he slammed Gerry’s face into the wall beside
him, pressing him there. “It didn’t look like that to me,
Gerry.”

“I -- I swear it, Logan! I didn’t do anything
wro--”

Logan rammed his knee up Gerry’s middle, moving
the hand that had been around the man’s throat to cover his mouth,
also blocking his nose.

He could feel rage boiling inside of him. It
was so hot and strong, he felt burned by it. His fists were ready
to beat into Gerry and everything breath the guy made was a
countdown to how many he had left. Logan growled, hating the sound
of Claire’s soft cries from behind him.

“Fucking touch anyone like that again, and I will put
you so far under that even the Devil won’t know where you went.
Understand me?” he snarled, shoving his face harder into the brick
wall. Gerry whimpered, trying to nod. Logan didn’t let him.
“Do you?”

“Yes, yes! Just -- Just let me go,” he begged,
starting to sob.

Logan let him go, and Gerry slumped to the
ground.

He knelt in front of him and said
softly enough that Claire couldn’t hear him, “The only reason you
aren’t dead right now is because Claire is here. Next time I see
you, though, I will finish this.”

And he would.

Logan had every intention of avenging Claire
and feeding his own anger at what he had seen Gerry doing to him.
Disgusted, furious, and itching to kill someone, he got to his feet
and turned around, preparing himself. He’d never dealt with a
situation like this before, but he couldn’t just leave her like
this.

And she sure as hell wasn’t staying in a hotel
anymore, at least not that one.

Cautiously, he went over to her and knelt
before her, touching her leg.

She jerked, a sob ripping from her
throat.

Pain tore at his heart. She sounded so scared,
so broken.

Logan took hold of her arm, pulling her forward
so that he could slip his arm under her knees and his other around
her back. Standing with no effort at all, he carried her away from
the ally. Her thin arms curled around his neck and hot tears stung
him where they fell. Logan heard her sobs, felt them. Anger shot
through him again, and he tightened his arms around her.

“I really don’t want to go back there,” she
cried, clutching him. She reminded him of a hurt child. Her voice
was high-pitched and she was shaking in his arms.

He nodded against her head and walked with her
to his truck, thankful that the streets were completely dead and no
one was around to see them. “You aren’t. But I want you to stay in
here. Give me the key to your room,” he commanded her gently,
unlocking the door of his black pick-up and tucking her into the
seat.

She reached behind her, and then
turned to look at him with big watery eyes. “I left my backpack
there! Oh, god I need that,” she wiped at her tears angrily before
trying to move past him, still shaking and still crying.

“I’ll get it for you. Just sit here and try to
calm down.” He pushed her back softly and brushed his hand over her
cheek, catching a stray tear. His throat was tight as he saw her
internal struggle.

“Front side pocket, left. Room S437, on the top
floor. You have to take the stairs because the elevator
broke.”

He nodded, tucking the information away while
making sure she would be alright. Her top was torn, her hair was a
mess, and her eyes were red and puffy. She sniffled
loudly.

Logan smiled, despite the anger and worry he
was feeling.

She was adorable.

“Oh,” Claire said as an afterthought, wrapping
her arms around herself. “My suitcase is on the balcony, behind a
couple of pots.”

“I’m not even going to ask,” he commented
dryly, relieved when she tried a smile. “I’ll be just five minutes.
Lock the doors to the truck and if Gerry comes up to it, put the
keys in the ignition and drive away. I don’t care where you go as
long as you don’t leave the town.”

“But what about you?” she asked, worriedly.
Claire grabbed onto his shirt, holding him in place. “I don’t want
to be left alone,” she said, voice catching. He heard the tears
gathering and pushed her back gently.

“Honey, you can’t even walk right
now. I’ll be five minutes. That’s it. I’ll be fine if you take the truck, I know
a guy who could give me a lift to my ranch.”

Her head was shaking, messy blonde hair
flopping around her face. A tear rolled from her eye. “I don’t
--”

Logan felt bad, but nodded firmly and pushed
her inside, clicked the lock button, and closed the doors. She
immediately curled into the corner of the truck seat, not looking
at him. She was a pouter, he thought, smiling, loping away from the
truck and to the alley she’d been in.

He wasn’t smiling when he got there. Gerry had
picked himself up and left, but the backpack was still there,
discarded.

Two minutes later, he was climbing the stairs
and digging for her room key. He found her room, a spacy suite, and
went to the balcony. Her suitcase was right where she said it had
been. It took him another two minutes to grab all of her clothes,
shampoos, and other girly things, and right when he was walking
out, he noticed a pile of pillows in the corner. He took a look at
the bed, and then grabbed the pink and blue covered pillows. Those
were obviously not the hotels.

When he got back to the truck, he plugged in
the code to unlock it and opened the door.

Claire screamed, quickly turning to face
whoever had opened the door.

The second she saw him, she relaxed, taking
shuddering breath.

Then she glared at him.

“You’re one minute and twenty-seven minutes
late. You said you would be back in five minutes.”

“Well,” he started, throwing her suitcase in
the back seat and then holding up the pillows. “I had to grab
these.”

The anger immediately dissipated. “I forgive
you,” she said, then grabbed the pillows and clutched them to her
chest, pressing her face into them and inhaling.

“Good,” he said, nodding. It was a pain to
climb down those stairs with all of that.”

“I’m sorry,” she murmured, turning to look at
him with her head still resting on the pillows.

“It’s fine.”

He’d thought they had a mutual agreement that
she was going to stay with him for the night until she said, “You
can just drop me off like, at the park...” He could hear the tears
in her voice, again. Her voice was shaky and he could tell this was
taking a major blow on her pride, but he had to ask.

“Why?”

“I’m not going back to the hotel and I have
nowhere else to...” She trailed off when he turned to stare at her.
He didn’t say a word, just stared at her.

“What?” she asked, backing away from
him and pressing into the truck door. He turned on the ignition and
shook his head, not answering her. She would find out soon enough
that he wasn’t planning on letting her sleep in a
park after she’d almost
been raped.


---------------------------------------------

 


Claire held onto her pillows tightly, breathing
in as she quickly got more confused.

They smelled like home. She’d made sure to
bring pillowcases that she’d used when she had been backing because
she had known she would get homesick. They reminded her of her
room, and the moments when her and her father would have talks and
when she had been little, he’d tuck her in and read her a
story.

Tears gathered in her eyes again.

“Logan?” she asked, not lifting her head from
the pillows. At first, she thought he hadn’t heard her because her
voice had been muffled, but then she heard him.

“Yes?”

“Where are we going? I think you passed the
park, it only takes a minute or two to get there...”

“I did pass the park.”

“Oh. Well, turn around?”

“No.”

She turned and looked at him, her face screwed
up. “Where are you taking me, then?”

“To my ranch.”

She mulled this over silently, still clutching
her pillow. A ranch, even with Logan there, was a lot better than
sleeping at a park where Gerry could still find her. She shivered,
nodding her head to him and hoping he’d seen it. Claire could try
to talk, but she would fail miserably. Even now, tears were
gathering in her throat and her hands were turning numb at the pain
that was coursing through her.

The ride was silent, giving her time to think
and calm her nerves.

She’d left the store right after the weird talk
with the pharmacist, and the second she’d gotten outside, something
had felt wrong. It had been like someone was watching her, staring
at her and willing her to look back. She’d known it hadn’t been
Logan. His stare was hot, scorching. It took her breath away and
made her body flame.

The stare she’d felt hadn’t given
her tingles of desire. No, it had been tingles of
fear.

She clutched the pillow tighter,
shuddering at the memory. She felt Logan look at her, concerned,
and bit her lip against it’s quiver. Claire had never felt so
vulnerable and weak in her life. She was used to handling
situations with a cool, graceful reserve, but then again, she’d
never been through this before.

The men she was around were respectful and
politically correct. To hit on a Senators daughter would be a
scandal and no one wanted that on their records.

Claire forced herself to calm. Logan wouldn’t
let Gerry near her, she told herself. He might not like her and
have an obligation to protect her because she was a woman, but
Gerry would surely stay away from her from now on. The image of
Logan standing over Gerry flashed through her mind and she
shuddered, struggling between fear and desire. He’d been so dark
and dangerous, like nothing she’d ever seen before. Even in her
terrified state, Claire was woman enough to take notice of
him.

Up until he got rough. She’d had to turn away.
Claire didn’t want to think of him near killing someone. No matter
how alluring he’d been, she had a strike of conscious of witnessing
violence, and plus a large dose of fear.

Claire hadn’t realized how long the ride had
been until she looked at the clock when they turned onto a gravel
road. She thought it wouldn’t take long for a house to show up, but
it was a surprisingly long time. There were fields and miles of
rolling hills. She was just about to ask how long it would be when
she suddenly saw a roof. It was dark out, but the falling sun and
rising moon cast shadows and illuminated the house.

It almost took her breath away.

It was huge and white, with a long circle
driveway and a peaceful patio. She bit her lip to keep from making
a comment, even though she wanted to compliment him on his house so
badly. Claire knew it wasn’t what normal people would do, but she
was used to giving compliments and showing people that she
appreciated their welcome. It was only proper.

Her eyes sought out more of the
house, utterly entranced. Claire was used to mansions, but not any
like this.

“My mother first sketched the house when she
was six. When she met my father, they built it
together.”

Claire was so distracted by the beauty of it
that she said, “It’s so big... How many children did they
have?”

“Me and two other brothers.”

“Oh,” she whispered, peering out of the window
even more raptly as they got closer. She could feel his eyes on her
but she chose to ignore them. “Are your brother’s here as
well?”

“Ah, no,” he said, almost awkwardly. “One of
them is overseas and the other is working on a project in Socorro.
I haven’t heard from him in a bit so I’m assuming he’s doing
fine.”

“Wouldn’t you be worried if you hadn’t heard
from him?” she asked, confused, loosening her grip on the
pillow.

“With Chase, the less contact you have with him
means the less trouble he’s in. When he calls me, I’m going to
assume he’s locked up in jail.”

She turned to him with wide eyes. “Oh, my.
Maybe you should check up on him,”

Logan looked at her like she was crazy. “Why
would I do that?”

“Well,” she frowned, thinking of her own
family, “if my family were prone to getting into trouble, I would
want to make sure they are okay...”

He was silent for a second, and then he did
something that shocked her.

He laughed, right at her face. It was a deep
rich sound, and she could tell he didn’t laugh much. It made her
smile.

“My family doesn’t work like that. And I just
hope that while you’re here, they don’t show up. You’d run
screaming for the hills,” he said, chuckling.

“Would I?” she asked, distracted by the
now-closer house. She clutched her pillow.

She didn’t pay attention to his answer.
Instead, she struggled to wait patiently when he parked the car and
came around to her side. She didn’t want to show him how excited
she was to be there, or how much she wanted to run around screaming
like a kid , playing in the flowers that were amazingly still in
bloom. He didn’t notice her excitement.

The first thing he did was made her
promise she would sit in the truck and then he took her things into
the house. He left her with her pillow and she took that time to
gaze around her in awe. There were millions of little flower beds
spread around the house. Even along the driveway there were bushes
lined up and rock gardens. In the front lawn, there was one
huge tree with a small
rock garden placed to the front right of it. It was such a lovely
site that it almost had her bouncing in her seat to see
more

Logan came out a second later and helped her
from the truck. He held onto her waist the whole time and when they
got to the stairs, he only let go of her for a second to hold open
the door. It was a nice gesture, coming from him, but his worry was
making her antsy. She was still shaken because of Gerry, but the
house and the soothing aura it gave her were enough to calm her
nerves enough that it wasn’t on the forefront of her
mind.

“Do you want anything to eat? Drink?” he asked.
His voice was unsure, as if he didn’t know what to do.

She nodded. “Water sounds really
good.”

“Alright. I’ll show you where you’ll be
sleeping after.”

He went through a door on the right and she
followed, wishing he had given her a chance to say thank
you.

Claire could hear her aunt’s voice in her head.
Lessens upon lessons of etiquette and how to stay safe all
colliding with each other.

The moments in the kitchen were awkward. He
couldn’t stop watching her and she couldn’t stop avoiding him. He
asked her if there was anything else she needed. All she really
wanted was to sleep and then wake up and explore his ranch. She
hadn’t seen any stables so she assumed they were behind the house.
Would he let her see horses, if he had any?

She looked at him, setting down the
cup.

“Logan?”

He took her cup and put it in the sink.
“Yeah.”

“Do you have horses?”

His chuckle rang through the airy kitchen. “I
live on a ranch. Of course I have some.”

Feeling slightly stupid over the question, she
nodded silently and didn’t look at him.

It was silent for a second.

“Do you want to see them?”

She looked at him and nodded her head
vigorously.

Logan smiled slightly. “Tomorrow, bright and
early, I’ll take you to see them.”

“Really?”

He nodded. “But I’m beat and I’m pretty sure
you are. Your room is just across the hall from mine if you need
anything.” Logan started to lead her to where she assumed she was
going to be sleeping for the night. Claire followed him, and at the
door to her room, had to force herself not to stare at
him.

“Night,” he said. She looked up at the sudden
reserve in his voice.

He opened the door for her then walked across
the hall, not sparing her a second glance before entering his room
and then closing it off.

Claire stared at the door for a long time
before she finally went into her own room, sighing
softly.


Chapter 4

 


Logan was awake long before Claire was. At
five, he showered and dressed, then went to the kitchen to start on
breakfast. He normally had his cook, Glenda, prepare his meals for
him but it was a weekend and she was off. He always let her have
off days for her family and didn’t mind that she took so many. Her
daughter, at twenty-three, had a rare form of breast cancer and
they could barely afford the treatment. While Glenda took off time
to care for her daughter, Logan gave her a paid vacation. He
wouldn’t miss the money and knew that they needed it more than he
did.

He thought that maybe the sweet scent of bacon
and eggs would wake up Claire so that he didn’t have to, but it was
almost a half hour later and she still hadn’t come downstairs.
Sighing and frowning, he went upstairs and pounded on her
door.

It was silent.

His frown worsened, and he pounded on it
again.

Still silent.

“Claire,” he started warningly, opening the
door. “It’s time to get up, I have --”

He paused mid-sentence. The window was open,
blowing soft air through he curtains and sifting through the room.
Rays of light shot through the room, emphasizing the pale walls and
blue bedspread.

It wasn’t the open window that caused him to
pause though.

No, it was so much worse.

Claire had one leg out from under
the blanket, her body was stretched out across the bed and the
comforter was falling halfway off. She was laying on her stomach,
arm over her head, long blonde hair spread around her in a golden
halo. His body hardened as he realized that she was
really naked.

“Holy...” She moved, making a soft mew, turning
onto her back partially. Her breast was full and big enough to fit
his hand. “Fuck.”

He turned away sharply, backing out and closing
the door. He leaned against the wall, breathing heavily. He’d had
women before, and all of them had had amazing bodies. But that one
small glimpse that he’d gotten of hers was enough to make him
realize that just a night with her wouldn’t be enough and that she
was, quite possibly, the most beautiful creature he’d ever
seen.

It took him a while to calm himself. When he
did, though, he braced himself and opened the door, quickly
grabbing the blanket and covering her fully, trying to give her
some modesty. Logan quickly shook her awake, desperate for her to
open her eyes. He didn’t want to take his hands from her - her
shoulder was soft and warm and...

Her pale blue eyes squeezed, and then she
yawned and stretched. He took his hands away from her body quickly,
almost hating himself.

“What?” she asked, her voice rough yet sweetly
sleep-influenced. “What is it?” Her eyes got impossibly wide and
then alarmed. Then, just as quickly, her face flamed pink and she
grabbed the covers in a death-grip and pulled it over her body
completely.

He stared at her, forgetting how to move. He
swore he forgot how to breathe.

“Get out!” she squeaked, shoving herself under
the covers.

Logan would have. He really, honestly would
have, if she hadn’t been panicking so much that the covers slipped
and revealed a tan, plush breast. “God,” he whispered, eyes locked
on her.

She stopped moving abruptly.

Their eyes locked on each other and he slowly
moved to sit on the bed, his brain screaming at him to leave while
his body told him to stay and touch her, kiss her, take her breast
into his mouth and taste how sweet he knew should be.

She didn’t cover her breast again, and heat
entered her eyes. It was the most amazing thing he’d ever
seen.

Her eyes darkened to a near ocean blue and a
flush came over her body. Her nipple, the one not covered by the
bedding, hardened.

His control snapped.

Logan leaned down and kissed her neck roughly,
relief that she didn’t fight him but even leaned her head back
coursing through him. Her hands grabbed at his shoulders and in
less than a second, he had her breast in his hand and her lips
parting under his. He dominated, pushing her into the bed and
kissing her with rough desire. His hand kneaded her breast and he
could hear her moaning under his lips. His mouth left her lips,
trailing down to her throat, and her hot breath caressed his skin.
He nuzzled her neck, kissing lightly. His hand trailed from her
breast to her stomach, his mouth moving to replace it. She made a
high, precious keening sound and his body raged with
desire.

“God, you’re beautiful –“ he stopped talking
when his lips came in contact with her breast. She gasped, arching
under him, and his hand slid to her thigh, tracing her, teasing
her. He swirled his tongue around her nipple and listened to her
pleasured whimpers.

He cupped her at her core. Then
froze.

She was smooth, slick, burning his hand because
she was so hot.

Claire’s head turned on the pillows, her hips
moving while she tried to make him touch her more. He growled and
slid one finger into her, into her wetness, and bit her breast
gently.

She cried out softly, her hands grasping his
hair and pulling, her movements frantic, almost desperate
–

“Marshal?”

Her hips cradled his, even as another finger
slid into her, adding to the other. God, she was hot. Silken and
pure liquid heat and –

“Marshal!”

Logan froze.

Claire gasped, her body starting to convulse.
He didn’t want to stop. Who the fuck… Claire bit his neck lightly,
urging him to continue. Logan groaned and moved his hand against
her, pushing his fingers deep and –

He jerked back like something had burned
him.

“You’re a virg—“

“Logan, where the hell are you!”

Claire’s eyes were wide and shocked, a look of
displacement in them. And then, as if she suddenly remembered
everything, she pulled back and then, with sudden clarity, shame
and embarrassment entered her eyes and her face flamed red. “Get
out,” she said, her voice nothing but a squeak. He sat there,
hearing her but not listening. He was too horrified at what he had
done to her and what he had just learned.

“Claire…you’re a fucking virg –“

“Goddamnit, Logan, I’m not playing around here!
Come the fuck out, Ricky got ‘imself hurt and you need to get
‘im.”

Claire heared the voice. Logan
didn’t know how it was possible but she managed to look even
more terrified.
“Get out,” she
hissed, shoving him off of the bed. She pulled the covers over her
and ran like hell was on her heels to the adjourning
bathroom.

Right then, his man Frank walked in and glared
at him. “What are you doin’ in here? You heard me screaming for
you! Come on, get up and go out there. Dog got ‘imself kicked by
Bucky and he won’t let no one else touch ‘im.”

Logan barely heard him. He was too shocked. Too
disgusted. To…everything. He got to his feet numbly, fisting his
hands. “I’ll be right out.”

Frank gave him a dubious look but nodded.
“We’ll be waitin’ for you. Poor pup is whimperin’ like the world is
endin’.” He left the room and Logan would have followed after him,
but he couldn’t. His feet wouldn’t let him leave the room. Claire
was still in the bathroom…

Walking over to it, he rapped on the door
softly. He didn’t hear anything in response.

“Claire, I’ll be back in a little bit. If you
want to explore, you can. Just stay out of the way if someone is
doing something. If any of the guys say something to you, tell
Frank. He’s kind old and missing a finger on his left hand. He’s
also wearing a blue cap.”

He waited for her to say something.

All he heard was silence.

Grinding his teeth, he tried one more
time.

“Claire.”

It wasn’t a question, but a demand that she
answer him.

At first, he thought she wouldn’t answer him.
But then he heard a shuffle and then the door peaked open. He
swallowed.

Her head popped out of the bathroom and her
eyes latched onto his. There was a vulnerability to them that made
him feel terrible. Remorse rode him hard. “Did you hear me?” he
asked, forcing himself not to seek out the lush curves of her body
hidden behind the door.

“Yes, I did.” She lowered her eyes, looking
away from him.

Logan backed away from the door, shoving his
hands in his pockets. “I’ll have someone bring up your suitcase so
don’t worry about carrying it around. Ah… Later, after lunch, I can
take you to see the horses – Wait. Ah, what do you have planned for
--” He paused, feeling like his tongue had stopped it’s normal
routine of talking and producing sound. “Lunch. At noon?” Her eyes
flipped to him.

“What?”

Logan could have kicked himself. First he
practically rapes her, and then asks to have lunch with her. He
couldn’t think of any other reason that she’d say yes besides
obligation, and even then she probably wouldn’t –

“I will. Should I wear something nice?” There
was a small blush to her face, as if she found asking the question
ridiculous.

Logan was stunned that she’d said yes, but
still nodded. “Wear jeans, though. I’ll be back at twelve; it’s
seven right now.”

She nodded, face turning even
pinker. A strand of hair fell past her ear, curling around her
cheek. It took everything in him to not push it back as tenderly as
he could. He would make up for what had happened this morning and
then figure out what to do from there. He wanted her – shit,
he needed her, but
he couldn’t take her like a rutting dog. She didn’t deserve
that.

He was already starting to notice how she acted
around certain people and how she had a sort of…façade.

He’d have to get past that and reach down to
the pure innocence and kindness he knew she had. She acted prime
and proper in front of others, but when she was vulnerable that
true child-likeness shown. It was different from what he normally
saw – in fact, everyone around here was either closed off or just
way nosy, and he liked the change, was intrigued by it. His ex-wife
hadn’t been like that – she’d been cold and distant to the very
end, the only thing she wanted being his money.

Claire hadn’t made a comment about his obvious
wealth. Actually, she acted like she didn’t even notice it. Last
night, when he’d come out to get her, he’d seen the look of
complete awe in her eyes when she’d looked at the plants and
gardens that his mother had created.

No, he didn’t have to worry about her wanting
money. An even better testament to that was how she’d stayed in a
crappy hotel agaist the choice of a better one for a cheaper price.
She seemed conservitive, except for her name-brand sports clothes.
He made his way from the room and found himself wondering what she
was going to wear, and how she was going to do her hair. Maybe he
should have Frank tell her to leave it down if he saw
her.

Logan’s lips lifted on their own accord, even
as he got down to business with Ricky and making sure his injured
cow was taken care of. The fencing was going to be re-done and they
had planned that for tomorrow, but it was getting chilly and the
forecast had warned of showers. If they waited till tomorrow, they
would have to do it in the mud and that was a disaster waiting to
happen.

“Frank,” he called out, kicking up dust as he
jogged to meet his man. He wanted to get the job done in time to
take Claire out for lunch so they had to move quickly.

“Aye?” Frank looked up, spitting and rubbing
his hands on his roughly-worn jeans.

“We need to start on that fencing. It has to be
done before noon.”

Frank frowned, looking him over. “Have you gone
insane? Wasn’t we gonna do that tomorrow?”

“It might rain tomorrow and I have plans after
this,” he said shortly.

He didn’t appreciate Frank’s knowing look.
“With the blonde?” he asked, a cock-sure grin on his weathered
face.

Logan leveled him with a stare. “It’s just to
welcome her. She was staying at Gerry’s hotel and Darla suggested I
let her stay here instead.”

“All of these years, and you only
invite someone to this ranch because of Darla? Boy, I have a hard time
believin’ that.”

Logan didn’t respond, but looked toward the
house.

The house that held the beautiful blonde. His
gut clenched as he thought of what she’d been through last night,
and what he’d done to her earlier this morning. She must think he
was a monster – which he was. Guilty, he got the men working on the
fence and tended to his cow.

It was half past eleven when they got done with
the fencing. It was quick work, but it was good. When he got on his
horse to ride back to the house, he got a knowing look from Frank.
He was dutifully ignored.

His shoulders were hot and his face was
dripping with sweat. It had gotten hot, the heat striking at ten.
His clothes were covered in mud and he looked like he’d had a mud
fight. He tried to get inside before Claire could see how dirty he
was, but was stopped when something struck him that there was
something…off.

As he got near the stables with a clear view at
his drive way, he knew what it was immediately.

“God damnit,” he growled, swinging his leg over
the saddle and tying the lead around a post. The horse went about
his business with the hay that was provided and Logan stormed over
to the red shiny convertible that had no reason to be in his
driveway.

It was too much to hope that he’d caught the
driver of that car before they went inside. It was empty and parked
and he wanted to run the damn thing into a pile of
rocks.

He stormed up the front of his steps, ready to
punch something.

“…and he is so when –“

The door slamming opened stopped that
fakely-sweet voice from talking anymore.

Thin, blonde, petite, and filled
with ice. Madison Smith turned with a hand covering her mouth. She
was sitting in front of Claire with her bare legs crossed at the
ankles. Her heals were black and sleek and the skirt she wore chose
just that moment to
slide up her pale white thighs.

“Get out.”

Claire was sitting there, looking at the
ground, her hands folded in her lap. Whatever Madison had been
telling her, it obviously hadn’t been something she’d wanted to
hear.

Madison’s red pouty lips turned and she stood
to her feet. “Love, you are positively dirty! What were you doing
out there, playing with cows?” Her sparkling brown eyes were bright
and unassuming, as if she didn’t realize that what you had to do
when you owned a ranch.

“Pretty much. Now leave.”

Fury rode him and his fists clenched
at his side. She had to choose today to show up. She had to
choose today to
make his tight situation with Claire worse.

“I can’t just leave,” she said, laughing. She
sauntered over to him, her heels clacking on the tile. “I brought
us some lunch. Aren’t you hungry?”

Her hand lifted to touch him, and then her nose
crinkled with disgust. “Let’s get you into a bath,” she said,
daintily grabbing his hand and towing him towards his room. Claire
was still sitting there, this time her arms crossed over her chest.
Now that Madison’s attention wasn’t on her, she seemed to relax and
take a more casual pose.

She was also watching the scene. Any other
person might not have noticed the glances or the pose that
suggested she didn’t care, but Logan was trained enough to see
through it. What was she thinking about?

Not wanting her to get the wrong idea about him
and Madison, he pulled his hand away from Madison’s roughly. He
leaned down to whisper in her ear not-so-quietly, “Grab your
‘lunch’, and leave. I didn’t invite you out here and I can call the
sheriff. It’s called ‘trespassing’.”

She turned to look at him, an emotion flashing
through her eyes too quickly for him to decipher. “I just wanted to
welcome our new guest, Logan,” she said chidingly.

He closed his eyes briefly, then began dragging
her out. “Leave. If I see your car on my driveway one more time I’m
calling your father and the sheriff and you three can work it out.
Stay off of my ranch.” He didn’t add the nasty comments that he was
itching to.

Leading her towards the door a lot less gently
than he should have, he threw open the double-oak doors and pushed
her out. He was closing the door when she stuck her heeled foot
between then, holding the door open. “Logan,” she said deeply, her
voice low, seductive. Her perfectly done make-up was smokey around
her eyes. When she might have had an effect on him years ago, it
only brought out a strong feeling of disgust in him. “Why invite
her when you could have me so easily?” There was actual pain in her
voice, and he almost felt bad – before she looked over his shoulder
and at Claire.

The look she sent Claire had him leaning in
say, “Because unlike you, she isn’t a Barbie looking for money. Now
get off my property and tell your father I said hi.”

This time, he did close the door in her
face.

He stood there with his forehead against the
door, waiting till he heard the low rumble of her car. Only when he
couldn’t hear it anymore did he let out a breath and turn to
Claire, who was looking at him with pressed lips and still-crossed
arms.

“She was a very pleasant woman,” she said after
a tense silence.

Logan stared at her.

“She told me all about you and her,” Claire
added, leaning into the love couch even more. Her voice was
emotionless and he really didn’t know what to think about it.
“You’ve been together for several years now. The dog on the ranch –
I think his name is Ricky – was a gift from you to her on her
twenty-fifth birthday. Ah, let’s see…”

“Stop talking,” he commanded, taking off his
boots. Logan began walking to his room, stripping off his shirt and
undoing his belt. He didn’t care that Claire might be watching –
hell, let her stare all she wanted. He had nothing to hide from her
and the scars on his back weren’t leaving no matter what he did.
The sooner she saw them, the better. Because they were a part of
him and if he planned on taking her to his bed, then she’d better
get used to him.

He heard Claire behind him. Her steps were soft
and graceful.

“You designed the kitchen together,” she
continued, ignoring his order. “And I think there was something
about –“

He turned around furiously. “Claire,” he
snapped. “The only thing out of everything she’s told you that is
true is Ricky. I took him back from her when she almost killed him
because she couldn’t take care of him. Fuck, she even used him to
ruin my marriage.”

He paused, breathing heavily. Her eyes were
wide and but she didn’t back away from him.

“That,” he
said, stabbing his finger in the direction of the backyard, where
Ricky probably was right now, “is the only thing that’s true. I’m
going to change and then I’m making lunch. Be ready in a half hour
to leave and I hope you can ride a horse.”

With that, he turned on his heel and strode to
his room.


Chapter 5

 


Claire went to her own room, shocked at what
had happened.

Logan had a temper. A really hot, sexy
temper.

His eyes had darkened to the point
of near black – reminding her of what had happened that morning.
Shivers coursed down her back and she had to stifle a dreamy sigh.
She hadn’t been scared of him; she knew that no matter what, he
would never physically harm her. She didn’t know
how she knew that, but she
did. He had been a little rough with the blonde girl, Madison, but
he’d been angry at her – and it seemed as if they didn’t have the
best relationship, as much as she’d tried to tell Claire
that.

Claire started to get ready, heating up the
water in the shower.

Madison had shown up an hour before Logan had
come inside. She had heard the car pulled up and then someone
entering the house, and she’d gone downstairs. She hadn’t known to
either be alarmed or embarrassed when she’d seen the other blonde
woman, but she’d quickly realized what to think and say.

She was a classic wanna-be rich girl. Her hair
was all done up, her make-up perfectly placed, her dress from a
high-end designer – two years ago. She’d worn that same dress on
her aunt and uncle’s anniversary nearly three years ago. It had
cost her father a small fortune but it’d been a gift.

The heels were something that you could find at
Wal-Mart – Claire bet whoever had gotten those shoes hadn’t told
her where they’d gotten them, or she probably wouldn’t be wearing
them right now.

It had been had not to laugh at her when she’d
walked in haughtily and stared at her as if she were dirt on her
Wal-Mart-brand heels.

But she’d played along, the broken little
traveller girl who had no clue about anything around her. Madison
had started talking about Logan, then clothes and how grubby Claire
looked, and then Logan again. It was obvious the girl had a small
obsession with the man.

And it was also pretty obvious that
Logan wanted nothing to do with her. That was a relief to
Claire.

But with the relief had come worry. Why did she
even care? She’d known the man for two days, had fantasized about
him for a week, and now she was staying in his house. What did that
say to her?

A lot of fucked-up-ness. That’s
what.

She scrubbed a hand over her face. She’d never
been with a man, had never had a boyfriend, had never even talked
to a man as virile as Logan. Her father surrounded her with old men
and for a reason – she wasn’t allowed to have a boyfriend. Ever
since her mother had died, he’d been set against her having no
boyfriend.

No boyfriend meant no pain. No boyfriend meant
a happy a happy Claire. No boyfriend meant a stress-free father. No
boyfriend meant to scandal.

And she’d never had a problem with it. She was
content to be a daddy-girl and a social butterfly, it was what
she’d grown up with and what she was used to. But now, seeing
Logan, feeling his touch and his kiss and hearing his voice, it
seemed as if her whole world was turned upside down.

She stripped off her clothing and stepped into
the shower. Maybe she should just tell Logan that they should wait
for lunch until he was calmer. While she found him incredibly sexy
when he was angry, she didn’t want the whole day to be ruined
because of his mood-set.

She finished showering and climbed out,
wrapping a towel around her body and – shit. Her suitcase hadn’t
been brought up. Groaning, she looked down at herself and could
have sighed.

It was still downstairs and her clothes were
dirty but…she had to get her suitcase. Wrapping the towel around
herself, she went into the main bedroom and dressed in just her
long, baggy gray shirt and the jeans. No bra and no panties – she
shuddered, feeling exposed. Her hair was damp so she wrapped it in
the towel.

She opened the door and a gust of cold air had
her skin chilling. Great, she thought, crossing her arms over her
chest and rushing to the kitchen, where she’d seen it
last.

It wasn’t there.

What the hell?

Praying that Logan was in a better mood and out
of the shower, she quickly ran to his room and knocked on the door.
“Uhm, Logan?” she called, knocking again.

Not out of the shower.

Just great –

The door opened.

“What’s wrong.” She heard his voice before she
saw him, and when she turned around she didn’t expect him to be so
–

Shirtless.

Completely shirtless.

Her face flamed and her throat ran dry. “My
ah…my…” She trailed off into silence, struggling not to stare at
his bare chest. She’d seen the scares on his back, but she wasn’t
prepared for what she saw on his chest now – and how it made her
react.

Heat flashed through her body.

His shoulders were huge, leading to a thick,
perfectly formed chest and then to lean hips. His body
was…perfect…even with all of the scars. In fact, if she had to be
blunt, they made him even more hot. More desireable. More…lickable.
Claire could see herself kissing and licking every inch of his skin
till she reached –

“Claire?” he asked, crossing his arms over his
chest, leaning against the doorway.

Oh lord.

His arms...

“Ah…my suitcase…I need clothes.” Her face
flamed and shamed shot through her. Her father…if he saw her now…he
would probably disown her.

But, god, he was so amazingly…formed. That was
the only word she could think of to describe him.

“It should have been brought up to your room,”
he said, frowning. He got up from the doorway and passed her, not
bothering with a shirt.

She cursed mentally. He really should have put
one on. She had a more than clear view of his back and shoulders
and it was so…enticing. Licking her lips, she tried to keep her
sigh to herself as he strode to the kitchen.

His gait was strong and commanding, just like
his presence was.

So caught up in following him and daydreaming
about his body wrapping around hers, she didn’t realize when he
stopped and –

“Oh,” she
squeaked, running into his back.

He turned around and caught her before she
could fall back, hands wrapping around her upper arms and dragging
her close. Heat shot through her at the touch of his
hands.

He didn’t let go.

If anything, he drew her closer, her body
pressed tightly against his warmer one.

“Let…me go,” she said weakly, the command
turning into more of a question than an order.

She brought her face up to his. Gasped at the
desire she saw there.

He leaned down and caught her lips with his,
shocking her.

Her reaction was immediate.

With a sigh, she melted into his embrace and
kissed him back, her eyes closing. He opened her mouth with his,
kissing her hard, drawing her closer to him. One hand wrapped
around her waist, and the other fell to her ass, cupping
her.

Her hands threaded in his hair and she forgot
where she was. There wasn’t any danger, any anger or weariness.
There was only Logan, his hands, and his mouth.

She pressed into him, wishing he’d do more with
his hands like he had earlier this morning. Whimpering, she pulled
on his hair.

Logan pulled back.

Stared at her with obsidian eyes.

Then groaned, picking her up and carrying out
of the kitchen, face buried in her neck, leaving light kisses as he
expertly made his way through the hall and to wherever he was
taking her.

She didn’t notice, couldn’t have if she’d
tried. She was too blissed out, too desperate for him to touch her
and kiss her and make her feel like she’d never felt in her
life.

“Logan,” she whispered, pleading to him for
something she had no idea about. Her hands were stroking him
everywhere she could touch as he carried her through a
door.

He set her on a bed.

Stood over her.

Stared at her.

Started to lean down to her…

And shoved away from the bed, from
her.

The desire washed away as if someone had poured
ice cold water on her. Her hands turned numb and slowly, as he
moved to stand by the window, as far away from her as he could
manage without leaving the room, sat up.

She cleared her throat awkwardly, feeling tears
burn her eyes. She’d never felt such passion with anyone in her
life, and now, after he so easily walked away from her after making
her feel so…amazing, she was ashamed to have let herself be so
free, especially with a man like Logan.

Claire struggled to keep the tears out of her
eyes. “Listen, we can skip the lunch. If I could just get a ride to
town to get a room at a hotel…”

He turned around sharply.

“No.”

Her back straightened, the manners her aunt had
taught her stepping in. “It’s clear that I’m…taking space. At a
hotel I can stay out of –“

“Claire. Stop. You aren’t staying at a hotel.
Think about it, Gerry’s is right in front of the other
one.”

She worried her lip, contemplating.

“And you are not taking up space by being here,” he
said roughly, finally turning to look at her. His eyes were still
dark, hooded, flooded with desire, but he made no move towards
her.

She didn’t know whether to be flattered or even
more ashamed of what they had done.

Her father had raised her
differently than to…to copulate
with a man. And even though they hadn’t made it to
the final stage, she was damn sure that if he hadn’t pulled back,
she wouldn’t have made him.

Her cheeks flushed darkly.

Logan stared at her – she could feel it.
Looking away, she stood up slowly, as if her bones ached. It wasn’t
her bones, but her body. She was heavy with desire for him – it was
like a weight pressing on her shoulders.

“I’ll find where your suitcase went. You can
look around if you want, even go out to the stables. Just stay out
of the guys’ way.”

He didn’t spare her another glance before
leaving her in the room, alone.


---------------------------------------------

 


He found her suitcase near the back of the
house. Frank had probably forgotten what to do with it and had set
it there. He picked it up and brought it to her room, grateful when
she wasn’t there.

It was hard enough to be in the same house
without jumping her, he thought grimly.

Maybe going to lunch wasn’t that good of an
idea. Two times. He had tasted her two times today, and his body
was begging for more. He began making their lunch, packing it in a
picnic basket and thinking of the last time he had done
this.

His mother. She’d loved lunches outside, in the
fields, with the horses grazing around them. When all of his
brothers had lived together, when they were all younger, she’d
taken them out almost every day. Playing ball with them, teaching
them how to ride, giving them some of the best lunches they’d ever
had…

An ach settled in his chest as he packed
another sandwich. It’s been years since she’d had a lunch with
them, years since he’d heard her laugh. She’d died of cancer when
he was just seventeen, and with their father AWOL he’d been left to
raise his brothers. The second they’d gone off to college, he was
on his way to the military and had ended up being recruited as a
marines.

He hadn’t expected to be in the
service as long as he had been. At first, going into the forces had
been a way to pay for his college. But later, four years into it
and on his last deployment, he’d realized he didn’t want to leave.
His brothers were safe and taking care of the ranch. His
other brothers, the men
he’d grown into a man with, relied on him.

It had been through them that he’d started his
own team with a grant from the general and the president. For
years, up until he was thirty, he had made his life his job. Every
breath was taken in silence. Every step was taken invisibly. Every
shot and every stab was meticulous. His heartbeat was the same as
his brothers – calm in the face of danger yet racing with
adrenaline and the urge to carry out with the job.

They’d done projects together, protected
together, killed together, almost died together. It was impossible
to leave them so soon. Only when the grant ended and they weren’t
needed did he decide to finally have a life on his
ranch.

At thirty one, he’d met Christina. His brothers
had pushed them together and he hadn’t put up a fight, knowing he’d
gotten to that age where he needed to think about his ranch more
than himself. And marrying Christina had been a good bet, up until
he’d found out how greedy and manipulative she was.

Chase had confessed to her trying to seduce
him. He hadn’t given in, but he hadn’t wanted to ruin Logan’s
already rocky marriage by mentioning it to his brother. So he’d
stayed silent – and when he’d found out, he hadn’t even been mad at
his brother.

He could have killed Christina,
though.

When they’d first met, she’d been nice and
beautiful. Seemingly kind at heart. Yet Logan had known there was
something wrong with her. The way her eyes would glaze over
whenever she saw a piece of jewelry she wanted, the way she would
beg and beg till she could have it. The way she always went
shopping at the most expensive places, even when money was
tight.

And, he’d noticed the first time they went out
to dinner on their wedding night, the way she eyed other men – not
caring that her new husband knew exactly what she was thinking. She
wouldn’t let him touch her, so sex had been nonexistent.

Logan hadn’t cared. While he had thought to
have heirs and provide for his family with his ranch, he hadn’t had
any thoughts of it when he’d realized they had no desire to fuck a
selfish whore.

Months of fighting, of her trying to lay her
hands on everything he owned, and he’d finally come to his last
inch on the rope of why he hated his wife so much. He’d come home
early from a trip to Huston, Texas, a cattle rancher event where
they auctioned off prized bulls, and he’d known the second that
he’d pulled up in his driveway that something was wrong.

There had been a truck there, one that he’d
never seen. Frank had been walking out of the house, his head low,
shoulders stouped. When he’d seen Logan, he’d frozen. Then, slowly,
looked away. As if he couldn’t bear to see him.

She’d been in his bed.

With a different man.

Moaning and screaming and whimpering like a
motherfucking whore.

Which she was.

Within the next two minutes, there’d been a
fight, she’d been thrown out, and Logan had gotten the cops called
on him for punching the guy she’d been with in the nose, hard
enough to break it. He might have also broken some arms and a
couple of ribs.

He hadn’t noticed.

Logan grabbed containers from under the counter
just as Claire was walking down the staires, arms crossed over her
chest.

He looked up and…stared. Her hair was down her
shoulders, blonde locks curling softly around her face and
cascading down her back like a silky waterfall. Her eyes were
bright, thick lashes surrounding them and her lips… She had on some
sort of peach-colored lip-gloss and he wanted nothing more than to
kiss it off.

His eyes fell down her body.

She had on a pair of leg-hugging jeans and her
shirt was bright in the front. She had on a thin scarf, draped
loosely around her shoulders, and she had on a short pair of
comfort boots.

God, she looked beautiful.

Clearing his throat, he set the containers on
the counter and went to the refrigerator, grabbing out a carton of
Koolaid and lemonade. “Almost ready to head out…I would suggest
some tennis shoes though. Do you like Koolaid or
lemonade?”

He was really trying not to stare at her, but
it was hard. She had such a sweet face, such full lips. When she
smiled at him, bright white teeth flashed and she told him, “The
Koolaid. Do you have any sugar?”

Logan pointed to where it was and she went over
to it, picking it up. “Let me see that,” she said, grabbing the
container from him. She looked around the kitchen with the thing
still in her hands, till she found a cup. She tested the Koolaid
and then gave him a chiding look. “There isn’t any sugar in
this.”

“Well, there isn’t –“

He stopped talking, watching her as she poured
almost every grain of sugar into the container. “Okay.
Nevermind.”

“What?” she asked innocently, putting both the
sugar and the now highly-caffinated Koolaid down.

“All I can say is that I’ll be drinking the
lemonade.” He tried not to laugh at her insulted
expression.

“Fine then,” she huffed. “I’ll be
drinking the Koolaid then.”

“Well obviously…”

Claire glared at him.

“Go get some tennis shoes on. I’ll be out in
the barn when you’re ready to go.”

“Okay!” He waited till she had ran up the
stairs to leave the kitchen, the picnic basket in his hand and the
drinks in the other. Frank was there, of course, and he asked his
man to help him saddle up the mare while he got his own mount
ready.

Logan, deciding that Claire would be a while,
moved ahead of time and galloped to the spot where he would have
them sit, hiding the picnic basket under some blankets near a tree.
The grass was tall, almost to his knees, and the sun was shining,
casting glowing rays around him.

It was perfect for him. For Claire. Even though
his body was still raging from their encounter.

Getting up on his mount again, he rode back to
the stables, finding Claire still absent. He frowned.

“Has Claire come out?” he asked Frank, who was
leading the mare out of the stables and tying her lead to a
post.

“Not that I seen, no. But – Oh I think that’s
her right there,” Frank said, the gruff in his voice natural from
old age.

Logan turned around and saw her. God, would she
never stop taking his breath away? The bright rays from the sun
caught in her hair, making it frame an almost golden halo around
her face.

Her face lit up the second she saw the horses.
Squealing, almost running to him, she looked between the two men
and the two horses. “Which one do I get to ride,” she demanded,
wide eyed.

“None,” he teased. “You get to hang on by the
tail and run.”

Claire waved a hand. “I’ll probably end up
doing that anyways. Seriously, which one!”

Logan smiled. Her smile was bright and wide and
there weren’t any shadows in her eyes. He wanted to make her look
like that all of the time, he thought, patting the butt of the
mare. “This one is yours. Her name is Berry. Have you ever ridden
before?” he asked, needing to know. He didn’t want her to ride
alone if she was a first time rider...she would have to ride with
him, he thought, not knowing if that was a good thing or a bad
thing.

“Oh yes, I have,” she said, excitedly looking
at Berry. The horse neighed lightly, shuffling it’s feet. Her head
butted against Claire’s shoulder, and she laughed,
flattered.

She turned her whole attention to the horse,
cupping the strong jaw and petting, cooing. “You’re such a pretty
girl...yes, you are....” She happily pushed aside the fringe that
hung over the horses face and looked over her shoulder at Logan,
grinning.

“Can we go now?”

He nodded dumbly, entranced by the site she
made.

As she climbed onto the horse like an expert,
he saw that Frank had noticed as well.

He swallowed roughly and mounted his horse.
Frank made him lean down and he said quietly, “She’s a keeper. Not
at all like Christina.”

Logan, with a heavy feeling in his chest,
muttered, “Even though she isn’t, doesn’t mean we can keep her.
She’s only going to be here for a month or so.”

Frank patted his calf, nodding. “That’s enough
time to convince her to stay.”

He let out a low breath, looking at Claire as
she managed the horse like she had been born on it. She was several
feet away from him, out of hearing distance. “Even if I wanted her
to stay, she wouldn’t. Couldn’t.”

“We’ll see.” Frank smiled knowingly.

Logan left him standing there and went to
Claire. “Ready?”

“More than ever!” she gushed, eyes smiling as
much as her lips were. He forced himself to look away and rode
ahead of her, leading the way.

Before he knew it, though, Claire was galloping
in front of him, her laugh ringing in the wind, calling to him. Her
hair flew out behind her, caressing the wind. Her body was lithe
and she almost looked like she was one with Berry.

Right then, Logan knew without a doubt, that he
had to know everything about her. He wanted to know what it took to
make her smile, make her laugh, make her cry, make
her...

Love.

He wanted to know what it took to make her
love.

He might not ever be able to offer
her anything but a bed and a ranch, but he had to know.
Needed to know. Logan
didn’t care that he’d only known her for a week. He didn’t care
that being with her seemed impossible yet so easy. He didn’t care
that even though everything in him shouted against it because of
what she was, he had to have her in his bed, wrapped around him,
naked, gasping his name and begging for more.

Groaning roughly, Logan followed after her.
Only when Berry began to look tired did he stop Claire and make her
follow him to their picnic spot.

“That was amazing!” she exclaimed, hopping off
of Berry. He saw her wobble and was immediately there to hold her
up. She smiled sheepishly, pulling away from his grasp. “I’m fine,
don’t worry. Just a little strung.”

What I would do to relax
you... His body hardened and he realized
that it was going to be a very
long day.


Chapter 6

 


Claire watched as Logan walked away from her
stiffly, and went about putting down the blanket that he had pulled
out from behind the tree that was in the center of the small
clearing. She took care of the horses for him, pulling them to the
other side of the tree and tieing their lead to a low-hanging
branch. Luckily, there was a small thing of water just a couple of
feet away.

She took Berry’s lead off and untied it so that
it was just one string of rope and, tied to the horse, long enough
for them to still be tethered and still able to reach the thing of
water. She did the same to Logan’s horse and then patted them down.
She had her own stables on her father’s estate and she knew all
about horses and how to take care of them -- she didn’t think Logan
knew she did though.

Wiping her hands off and giving them each a
scratch on their forehead, she turned around --

And came up against a wall.

A chest wall. A wall of a chest.A
hot wall of a chest. Eyes
going wide, she looked up slowly and met the blazing eyes of
Logan.

“Ah...” she backed away, or tried to. Berry was
in her way and the horse didn’t seem like moving. At
all.

“What were you doing?” he asked, the light that
had started to enter his eyes gone now.

“I…was tending to the horses…”

He gave her a hard look and then strode past
her, first going to his black mount and then to Berry. He took the
time to pat them down and check their leads, making sure they were
all tied correctly.

By the time he turned to look at
her, she was fuming.

“Are you content with my ‘work’?” she spat,
hands clenching at her side. He acted as if she had had no idea
what she was doing and he found her stupid for even
trying.

His brows shot up. “What are you talking
about?”

“Wow. Nothing.” She turned on her heel and
walked to the blanket, sitting down and leaning across the tree
with her legs crossed at the ankles and her arms over her chest.
When he came back and lowered himself in front of her, she refused
to look at him. Yes, she wanted him to know she was mad. No, she
didn’t want to look at him and then stop being mad. And she knew it
would happen – it happened with everyone. She had never been able
to stay angry at someone, as much as she tried. Her father had
always believed in forgiveness and being better than whoever had
pissed you off. Her aunt, on the other hand, had tried to make her
hold onto that anger so she wouldn’t be so foolish to trust that
person again.

Of course, her father’s method had
stuck with her. With pressed lips, she waited as
he waited for her to look
at him.

“Claire,” he said. She couldn’t tell what he
was feeling through his voice, but she did know she liked the sound
of her name on his lips.

That enraged her.

“What.”

Stupid men. Even the ones her father knew
thought that women could do nothing for themselves. If women tried
to do something besides hosting parties, everything they did needed
to be double checked. Feeling her cheeks flush with anger, she met
his eyes despite herself.

A mistake.

His eyes were grey and smoking,
searing her. The anger slowly dissipated and she thought,
Wow I hate myself sometimes...

“Claire,” he said again, voice
softer.

“What.” The pout. That damn pout in her
voice.

“I just have to make sure the horses were okay.
Not because I don’t trust your judgment, but I have to make sure
for myself. Berry was my mother’s last bred foul before she died.
And Bobo...I’ve had him for years. It wasn’t because I don’t trust
you, I just worry about the horses.”

Yup. The anger was gone.

“Your mother, she died?” she asked softly, arms
loosening over her chest. She couldn’t stay mad at the sadness that
entered his eyes.

“Of cancer, yes. I was seventeen and my dad
wasn’t around.”

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, looking down.
“My mother got into a car accident when I was five. My aunt and my
father raised me.”

She looked up and met his eyes briefly, found
him looking at her with a deep, unrecognizable look. She took a
breath. “I’m hungry, what about you?” It was easier to change the
conversation than suffer the silence, she thought.

He stared at her for a moment, a
look entering his eyes that she didn’t recognize, and then nodded.
“I’m starving.” He began pulling out the sandwiches, putting them
on the spread out blanket. Then there were two tubs of salads,
three different kinds of bags of chips, a jar of something red, and
biscuits placed inside a plastic container. And then, right when
she thought he would be done, he pulled out two giant slices of cake and set them to
the side.

He looked at her as if in approval, and she
grinned. “What kind is it?”

“Carrot cake, the only kind that Glenda makes
for me.” He chuckled.

A weird sensation ran through her. “Glenda?”
she asked, trying to keep her appetite. The tenderness in his voice
was something she’d never heard from him before. Was it his
girlfriend? Oh god, they’d kissed -- her face paled
dramatically.

“My housekeeper -- what’s wrong,” he demanded.
She cleared her throat, shaking her head. So she hadn’t turned into
a homewrecker, thank God.

“Nothing, heat got to me for a second,” she
fibbed. “So, which piece is mine?”

“Hey now, dessert is for
after the
meal.”

“But I’m not hungry for sandwiches... I want
cake.”

“Well, that’s too bad. Food first, then cake,”
he chuckled, handing her the sandwich. She lifted the upper piece
of bread and looked at him skeptically.

“Did you spit on this?” she asked, thinking to
all the private times her father and her had teased each other over
sandwiches. She’d been a teen the last time someone had handed her
one, when she wasn’t the one making it.

He looked at her surprised. “What?”

“Nothing,” she muttered, putting down the piece
of bread. The sandwhich had two layers of meat, tomatoes, lettuce,
mustard, mayo, and...pepperoni?

Logan must have noticed her look because his
lips lifted and he said, “Just try it. My mother always put
pepperoni on our sandwiches. We would come out out here all of the
time, to this tree, and mess around. Summer and fall wa akways my
favorite time to come out here with her.” He paused, and Claire
dared not to talk, fearful that if she spoke, he would
stop.

His eyes turned soft.

“Red leaves would fall to the ground, the grass
would be dried up and a nice cream color. It almost matched the
color of her hair,” he said quietly, reaching out and running his
hand over the lively green grass. “She would sit with us and play
with us. She did everything.”

He fell silent, not looking at her.

To make things easier on him, she spoke
quietly. “My father and I…”

She stopped. She probably shouldn’t talk about
him in front of Logan, but the urge to do so was almost
overwhelming. She wanted to be able to confide in this strong,
capable man that seemed as if nothing could break him.

Their eyes caught and held. “Keep going,” he
coaxed, their food forgotten. They sat across each other, the sun
shining around them, the air silent except for the soft buzz of
nature.

“We always went to this place out near the
Black Hills. It was just a small cabin, nothing too grand, but we
had the best time. Horse ridding through the mountains, fishing for
gold in the river… Those were some of the only times that we
actually got to know each other. He’s too busy to take that time
away from work now,” she said sadly, “but we still get time
together… Well not recently, anyways, but…yeah.”

Logan gazed at her for a moment and then said,
“What does he do that keeps him so busy?”

Claire smiled briefly. “He’s into
politics.”

“He must be away a lot then?”

“Yeah, he is. But I know he thinks of me so it
isn’t as bad as some families have it when their father is always
AWOL,” she said, chuckling. Claire knew she was lucky to have the
family she did, to be treated the way she was. Before all of this
crap with one of her father’s competitors, she’d never had a bad
step in her life. She took a bite of her sandwich.

And yet, she’d never had a man other than her
father in her life…

She looked at Logan.

He took a bite of his sandwich, returning her
stare. Once he was done chewing, he asked, “How long are you here
till?”

Claire could have stayed for the rest of her
life. Not just because she wanted to, but because since she was
basically a dead person, she had no real obligations to go
anywhere. “I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “I would love to
go home someday. But until then, I guess I just plan…on
wandering.”

“Why can’t you go home?” he asked, a new light
entering his eyes.

Nervous, Claire put her sandwich down and
played with her fingers. “It’s just not a good time.” And it
probably never would be. Unless something happened to her father’s
competitor, she would always live in fear. Even if her father won,
he would come after Claire for revenge. She’d realized that last
night, after a very dark dream. Just winning the election wouldn’t
make her safe. His death would make her safe, but she wouldn’t have
a human life on her conscious, even if that’s what it took for her
to have a normal life.

Her stomach turned.

“But I thought you and your father got along,”
he said, his voice more reserved, eyes less open.

She hated the change, but there was nothing she
could do. She couldn’t explain and she couldn’t risk her already
waning security.

“We do. Just…things have happened. And it’s
time that I learn to live in the real world,” she said, more to
herself than him.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

She shook her head, not replying. She finished
the rest of the sandwich by forcing herself to. Her appetite was
gone and she didn’t think there was a way to get it back. Not with
the suspicious look in his eye, or the turn her thoughts had
taken.

“Claire,” Logan said, voice deep. She realized
dimly how much she enjoyed the sound of his voice, especially when
he was saying her name. She looked at him from under her lashes,
wipping her mouth with a napkin.

“Hmm.”

“I don’t…understand you,” he said gruffly,
looking like he hated himself for the admission.

She smiled softly. “I don’t understand myself
either. Just a couple of weeks ago, I had a perfectly normal life,
and now? I’m here, on a picnic, with you. A cowboy with temper
issues who might have multiple-personality-disorder.”

He frowned. “I do not have
multiple-personality-disorder.”

She laughed. “I beg to differ! One moment
you're some Casanova, and the next you're as cold as ice. I swear,
we should name your other personality Mr. Hard-ass.”

“I take offense to that,” he said, trying to
keep a mean edge to his voice. He failed at it, though, and started
laughing with her.

“Casanova doesn’t, just Mr.
Hard-ass.”

“Where does Logan fit into this?” he asked, a
glint in his eye.

She sobered somewhat. “I don’t know. I’ve only
met two of you, not the third one.

“We’ll have to change that,” he said, smiling.
He took out two plates from the basket that was set up near the
tree, then a serving fork. Handing her a slice of cake, he got out
a fork as well and put a second piece on the other
plate.

She dug her fork into the spungy piece of cake
and took a bite. Her eyes closed with happiness as flavor burst in
her mouth. “Mmm...”

Her eyes opened to see Logan staring at her
like he was a wolf and she was a piece of steak. Her cheeks heated.
She would never get used to being looked at like that, she thought.
The way her stomach fluttered, her own desire for him... She took
another bite, this time not as open with her pleasure.

“It’s great,” she said -- more like
muttered.

“Yeah, it is...” For some reason, by the way he
said that, she thought he wasn’t talking about the cake. He hadn’t
even taken a bite yet.

With her cheeks flushed, she tried to finish
the cake and found she couldn’t. He still hadn’t taken his eyes off
of her.

“Claire,” he said, voice taking on a deep
edge.

“Hmm?” She peeked at him and took another
bite.

“I don’t want you to think that I sleep with
every woman I see. Because I don’t.”

Claire looked at him with wide eyes.
“Logan...”

“No, I’m dead serious right now. My first wife
screwed me over,” he said bitterly. “After that, I never even
looked at a woman. Madison is just a schoolgirl with a rich daddy
and a crush. Whatever she told you was not true, and I don’t want
you thinking it is.”

“Why...” She cleared her throat. “Why does it
matter what I think?”

He ran a hand through his short-cut hair,
looking as confused as she felt. “Hell if I know. But I don’t want
you thinking whatever she told you is true.”

“I think I knew that she was lying,” she
commented quietly. In the distance, their horses neighed and hit at
the ground with their hoofs. “She had an empty look in her
eyes...and her outfit was really outdated,” she said, letting a
little of her jealousy of the woman seeth into her
voice.

He raised a brow. “And you would
know?”

“Well, yeah. I wore it last year for one of my
father’s parties...”

“Very cultured, aren’t you?” he asked, a shield
coming over his face.

Realizing she might have said the wrong thing,
she backtracked. “No, no, it was just an important thing and he
wanted me to look my best so he...”

“It’s fine, Claire.” His voice didn’t make it
seem fine though.

She looked at him, at a loss for
words.

Then her shoulders dropped. She set down the
half-way finished piece of cake and got to her feet, picking up the
plates.

“What are you doing?”

She set them in the basket and didn’t meet his
eyes. “I think it’s time we go back now.”

He was silent, then helped her pack the
basket.

Minutes later, she was on Berry’s back and
urging her into a smooth gallop, away from Logan.


Chapter 7

 


The next week went slow. She avoided Logan and
he avoided her. If they were left in a room together, she was
normally the first one to leave it. Glenda, she’d come to realize,
was the sweetest woman ever--and probably one of the best cooks
around.

The first night that Glenda had made her
dinner, she had refused to come down, under the notion that it was
just Claire and Logan in the house.

Glenda, though, had quickly reined her in. She
had a small Spanish accent, but her build was short and round, hair
white as a cloud, and skin as wrinkled as a prune. But she had kind
eyes and a pretty smile, and, Claire realized, the only one that
Logan actually listened too.

Claire still denied their invitation
to dinner. She had a feeling that it was more Glenda asking her to
eat with them than Logan. In fact, if she had to bet on it, she’d
say he didn’t want her to eat with them.

Whatever she’d said on their picnic in the
field had put out whatever flame he’d been feeling for her. And, as
weary as she was about men and Logan in general, she didn’t want to
make it worse. So she stayed away from him, and he didn’t seem to
mind.

Madison came over several times, and unlike
first time, Logan didn’t kick her out. Sometimes, after Glenda
brought up her dinner, Claire could hear Madison’s high-pitched
laugh. It brought an ache to her chest that Logan would turn to
Madison after coldly shutting off Claire, but she didn’t have a say
in it, and wouldn’t.

So desperate to avoid the hurt that she felt
whenever she saw Logan, another week later, it had been three days
since she’d seen him. Instead of snooping around the ranch and
doing what she really wanted, she didn’t leave her room. Not to
eat, not to help Glenda clean, not to do anything. She was grateful
that the bedroom had a connecting bathroom.

To the left of the bed, which was set against
the center of the wall with a large, elegant headboard, was open
and breezy. She kept it like that for the full two weeks that she
closed herself in. At least with the window open she could hear the
sounds of the ranch and get some sort of fresh air. She’d taken to
waking up, showering, and then spending the next hour leaning over
the edge, just relaxing and listening to the sounds.

Maybe she stayed there for so long because she
hoped to see Logan, or at least hear him. One morning, she’d woken
up to him shouting to get a hold of a bull that had gotten loose.
At the end of it, she’d heard him laugh and had realized that...she
couldn’t not have some way of hearing him or seeing him. His lack
of presence in her life was painful.

Two weeks.

Of nothing.

Of staying in her room, her own fears
overcoming her and turning into paranoia.

Of solitude and a dull ache in her chest
whenever she heard Madison’s all too happy laugh whenever she
showed up.

And one week of anxiety pills.

It was Saturday now. She’d asked Glenda earlier
to lend her a laptop so she could check the banking account her
cousin had set up for her. He’d loaded it.

That meant, to her, that it was time to
leave.

She had no reason to stay here anyways. She was
only getting more attached to Logan through her pain and unease.
She shouldn’t have stayed there in the first place. Now that
Madison was so clearly in his life, she had no reason. None at
all.

She got to packing.

Around mid-afternoon, Glenda came to get the
laptop. She knocked on the door and when Claire didn’t answer,
pushed her way in.

“Claire?” she called into the rooms softly. The
lights were on, the windows were open, and the bathroom door was
against the wall. She went over to it and stopped at what she
saw.


---------------------------------------------------------

 


 


“Daddy said that we should be getting in three
more bulls in the next week. And they are from this rancher
in...”

Logan listened to Madison’s voice with
disinterest, almost annoyance. For the past two weeks, she’d come
to his ranch every day at the same hour, and didn’t leave till she
dinner was over. Her father had called him the night that he’d
thrown her out of his house, asking him to be more gentle with his
daughter.

The man adored her, but he had no backbone. And
when you were dealing with Logan, the only thing you could hope for
was that you didn’t get a black eye in the process.

He tolerated Madison, but only until Claire
could stop overreacting and actually show her face to
him.

Right now, they were in the drawing room. It
was Madison’s favorite place to talk to him at and he really didn’t
care either way. If he had a say in this, he wouldn’t be talking to
her at all. Maybe talking to Claire, or Frank. Or even his dog. But
not Madison.

Today she was wearing a Pink sweatsuit, and her
pale blonde hair was pulled back sharply from her face. She had on
the most sparkly boots ever and she could have been the Poster
Child for “fake”.

His phone started to ring, and he took that
godsend of a distraction and left the room, Madison
mid-sentence.

“Marshal.”

“I’m calling from the Drake’s Pharmacy, we just
wanted to let you, Logan Marshall, know that the prescription your
ordered is up-to-date and can be picked up...” The automated voice
droned on about the prescription and he almost groaned out loud.
Not a distraction he had been hoping for.

Then the home phone started ringing.

He hung up his cell and went to the kitchen,
where the homephone was docked. He picked it up and heard what he’d
just listened to on his cellphone. He was just about to hang up the
phone when he heard, “...let you, Claire Brady, know
that...”

Logan pressed the phone to his ear,
listening.

Then, without conscious thought, he put the
receiver down and left Madison in the drawing room. In just a
couple of minutes, he was in his pick-up and going into town, to
Drake’s Pharmacy.

 



---------------------------------------------------------

“Claire? Claire, what is wrong? Why are you
packing?”

She heard Glenda’s voice, but couldn’t react.
She sat there, in the corner of the bathroom, her face buried in
her hands which were pressed against her drawn knees. Her breathing
was labored, pained. Ragged sounds of...sobbing, were coming from
her chest.

Claire didn’t know what was happening. Her mind
was blurry, her eyes glazed over. All she could feel was rushing
adrenaline and pain. Her stomach was churning and she felt as if
every muscle she had was strung tight, about to snap. Her teeth
were chattering because she was shaking so badly.

Cool hands pushed her hair back. Gentle hands,
small. Claire flinched away from them.

“Claire... Just breathe. Calm down, breathe,”
she coached softly. The hands left her face and she heard the
running of water. Then cool liquid, on her face. Soft, fluffy
material. She took a jagged breath.

“Look at me.” Glenda’s voice was demanding, yet
gently so. She took a firm hold on Claire’s shoulders, with one of
her hands cupping her cheek. Her tear stained cheek.

“I’m going to get Logan, okay? We can take you
to the hospital and see what’s wrong...”

“No!” she nearly shouted, pushing
Glenda away from her. “Get out. Just get out, please. I can’t...I
won’t...I can’t go there. I can’t. Get out,” she sobbed, shoving the woman
away from her.

Weak.

She was so weak.

She’d known this was going to happen. She had
felt the panic building in her chest. Every single laugh of
Madison’s, every single zero that she’d seen in the bank
account...it all had come crashing down on her. Her father had
warned her, her aunt had warned her. No matter what it took, get
the pills and take them. Going to a hospital was more revealing
than someone ordering medicine.

Instead of reassuring Claire that she wouldn’t
take her to the hospital, Glenda knelt beside her. Smoothed her
hair back. “I have to get Logan. Come lay down.” She started to
pick Claire up, urging her to her feet.

“Not Logan. I don’t want Logan. Don’t let him
see me,” she begged, her body shaking so badly that she couldn’t
get to her feet. She curled herself into the corner that she had
been in before, letting the shudders wrack her body. Panic, almost
to the point that it was hysteria, swirled around inside her like a
tornado, reeking destruction.

“I’ll be back. Stay here, Claire, don’t worry,
it will be alright...”

Glenda rushed from the room.

In minutes, she came back.

And standing behind her was Logan.

Her body started to shake. She felt like she
was shattering from the inside out and there was nothing she could
do about it. She tried not to look at him. Tears built in her eyes;
she was ashamed that he’d gotten to see her like this.

The cold, unfeeling emotion in his eyes
suddenly wavered, and was replaced by worry and fear.

“Claire? What happened?”

She couldn’t tell him that she’d
neglected getting a refill for her prescription because she had
wanted to avoid him so badly. She didn’t even want to tell
him why she had to
have pills. But she figured he would figure it out.

He was just smart like that.

Panic swelled in her chest.
“Get out. God, why
can’t you leave me alone?” Her shrill question bounced
off the walls of the bathroom, then was swallowed by the sounds of
her sobs. There was nothing she could have done to stop
this.

Besides take her pills.

Just then, she noticed something.

Her eyes latched onto Logan, then his hand...he
was holding a white paper bag. There was a familiar scrap of paper
dangling from it. Her body shuddered.

A shrewd light entered his eyes, and he told to
Glenda to leave the bathroom and go back to whatever she had been
doing. Wtih worried glances, she did as she was told, but not
before asking her one more time if she would consider going to the
hospital.

“Claire?” he asked gently, like he was talking
to a child.

Her eyes again locked on the white bag. “I need
that,” she panted, feeling a coldness seep through her body. The
panic attacks she’d felt whenever she didn’t take her meds always
ended like this. The fear, how cold it turned. Even her hands
shook.

“Do you?” he asked, still holding it out of her
reach.

Why was he doing this? Did he
want her to die? She
couldn’t stand it any longer -- desperate, she lunged for the bag
but cried out. He threw the bag to the side and wrapped an arm
around her waist, holding her against his large, warm
body.

“Give that to me,” she demanded, tears rolling
down her cheeks. Her fingers turned numb. She grabbed his shirt,
nearly clawing him with her nails. She didn’t care
though.

“Claire,” he said calmly, wrapping his arms
even tighter around her. He held her to him, keeping her still as
she began to fight him, hit him, sobbing all the while. No matter
what she did, though, he never let her go. He even went as far to
wipe the tears from her face and whisper calming words.

“Why,” she hiccupped, “didn’t you give them to
me...”

“It would have been a waste,” he calmly
explained, using his thumb to gently clean her cheeks. “Taking one
now wouldn’t have made any difference.”

The less she shuddered, the more she relaxed,
and the more clear headed she got. It took minutes, but it felt
like hours. His arms were thick and warm around her, and he sat
with his back against the bathtub, her small body curled into a
tight ball on his. He gave no indication that he was uncomfortable,
just held her and talked to her in soothing tones.


Chapter 8

 


“Why the bags?” Logan asked, sitting casually
on her bed as she cleaned herself up in the bathroom.

The door was open, but her reply wasn’t loud
enough to hear. That, or she hadn’t replied.

Claire came out a second later with a suitcase
in her hand. Logan stared at her. “Well?”

“I need to leave,” she said, not looking him in
the eye as she set the suitcases by the door to the
bedroom.

He was silent.

“Why.”

“I just need...”

“Claire. Tell me why.”

“It’s time...”

“Tell me the actual reason, damnit,” he
snapped, fisting his hands. She met his eyes for a second, fear in
their blue depths.

After a moment of silence, she said, as quietly
as if she hadn’t spoken at all, “I’m really not...wanted here. It’s
time for me to go, anyways. I’ve stayed here too long.”

Logan growled low in his throat, sensing that
there was something a lot more complicated than what she was
telling him.

“What do you mean, you’ve stayed too long?” He
got to his feet slowly, feeling a possessiveness he’d never felt
before.

“I just have,” she said evasively, moving out
of his way. Claire backed into the wall, staring up at him with
guarded blue eyes. He felt his reserve close to
snapping.

“Is it because of me? Madison?” He
stalked closer to her, unable to hide the growl in his voice. The
worry at seeing her panic attack, the anger that she was going to
leave the ranch...leave him...all came out and there was no
way he could stop it.

She shook her head, and her blonde hair fell
over her shoulders. Up close, he was struck by how beautiful she
was. He hadn’t seen her in weeks, and seeing her now... the soft
sprinkle of freckles, long, golden hair, wide blue eyes, so
innocent yet scared... Something overcame him.

“Then what,” he demanded roughly, cornering
her into the wall opposite of the bed.

“I can’t...stay here. I’ll put you in danger,
and --”

He froze.

“Danger?”

She froze as well.

Claire, with a new look in her eyes, slipped
under his arm and moved past him. “I’m leaving. If I have to walk
to town, I will. But I’m...I’m leaving,” she said chokingly, not
looking at him again. She wrapped her hand around the handle of her
suitcase and grabbed her jacket, which he hadn’t known she’d even
had.

His chest pumped, filled with shock and
apprehension. “Claire.”

She didn’t listen to him, instead leaving the
room with a stride, carrying her suitcase.

Logan was still for a second, not believing
this was happening. And then, with a burst of energy, he went after
her. “Damnit, Claire! Just hold on for a second -- what do you
mean, you’re putting us in danger? Are you a runaway?”

He grabbed her arm, spinning her
around.

“Logan --”

“Tell me what is happening with you
--”

“Just let me --”

“I’m not going to let you leave! Not until you
tell me what’s --”

“Logan!” she yelled, jerking out of
his grasp. “Let the fuck go of
me.”

He reacted as if he’d been slapped. Reeling
back from her, he stared at her with wide eyes.

Claire closed her eyes, breathing
deeply. She’d just cursed at him -- not even that, but
screamed at him. He’d
never thought she would raise her voice, let alone say a curse
word.

Logan wasn’t about to let her leave.

That was for sure.

Resolved, he didn’t wait for her to calm down
but grabbed her by the arm, yanked the suitcase from her, and then
began to drag her to his office. It was on the same floor, thank
lord, but it was on the opposite side of the hall. On his way
there, he threw her suitcase into his room and slammed the door
close behind him.

She struggled, cursing, kicking, hitting,
pulling, but he didn’t let go of her.

He threw open the door to his office and then
pushed her in, slamming the door close behind him. He didn’t mean
to be rough, but he was pissed -- and worried about her.

“Sit do--”

She moved for the door, quick as a cat. He was
there, though, blocking her way.

“Claire, sit your ass down now or I’m putting
you over my knee,” he growled, getting in her space, goading her to
try and get passed him.

“You wouldn’t,” she hissed, pulling her hand
back like she was about to slap him.

He grabbed her wrist and jerked, pulling her
body flush against his. “Right now, I’d do just about anything. So
either you sit the fuck down, or your ass is mine.
Capiche?”

Her chest heaved, causing her breasts to brush
against his chest. He had her pulled so close against him that he
could smell the strawberry shampoo she used, could smell the cool
mint of her breath -- could even feel it against his hand as she
glared up at him.

“Fine,” she snapped, yanking against his
grip.

He let her go willingly, but didn’t move away
from the door before she sat down, facing away from him.

Logan took only a second to collect himself,
before moving in front of her and sitting on the edge of his desk,
forcing her to look up at him to make eye contact. Her face was
flushed, yet white besides her cheeks. Her eyes were snapping fire
and on guard, fear in them. Her hands were in her lap tightly, and
he didn’t think he could have plied them apart with a
crowbar.

“What are you running from,” he demanded. His
many years of marine training kicked in, and suddenly he was all
about the information. Screw emotions -- this woman’s life was
obviously on the line.

Or so she thought. Logan knew he wouldn’t let
anything happen to her

“No one,” she said evasively.

“You said you were putting us in danger. You
also said that you had stayed here too long. Sorry, baby, but
that’s a red flag that you’re a runner. So tell me, who are you
running from.”

Claire was silent, unwilling to divulge
anything.

“The law? Someone trying to kill you? Family?
What,” he persisted, leaning forward to grab her chin, forcing her
to look at him. He saw the anger, but what shocked him most was the
sheen of tears that graced her eyes.

“From someone,” he hedged, searching her eyes.
They flickered to the right, away from him, signaling that he was
again correct.

“An ex?” he tried. Her lack of response was
wearing his patience thin, but he wasn’t going to show her that.
Not after losing it so badly in the hallway.

When he thought he would have to hedge again,
she shook her head. So it wasn’t a boyfriend. Grateful for that at
least, he sat in the adjoining chair that was next to her,
confident that she wasn’t going to run from the room -- yet. If
there was anything he knew about civilians, it was that they craved
help -- no matter how much their mind might tell them otherwise.
Claire was in trouble, and she wouldn’t have given in that little
piece of information if she wasn’t somehow desperate for
help.

He tried a more gentle attack. “Claire, you
know I was in the marines.”

She nodded, even though it hadn’t been a
question. She wouldn’t meet his eyes, but the more time wore on,
the more her shoulders curled. And the more she caved.

“And you know I can get you better
protection...”

She stiffened, then her body shuddered. She
raised a hand to her face, trying to wipe at her eyes. “I just need
to know who you’re running from, and then I can help you. You’d be
safe here. Don’t you miss feeling safe?” he asked quietly,
appealing to her sense of vulnerability. It had been a tactic that
he’d used to many times with children who refused to leave cages
he’d found them in, for fear of getting beat to death by their
abuser.

Right now, it felt like he was doing the exact
same thing but with Claire.

Her hands weren’t clenched so tight in her lap
now. “I would be putting everyone else in danger
though...”

“My men know how to take care of themselves.
You don’t deal with roudy bulls without learning a couple of
things,” he said lightly.

“I don’t know...” She worried her lip, rubbing
her face with her hands. He took hold of her wrist, gently this
time.

“Feel how stressed you are? Scared? I can take
care of that,” he promised. “I just need to know who you’re running
from.”

Claire swallowed. Her head fell back. The light
from the ceiling reflected off of her damp cheeks, and then, with a
weak voice, “I can’t just start in the middle.”

“Then explain from the beginning,” he coaxed,
taking her hand and running his thumb over the soft
skin.

She was silent, didn’t speak for so long that
Logan would have thought she’d forgotten what to say. But then she
said, “My dad is one of the Senators of Iowa. Their cutting chairs,
and...and that means the Senators of that state have to go through
a re-election, and one of them is getting cut and...” She paused,
catching her rambling.

“Well, the other three chairs are a kick-in. No
one wants to vote them out. But it’s between my dad
and...”

“And Joey Smith,” he finished, having heard
about it on the news. Not enough to remember anything more from it,
he wasn’t even from Iowa but -- “Senator Campbell. His daughter
died in a car accident...”

Claire swallowed thickly, looking pained. “That
was me.”

He nodded, slowly understanding. “So I’m
guessing that Smith is after you.”

Claire looked away from him. “He thinks that if
he can kill me, then my father will be too devastated to continue
the election and will drop out, making him default on the remaining
chair.”

“But I thought you ‘died in a car accident’,”
he pointed out.

“Daddy warned me that Joey might find out I’m
not really dead. He wouldn’t do the dirty work by himself, though.
The election is too important for him to leave Iowa for... He’d
send someone after me.”

Logan nodded, knowing exactly what she was
saying and that she was right. Bluntly, he would hire someone to
kill Claire should they ever find out she was really
alive.

He knew what his men were capable, what they
had done together in the past, and he knew that something like this
was no threat at all. He could have them out here in less than a
day and Claire could stay with him -- it would be ten times easier
to keep her safe than following her everywhere -- even though he
was willing to do so.

“If I can promise your safety, will
you stay here? Running won’t keep you safe. If they find out you’re
alive, they can track you so quickly that you’d be dead the second
they did. If you’re with me, though...” He grabbed her chin gently,
forcing her to look at him. “I promise I can -- and
will -- protect
you.”


Chapter 9

 


Claire knew he was telling the
truth.

She knew he would protect her.

Knew she trust him.

But something told her to leave anyways. If she
stayed, she would only put him in danger. It didn’t matter that he
could protect himself, it was the fact that she was going to be the
reason he had to anyways.

Her chest constricted so tightly it was hard
for her to breathe.

She swallowed, wiping at her tears again.
Logan’s eyes were on her, staring into her. Feeling like a trapped
animal, she stared right back at him. She let him see all of her
vulnerability, all of her fears, all of her worries.

“It’s asking too much...”

His dark head shook. “It isn’t,” he promised,
holding onto her hand still. His thumb was sending hot sensations
up her arm.

Her thoughts and her emotions warred with her.
She wanted to feel safe, but not as his expense. She didn’t want to
leave, didn’t want to run anymore, but being with him.... If
anything happened to anyone here because of her, he would hate her.
And she’d already been through him hating her once -- she didn’t
want to go through it again.

“How about this,” he started, making her look
at him. There was an evil yet teasing light in his eye. “We’ll make
a deal.”

She backed away from him -- well, as much as
she could sitting in a chair. He didn’t let go of her hand when she
pulled on it.

“I don’t...know...”

“It won’t be bad. You don’t have to sell your
soul to me,” he chuckled, bringing her hand to his mouth and
lightly brushing his lips over her knuckles.

“I want something from you. Have since I first
saw you outside Drake’s Pharmacy.”

Claire had no clue what that could have been.
“Money?” she asked, unsure. Her father had often warned her about
guys pretending to like her because of the money and title she had.
But she also knew that Logan didn’t have any use for more
money.

“No,” he said sternly. “What I want from you is
much more...permanent.”

“I have no clue what that could be,” she said,
at a loss.

 



-----------------------------------------------

 


Logan knew what he was about to ask was
ridiculous. Irrational. Maybe it could even be considered as taking
advantage of her. But either way, it was a step closer to getting
what he wanted and he had nothing to lose. He’d been with a bad
wife before, but Claire was nothing like Christina.

She was beautiful, real, down-to-earth, she had
depth and brains and she was so innocent she could have scared the
devil away with a smile. He knew there was a big chance she would
say no, that even if she did say yes she would resent him later,
maybe even leave him.

But it was the best way to save her -- and have
her for himself.

And, as he thought about the future, he didn’t
think it would be so bad. She would stay with him at the ranch, no
one in the town could say anything bad about her, and it was time
that he started having heirs. He couldn’t imagine anyone else
replacing Claire, and he knew this was a once in a lifetime
chance.

Determined, Logan took her hand and brought her
to her feet.

He got down on one knee.

“I might as do this semi-right,” he said
lightly, before kissing her knuckles.

“Logan...what are you doing?” Her voice was
full of fear. She even tried to tug her hand out of his, but he
didn’t let her. Holding tightly, he smiled up at her.

“Claire Campbell,” he started, making sure to
use her real name. “Will you --”

“Oh, god,” she groaned, covering her face with
her other hand.

“--marry me?”


Chapter 10

 


“Logan, you don’t know what you’re
asking...”

He stayed on his knee, his hand holding tightly
yet gently onto hers.

Claire stared down at her.

When she thought of being proposed to, she
pictured someone she loved and someone that loved her. A ring.
Flowers. Candle-lit dinner.

Not, she
thought, a dirty cowboy kneeling in front of her in a total
man-cave of an office, no ring in site, and not a single
petal near him. And
especially because of pressing circumstances. Shouldn’t you only
propose to someone when you were in love? she thought desperately,
staring into his eyes.

There was start determination there. She knew
that even if she said no, he wouldn’t give her that option. It was
right there in his eyes, clear as day for her to read. But what she
didn’t understand was...everything.

“Yes I do. I know that I want to make you my
wife, right now.”

“Right now, yes. But later... Logan, I
can’t...”

He got to his feet, cupping her face with his
rough hand. “Claire, I’m not giving you that choice.”

Her brows lowered. “I’m the one that got asked,
shouldn’t I get a say?”

Logan’s head shook. “Nope. Not with
me.”

“I’m not going to say ye --”

His lips brushed against hers, silencing her.
Then, as fire danced along her lips like feathers, he whispered,
“You will. Just wait.”

“My father...”

“Technically,” he said against her skin,
wrapping his arms around her and drawing her to his body, “you
don’t have a father. You’re supposed to be dead. If he happens to
find out about this later on, however, then...”

“Logan!” she gasped, partly because she was
shocked at what he was doing to her and what he was
saying.

“Yes?”

“You can’t...you can’t be serious. This is
ridiculous,” she sputtered, pushing away from him.

Logan only crushed her against him.

“I am
serious. And guess what?” he said, a grin in his
voice. His lips moved against her neck, hot breath fluttering over
her skin.

“What?” she said airily, heart pounding so much
that she was almost light headed -- or was that because of Logan?
She had a feeling it was. With her heart trying to climb up her
throat, her hands were threading into his hair and urging him
closer, even as every rational thought she had told her to back
away from him.

“Since you’re going to be my wife
--”

She shook her head, even as her eyes closed
with mute pleasure.

“-- we are sleeping in the same bed,” he growed
roughly against her neck, nipping.

Claire should have protested. Really, she
should have, but she couldn’t bring herself to. Right now, she
would do anything to have Logan touch her like he was right now. If
he stopped, she would probably cry. Her head fell back for him, and
he kissed up her neck and to her jaw, one of his hands grabbing the
back of her neck and making her look at him.

The heat in his eyes was almost enough to undo
her.

“No fight, no argument,” he murmured, only
pulling back for a second before grabbing her roughly around the
hips and lifting. Instinctively, her arms wrapped around his neck
just as her legs did.

“This doesn’t mean anything,” she said quickly,
tightening her arms around his neck despite her words.

With her wrapped around him, he stood moved to
the door. She squeaked. “Logan! Put me down!”

“I have to carry you across the threshold,” he
teased, stepping through the office door after opening it with one
hand.

But even when he crossed the doorway, he didn’t
let go. Instead, he carried her across the hall and to his room,
where the door was closed. He barely paused while holding her and
opening the door, and the second they were inside, she found
herself on the bed, and on her back.

He loomed over her, covering her. His hands
slid up her shirt, to her tender stomach and to her waist, all the
way up to the underside of her breasts. “Say yes,” he whispered,
pressing a kiss to her jaw, her cheek. The corner of her
mouth.

Her head shook back and forth, long hair
spilling over the pillows that were under her. Fingers speared into
his hair, tugging. “We can’t...”

“Can’t, what?” he murmured, caressing her
stomach, her hips, the underside of her breasts-- anywhere he could
touch without losing control of himself.

“Do this...”

“Of course we can.” To prove his words, he bent
down and kissed her full on the mouth, drawing a ragged, surprise
moan from her.

“Logan,” she moaned again softly, holding him
to her. “You’re crazy. I’m not marrying you...”

He nipped her ear lobe gently. Her stomach
tightened and she grabbed his shoulders tightly. “Just think, if
you did... Joey knows who I am and what I can do. Everyone with a
say in the government has heard of me. When he finds out that you
and I are married...he wouldn’t dare touch you.”

She didn’t believe him, but kept silent,
instead revealing in the feel of him against her.

“The pastor in town owes me a favor. I can have
this drawn up by Wednesday and...”

“Logan!” she gaped, digging her nails into his
shoulders. He’d moved his way down her body, and was now lifting up
her shirt, slowly kissing his way up her stomach. Fire curled it
way around her, almost making her lose her train of
thought.

“Hmm,” he murmured, beginning to slide his hand
under the lining of her bra.

She arched under his hand, grasping her
wrist.

“Stop doing that,” she begged, even as she
ached desperately for his touch.

“But you like that,” he whispered, his finger
brushing against her breast, setting fire along her skin. With a
ragged moan, she gave into him – for now. She wasn’t going to agree
to marry him, but she would let him touch her like this.

“I’m not… I won’t marry you, Logan…” she
whimpered, eyes closing tightly at the pleasure.

“Do you want me to touch you more? Like this?”
he asked darkly, brushing his finger over her nipple and then
pinching softly, drawing a quiet, high-pitched sigh from
her.

“Oh, yes.”

“Then you’ll marry me,” he said,
pinching again and pushing up her shirt, kissing along her
stomach again, but
this time reaching around to undo her bra with one hand.

Her head shook, but she couldn’t speak. How
could she when he was taking her bra away from her body and pushing
her shirt up, his mouth so close to her breast.

“You will, Claire,” Logan said
again, his voice even deeper now as he stared down at her. She dug
her hands into his hair, the dark strands so soft yet rough, just
like the man himself was. Claire tried to urge him to her
breast, needing to
feel his mouth on her. She’d never done this with any other man –
couldn’t even imagine herself doing it with another man. How could
she? Logan was perfect…

“I won’t,” she whimpered, arching up to his
mouth.

He was still, but then pulled back.
His brows were drawn low, his cheeks darker, eyes smoky and hot and
so full of desire.
Her body shook, and she pulled him to her again.

“Fine,” he said roughly, his voice like gravel.
“When you say you will marry me – which you will no matter what –
we’ll finish this. But not until then.”

He got up, staring at her for long moments
before stalking out of the room, hands harshly pushing his hair
back.

She gaped.


Chapter 11

 


Carl parked the car, closing the door to his
grey Cavalier. The car was old and rickety, but it got thirty miles
to the gallon and had lasted him a whole trip across the U.S.
Besides the stink and the junk that was piling up in the back seat,
it was marginally clean and did it’s job.

He didn’t know why he had to do this. The woman was
dead. It wasn’t like she was going to turn up in a little ghost
town, as a ghost.
He locked the car and started his way to the gas station, the only
one. He’d driven around and hadn’t found any fast food restaurants.
There was a small diner across from a couple of hotels, but he
hadn’t wanted to fraternize with other people. He was on a mission
– an aimless one – and he couldn’t have people recognizing
him.

The bell jingled when he pushed open the door.
It was a quiet little place, a little murmur of a TV in the back
ground. The rumble of the refrigerators along the back wall was
annoying, but he got used to it as he went to the back. He grabbed
a 32oz. thing of Sprite and a bag of Doritos and nacho cheese on
his way to the front.

He liked his cheese. It was just a shame that
it couldn’t be warmed up a bit.

“Do you have any gas outside?” the cashier
asked indifferently, grabbing the stuff from the counter and
ringing it up. The computer beeped at him as Carl decided on
getting gas or not.

He’d filled it up the last gas station he’d
been at, but then he’d have to use credit and he had been told
specifically not to.

Carl shook his head. “No. Just
these.”

The cashier gave him a weird look.

He knew why.

His voice was different. You wouldn’t think by
looking at him that he had much of any affliction, but he sure did.
Feeling annoyance prickle the back of his eyes, he paid the cashier
and grabbed the back from the counter.

Carl didn’t offer any good-byes. Instead, he
went to his car and started the thing up.

It wasn’t much of a meal, that was for sure.
But he couldn’t risk not having enough for the hotel and he sure as
hell wasn’t sleeping in his car. Again.

He chose the better of the two
hotels. The one across from the diner looked old and nasty and like
it had rats in it. It actually looked like something out of
Quarantine. Plus, there
were two police cars parked out front of it.

Just a bit later, he was settling into his room
and flicking on the TV. The room was ice, quaint. Nothing too
shabby but nothing to gaudy.

He flicked through the channels and paused on
the news. Election updates.

Even though he was mad about the pointless
search, he still caught up on how Ole Joey was doing. The old fart
was portly and had dead eyes. Just as dead hair. His skin was
wrinkled and flabby, and if it weren’t for the expensive cologne he
practically bathed in, he would be the equivalent of a
hippo.

Carl chuckled at himself. Yeah, he was pretty
funny.

Joey was on the screen, holding hands with
Senator Campbell. Carl couldn’t see it, but he knew that Joey and
him were whispering harshly at each other. He guessed it came with
the job, learning how to threaten each other even when the camera
was on them. Carl was a little jealous. If only he could do that –
while he wasn’t a known convict, at least. Either way, the two
runner-ups were definitely going at it quietly.

His lips lifted in a dumb grin.

Soon enough, Joey would be in the chair and
Campbell would be dead. All Carl had to do was prove that the girl
was actually dead – he had no idea how to do that, but he could
always fabricate something – and then Campbell would be at the
muzzle of Carl’s gun.

Carl leaned back into the bed, forgetting about
the TV and looking around the room. The window was open and he
could see out of it. Curious, bored, he got himself to his feet and
looked out of the window –

His eyes widened and he almost toppled
over.

There, standing in front of the diner, was a
tall blonde woman – and she looked exactly like Claire
Campbell!

He didn’t notice the man she was standing next
to, didn’t even bother to confirm that it was her. He grabbed his
phone from his pocket, dialed some numbers, and held it to his ear.
How Joey had known that she wasn’t dead, he would never know. He
also would have guessed it fate that she show up here, of all
places.

“I’m busy. What do you want,” were his greeting
words when the phone was answered.

“I think I found her.”

“And? Take care of it.”

“You don’t want to see her –“

“Why would I? Off her and get back here to take
care of her father. The sooner the family is out of the way, the
better. You’ve been in this business for how long now?” the man on
the other end snarled. Carl looked back at the TV, noticing that it
was just Campbell on the screen. He was talking about stupid things
such as taxes and reforms.

“A couple years now,” he answered, feeling his
brow drop.

“Then you should know that the sooner they are
out of the way, the better. And I wouldn’t want to risk my ass
going down there just to watch you kill her.”

“Right,” he said shortly. His other bosses had
loved to witness the death. But he guessed Joey was a bit
different, wasn’t he?

Carl hung up the phone, looking back out the
window.

He would wait to kill her, but only for a small
time.

Claire Campbell was as good as dead – she just
didn’t know it.


Chapter 12

 


Logan had dragged her to town several days
later, and even though she knew the reason why, she played dumb and
tried to deter him from the one store he was intent on taking her
to.

The jewelry story. She hadn’t noticed it when
she’d been staying at the hotel, but now that she knew Logan’s
intentions and had forcibly denied him when he’d pulled her to it,
she knew it was there and right now, it seemed like a giant, evil
monster about to eat her.

Even right now she was tugging him to the
pillow store, which was two over from the jewelry store. It might
not be far, but in this town it meant all the difference. “Let’s
look at these pillows! So soft... Then we can leave,” she said with
forced brightness.

He stopped them in the middle of the sidewalk.
“Claire,” he said, tightening his hand around hers. “You aren’t
going to make me forget what we actually came here for.”

“Yeah, but...we don’t have to do it today,” she
tried, feeling trapped.

“We do. The wedding is in two days and we
haven’t even went dress shopping!” he said, exasperated.

“Why do you sound so happy about this?” She
glumly dropped her shoulders, letting him tug her along. He slipped
his arm around her waist and pressed his lips to her
temple.

“Because I’ll finally have the woman of my
dreams,” he said deeply, his voice lowering, “in my
bed.”

Her face flamed and she batted at his chest.
“Logan! We are in public!”

“And?” he teased, walking with her still in his
arm to to the jewelry store.

Claire sighed heavily, trying to ignore the
pounding of her heart and the blush in her cheeks. When they walked
in, the elegant store chimed, signalling their arrival. A woman
with perfectly coiled hair, who was dressed just as perfectly, came
up to them with an odd look at Logan.

“Logan! What a surprise to
see you here,” she
said brightly, taking his hand and shaking it. Claire couldn’t help
but notice that she looked slightly familiar, as if she had seen
her before. But she knew she hadn’t. “And you, as well,” she added, looking at
Claire. The woman didn’t sound too happy about that.

He smiled at her. “I know. Claire and I were
just looking for a ring,” he said easily, as if he weren’t
announcing to someone who would most likely tell the town that they
were going to get hitched. Her cheeks flushed,
embarrassed.

“Whatever for?” she asked, her voice suddenly
tight.

“Claire has agreed to be my fiance,” he said
smoothly, looking down at Claire almost adoringly. She could sense
the subtle warning, though.

The woman froze, her perfectly
lipstick-slathered lips falling open. “But... But what about
Madison?”

Madison?
Claire turned her head up at Logan, staring at him with confused
eyes. She didn’t say anything though. He stil had that look of
warning on his face.

“What about her?” he asked coolly,
moving away from the woman and taking Claire to one of the
showcases. From inside, rings of all shapes and sizes gleamed and
glittered. Watches and necklaces were doing the similar thing,
catching her attention and making her stare with awe. She’d always
loved getting jewelry from her father, loved how shiny and
beautiful the diamonds were against her skin. She was used to
necklaces, bracelets...but this was the first time she’d ever been
on the receiving end of a ring.

One of them immediately caught her
eye.

It had a silver band, with three
steeped diamonds on either side of center diamond, a gorgeous,
medium sized stone that practically gleamed. She stared at it, then looked
at the price.

She winced. She moved to the other
side of the showcases, to the cheaper rings. She knew Logan wasn’t
broke in the money department, but she wasn’t about to
make him be. It was just a
small wedding, one that probably wouldn’t last very long, and she
didn’t want him to waste money on her when he didn’t need
to.

Logan came up behind her, his arm once again
going around her waist. This time, though, he put his chin against
her head and looked at them with her. “Why don’t we look at these
ones?” he asked, gesturing to the rings she had just been looking
at.

“No, I like these ones.”

He used his rough hand to tip her chin back,
making her look at him. “I don’t think you do, Claire.” When her
cheeks flushed, he chuckled and pecked her lips. The woman came
around the other side of the counter and glared at them -- more
specifically Claire.

“Logan,” she hissed, obviously
angered. Claire looked down at the rings awkwardly, not even
noticing any of them. The woman was clearly mad about
something, but she had no
clue why she was angry at Claire specifically.

“Becky. I’m not here to talk about your
daughter. I’m here to look at rings with my fiance.” And then, with
his arm tightening around Claire, she had been dismissed. Claire
was tense.

Madison was this woman’s daughter?
How awkward, she thought, biting her lip. At least she wouldn’t
have to worry about Madison showing up at Logan’s just for
confirmation -- her mother would be sure to tell her. Claire hated
that she felt happy over Madison losing Logan. It was a cruel notion, but in her
mind, Madison had been thrown to the bottom and Claire had won --
even if the reasons were weird.

Becky stalked away, to the back room. Claire
and Logan were left alone, and she was glad. Claire wasn’t in a
horrible mood, and even though she was against marrying Logan, she
didn’t want her day to be ruined because of a pissed-off
mommy.

Logan brought her back to the showcase that had
held her ring. Her eyes lit on it, despite herself. It was simple
but beautiful, perfect. The other rings might be extravagant, but
she much preferred this one over the rest.

“I think you found one you like,” he commented,
amused. Claire looked away, guilty at being caught, and
shrugged.

“They’re all nice,” she said disparagingly,
turning around to look at him. She hoped he didn’t
notice.

She looped her arms around his shoulders,
shocked at her boldness. By the sudden heat that entered his eyes,
though, she could tell he didn’t mind. Well of course he didn’t,
she thought. He had asked her to marry him, after all.

He leaned down, his lips almost touching
hers.

“But I think you found one
you really like.
Which one is it, Claire?” His voice was dark, matching his eyes. He
leaned even closer to her, brushing their lips together. Her legs
started to shake.

“Can’t we find one...later?” she asked, knowing
that touching him was a bad idea. The effect he had on her...
Claire shuddered. Why was it so intense?

“No, we do it now.”

Claire was desperate to buy some time. “Ahh...”
She closed her eyes, trying to think. Then an idea struck her -- a
really good one, too.

“I know!” she said, pulling back from him. He
growled, tightening his arms around her. “How about this -- if you
can guess the ring I want, I’ll agree to marry you.” Never in a
million years would he guess it, she thought, pleased with
herself.

“That easily?” he asked, chuckling.

She nodded, grinning.

“Alright. Well, you look at them and
I’ll...”

“Ah-ah-aaaahh!” she sang,
very pleased with herself.
“I’m going to look at pillows and you are going to pick out the
ring!”

“Claire, that isn’t fair at all,” he
growled, even as he loosened his hold on her. “If I find it,
you promise to say
yes and willingly marry me?”

“Yep! Have fun, Logan,” she trilled, almost
skipping out of the doorway and to store two doors down.

 


 


 


Logan stood still has Claire ran out
of the jewelry store. Great, he thought darkly, turning back
to the showcase. The diamonds glittered in their velvet bed. There
were too many to pick from, but one of them called his
attention.

Still, he didn’t know which one to pick. He’d
seen her standing there when they’d first come in. She’d moved away
quickly, though, as if feeling guilty. He grinned. So it was an
expensive one.

He looked into the case again, closer. There
were two... He knew that Claire was serious about picking the right
ring. It was one of those two. Something told him so.

Groaning and rubbing his forehead, he leaned
into the glass and stared, getting ready for a long-ass talk with
himself on how to find the perfect ring. All of his military
training left him. Right then, it was between him and those two
rings.

 


 


 


Avery walked into the shop, the first thing
hitting her the strong smell of plastic, cotton, and air
fresheners.

She knew it was the perfect thing to
get Logan off her back about marrying him. He wouldn’t be able to
find the ring and then she wouldn’t feel so bad about flat-out
saying no. Of course, if he did
somehow find it...she would have to seel the deal.
Her stomach clenched at the thought.

It wasn’t marrying Logan that had
her so against it. She would love
to be his -- but not if he didn’t love her, which
he clearly didn’t. Even she wasn’t stupid enough to call what she
felt for him “love”. Lust, maybe. Desire for sure. But...definitely
not love. She’d only known him for near a month. That was way too
short of time to do any real bonding...right?

Even so, whenever he looked at
her...her heart pounding. Her cheeks heated up. Her body burned
with desire. And she knew he felt the same. She shook her head at
herself. It didn’t matter. Eventually, she would have to leave --
and she knew Logan
wouldn’t be able to find the right ring. It wasn’t extravagant or
eye catching, so it would go unnoticed by him.

She fingered the plastic wrapping of a random
pillow, walking along the aisles and picking her way through
everything.

Her thoughts drifted until she heard the jingle
of the bell, signalling someone’s entrance. She looked up, seeing
Logan.

He gave her a heart-stopping smile before
taking her hand, pulling her into his body, and kissing her deeply
on the mouth.

“Time to take you home,” he said,
bending down again to kiss her. Feeling light-headed and
very breathless, Claire
nodded...until she remembered something.

“The ring?”

He brushed his thumb over her cheek. “When we
get home.”

“But why not right now?” she asked, leaning
into his hand despite herself.

“Because I want to do it privately, where I can
kiss the living daylights out of you when you say yes without
people staring.”

Claire looked at him doubtfully. “You couldn't
have found it!”

“I did,” he said, grinning.

Something in his gaze told her that he
definitely had.

Her heart almost jumped out of her mouth. “Oh,
lord...”


Chapter 13

 


“You really think you got the right
one?” she asked nervously, sitting beside him in his pick-up as he
drove back to the ranch. Logan gave her a fleeting, confident look
-- she almost melted right there. Every moment she spent with him
only got better and better, and every time it got better it made
her realize how much she’d never been around a real
man before.

Logan was, in all honesty, her
first.

She didn’t know if that was a good
thing or a bad thing, though. Was she acting like a teenager?
Getting all hyped up and doe-eyed just because the hot guy was
paying attention to her? Or was this as natural as it felt like --
like this was meant to be. She scrubbed a hand over her face, too confused to sort
out her thoughts.

Claire liked Logan.

She really, really liked him. Just
two days ago he’d asked her to marry him. Irrational, out of the
blue, yet totally heart-stopping, he’d done a complete one-eighty
from when he’d been ignoring her to be with Madison. He’d calmed
her after her panic attack, had made her feel like a real
woman, and set her body on
fire like nothing else could have. It was different -- new. But she
knew that if she had the choice, she wouldn’t change
anything.

For the first time, she actually felt safe.
Bone-deep, meltingly-happy safe. She could almost forget about the
election, the worry that someone would recognize her, her father.
All of it was at the back of her mind, with Logan at the
forefront.

“I know I did,” he said arrogantly, a smirk on
his rough, dark features.

She nodded, unconvinced. Even though
she had a small, secret fear that he had picked the right ring, he couldn’t
possibly have...

“Can’t you just show me right now?” she asked
anxiously, biting a nail. She lifted her legs up to her chest and
looked at him with big eyes.

“No. You have to wait until we get home. A
nice, fine dinner...candle light, perfectly cooked chicken,
dessert...” he trailed off, noticing her horrified look.

“Logan,” she gasped. “I can’t refuse your
proposal after something like that! Do you know how much of a
monster I would be?”

“Ah, but you promised that if I got the right
ring, you would willingly marry me.”

“Well -- yes, but... You didn’t find the right
one,” she said, faltering. She pulled her finger out of her mouth
and glared at him, lips turning into a frown.

“Yes I did. So this proposal is going to be
perfect -- and it’s perfectly fine if you cry with happiness,” he
teased, knuckling her under her chin. She sniffed, turning her face
away from him.

“You barely know me. Why on earth
would you even...want to go through with this? And -- and I barely
know anything about you,” she gasped, eyes going wide. “For all I know, I could be
engaged to a psychopath!”

“Tonight, over dinner, I’ll answer anything you
want to know,” he promised, turning onto the gravel road that led
to his house. “But I’m going to ask the same of you.”

“You already know everything you need to,” she
muttered defensively. What would he do when he realized she was
nothing but a spoiled, little rich-girl that wasn’t good for
anything except being a social butterfly? Her father had never let
her have fun. She’d done college, done parties for her father, been
introduced to the political world at an early age -- and what was
that doing for her now?

Her shoulders curled. She could cook the best
meals, fake the nicest conversations, get along with anyone that
was thrown in front of her -- but real life? Ranch life? Doing
normal, every-day things? Logan would be marrying the equivalent of
a rock.

Feeling deflated, Claire didn’t respond back to
him but stared out the window. In only a couple of minutes, they
were pulling up his sweeping driveway and parking...behind three
black Tahoes.

She looked at Logan, questioning. She’d noticed
that people other than his ranch-hands rarely came to his house.
They’d definitely not parked in his driveway before. “Do you know
who that is?” she asked, watching his face turn blank, almost
expressionless.

He got out of the car, coming around and
opening her door for her. Feeling worried, she took his hand and
followed him to the door, where he opened it without
pause.

She heard several loud voices all talking at
once.

Logan looked at her before they rounded the
corner and entered the kitchen.

She came to a dead stop.

There, standing around the kitchen
table, were four hulkingly huge men. They all had black hair, all
had tan skin, and all looked like they could eat her alive. She pulled her hand out
of Logan’s and ran from the room, eyes bulging, about to
puke.

 


 


 


Logan watched her run from the room, brows
drawn.

“That the girl?” one of the men asked. Logan
nodded and glared at each of them.

“Great timing,” he muttered, hating that he
would have to wait to show her the ring till later.

“We are known for showing up fashionably
late,” quipped another one of them.

“You mean, you are,” growled a third
man.

“No, I don’t think so. I remember that recital
that you agreed to do for your niece… Pansy-ass all dressed up in a
tutu, running down the center of the stage because we got in late
from our mission,” said the second man. Logan rolled his eyes,
sitting across from at one of the high-stools that was placed on
under the table.

Two of the men chuckled.

“Don’t fight. You already scared her off,” he
said, trying not to laugh. These men had been in his group since
the very beginning. He trusted them with his life – but he wouldn’t
trust them in an argument. They got pretty nasty sometimes and
Claire had already run from the room, green in the face. “Where are
you guys setting up?”

“We already have our stuff in the basement.
Staying at a hotel would be too far out to get here in time if
anything happened. Plus, I bet you have better food than they
do.”

“Doubtful.” He heard some soft patters from
upstairs and assumed it was Claire running around. He could see her
up there, running around in circles like a chicken with her head
cut off, still freaking out. He chuckled mentally. “So how are you
guys doing?”

The four men were giants.

Blake, Luke, Eric, and Nathan. They were all
brothers, so they had similar dark looks yet completely different
personalities. Logan had almost grown up with them -- in the
military. They’d seen things, done things, and heard things that no
one else had before. They were their own group of brothers, even if
Logan had dropped out of service.

“Doing good,” Blake answered, picking up an
apple from the center-piece bowl and taking a crunching
bite.

“How’s Kale doing?” Kale was the general
coordinator of their division. Logan had been right under him in
the authority department.

“As jacked up as ever,” Luke said, glaring at
apple that Blake held. The man could eat a whole cow -- Logan had
seen it happen with his own eyes. Luke always told him he was going
to turn into a fat, unfit couch potato because of the amount that
he could eat.

“Marly and him still get into it?”

“All of the time,” Blake laughed, taking
another chunk out of the apple. “Even when the world is about to
end, them two just scream and bitch at each other like they have
nothing else better to do.”

Nathan cut in. “So tell us about what’s
happening.” He was normally the mini- leader of the group, more
serious and tightly strung than the other men. Logan normally chose
him to get things taken care of - the other men would do it, but it
would take them twice as long because of all the arguing. Still, no
matter what, when it came down to it -- the men in front of him
were the best when it came to protection and intel.

“I know you’ve all heard about Senator
Campbell’s daughter dying in a car accident. It’s all over the news
right now -- especially since he is still planning to go on with
the campaign. Claire is set on leaving if anyone other than us
finds out who she really is -- and I won’t have it. I need you guys
here for backup until Wednesday.”

“What’s happening on Wednesday?” Nathan
asked.

Logan grinned, pushing a hand through his hair.
“I’m getting married.”

There was a dead silence.

And then the whole room erupted with roaring,
ear-deafening laughter.


Chapter 14

 


Claire heard the booming laughter, even from
her closed-off room upstairs. Logan hadn’t come up to get her --
were they eating him alive, like they were going to do to her? Her
eyes widened and she crept down the hall slowly, trying to cease
the creaking that emitted from the floors with a quick hush in its
direction.

The stairs were the most dangerous. The first
step she took had the stairs screeching at her, as if trying to
warn her to stay away from the kitchen. Feeling ridiculous, she
straightened her shoulders and mentally flipped the stairs
off.

Sitting in the kitchen were those
four big men...and Logan. Her breath rushed from her chest. So
he hadn’t been
eaten alive. In fact, he liked quite angry. His face was hard, his
lips pressed, his arms crossed over his chest. Only one of the four
men around the table wasn’t laughing, but even then you could tell
he was amused by what was happening.

Monsters didn’t laugh.

So they obviously weren’t monsters.

Feeling somewhat reassured, she gathered her
wits and stood straight, making sure she didn’t look too scared,
yet not too excited either. If she just acted naturally, they
wouldn’t think she was anything special and wouldn’t eat
her.

Resolved, she walked into the kitchen and went
to Logan’s side.

When he looked at her, all of his anger seemed
to disappear and a smile was growing on his face. Despite herself,
she smiled back and stood closer to him. He wrapped an arm around
her waist -- in front of them! -- and glowered at the men, who had
again started laughing.

“What’s so funny?” she whispered to
Logan, trying to make the fact that she was hiding from them
unnoticeable.

“I think the trip made them
tired...”

“Bullshit,” one said, snorting. “You know why
we’re laughing! I mean...c’mon, you? Getting married?”

Claire was about to feel vastly offended when
he continued, saying, “After the last time?”

She froze, but they continued
talking.

“And so soon?” another asked -- well, more like
roared. He was still laughing, along with the one who had first
spoken out.

“Logan,” she said slowly, pulling away from his
arm. “What does he mean, ‘after the last time’?”

Everyone went silent.

Even the two loudest men.

She turned snapping eyes at him.
“Well?”

He looked between her and his men, obviously
not knowing what to do. Then, with a sigh, he leaned down and
whispered in her ear, “I told you I was going to tell you
everything tonight. Before you start assuming things, just let me
explain...tonight.”

“Yeah, how about not?” she snapped, yanking
away from him. Wow. Of course. That’s why he was so quick to jump
the gun. “What number am I? And wouldn’t it be easier to take a
piece of the cake instead of the whole thing? Are you one of those
weird stalker-men that decides he has to marry the girl before he
sleeps with her? Then ditches her? What happened to the last one,
huh? Did you run her off with Madison or something?”

She’d forgotten that they had an
audience. All she could think about was the anger and betrayal she
felt. “What number am I,
Logan?” Her cheeks were flaming with
shame.

“Claire. Calm down. I’ll --”

“Calm down?” she gasped/shouted.

Just then, the intruding men stepped
in.

“Logan, man, you shouldn’t have said that
--”

“You really have a way with words. Listen
--”

“That bitch didn’t mean anything to him
--”

“Tried to take all of his money and leave
--”

“--he never really liked her--”

“--did it so his brother’s would get off his
back--”

“--they didn’t want to be the ones to get
hitched --”

“--so Logan and Christina got hitched
--”

“--and it wasn’t a really happy marriage
--”

“--she was always gone--”

“--out with some other man--”

“--and he didn’t care because he had
his--”

“cattle. And then --”

“the divorce--”

“--and as I hear it, you’re the first
one--”

“--to be welcome on his ranch since
then.”

When they finished cutting each other off, they
looked at her with pleased expressions -- at least, two of them
did. One of the two remaining men had a bored expression on, and
the other one had a stony, expressionless face.

“That’s Blake.” They gestured to who he was. He
had considerably lighter hair than the rest of them, and he had a
leaner build. Still, that didn’t mean he wasn’t packing.

“Luke,” Blake said, and the said man nodded his
head at her, glaring at Blake. She noticed that he did that --
except for when they’d been arguing yet agreeing with each other,
he’d been glaring at Blake every other time. He was muscular, with
dark green eyes and a flop of hair hanging over his face. It was
thick and caught every single glare of the light, and his skin was
the darkest out of all of them. They looked like they had Indian
heritage -- or they just tanned a lot.

“Eric,” introduced Luke. Eric looked at her
indifferently, nodded, and then went back to sitting
there.

“And Nathan,” Blake gestured. She looked at the
remaining man, the one that had no emotional expression at all. His
eyes were unwelcoming, his face set in hard lines, and he had black
eyes. There was a story there, she thought, unconsciously scooting
towards Logan. She didn’t notice she had until she felt his arm on
her shoulders.

Claire didn’t pull away, even though she should
have.

“Or they can just do it right now...” he
growled.

“Well it’s true,” Blake pointed out,
bounding to his feet and going to the fridge. Claire watched him,
not knowing what to think besides that she felt really stupid -- and sad for Logan.
His first marriage hadn’t been with someone he’d loved--and neither
would his second. That is, if he found the right ring...and if he
even wanted her after she’d freaked out on him.

“And Luke and I are great with the ladies,” he
said, grabbing out a pig slice of pie and coming back to the table,
waving his brows at her. She felt Logan growl -- actually felt it.
His chest rumbled right beside her head, and she looked up at him,
suddenly sad.

Logan noticed and grimaced. “You guys come get
me when Glenda comes in. Should be in an hour or so. Do whatever
you want, but don’t bother me.”

“Or me!” Claire commanded. She didn’t need to
be eaten before she could apologize to Logan.

“Yes ma’am.” Blake saluted her then went back
to eating his pie. Already it was more than half gone.

The other four men didn’t so much as look at
her. And she was definitely fine with that.

Logan escorted her out of the room, and she
prepared herself.

For what, she didn’t know.

 


 


 


“So, Claire. Are you happy that you got that
all out?” Logan asked, closing the dor behind him as they entered
the study. She sat in the chair and he walked around
her.

Déjà vu, much? Feeling sick to her stomach, she
shook her head and looked down.

“Now, if you had waited for me
to explain everything to you before you made both me and you ridiculous, this could have
been avoided.” His voice was dark and quiet, dangerous. She
understood why he was in the marines now. She folded her hands in
her lap, not looking at him.

Guilt was heavy on her shoulders.

“Look at me,” he commanded, now sitting on the
edge of the desk that was in front of her. Feeling her cheeks heat
with shame, she lifted her eyes and bit her lip. He slipped his
hand into his back pocket, and pulled out the black velvet
box.

Her eyes locked on it. He
couldn’t have found the
right one…

He held it in front her, his features dark in
the low lighting of the study. “You want this.”

“I just want to see if you guessed the right
one,” she said hesitantly.

He set it down on the desk, behind him. “Come
here, then.”

She stayed right where she was.
“Why?”

“Don’t you want to see if we’re getting married
or not?”

“We aren’t, Logan. It doesn’t…”

“Get off your cute little butt and come over
here.” This time, his voice was nothing but a growl. Shivers ran
down her back and she slowly got to her feet, the only reason being
because the heat and desire in his eyes bid her to. With her heart
in her throat, her mouth going dry, she took that step close to him
and his arms came around her waist, drawing her against
him.

“I think it’s time for some punishment. Teasing
me with the ring, that episode out there... Definitely needs to be
reprimanded,” he whispered, brushing his nose against her hair, his
hand sliding up her back and pressing her even closer against
him.

She felt one of his hands leave, and
then a sharp clap rang in the rough. Claire gasped, grabbing his
shoulders. “You did not just spank me!”

He nipped her ear, chuckling. “Naughty girls
need to be punished. And teasing me is definitely being
naughty.”

“I wasn’t...teasing you...”

“With the ring? Yes you were.”

“I...really wasn’t,” she gasped as he kissed
down her neck, bending her over his arms until he had to twist them
around. In one second, her butt was on the desk, her legs around
his waist, and his mouth was ravishing hers. With a lusty,
surrendering sigh, she kissed him back.


Chapter 15

 


Claire pulled back from him sharply,
eyes going wide. “Logan, I’m not into spanking…”
Liar. She’d never expected
to like it, but she definitely had. Even still, her ass stung – but
with pleasure. She took a shuddering breath, even as Logan pressed
her into the table, his hands moving to cup her neck.

He made her stare him in the eyes. “Do you want
to see the ring?”

“Yes,” she whispered, waiting for him to lean
down and kiss her.

He didn’t. Instead, Logan reached behind her
and picked up the small, velvet box. Her heart hammered.

God I hoped he picked the right
one.

She didn’t have time to ask
herself why she
hoped he had picked the right one, because the next thing she knew,
Logan was kissing her deeply, smoothly. His tongue opened her
mouth, meeting hers. She gave a sigh and tried to wrap her arms
around his neck. He wouldn’t let her. Instead, he held tightly onto
her hand.

His mouth moved over hers like silk, causing
tendrils of heat to slide over her skin, through her body. She
whimpered softly when he pulled away.

And then held up her hand to her
face.

Her breath rushed from her chest.

She could feel Logan staring at her,
but she didn’t know what to say. What could she?
I do? Before she could
react or even give him something close to a full sentence, he
pecked her lips and murmured, “Glenda and you will go dress
shopping tomorrow.”

She nodded numbly. “How did
you…know?”

“My powers of deduction are what got me into
the military so quick,” he explained, tacking on, “That, and my
amazing body. Too bad we have to wait…”

“Wait? Wait for what?” she asked, her eyes
shooting up to his.

“Well I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to
throw you on the desk and –“

“Oh,” she
gasped, covering his mouth with her hand. “Okay, I get it. I do.
Alright. I think it’s time to—to eat. Food. Food sounds really
good.”

Logan tugged her hand down, cupping her cheek.
The tenderness in his eyes shook her.

“It’s really hard to stay flustered when you do
that…” she whispered.

“It’s really hard to stay out from between your
legs when you do everything,” he countered darkly, his eyes turning
a shade so black it was like onyx.

Her cheeks heated, and then she remembered
something.

“Logan?” she asked, biting her lip.

“Yes.”

“Can we…talk about it?”

“Talk about what.”

“Your other marriage…”

“Do you really want to do it now?” he asked,
pulling back from her, the heat draining out her eyes as surely as
if she had pulled the plug on a drain. Since the topic was already
up, she might as well.

Claire nodded, getting off of the desk and
sitting in the plush leather chair. This time, instead of sitting
against the desk as he seemed to like to, he sat in the chair next
to her and watched her.

“What do you want to know?”

“Just…I don’t know. I’m curious.
What was she like?” Claire hated herself for being jealous of
Logan’s first wife – heck, she didn’t even want to be his!
Maybe.

“At first, she was sweet. She liked to shop and
host parties and invite people over for business. Her name was
Christina,” he said. She couldn’t tell from the tone of his voice
whether he had liked that or not. One of the men downstairs had
said that he hadn’t really cared about her…

“Did you love her?” she asked, hiding how
close-throated she felt.

“No. I liked her, at first. It was
more of a resigned like, though. I felt like I had to marry her,
have some kids, and then get on with my ranching.”
He wanted kids?

“Did she want them?”

“Christina? No. If I brought it up,
or Glenda or my brothers did, she would start to complain about her
body being ruined. I got used to the notion of having no kids,
though. We were already married at the time and I thought it was
too late to change anything.” Okay, so
he didn’t want
kids?

Claire frowned. “How long did you know each
other before that? You think you would get to know her well enough
to plan out the future… I mean, you must have talked about having
kids at some point.”

Logan ran a hand through his hair roughly,
managing to make his hair stick up in random places yet looking so
sexy it made her hot. “We knew each other for…three months? Her
father was a business man of mine and they were going through some
troubles. I thought it was the thin to do at the time.”

“Three months? That’s so short!” she
exclaimed.

“Well I’ve known you for one and we’re getting
married in two days,” he said bluntly, making her pause – and then
laugh.

“You have a problem, Logan,” she said, still
laughing.

“I really thought that after Christina, I would
never marry again,” he defended himself, holding his hands
up.

“Yet look at you now,” she teased.

He sobered somewhat. “I’m serious. After the
divorce, I didn’t care about women at all. I haven’t had sex since
a couple months before the divorce, I never invited anyone over. I
only have men cattle-hands – I estranged myself from the opposite
sex.

“For the longest time, I was just…really
bitter. She tried to take my money, my ranch, everything. I found
out later that she’d even brought over groups of men to my house
when I was out on business trips,” he said, growling.

“You still care, then.” For some reason, that
made her depressed.

“Claire, I’ve never cared about any woman
except my mother, Glenda, and you. In that, I am dead serious.
Christina was a burden that, even though I never held any emotional
interest, still hurt my pride. We had sex on our wedding night and
maybe once in the next two years that we were together.”

Hearing about his sex life with his ex-wife
made her heart turn cold. She thought of them, intertwined on the
bed, him pleasuring another woman and making her feel like he made
Claire feel… She folded her hands in her lap, looking only at
that.

“How long were you together?”

“Three years. We barely spoke to each other
though. I assumed that she had stayed faithful to me – even though
I never really loved her or talked to her, I still didn’t go
sleeping with every willing woman I met.”

Again, the bitterness in his voice shook
her.

“When did it all…start crashing?”

Logan was silent for the first time. She could
tell he didn’t want to talk about it, but she had to know. It was
important to her, yet she had no clue why.

“I came home one evening. I’d
settled an amazing deal with this cattle-rancher out in Itally, and it had gotten
over two days early. Christina thought I was going to be gone for a
week and I came home, with flowers and a piece of jewelry to
celebrate the deal and –“

He paused. She could only guess what he was
going to say next. Claire wanted nothing more than to comfort him,
but she felt like if she touched him, he would stop talking. The
more she learned about him, the more she realized that Logan was a
deep man with a lot of history – and she wasn’t. Claire was
probably exactly like Christina.

“The first thing I noticed when I walked into
the door was my mother’s favorite vase. It had been passed down
through her family and she’d never been able to give it to her
daughter because after my brother Chase was born, he ditched town.
She never got over the abandonment, so she never had a
daughter.

“The thing was always in the center of that oak
table in the drawing room. And even though I was hardly ever in the
house, and barely knew where anything was except my room, the
shower, and the kitchen – the fact that the vase was missing just
struck me.

“So I went up to her room. We didn’t share the
same bed because she said she needed ‘her beauty sleep’ and
‘sleeping with me was like sleeping with a bull’,” he explained,
talking slowly, measuring his words. Claire felt her heart turning
over in her chest, but she still listened, encouraging him with her
eyes.

“I saw her with two men.
Two. And I don’t even want
to explain what they were doing,” he said, his voice turning
dark.

“And the vase?”

“Gone. She pawned it for money to bring her
lovers to her. My ranch men never knew – at least, that’s what they
told me.”

“God… Logan, I’m so sorry…”

He looked at her, pressing his lips in a sad
smile. “Not your fault, so don’t be saying sorry. It’s her fault –
and mine, for not being there more.”

She frowned. “What? Logan, no! Through all of
that time you stayed faithful, and you had a job to do! You
couldn’t help that you were away so much – but she could have
helped pawning heirlooms and being a whore,” she
snapped.

Logan stared at her.

“Listen. You can’t blame yourself
for the mistakes of a whore. She didn’t have any valid reason to do
what she did. She could have done you both a favor by ending it sooner,
and not trying to
steal your money.”

“Alright, Claire.”

She growled in frustration.

“Don’t ‘Alright, Claire’, me!” she
snapped, standing up. She pointed a finger in his face and said,
deadpan, “That’s one thing I hate. You act like I’m not right when
I am – I always am.”

That, somehow, brought out a smile. He grabbed
her hand and tugged, catching her off guard.

She fell into his lap with a squeak and he
wrapped his arms around her waist. “So, don’t talking about me… Now
you’re turn.” The smile he gave her would have made her give him
the world if she could.

Even so, she tried to pull away. “I don’t
think…”

“Claire. I’ve told you my life story almost.
Now it’s your turn,” he coaxed, smiling at her. She melted
somewhat, biting her lip.

“It’s not as uhm…deep as yours…”

“That’s okay. Whatever it is, I want to know. I
want to know about your mother, your father, your family, your
childhood, where you went to school…. You’re first boyfriend,” he
growled. She flushed, shaking her head.

“About that…”

“It can’t be that bad. You’re a virgin,
Claire.” The way he so bluntly, yet so happily said that, made her
choke, face turning red.

“Well, thanks for pointing that out!” she said,
covering her face.

She felt his lips brush against her
temple.

“Tell me some weird things that have happened
to you,” he commanded, fingers threading into her hair. “Anything.
This is our time together before Glenda comes and helps me cook our
dinner.”

Claire flushed even worse. “Do I really have
to?”

He nodded, smirking. “How about this. Every
story you tell me will get you one favor from me – anything you
want, any time you want.”

Her eyes widened. “Really?”

“Yep. Now get talking,” he commanded, slapping
her butt softly.

She frowned at him, but thought of what to talk
about.

“How about you start with the boyfriends,” he
suggested. He might have tried to hide it from her, but she noticed
the dark look he was giving her – well, not her, but probably past
boyfriends. She couldn’t help but smile.

“That’s kind of a problem,” she coughed, hating
how this was going to come out. “I’ve never had one.”

“Never?”

She nodded. “I mean, I went on maybe two dates
my whole life – and they were my dad’s friends kid’s that he set me
up with when I was thirteen so I could at least say I was somewhat
experienced.”

Logan stared at her, obviously
dumbfounded. “You’ve never
had a boyfriend.”

“Well,” she tried awkwardly, trying to lighten
him up. “That’s the main reason I’m still a virgin…”

“And how old are you?”

“Ah…you know…young…”

His brows drew low. “How young,
Claire?”

“I haven’t really finished college yet...” she
hedged, watching his expression go from confused and then to
complete and utter shock.

“I’m crushing on a baby,” he said, voice
somewhat numb.

Her cheeks flushed, but she tried to tease him
anyways. “You dirty craddle-robber --”

“A virgin baby,” he reiterated. All at
once, her worry drained and she glared at him. “Cool. Thanks.” She started to get off of his
lap with angry movements, but his arms came tightly around her
waist and held her still. “I’m kidding,” he chuckled, knuckling her
chin gently, like he would a kid.

She glowered, still offended. “Anyways,” she
snapped, straightening herself with what little dignity she could
as he laughed at her, “I never had a boyfriend because of my
father. I got set up on a couple of dates and he thought that was
good enough.”

He looked at her weird. “Alright. I see. So he
basically kept you under lock and key. Did you even have
friends?”

“Of course I did!” she exclaimed, crossing her
arms. “A couple of them.”

Logan looked at her point blank. “Did you ever
hang out.”

“Well, not really... I was just so busy with
school and helping him plan parties that I didn’t really feel the
need to. I was content with it just being me and him and college.
Everything always worked out smoothly and I didn’t have to worry
about drama.”

“I understand that,” he conceded,
nodding.

“My dad was awesome -- still is. Whenever he
wasn’t meeting with Congress or other people, and I was free from
college, we would go up to this little place in Colorado called No
Name. They had such pretty mountains -- and a cabin reserve. We
went there a lot -- zip lining over the river the first time was so
hilarious,” she said, laughinag at the memory. “He didn’t know how
to slow it down when we were on our way back, and we were trying to
race each other -- he almost flew into the post at the end of the
line! The whole time he was cursing and freaking out -- I love my
dad,” she said, breaking into her own sentence. “He tried his best
to make up for my mom not being there.

“My aunt tried, but she couldn’t always relate.
She was very into security, and she’d never had kids. Aunt Hannah
was really strict and down to earth -- and an FBI agent. She was so
against me going away without any protection, but she had her
husband to take care of and my father wouldn’t let her tell anyone
what was going on because it would somehow get to Joey that I was
alive.”

She paused, grimacing.

“How old were you when your mother died? You
said she was in a car accident,” he hedged, running his hands up
her back and massaging her shoulders gently.

“I was seven. My father was just starting to
run for Senate -- the accident killed him inside, though. He didn’t
run again until I was sixteen and spoiled out of my butthole,” she
laughed, covering her mouth. She sobered as she continued. “He
mourned her for so long, I didn’t think he would ever get over it.
He didn’t, however, try to get the man who killed her put in jail
for life. He’d been drunk, but he told me that when he got to the
hospital, the man that had crashed into her was sobbing and
praying.

“My father isn’t a heartless man. Just because
he’s a polititan doesn’t mean he doesn’t have a heart,” she said to
him firmly. “He let the law take it’s natural course and he only
got put into jail for five years, even helped pay for a good
attourny. It was a freak accident,” she tried, her voice tinged
with slight anger.

“You don’t like that?” he asked, moving his
hands up her neck, fingers loosening all of the noughts there. She
tiled her head back, letting out a rush of air.

“Why would I? That man took my mother away from
me. I had to grow up without her. I never got to go shopping with
her. She never got to tell me about what would happen when I first
got my period”-- he winced -- “and she will never be allowed to
come to my wedding.”

Pain lacerated her heart at the last reason.
The more she thought about it, the more she realized she’d missed
out on -- even with her aunt as a guide and her doting father.
“She’ll never get to see me walk down an aisle in a white dress,”
she whispered, turning her face into Logan’s chest.

“When your father’s election is done,” he
murmured against her temple, kissing her there lightly, “we’ll
throw you a proper wedding. Dress, cake, guests,
everything.”

Feeling her heart turn over in her chest at his
words, she looked up at him with sad eyes.

“Really?”

Logan nodded, his voice a promise as he said,
“Swear it.”


Chapter 16

 


Wednesday came quickly -- way too fast for
Claire to catch up with.

She was now waiting in the car with Frank,
heart pounding, hands sweating, and feeling very unsure of
herself.

Instead of picking out a dress, she had gotten
something less extravagant. It was a form-flattering. white skirt
and blouse ensemble. The skirt was a high-rise, hugging her waist
comfortably, and the blouse was silk, button-up. It was a modest
yet elegant outfit, and she felt that it was perfect for today. Her
hair was coiled on top of her head, just a few strands curling down
her face. It left her long neck visible and her eyes looked twice
as large as they normally did.

Because of her hair or her fear, she didn’t
know.

“Just a few more minutes and we can get goin’,”
Frank said, putting his wrist down after looking at the old,
weathered watch that he never went anywhere without.

She knew Logan had told him to keep her in the
car till a certain time, but she had no clue why. It wasn’t an
actual wedding for Christ Sakes -- it was just a ceremony in front
of a judge that was going to give Logan all sorts of rights to her
body... She shivered despite herself.

Claire didn’t know if she liked the thought or
not.

Frank pat her hand with his rough one. “Don’t
worry, g’il. It’ll be good, just you wait. Logan might not seem
like a nice boy, but when ya’ get to know ‘im? He’s a great one.”
He even winked at her.

She tried to smile back at him, but her nerves
wouldn’t let her. “I know he’s a great man. It’s just the fact that
I haven’t even graduated college and I’m getting married to a man
almost twice my age...”

Frank waved a hand at her. “In those
sophisticated cities, somethin’ like this is very unheard of. I
know you’re worryin’, but stop. It’s common out here. We’re plain
folk and we love new family. Age is but a number as long as ye’
love someone.” His chest puffed up a bit. “Why, I myself married a
girl some years younger than me -- and she was the prettiest,
nicest thing I ever did lay eyes on...”

He paused, smiling at her. “We were married for
forty years. She was twenty and I was thirty-five. Much like you
and Logan are.”

She felt a little more at ease and actually
managed a smile. “You aren’t married anymore?”

His face fell some, and she felt bad for asking
until his lips lifted. “She died just a couple years ago. Breast
cancer.”

His eyes held a sadness that was soul-deep, and
his voice didn’t sound much better either. Her hand raised to her
mouth and she bit back a gasp. “I’m so sorry... You must have loved
her a lot...”

“If I could have traded my life for hers, I
would have.” He looked at her point blank. “And don’t you dare
think for a second that Logan wouldn’t do the same for you as
well.”

Claire felt her face pale.
He knew...

She looked out of the window, just in time to
see a young man dressed in black robes step from the entrance of
the brick building.

“Well, let’s get the show goin’,” he said,
opening up his door. “Logan won’t be wantin’ to wait much longer
for ‘is bride!”

 


 


 


He turned as the oak door opened. Sunlight
poured into the room first, and then the vision of an angel came
through the door. His heart nearly stopped in his chest as the
light shone around her, casting a shadow into the room.

“Ah...” he cleared his throat, crossing his
arms over his chest, trying to act natural. God, she looked
beautiful. Her liquid blue eyes, slim body, beautiful
personality... The only thing he could think was wrong about today
was that he wasn’t giving her an actual wedding -- but he would be
soon.

He’d be damned if he let her out of his arms
for the rest of their lives.

Logan stopped listening to the director and
gave Claire his full attention. She met his eyes, a blush forming
on her pale cheeks. He couldn’t help but smile at her, and the
closer she got to him, the harder his heart pounded.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” she asked
him with wide eyes, coming up beside him. He could see how badly
she was shaking and slipped his hand through hers, his thundering
chest finally calming down.

“More than sure. After this, we’re
going out to eat and then,” -- he bent down, pressing his lips to
her temple, whispering -- “I’m taking you to our bed.”

She gasped softly, enough that only he could
hear her. He didn’t care that the whole room was watching them, or
that Claire looked so adorably shy. He only cared about giving her
the best day he could -- and that included relaxing her. Slowly,
the shaking left her body and instead she was looking up at him
with soft heat in her eyes.

He stared down at her.

“Are we gonna get this goin’, or are we gonna
stare at each other for the rest of the day?” Frank broke in,
causing Claire’s face to turn pink.

Logan raised a brow at Frank and then gestured
to the pastor to begin.

His speech was short, Claire and Logan gave
their generic vows, and then the words finally came. “You may now
kiss the bride.”

Logan just meant to bend down a peck her lips.
He understood how shy and proper she could be in front of other
people, so he didn’t expect much from her. Except, when he bent his
head to her lips, her arms wound around his neck and she was
kissing him full-on.

Shocked, he stood still for a second -- a very
short second. His arms came around her waist and his lips moved
with hers, and soon they were the only ones in the room. Her mouth
was soft, willing, open for him as he dominated her and showed her
how much he craved her through that one simple kiss.

She finally pulled back, gasping for breath,
but her arms never left his neck. He leaned his forehead against
hers, closing his eyes. In a desire-deepened voice, he growled,
“You’re mine now, Claire.” He slid the wedding ring onto her left
ring finger, and she did the same -- no one cared that it was
against tradition to put the rings on last.

Blue eyes locked on his. “That means you’re
mine as well, Logan.”

He smirked. “I have no problem with that at
all.”

Several people cleared their throats, and Logan
looked at each of them. Darla had agreed to be a witness, as well
as Frank. Everyone else who had shown up hadn’t been invited, but
in such a small town, no one needed an invite to a wedding
ceremony. If they knew, they would come.

“I think it’s time to leave.” Then, in front of
everyone, he slid his arm under her knees and one around her back.
She squealed, grabbing his shoulders as he began to walk from the
room with her in his arms.

“Have fun!” Frank shouted. The whole room burst
into laughter, but Logan didn’t notice.

He was too busy planning out how to kiss every
inch of her body in the longest amount of time possible.


Chapter 17

 


“What do you mean, she’s with a
man?”

“‘Sactly what I said. She’s sitting
at a dim table, lookin’ all nice, sitting across from a
man.” Carl hated when he
had to repeat himself. There she was, sure as the sun, sitting in
front of a dark-lookin’ man. He had a stern look on his face, yet
hers was bright. Happy.

He tilted his head, examining her,
forgetting about the voice on the other end of the phone until his
name was snapped. “Carl. You have the right girl?”

“Aye. She’s blonde, blue-eyed, and looks a lot
like a dead little Senator daughter.”

There was a pause. Then a sharp, “What are they
doing.”

“Ahh...” Carl scratched his chin, frowning
more. He leaned over the table and studied them. “Looks like
they’re...talkin’.”

“Just talking?” The voice sounded
dubious.

“Yep. Talkin’.”

“About what?”

“I ain’t that close that I can hear ‘em,” he
muttered.

“Get closer!”

“I can’t. Want me to be seen?”

“It’s not like she knows who you are!” Joey
snarled. There was a thump in the background, then an angry curse.
“What’s the guy look like.”

“Tall, dark --”

“Don’t you dare say ‘handsome’.”

“I wasn’t planning on it,” he growled, sinking
back into his chair and picking as his Spaghetti. “I was gonna say
he looks familiar. Like I’ve seen him somewhere.”

“Television?”

Carl mulled it over, trying to think. He didn’t
watch much TV anymore, so it wasn’t that. “Maybe she found
protection.”

“Kill him, too, then.”

“I don’t think that would be a good
idea, till I find out who he is.” Carl might be dumber than a pile
of rocks, but he knew how to kill and how to do it right. And
taking out someone important, when not warranted, was
not in the rule
book.

“Take a picture and send it to me. I can have
my guys do a search on him. I’ll call you when I get the
info.”

Joey hung up without letting Carl
speak. But he flipped the crappy payphone open and, after making
sure no one was watching him, took a quick pic of the guys face. He
wasn’t close enough to hear what they were talking about
completely, but he was close enough to hear the low murmur of his voice. Carl felt
jealous ripple through him.

Not only did he have Ms. Campbell, but he had a
normal, manly voice. Carl touched his throat gingerly, then with
narrowed eyes sent the picture to Joey. He took a bite of his
spaghetti and listened to the sound of their voices. Ms. Campbells,
soft yet luring, innocent. The mysterious man’s voice, dark, low,
masculine. Listening to them only made him angrier.

Carl was prepared to sit there and simmer, but
his phone started to buzz on the table. He picked it up and
answered, Joey the only one who had the number to the
phone.

“Carl,” Joey
snapped. That’s all he ever did though. Irate, Carl grunted into
the phone.

“You recognize him from somewhere? That’s Logan
Marshal. Previous Ex-OPS commander.”

Oh. Fuck. That.

Carl stared at the man. He looked different.
Hair cut. Buffer. Darker ‘because of the sun. And he lived in this
hick town? The man who had put Carl and his fellow cons into jail?
He breathed out slowly. Calm. Had to stay calm.

“Are you sure,” he asked into the phone, even
though he knew the answer. Carl watched as Logan leaned across the
table. Ms. Campbell did the same, swirling locks of her hair
sliding over her shoulders. The commander lifted his hand, brushing
it over her cheek.

The candlelight glinted off of the commanders
finger. Claire lifted her left hand and captured his, looking at
him like he was the only one in the room. Her finger also
glinted.

“Uh...Mr. Smith...”

“What.”

“I think we might have a problem.”

“Yeah, no shit, you dumbfuck.”

“No, we might have a
real problem...”

“Other than Campbell’s daughter fucking one of
the presidents dogs, what?”

“Well I think they might be...” He didn’t know
how to phrase this. He cleared his throat, hating the squeak it
made. A couple from the next table looked over at him odly. His
face burned with anger and he glared at them. They quickly turned
back in their seats.

“Think they might be
what.”

“Married.”

Silence. Dead, choking, fury-filled silence.
Then, with a calm that made Carl uneasy, Joey said into the phone.
“Get out of that damn restaurant and don’t touch Claire Campbell
until I give you word.”

“So we’re still going after her?” he
asked, uneasy. If Logan found out that it was Carl, and that Carl
was out of jail, he
was dead. Logan had a license to kill-- Carl knew that very
intimately.

“I’m not losing this election.”

Carl took that as a yes.
Yes, Carl, you’re going to be gutted by
commander Marshal and there ain’t shit you can do about
it.

 


Logan brushed his thumb over Claire’s silky
skin.

“Hope you realize that now that you’re mine,
you can’t be anyone else’s.” His possessive declaration was met
with a small smile, her skin heating under his hand as she began to
blush.

“Same goes for you,” she whispered, feeling
like they were the only two in the restaurant.

“Are you nervous?” he asked after a minute,
only the dim sound of the life in the restaurant viable to them.
She met his eyes straight-on.

“Yes.”

He smiled a little at her honesty, then leaned
over the table to brush his lips against her forehead. “Don’t
worry, Claire. I’ll take care of you.”

Just then, the waiter came to the table with
their receipt, a smile, and a brief parting word. Logan barely cast
the slip of paper a look before standing, catching her hand in his.
His smile was dark, and her breath caught.

“Time to take you home, Ms.
Marshal.”

Her blood heated and she stared up at him
before following his lead to the front. He paid for the bill, then
took her coat from the drawing room of the elegant restaurant. He’d
had to drive them out of town to get there, but it had been worth
it. The food had been exquisite and Logan had definitely been
charming.

The more she watched him, the more she listened
to him, the more her heart warmed to him. She was trying not to get
caught up in the fantasy, but it was impossible when he stared at
her with eyes surrounded by dark, thick lashes. Whenever he reached
for her, her heart did the disco in her chest. Whenever he smiled,
all she could do was stare and hope she didn’t melt to the
floor.

She had been more than honest when she’d
admitted to being nervous. She was terrified; even thinking about
it made her hands start to shake. Yet, at the same time, her body
was more than affected than just shaking hands. Her breath caught
in her throat. Her blood heated. Her heart pounded. Her legs
clenched. And, most of all, eagerness shot through her like a
bullet. She wanted to be Logan’s, more than anything.

Her only fear was the pain. Or if she didn’t
respond the way he wanted her to. She’d never been with a man,
except those few times with Logan a couple weeks back. He’d kept
his distance from her; did that mean he didn’t want her as much as
before? Looking at him, watching him smile down at her as he led
her to the car with his arm tucking her close against her body,
made her re-think that; that was silly of her. She knew he wanted
her more than he wanted to breath - he’d made similar comments over
their dinner together. So why was she so anxious about
everything?

True, it was her first time. It
was normal to be so
nervous. But was she too
nervous about everything?

She pressed closer to his side as a gust of
wind shot around them.

“You okay?” he asked, guiding her to the car
and unlocking it when they were close enough. She nodded, smiling,
and he helped her climb into the passanger seat after opening the
door for her. He came around the other side and got in, starting
the ignition.

Claire was silent, and she didn’t notice that
they hadn’t moved until Logan clenched his fist around the steering
wheel.

“Listen...Claire, we don’t have
to...”

She looked up at him with shocked eyes. “What?”
she asked, voice raising a notch higher than it normally
was.

“If you’re that nervous, we can wait... It
doesn’t have to be tonight.” She could literally hear how much it
hurt for him to say that. The headlights reflected on the pole that
was stationed in front of them, casting one glare of light into the
truck. Logan was right in front of it. His eyes were dark, pained,
but he looked resolved.

He didn’t want to hurt her. Rush
her.

Her heart went out to him, and she
realized then that she was going to go through with making love
with him -- because she wanted
to. What man would wait for a woman to be
comfortable with something like that?

Logan would.

“Hey...” Claire turned in her seat, biting her
lip. His eyes flashed over to her, then back to the
wheel.

She barely held in her gasp. They’d
been burning -- for
her.

Well, didn’t that just turn a girl on? she
thought, pulling her knees under her in the seat and then leaning
over the center consol. Logan looked at her with a wary gaze, not
moving.

“I never said I didn’t want to make love to
you, Logan,” she whispered, leaning closer. His giant chest let out
a breath of hot air, and he shoved a hand in his hair, staring at
her as if lost.

“Clare, you better not --”

She pecked his lips chastly,
quieting him. “I can do whatever I want, husband.”

His eyes flashed to black with heat, and she
saw his hands flex on the wheel out of the corner of her eye. Her
smile kicked up to one side, and she leaned even closer, kissing
his jaw.

One of his hands left the wheel, now holding
the back of her neck, pulling her to him.

She didn’t need anymore encouragement. Claire
slanted her mouth over his and the heat within her sprung to
life.

Her hands clutched at his shoulders tightly as
both of his arms came around her. He pulled her into his lap, arms
twining around her body and pulling her flush against him. His heat
radiated through her and she whimpered into his mouth. He bit her
bottom lip gently, urging her to open her mouth for him.

She did.

His tongue swept inside her mouth, and lust
licked along her nerve endings.

God, this was better than the first
time...

She pictured them, his hand on her
breast, kissing his way down her body to bite into her nipple.
Through her shirt, her nipples ached. She clung to him, kissing him
with more fever, wanting him right
then.

Logan growled, tightening his thick arms around
her trembling body, claiming her with his mouth.

Her hands threaded in his hair --

His mouth tore away from hers.

With a ragged voice, Logan grated, “We need to
get home. Like now.”


Chapter 18

 


Fire curled around her as Logan carried her
into his room.

Their room.

His eyes held hers and in them she could see
everything. How much he wanted her, how much he wanted this, how
much he wanted to claim her.

The car ride had been painful. Sitting there
next to him, her legs clenched tight in an effort to still the rush
of desire…it had been torture. She’d wanted to lean over and kiss
him, make him pull over right then and there.

Any doubts she’d had at the restaurant were now
gone. Completely. Claire felt stupid for even thinking about them.
Logan wanted her — she wanted him. They were bound by law together
so there was nothing wrong with giving herself to him.

Especially when he was the only man to ever
make her feel like this.

He laid her down on the bed, standing at the
edge. His hands were fisted at his side and she could tell he was
trying to hold himself back.

Biting her lip, she reached for his hand,
pulling him to her, over her.

He was heavy, hot. Yet every single piece of
his skin that touched her caused her body to flame. Her heart
thundered in her chest.

“I don’t want you to hold back,” she
whispered.

He was silent for a moment. Claire stared up at
him, searching his eyes.

“Are you sure you want this?” he asked, his
voice nothing but a low growl in the dim lighting of the
room.

Her answer was to press her lips to
his.

He groaned, and that’s when everything started
to fall around her. His mouth covered hers with demand, forcing her
lips open. Not that it took much, though. With a low, lust-filled
groan, she gave herself to him completely.

The desire she felt wracked her body. It stung
her nerves like sweet droplets of fire. Her head swam with as Logan
overcame her senses.

His hand, which had been clenched in the
bedding, now trailed town her temple, her cheek. As it did so, his
kiss softened to the point that it was near painful. She wrapped
her legs around his waist, using her heels to urge him, nipping his
lips.

Still, the kiss was soft, gentle, and oh-so
tender. Her heart raced, but all the blood was rushing to her head.
His hand trailed down her neck, to her chest…so close to her
breast, but not close enough that he was touching her
there.

Where ever his hand went, it left a trail of
fire. A single, hot, fiery trail that had her arching under his
hand.

“Logan…” she whimpered into their kiss,
threading her hands in his hair, begging to him with her
touch.

“Mmm,” he murmured in response, dragging his
lips from hers, down to her neck. She gasped, clutching him
tightly.

“Maybe… Oh… Maybe you
shouldn’t do that…”
He sucked on the skin between her neck and shoulder, a small kiss
of heat.

“Why shouldn’t I?” he asked, meeting her eyes
briefly before moving lower down her body, moving his hands to
unbotton the blouse. She made no move to stop him, but covered her
face as it flamed. A wave of modesty hit her.

Was she going to be good enough for him? Was he
going to be disappointed in her? He knew she was a virgin and that
she’d never done this with anyone before, so was he expecting her
to be terrible —

Cool air met the skin of her stomach, and then
his lips.

Oh god, his lips.

On her skin.

Logan had obviously made it his goal
to kiss every inch of her skin — and he was starting with her
stomach. She shuddered as need curled along her body, following his
kisses. Pleasure nearly blinded her — never in her
life had she felt this
before.

The blouse fell from her body to the bed, and
she worked it out of her arms, trying then to drag Logan up to kiss
her. He refused her hands, staring into her eyes as he reached
under her back, unclasping her bra.

She swallowed, face flaming. The look in his
eyes… Normally silver, the black depths were burning like obsidian,
burning into her soul. He wanted this. He wanted her. She could see
it all in his eyes, could feel it in his hands.

The snap was loud in the room, or maybe to her.
The bra loosened around her breasts, and Logan sat up enough that
he could drag the straps down her shoulders, and then away from her
body completely.

The second he looked at her breasts,
he growled. Her eyes closed and she tried not to feel embarrassed,
but she did. The first time this had happened, she’d been shocked
and drugged by his kisses. Now
was the real deal. Now she was going to lose her
virginity. Now she
was going to be claimed by Logan.

She brought her hands up to cover herself
—

Logan grasped her wrists, stopping her. When
she met his eyes, he looked at her with such a dark look that she
trembled. “Don’t you ever hide yourself from me, Claire.
Ever.”

Then he did the unexpected – pushed her into
the bed, held her wrists above her head, and drew a cherry-red
nipple into his mouth. She gasp, pleasure biting her.
“Logan!”

Her voice was hoarse, even to her own ears. His
lips kissed and sucked, dragging moans from her. Claire felt like
she was in a never-ending storm, struggling to right herself and
make sense of what was happening. He switched to the other breast,
kneading the one he had just ravished with his hand.

At some point, he’d undone the buttons to her
skirt. It was now gone, and so were her panties.

Claire didn’t even care. The
pleasure was so great that she found herself begging for him to
stop, to keep doing it, to let her come, to get away from her. She
didn’t know what she wanted to happen — but she knew that whatever
Logan was doing to her was going to kill her.

 


 


 


His fingers brushed against her damp curls.
God, she was so wet for him. So perfect for him. Her voice was like
heaven to him and her hands...

They were roaming his shoulders, his chest, his
neck, his hair. Her eyes were closed and her head was thrown back.
Logan swore she didn’t notice what her hands were doing.

Smiling darkly, he lifted his mouth
from her breasts. The nipples were hard, puckered,
perfect. God, everything
about her was perfect. She would never be anything less than
that.

He forced himself to ignore his
needs. His body was raging, he was aching to be inside her, but she had
to be ready.

And damn did she smell amazing… Her scent
wrapped around him like a lovers caress, enticing him to taste her.
Which was exactly what he planned to do. Moving down her body, he
kissed his way down until he was just at her hip bones.

Claire was so delicate that he felt
as if he could break her with just the barest of touches. And so
utterly innocent.

Her face was flaming red, her chest was heaving
for breath, and her lips were parted. Blonde hair fell around her
face, spread over the pillow like golden silk.

Claire resembled a goddess.

Desire surged through him just
looking at her, and he grabbed her thighs, pulling her to the edge
of the bed. She didn’t fight him and he was grateful — he had to
have her right then.

He trailed his eyes over her body, then looked
her straight in the eyes. He pressed his hands on her thighs and
opened them. Her eyes widened in shock and right when she was
making a move to protest, he pressed his mouth against her —
softly.

Barely.

Savoringly.

Her shocked, pleasure-ridden scream slapped
into the walls — it was music to his ears. She was wet, her body so
desperate for him that she had her legs wrapped around his head.
Logan tasted her and fell straight into heaven — or hell. Fire
danced around them. Pleasure burned through his body, his soul,
just from making her feel like this.

He slowly pressed a finger inside
her.

God, she was tight. Clenching around
him, milking his finger with her inner walls. She was
hot, burning. He kissed
her softly, pulling back to meet her eyes. They were dazed, hazy
with pleasure. Her back was arched, nipples begged to be kissed and
sucked on.

He moved up her body, not taking his hand from
her warm entrance. He lightly brushed his lips over each of her
nipples, and then her collar bone…her neck…the corner of her
mouth.

“Logan. Oh, God, Logan. Please…I need you. Right
now…need you…” He smiled for only a second, then groaned when she
clenched around his fingers.

He worked another one into her, loving the burn
of her heat. “Are you sure?” he asked, even though he knew what her
answer would be.

She nodded frantically, grabbing his face and
dragging his lips to her.

He kissed her back, using one hand to undo his
slacks, starting to move his hand against her slowly. She gasped
against his lips, trembling.

Logan only pulled back for a second to tear his
shirt off. Claire moaned at the site of him, her hands desperately
reaching for his chest, his shoulders. He closed his eyes at her
touch. The way her fingers danced over his skin was
torture.

“Claire…I can’t wait anymore. I need to have
you,” he growled. It was the only form of apology he could get out
before he took his hand from her tight, grasping heat and pushed
her down into the bed.

He hovered over her, roughly biting the side of
her breast, kissing her body, rubbing her sensitive nub with his
thumb. She whimpered in his ear and begged him with her body to
finish it.

For one second, he forgot that she
was a virgin. How could he remember that when he was so overcome
with pleasure? His mind was blank except for her. Her scent. Her
cries of pleasure. Her withering body that moved as if to
make him enter
her.

He brushed against the curls, and lost all
control.

Her legs fell open for him and he reached down,
guiding himself while thumbing her nub still. He barely registered
her whimpers, her sighs, her pleas. It was impossible with the roar
that was building in his ears.

Logan drew his hips back and met Claire’s ocean
blue eyes.

He entered her with one, swift
thrust.

She screamed.

Oh god —

He felt that fragile barrier break the same
time he heard the pain enter her scream.

“Logan?” she asked thinly, digging her nails
into his shoulders.

“Claire… Fuck, Claire, I’m so sorry…” Even as
he started to feel like the worst piece of shit in the universe, he
groaned when she involuntarily clenched around him.

She was silent, her body strung so tightly that
her muscles could have snapped.

“Why did you…stop?” she panted after a second,
her face lined with strain.

He stared at her, a breath leaving his chest
almost painfully. “What?”

“I…. Just keep going...”

“Claire, I hurt you. I can’t keep —“ She
squeezed around him like a fist, this time on purpose. Her eyes
closed and a brief smile flitted over her face. His groan fell into
a growl and he couldn’t help it when his hips thrust against
her.

Claire grabbed his shoulders in a painful grip
and pushed her hips up, taking him deeper. He breathed out roughly,
thrusting his hips again. Expecting her to wince or cry out in pain
again, he was shocked when she only whimpered, eyes rolling
back.

Her body arched against his and her long,
elegant legs wrapped around his waist.

His control snapped.

He should have been gentle. He wanted to be. He
wanted to be as gentle and loving with her as he could — but he was
claiming her. Tonight, right now, she was becoming his. And going
by the way she was urging him on, he didn’t think she
minded.

He increased the speed of his hips, pushing
deeper into her than he had before, loving the way she milked him
as she cried out his name. The sound of slapping skin echoed
through the room, mixing with the sounds of their
pleasure.

Desire and pleasure — it all came together as
one.

Logan and Claire — they
were one.

He could feel Claire’s release building and it
signaled his own. He pumped inside of her, kissing her breasts, her
neck, her lips. She clung to him, and he felt it rise
higher.

Thrusting his hips faster, he growled harshly
as she started to convulse around him.

Fuck...

This woman could steal my
soul.

That was his last thought before they both came
apart in a blinding symphony of pleasure.


Chapter 19

 


Lunar rays glistened on the dewy
grass. It was slick to walk on, but not noisy — which was the main concern. There
weren’t lamp-poles posted around the large area that was Logan’s
ranch. The only source of light for the night was the moon and
several windows that had a soft yellow tint shining through them.
It was a perfect night for things to go wrong.

It was silent. Quiet. Eerie. Not
even the cows were awake at this hour. All there was to be heard
were grasshoppers and something else. Something out of place.
Something wrong.

Nathan nodded his head at the three
men that stood behind them. When he’d told Logan that he’d set up
camp in the basement, he’d left out that they’d also set up extra
equipment in one of the seemingly unused barns. The paint was
crusted on the side of the barn, weeds were growing through beneath
the wooden planks, and old, soppy hair was piled near the front of
the barn. They’d set up the equipment — surveillance camera’s, monitors,
comm. links, hidden arsenal —
in the far back corner of the second stall to the
last. There was an exit close to that door and was closest to the
power-outlet that supplied the energy for their set-up.

Right now, through one of the
dim-lit, black-out privacy screened monitors, they were watching
odd shadows form alone the side of Logan’s house. All of them were
silent, watching. There had been no sign of an actual human
forming, and until they saw it, they would make their move. There
wasn’t a way they couldn’t —
camera’s were scattered around the house and in
the trees, to the point where every angle and every crevice would
show up on their monitors.

“Nathan,” Blake said, catching his attention.
He heard a shuffle behind him before he turned and glanced at the
screen that Blake obviously wanted him to look at.

He smiled grimly as an arm was caught through
the camera. “We got our signal. Let’s go.”

It took less than five seconds to arm-up. From
the second they’d stepped foot on Logan’s property, they’d been
armed and ready for even the slightest of threats. Nathan himself
had two Berettas and five clips of ammo strapped to his person. One
of the guns was clipped to his thigh, and the other was on the
inside of his jacket. His favorite bayonet was at the small of his
back, with several smaller blades, used for throwing and long
distances, wrapped around his abdomen.

He knew the other men were dressed similarly.
They were all in dark jeans, black shitkickers, leather jackets
that held all of their weapons, and a black, cold-gear, long-sleeve
shirt.

They exited out of the barn.

Only one light was on in the house, and that
was Logan’s room. They’d scoped out the house as soon as the couple
had left the first time and they all had the layout memorized so
well, not even an ant could find a hidden entrance.

The fuck was right under his window. It was two
stories up, the window, but that didn’t mean someone couldn’t scale
the side. He signaled Blake and Eric to go around the left side of
the house while Nathan and Luke came from around the other
barn.

The monitor had only shown one man, but that
didn’t mean he had no back-up with him. Feeling a cool, deadly calm
wash over him, he murmured into the comm. link. “Blake, you take
care of him. Eric, make sure that he doesn’t have any friends.
Nathan and I are going to go into the house and get you from the
top. If you have any company, don’t hesitate.”

Nathan’s motto was kill first, ask
questions later. It might not be the best rule to live by, but
after everything that he’d been through, it was the best way to
handle things. If you didn’t get rid of the enemy first, you
basically gave them a chance to get rid of you. All of the men understood the
rule.

“Got it,” he replied, his voice the same tone
as Nathan’s.

He spoke solely to Luke this time. “Go up and
cover them. I’m going to warn Logan. Bullshit that this had to
happen tonight,” he grated. Logan was most likely blissed out of
his mind with his new wife right now.

“I know he has shit in there, but give him this
just in case.” Luke pulled out his lucky bayonet and handed it to
Nathan.

He flashed a quick grin before taking the
knife, opening the door, and then getting upstairs to wake the
couple up.

Nathan knew it was all about the
job. He shouldn’t care that he was ruining their night of happiness
for the sake of their safety. But he knew better than anyone that
Logan deserved what Claire had to offer him — not a night
where his new wife was in danger, with men she barely knew waking
her up.

Anger coursed through him, flashbacks of the
past almost making him lose concentration. He couldn’t, though. No
matter how much he missed and agonized over Amaya, he had to make
sure that Claire didn’t meet the same fate.

And on their watch, she wouldn’t.

He braced himself for a sight that he really
didn’t want to see and pushed open the door.

Logan was asleep, as was Claire. A
blanket covered them — thank God — it was clear by the state of their
bare shoulders and arms what had gone on between them. Hardening
himself against what he was about to put her through, he went to
Logan’s side, shoving him in the shoulder.

“Logan. We have company.”

That was all it took. Even before he’d shoved
the man, Logan had been opening his eyes, fully aware. Claire was
still asleep, nestled in her husband’s arms and as trusting as
could be.

Silver eyes met his. “How many.”

“One, as far as I know. Luke told me to give
you this.” Logan sat up gingerly, adjusting Claire so that she
wasn’t pressed against his side. She whimpered in her sleep and
reached for her man.

“I don’t know if you want her awake for this or
not,” Nathan said, knowing that the best thing for both her and
Logan would be for them to both be awake and aware. But then, she
was an innocent. She wouldn’t understand what was
happening.

“I’ll guard her,” he said quietly, dangerously.
Logan caressed her cheek, silencing her, and then stood. Nathan
turned away at the nakedness while the man got dressed.

“Are you sure you want to leave her like that?”
he asked, alluding to her state of undress.

Logan growled at him. “I don’t want
her awake for this —“

“Logan?”

Nathan turned with a grimace, looking at the
wide, blinking, blue eyes.

“Too late,” he said.

 


—-

Claire sat up slowly, her mind fuzzy, numb.
“What’s going on?” Logan sat next to her, pulling the covers up to
hide her body from… “Who’s that? What’s he doing in
here?”

She looked at Logan, confused, face heating and
worry began to edge it’s way into her mind. “You remember Nathan,
right?” he asked slowly, his voice hushed. She could tell he was
trying to keep her calm but…

“What’s he doing in here?” she hissed, now
jerking the covers over her shoulders, getting more away each
second.

Nathan shifted on his feet uncomfortably,
looking away from her general direction. “Nothing, angel. I just
need you to stay really quiet and listen to me. Nathan, I got it
from here.”

The giant man nodded his head shortly then
headed out of the room, leaving them alone.

“Logan,” she whispered, feeling trepidation
creep through her. “What did he want? Why so late at night?” She
hitched the blankets higher, feeling bare and
vulnerable.

He ran a hand through his hair. “I want you to
listen to what I’m going to tell you, and you have to be
quiet.”

Fear laced through her.

Her heart began to pound as he spoke. “In my
closet, on the left side, there is a door. I have two rifles in
there, and one handgun. There should be enough room for you to hide
in there. Have you ever used a gun?”

Her eyes burned with tears, yet she
nodded. She began to shake, clutching the covers even tighter.
Logan was staring at her, fury and worry mixing with his now-onyx
eyes. “You have to be quiet.
You have to go into the closet and wait. Whatever
you hear, whatever you think
— it doesn’t matter. You
stay the hell in there and don’t come out. If they find you, shoot
them.”

“But… Oh, God Logan I’ve never had… I’ve never
had to do this before… I don’t know if I…”

“Claire,” he said darkly, bringing his hands up
to cup her cheeks with a gentleness that belied the emotions in his
voice. “If you don’t protect yourself when I can’t, you can
garuntee that your sweet little ass will be over my knee in a damn
second.”

She laughed, somewhat hysterically. His cheeks
smoothed something over her cheeks, and she realized it was her own
tears. “Where… Where will you go?” Her heart thundered in her chest
once again, and a nauseous feeling climbed up her
throat.

His arms came around her tightly.
She fell into him with relief, her fears hitting a peak. A sob
escaped her throat. Never in her life had she been so
terrified — not for
herself, but for Logan. She never should have stayed. She never
should have put him and his friends in this position. Leaving the
second she’d laid eyes on him in town was what she should have
done.

“Logan…”

“Get into the closet. Now. Grab a
shirt and a pair of shorts and get in the closet. There’s a small
booklight in there. Use it to find one of the rifles, turn off the
safety, and get comfortable. Then turn off the light. The guns are
already loaded. If anything happens, and someone finds you, scream
as loud as you can. There’s a small shute, under the table that has
the guns. I only want you to go down it as a last resort
— it’ll take you outside,
to the back of the house. I don’t know how many men are out there
and I don’t want you to walk into a fire-zone.”

The only thing she could do was nod and cry
against his chest. Why did this have to happen now? She pulled back
from him, wiping her cheek with her hands.

Logan stared at her, drinking in the site of
her.

He took her hand, and kissed her palm. “I’m
going to want this kiss back when it’s all over. Got that,
angel?”

She choked down a sob and nodded, tears
blinding her.

“Good. Now go. I’ll be back soon.”

Claire ran to the closet. The last site she had
of Logan was him, staring at her, with agony shining in his
eyes.


Chapter 20

 


Logan watched her disappear into the
closet.

Rage.

Fear.

Agony.

That’s all he felt. He didn’t feel
relief at finally ending Claire’s fear of being taken. He didn’t
feel exhilaration over getting rid of the fucker—or fuckers— who have been chasing her. Maybe,
once this was all over, she would finally feel free of worries, of
fear, of everything except him.

That was the only thing that made him leave the
bedroom. Within seconds, he was skipping steps to get down the
stairs quicker and going to the basement. His men had set up the
basement exactly as it had been when they’d been based over seas,
so it wasn’t hard to find the arsenal and gear up. He grabbed one
of the comm. links and slipped the piece into his ear, activating
the thing and beeping in.

“Sight?”

“Got.” Luke.

“Places?” he asked shortly, going up
the stairs. He had no clue how many people were on his
property — but he
knew one thing. They wanted Claire.

And that wasn’t going to happen.

“Luke is up top. I’m standing in the room next
to yours. Blake and Eric are down.”

Logan sent up a small prayer. At
least Claire wasn’t completely unprotected — Nathan was in the room adjacent to
his. Logan would be there, but he had to keep his head on. Taking
care of the situation was ultimately taking care of Claire, and
that’s exactly what he had to do. Worrying over her was only going
to get someone hurt.

He forced his training to kick in.

No Claire. No anger. No nothing except the
intent to kill whoever was threatening his home.

Logan was just climbing up the stairs when he
heard a creek.

A heavy creek. Too much weight to be
Claire.

Cool, icy calmness came over him. When he
moved, he was nothing but a ghost. No sound or emotion. He was in
complete control of his actions and every move was
precise.

At the top of the stairs, he saw
them.

Two men.

Dressed in suits. Crisp white shirt, spiral
cord leading to their hips, and a standard pistol clutched in their
hands. He heard one of the men say “clear” before two more came in
from the entrance.

And there were most likely more
outside.

Logan holstered his berretta and stood to his
full height.

Then he did probably the most dumb
thing one could have in that situation. He strode into the room as
if he owned the place — and he did — and met each of the men’s eyes.

Shock. That’s all he could say for them.
Feeling a little smirk reach his lips, he nodded at each of them
and walked to the kitchen, going for a casual glass of
water.

“So,” he started, knowing that every single gun
was trained on his back. “What are you men here for?”

He forced his voice to be casual. His hands
were steady as he poured himself a glass of water. Logan was slow
in his movements, knowing that just the smallest jerk would cause
one of them to shoot.

Why hadn’t they already? His lips curled with
the new knowledge.

Suits. Low-grad comm. links. And, soon, they
would be popping badges.

“Where is she,” one of the men
demanded.

“Who?” he asked, turning around to leisurely
lean against the edge of the counter, taking a drink of water. Two
men worked their way around him. The kitchen window was cracked
open and the curtains were pulled back from the panes, letting in
soft light.

“You know,” another one said, his voice
clipped.

“Do I?” Logan slowly set down the cup, smiling
the same time the cup clinked against the smooth marble.

“Where. Is. She.”

“I don’t really have any clue about who you’re
asking for. Try elaborating,” he asked them softly, his voice
taking on an edge.

Government agents. In his home. Were they with
Joey? His eyes narrowed on the man closest to him. His gun was
drawn and trained on Logan. He ran a hand through his hair, at the
same time murmuring, “Four-one.”

His men would understand the
warning.

A soft, gentle breeze wafted into
the room, accompanied by a shaft of moonlight — and that’s when it all came
down.

Logan swiped his hand at the glass on the
counter, using enough precise force to send the glass slamming into
the agents head. He grunted, then fell. He ducked right as a shot
came at his face, deftly drawing out his own gun and slamming the
butt of it out, catching the other agent that was behind him in the
calf. The man dropped, and it took only a second to swing his fist
out and catch him at the back of his neck.

With the two men who had been behind
him down, and the two in front of him still trigger-ready, he took
a second to look behind him —
and almost groaned at the site of the half-foot
hole that was embedded in the back kitchen wall.

“You do know,” he said calmly as he stood up,
taking out both guns and pointing it at each of the two men, “that
if my mother were still alive, she would flay your asses to a burnt
mess?”

The two remaining men showed no reaction, just
held their Berettas at the ready, waiting for him to make the first
move. He stood their easily, looking completely at ease except for
the two guns that were pointing at their heads.

“Where is she,” the man on the right demanded
once again, ignoring everything that Logan said.

Just then, without taking his eyes
off of the agents, he noticed two shadows from the corner of his
eye. They’d chosen an amazing time to step in, he thought, lowering
his guns. Confusion flashed in their eyes before they dropped to
the floor — out
cold.

“How many were outside?” Logan holstered his
guns and walked over to Eric and Blake.

Blake answered, grimacing. “I don’t
know how it happened, but this place is full of them
— I want to know
what federal agents have to do with Claire, though. You’d think that since Senator
Joey is after her, he wouldn’t want the government involved in
it.”

“That’s exactly what I thought,” Logan growled,
knowing that there would be a time and place to sort it all out.
For, now, though…they had things to do. “Damn.” He ran a hand over
his jaw. “What are my men doing?” They knew he was talking about
the ranch hands.

“We warned them to stay where they were. Do you
know that that one old guy has a collection of firearms?” Eric
asked, going to one of the agents and checking for a
pulse.

“Yeah.” He looked over the mess in
the kitchen and main room. “Take them out to the ranchers and strip
them down. Wait till they wake up and see if you can get anything
out of them. I have to go check on —“

Just then, a terrified, blood-curdling scream
echoed through the house.

Claire.

His heart dropped to his feet and all of the
blood rushed to his head.

“I’ll take care of these guys. You
and Eric get —“

Blake was cut off by the sound of a
gunshot.

“Fuck,” Logan shouted, drawing his
gun. He didn’t wait for back-up when he charged the stairs.
Terror was shooting through his veins, sending
hot, flashing warnings down his back.


Chapter 21

 


The second the shot rang through
the room, and the body standing in front of her jerked, she flung
herself down the chute that Logan had told her to take. There were
three men just around the corner; she could see their shadows.
Praying to god they didn’t notice the chute as her body hurtled
through, she barely stilled the building scream as she was slammed
into a hard corner.

Darkness surrounded her, and then
she was stopped. Hard. Her head pounded like a bitch, and she
barely caught herself from falling back into the metal of the
chute. It was dark, and through the chute she could hear the sounds
of steps and voices, echoing down to her.

God, how did she open this? She
bent on her elbows, shoving her feet into the wall of metal. It
groaned, but didn’t move. She took a deep breath.

Her side hurt.

She was terrified.

She didn’t know what she was going
to do when she got out of there – if she did get free.

“Down there!”

Claire heard the exclamation and
felt herself freeze. There was a sound of struggle from above, and
then silence. Then a slow, steading thumping – like they were
making their way down the chute.

Adrenaline shot through her. Not
caring if she was heard anymore, she brought her legs back, and,
using every bit of strength she possessed, kicked the metal. It
sprang half way open with an ear-ringing creek. It wasn’t a very
big gap – but it was enough for her to slip past. Maybe the men up
there would have a little trouble getting through a small hole like
that – or at the least, it would slow them down.

Her heart jumped in her throat as
her foot landed on the cool, slick grass. Was there anyone out
here? What was she going to do? She couldn’t take one the truck and
leave Logan and the other’s to themselves. She still had the
riffle. She’d just shot a man. She’d probably just
killed said
man.

What else did she have to lose?
Either she made it through this or she didn’t. She swallowed
roughly and swiped at something falling down her cheek—tears.
Claire had tears raining down her face. God. Oh God. Her stomach
heaved and she clutched it about to vomit –

“How much farther do you think this
thing goes? Hurry up! She’s getting away!”

Claire forced herself to calm down.
She had to get moving. Logan would never forgive himself if she got
hurt. Still, as she put her other foot on the grass, she felt the
bile in her throat, tasted it.

That was the only thing that had
her sprinting from the chute – to where, she didn’t know. She had
no idea how many men were actually on the ranch – bad guys
or good guys. Hysteria
bubbled in her throat.

She felt like she’d run for hours,
when she’d only been running for seconds. Her throat was heaving
and her palms were sweaty. It was dark out, with only the moon as a
source of light, so when she tripped, Claire felt like someone out
of a movie.

She struggled to get to her feet.
When she tried to lift herself, her arms trembled to the point of
shaking. Claire knew her legs would be exactly the same. Panic,
worse than before, welled in her chest.

That was probably the only thing
that gave her the strength to shriek when someone grabbed her by
her shoulder. Adrenaline had long ago turned into blinding
hysteria.

“Claire,” the person grabbing her
shoulder hissed. It sounded vaguely familiar but that didn’t mean
anything to her. How could it when she was about to die? Her chest
heaved with a sob and she kicked out futilely.

She barely noticed when her foot
actually caught something. More hands grabbed for her from out of
nowhere. “Oh god. Just let me go,” she screamed, trying to twist
her way out of the arms.

“Claire, calm down! Be quiet — it’s
us. Frank and the others!”

She could hardly register the
words. Firm, weathered hands grasped her cheeks, making her stare
into kind, yet instant, green eyes. Familiar green eyes.
Frank.

Frank?

“You have to get out of here,” she
gasped, shoving at him. Not only had she put Logan into danger, but
everyone on the ranch as well. Terror laced through her chest —
until she noticed the rifle he held in his hands, along with the
one that she had used to shoot the man with…the one she didn’t
remember carrying with her at all.

“Stay quiet,” he ordered her,
helping her to her feet. “We have to get you back to our
barn.”

He helped her steady herself before
nodding at someone behind her — then she was swung into thick arms
and the group of men that had come with Frank, including the one
holding her, rushed out of the open.

Claire didn’t know what to do.
Helplessness coursed through her.

“Logan… Where’s Logan? Where are
the other guys?”

The dimly lit barn, filled with
beds, wooden closets, and table stands, held around twenty or so
men. They all worked for Logan — that much was clear by the ruined
jeans, dirty boots, and scuffed up long-sleeved shirts they all had
on. They weren’t a part of the group that was trying to get her at
least.

Frank answered her. “In the house, all of them.
Now, are ya’ hurt anywhere? We heard a gunshot.” The men around
them nodded and all crowded around her, trying to get a look for
any injuries. She wrapped her arms around herself, shrinking away
from them.

“I’m not hurt. My shoulder is a little sore but
that’s it… Frank, we have to go help them. There are so many people
in there…”

He gave her a grin. For some reason, she took
it with unease quickly became suspicious. “What’s the smile
for?”

“There were maybe twenty of ‘em to start off
with. There are maybe forty of us. Ya’ really think a bunch of
cowboys can’t take care of a bit of black jackets?” He straight out
laughed, face crinkling up with a joy that belied the dangerous
situation they were all in.

…All in because of her…

Fear lacerated her heart. “Four of them came
after me; only three are left, though.”

Around them, the men sobered. Even Frank
quieted. “It was ye’ that fired the shot?”

Claire stared up at them helplessly,
unable to stop the tears that stung her eyes. “Logan said he’d be
mad if I didn’t defend myself,” she said, tightening her arms
around herself. God, she was terrible. It didn’t matter that those
men had been after her —
she’d shot one, possible killed one.

Her eyes closed and a tear slipped down her
cheek.

“Ya’ did the right thing,” he said, leaning
down to pat her shoulder. The men around her also took suit, making
a point to pat her shoulder. For some reason, the action had a
bubbly laugh escaping her throat. Was that a hint of hysteria she
sensed?

“God… We have to help Logan.”

Logan. She prayed that he was okay. Claire knew
that he could handle himself, but against so many men? Her heart
clenched.

“No, we have to stay right where we
are —“

The barn door slammed against the wall, cutting
Frank off. Instantly, she was surrounded by a wall of cowboys with
not even a chance of seeing over their shoulders.

Which, to be honest, wasn’t that bad. She
didn’t want to know what was on the other side of them. Her nerves
were shot, but that didn’t stop fear from shooting through her not
for the first time that night.

“Where is she at? Is she here?”

Logan.

That was Logan’s voice. Oh
god, that was Logan’s
voice!

Relief, sharp enough to bring her to her knees,
shot through her. She shoved past the men and there he was. There
was a streak of blood running across his jaw, but other than that
he looked unharmed.

She flung herself at him, wrapping her arms and
legs around his body as tightly as she could. Her face pressed into
his neck as his arms cam around her. A shudder ran through him, and
she could have cried. He was okay. He was here. He was with
her.

“Are you hurt? Are they gone? What
did you do? Logan, I was so scared you were hurt. They wouldn’t let
me leave to help you —“

He shut her up by pushing a hand in her hair,
dragging her head back, and then crushing his lips on hers. She
could taste the fear, the relief, the hotness that was Logan. She
moaned into the kiss, her panic and terror finally
depleting.

Heat tore through her, and she was reminded of
what had happened just earlier that night. Claire was so consumed
by their kiss, so drunk on the taste and feel of him, that she
forgot there were other people in the barn, watching
them.

Logan pulled back, and she sighed drunkenly. “I
was so scared,” she murmured, pressing her face into his neck
again. Her body was shaking, but not from the cold. No, she was so
thankful that Logan was okay and with her again.

“I know. I’m sorry…you aren’t hurt? I heard the
shot and I didn’t know…” She stared up at him. His face was drawn
into tight lines of worry and it sounded like he could barely
talk.

“I wasn’t the one being shot,” she
reassured him, hating herself all over again for being the
one to shoot the
gun.

“Thank god. I thought so when I saw the body on
the floor…” He trailed off when her face paled.

“They’re all taken care of.”

He pulled back from her then, staring down at
her with pressed lips and an unreadable expression in his
eyes.

“What?” she asked, beginning to get
worried.

“There’s also something else…and he’s waiting
out by the barn.”

“Who?” Her eyes widened with confusion, and she
grabbed his hand as he began to move farther back from
her.

Logan closed his eyes for a second, then let
out a hiss of a breath. He guided her silently around the barn,
everyone in there following them. Frank was close behind, his face
screwed into a tight frown. Her expression matched his.

“Ah,” he started, sounding awkward, before
moving behind her and giving her a clear view of who exactly was
out there.

Claire froze.

There, standing in the shadows, in black slacks
and a sports jacket, was her… “Dad?”


Chapter 22

 


“Wait, he’s done
what?”

“You make me repeat myself a lot,”
Carl complained. But even so, he said, “Her dad showed up. With a
lot of agents.”

Thick silence. Carl winced and
began to speak when Joey hissed, “Did anyone notice you
there?”

Carl frowned. He hadn’t talked to
anyone since showing up and finding Ms. Campbell, well except for
Joey, so the answer was a no. He told Joey so and had to stop
himself from frowning at the second round of silence. Sometimes
that man was so over dramatic that it hurt Carl’s head.

A sigh came from over the line, and
then something breaking. Carl’s frowned deepened. “Are they taking
her back?”

Carl shrugged, even though Joey
couldn’t see it. “I dunno. I’m behind a bunch of bushes that are
just a couple yards away from the barn… Senator Campbell just
walked up to Ms. Campbell.”

“Well get closer, you
dumbass!”

Carl glared. “I don’t like being
called names like that, sir. I can’t get closer anyways, even if I
wanted to.”

“Why the hell not!” Joey roared through the
phone. Carl pulled it back and punched the button on the side,
lowering the headset volume. He glowered silently, wondering if he
should even respond to such a stupid question.

“Because,” he finally said. “If I get closer,
one of those agents mind find me. And if they find me, they find
the phone. The second they see me and your number on my phone,
you’re screwed. Do you really wanna risk it?” he growled, his
high-pitch voice reaching the sound of a normal-sounding
man.

His chest clenched at the unfairness of it
before he was forced back to the situation by Joey’s irate
sigh.

“You need to move fast then. If you
have to, kill both the Senator and
the girl. I don’t care anymore,” he snarled. Carl
watched the lights in the barn flicker. Several agents limped from
the house — they
sure had gotten a major beating from Logan, he thought, watching
them with a wince.

He pulled back into the shadows, under one of
the close trees, and considered what Joey had said. “Kill them
both?”

“Yes. Kill the cowboy
—“

“No.” The word was short, hard, and
abrupt. He would not kill Logan Marshal.

“No? You son of a bitch
— you can’t tell me no.
I’m the one that helped you out of prison! I’m the one that’s
paying for your freedom. You can’t tell me no!”

“I can’t kill Marshal,” he said, stubborn, even
though his heart quickened.

“He’s a man. Kill him. Kill everyone
that’s at the house when you make your move. And I want it to be
soon, Carl.” He paused for effect. “Or it’ll be you that’s the one paying.”


Chapter 23

 


It was a very long time before Claire could
think of something to say.

About anything.

Logan, her father, the four men that
she now knew by name, and herself, were all sitting in the drawing
room. Not shooting at each other, not shouting at each other, not
even arguing with
each other. Instead, she listened as her father explained what he
was doing there.

“Shooting at me? Explain that.” Logan had been
stony and quiet the whole time. Claire was sitting next to him, her
hand clenched in his. She wondered if she could feel how tense she
was – she sure could.

He was leaning back into the sofa, an arm
around her back, and his hand was loosely on his thigh, fingers
twined with hers. Logan never interrupted her father as he spoke to
them.

“We did not know if you were a threat or not.
All I knew was that Joey was planning something and I had to track
down my daughter – we didn’t know if you were a threat or not.”
There was a reserved note in his voice as he spoke to them. Claire
could feel her father’s eyes burning into the spot where their
fingers were twined.

Blake took a bite of his apple, laughing –
coldly. The sound was hallow, almost mocking. “It was a poor job
your men did.”

“It was a rushed mission,” her father defended,
a frown forming on his brows.

“Sloppy.” Luke nodded in agreement as Blake
took another bite. The sound of the apple and his teeth chomping
through it was oddly loud in the silent room. Claire took a
shuddering breath, and Logan’s fingers tightened around
hers.

She drew support from that.

“What now?” she asked. She swore the sound of
her own voice was as loud as a blow-horn in the quiet
room.

“We take you home. Sending you away was one of
the most rash and foolish things I have ever done. Claire,” he
said, his voice breaking. “I’m so sorry for what I put you
through.”

Claire stared at him. Again, drawing a blank.
She curled her hand into a fist as she struggled to speak. “I
can’t… Daddy, I’m not leaving.”

He paused. “Of course you are, honey. I will be
able to keep you safe until my election is over.”

She barely noticed the two agents that entered
the room just then, standing behind the chair her father sat in.
Claire’s head shook, and her blonde locks slid over her shoulder.
“No. I’m not leaving.”

Her father took a calming breath, closing his
eyes. “Yes you are. This is not up for discussion.”

“Daddy –“

Logan cut in just then, sitting forward
slightly. She looked at him with worry and noticed the glint in his
eyes. “If her safety was so important to you from the beginning,
then why didn’t you just drop out of the election?”

If someone had dropped a pin in the room, it
would have sounded like an explosion.

Her father drew his shoulders up, meeting
Logan’s dead eyes with the gaze of a polished politician. “I was
not aware that Joey would –“

“You know you’re speaking to a politician when
everything he says is a lie. Did you major in law?” Blake asked,
the barb clear.

Her father’s lips pressed and he turned to
Claire, standing. “Let’s go, Claire. We have a helicopter waiting
to take you home. Marley has missed you and she is glad you’re
coming back.” He held out his hand. “Let’s go.”

Claire stayed where she was, mind
racing. The one thing that Logan had left out when they’d been
talking was that she had a big honking ring on her finger for a
reason. Her father obviously hadn’t noticed it – how, she wasn’t
sure. But she knew her father wasn’t going to be pleased in
the least… Maybe
that’s why she hadn’t said anything.

Feeling her heart drop to her stomach, she got
to her feet. Logan tightened his fingers around her hand, but she
twisted them lose. Blake and Luke slowly rose to their
feet.

As she stared at her father, she realized
several things.

The first among them was that
leaving…wasn’t an option. Her father loved her, yes. Her father
wanted to protect her, yes. But would he do a better job than
Logan? Tonight had been a fluke – she’d had such an amazing feeling
of finally having her time with Logan that they had
both been caught unaware.
The other men, the specially trained ones, though, hadn’t. They’d
known and they’d warned them.

And the cowboys…

Her father’s mansion, surrounded by trees and
people and other houses, was not a safe option. Here, it was a vast
open space where there wasn’t much that a person could hide
behind.

She felt Logan stand behind her, his chest just
brushing against her back, sending her the support that she needed.
Another thing that flashed through her mind – would she really be
happy away from Logan? Hiding with her father? She knew that Logan
might not ever love her – but with him, she had something that
she’d never gotten from her father.

Passion. Security. Strong arms wrapped around
her at night that stilled the panic attacks. A man who would care
for her with all that he had left of his heart.

Logan had been right about one thing – her
father cared more about the election more than he did about her
safety. Even when her life was so dangerously placed on the line,
he still refused to back out. Even for his daughter.

Her heart hammered in her ears. Feeling pale,
lightheaded, but strong with Logan’s presence behind her, she shook
her head and looked him straight in the eyes as she said, “I’m not
leaving here. Take your people and go home. Finish the election.
Logan will take care of me.”

She leaned back into him, drawing as much
emotional comfort as she could. Tears threatened to build in her
eyes as her father’s hand slowly lowered.

“What happened.” His voice was nothing but a
low, ragged, whisper.

Logan kissed the back of her head subtly before
reaching in front of her, picking up her hand. She didn’t fight him
as he presented it to her father. The precious ring glistened under
the lighting of the room.

Everyone except Claire, Logan, and her father
left the room immediately.

“That’s… Claire… What have you…”

“Her legal name is now Claire Marshal,” Logan
said lowly. Despite the tense situation, pride rung in his voice
and it caused a warmth to surface in her chest. Feeling her face
start to heat, she dropped her hand.

Her father lunged for it before it
could drop to her side fully. “What,” he breathed, staring at the
ring as if it were a demon’s mark, “have you done?”

She flinched as he shouted the last
word. Claire pressed back into Logan, but held her ground with her
father. “I got married. To a man that will take care of me.”
Much better than you ever did, she added silently, feeling pain flash through her as she
realized how correct she was.

“You have got to be kidding me,” he
roared, his cool, neatly collected façade cracking even more at the
seams. “You married my
daughter?”

Logan was silent behind her, but she knew the
warning his eyes held.

Her father, with blue eyes raging,
looked at her. Actually looked at
her.

“When I win the election, I will be
coming back for you. And you won’t
have a say in the matter. I’ll call my lawyers to
have this annulled immediately.”

“You can’t do that,” she whispered, eyes going
wide. Logan’s body turned tense behind her.

“I can, and I will.” He turned to Logan
sharply, seeming to shut her out completely. “If you think you can
stop this, you won’t know the meaning of ‘fucked’ when I’m done
with you.”


Chapter 24

 


Logan held onto Claire as the door slammed
behind her father. He felt her shudder and then heard the soft,
pained gasp. He grabbed her shoulders and turned her around to look
at him.

Tears tracked down her cheek in a steady
rhythm, and his heart broke at the sight. “Claire…”

“Don’t, Logan. Please, just…don’t.” And then
her body crumpled against his and the shaking turned into full out
sobbing.

Her body was small and frail against his.
Wrapping his arms tightly around her, he stood there for a second,
just letting her get it out. She started to mumble about her
father, about how it was wrong, about how she wanted him to come
back. And each watery, broken word had his heart breaking just a
little more.

When her sobs died off, Logan pulled
back to wipe his thumbs under her cheeks, hating how defeated she
looked. Hating how he felt defeated.

She turned her face into his hand, and another
rush of tears trailed down her cheeks, this time silent. Logan put
his arm behind her knees and then swooped her up, an arm under her
back and her face pressed into his chest.

“I don’t think he’s going to come to our real
wedding,” she murmured. The wetness of her tears soaked into his
shirt. With every spot of dampness he felt, he wanted to wring the
bastards neck.

He carried her to their room, pushing open the
door and, after kicking the door closed behind him, laid her down
on the bed. She curled on her side, a shaky breath leaving her
delicate body.

“Don’t think about that,” he said, using a low
voice. He laid behind her, wrapping her up in his arms, holding
her.

“Logan, I really think I messed up… I hurt
him.”

“And what has he done to you other than that
this whole past year?” he asked her softly, tightening his arms
around her. “You did what you felt was best. You stayed with your
husband.”

“I… I know that. But he’s my father and he’s
always tried…”

“’Tried’ is the a poor excuse to
what he should have done for you. Claire, you know that I’ll do
anything I can in my power to make sure that you’re safe. When I
married you, I wasn’t doing it just
to make sure you had somewhere to stay where you
would be safe…”

Her head turned. Big, innocent blue eyes met
his. She turned her body around fully to look at him, her lip
trembling. “What do you mean?”

“I married you so that
I could keep you and
protect you. I think it was your innocence that made me want to
keep you,” he said, voice light. Her face turned a bright shade of
pink.

“My innocence?” She pulled back, eyeing him
warily now. At least the complete and utter pain was gone, replaced
by confusion.

He smiled, tipping his finger to her
nose. “Yes. Your innocence. You laugh at things easily, you tease
me without being scared that I’m going to kill you. You aren’t
afraid to let me know what you’re thinking and you
definitely have a way with
making me smile.”

“And not a lot of people can do that?” she
hedged. That pink blush was quickly turning dark red.

“Not a one. Before you, it’d been
a long while since
I had anyone at this house. After Christina left… I just didn’t
want to waste my time on another one of her.”

“Logan,” Claire began admonishingly, leaning up
on her elbow with complete seriousness. “Not all women are alike.
For one, my friend Tiffany is very rude. And then my other friend,
Malikai? She’s such a sweetheart. I think it’s because of her name
and how she got teased a lot. Very shy person.” She nodded her
head, her hair sliding around her shoulders to brush against his
chest.

Her scent wafted over him and his eyes closed
on their own accord as he inhaled. God. There could be a raging war
outside the door, right this instant, and he would still want her
more than he wanted to breathe.

“…So you see,” she continued, “we
are not all alike. And I am definitely not innocent. I mean, I’ve
kissed a guy before you!”

By now, she was sitting up fully, half-way on
his chest, half-way on the bed. His hands came up on their own to
cradle her hips, watching her lips as she spoke, not really
listening to a word she said.

She still had on the same shirt
she’d been in when Logan had found her in the barn
— which she’d put on after
previously being naked. Which meant that she had no bra on. As he
pictured the soft swells, the peaking nipples, so red and puckered
from his mouth…

He groaned.

“Logan? Are you listening to me?” Claire leaned
down, peering over his face, her hair casting a curtain around
them. He swallowed and nodded, flexing his hands on her hips,
forcing control over himself.

“Yeah. Perfectly fine. Keep going,”
he said roughly, eyes dropping from her eyes, to her mouth, to her
breasts — which
were conveniently outlined by the thin material.

Her arms quickly cross over her chest and she
laid down on his chest, effectively hiding herself from. Logan
groaned again, but wrapped his arms around her tightly.

“You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?” she
asked quietly, nuzzling her face into his chest.

“Nope.”

 


 


 


 


 


 


Carl crawled out of the bushes, wiping leaves
and branches off of his shoulders. The agents and the Senator were
gone by now, and Logan’s help had returned to their little barn
area. The second they’d left their place to search out the
intruders, he’d taken a moment to snoop around. It hadn’t been
hard, creeping his way in there.

In fact, it had been surprisingly
easy.

He’d learned all of the places where camera’s
were stashed, what they were stacking with weapons, but hadn’t
found any form of ID. Of course, he knew who they were without
having one. It was just nice to know names and
addresses.

Carl stood up lowly, out of the view of the
cameras that he knew were placed just at the edge of where he was.
He’d been lucky when he’d showed up here undetected. Showing up
another time wouldn’t be a problem.

He fully planned on killing Ms.
Campbell. There wasn’t anyway he couldn’t. It had been Joey’s
original instructs and they would be carried out as promised. But
killing Logan? Or, rather, trying
to kill him? Another matter completely.

His big feet carried him swiftly through the
yard. It’d be another ten or so minutes before he reached the
rickety cavalier that was some blocks away from the
property.

Making an even bigger out of Logan Marshal
would be the last thing he ever did. The man might be a big lump of
goo in the face of Ms. Campbell, but when it came to revenge?
Killing? The man was as cold as the arctic and barely had a shred
of mercy. That was expected, of course. Carl knew all about the man
-- he’d made it his goal when Logan had sent him to
prison.

What he hadn’t managed to find out, he’d
quickly learned upon showing up here. Some of the people here were
hard to get talking -- except for the gossipping group of ladies.
He’d been walking by casually, head bowed, to hear them talking.
About the wedding, about Logan, about his ex-wife. What a good
stroke of luck he’d had that day.

The cavalier was in view now, partially hidden
behind a clump of tall bushes and a small fence.

As he opened the door to the car, he realized
something.

If he didn’t kill Logan, Joey wouldn’t give him
the freedom he needed. And, without realizing it, he’d found the
solution.

Ms. Campbell.

He could kill two birds with one
stone.

A small, happy grin came over his face at the
thought.

Using Ms. Campbell to get Logan? Genius! Then
Joey would give him the freedom he deserved and no one would be the
wiser. In fact, if he took care of the problem now, no one would
know what happened to them. Maybe an elope. Her father had stormed
out of the house in a fuming rage, so it would make
sense.

He turned the car on, making sure the lights
were off.

Carl had a brilliant plan in store for them, he
just had to plan it out more precisely.


Chapter 25

 


Claire rolled over in the bed, searching for
the warmth of Logan. The sheets were silky soft and -- he wasn’t
there.

She sat up slowly, rubbing her eyes. He’d
probably started on his cowboy deal early, she thought, yawning
softly.

Logan’s room was nothing but man. As she looked
around, feeling content, she took in the scene and laid back in the
bed, relaxed. He had dark brown curtains hanging from the large
window, just barely brushing the ground. A leather couch was
pressed up against the wall, and in front of it was a flat-screen
TV. The carpet was a pale cream color. His bed, the one that she
was laying in now, was king-sized and low to the ground, with black
silk-sheets and matching pillow-cases. Not a speck of clothing was
on the floor and she found it endearing how neat he kept
everything.

Her man liked control, she thought, a smile
lifting her lips.

She stretched her arms above her head and then
climbed out of bed, deciding she should at least shower.

Claire went to the bathroom, turning on the
shower. She looked at herself in the mirror.

Curly blonde hair was everywhere, make-up was
smeared down her cheeks, and she was wearing a...

She picked at the hem of the shirt, confused
--

Oh god. Last night.

Logan. The guns. Her father.

It all came rushing back like a
tidal wave, clearing every bit of content thought she had. God, her
father... How could she have done that to him? How could he have
done that to them?
Logan had been right. About everything. He cared more for her than
her father did, or he wouldn’t have acted the way he had last
night.

Couldn’t he see that leaving her
with Logan was the safest route? Besides the blinding fear, Logan
had been in control of everything. They had more reliable help than
she would at her father’s house. The cowboys, Logan’s trained men,
Logan himself.

Claire opened the shower door, climbing in
gingerly, feeling her chest tighten as the emotions of last night
came back to her. Her father had never really been there for her --
she could at least admit that much. He’d rather be Senator than
drop out for her safety.

Before, the fact had never bothered her and
she’d felt selfish for even thinking it... but her life was on the
line. What had they been thinking, sending her away, on her own?
Finding Logan had been a stroke of luck -- she was sure she’d be
dead by now without his help.

Water sluiced over her dirty body, clearing
away the remnants of last night. It relaxed her muscles, had her
eyes closing, and letting everything she had felt from last night
attack her mind with a ragged knife. Her tears mixed with the
water, but her sobs were silent. She promised herself that it would
be the last time she cried.

The danger was still present. Her father,
despite him losing his daughter, was still running in the election.
She had no idea what would happen after – would she have to live
her life in hiding? She’d been pronounced dead. If she actually
came back, what would that say about her father? Telling the public
that Joey had threatened her life would only make her father’s
credibility lessen. And what would Joey do in revenge if her father
actually won the election?

She had no doubt that he would. Joey might be a
heartless ass, but he still had a good front to the people of Iowa.
Yet they loved her father more… It wasn’t just between them two
though. Whereas they’d had five Senators before, they were dropping
a seat. But she knew that none of the other Senators cared enough
to try to kill someone – the possibility of someone finding out was
too high – and not only would they lose their spot, they would be
put into jail.

Claire had no real proof that Joey
was after her – her aunt had somehow found out and Claire trusted
her enough to do as she said. What if this whole thing
really was to gain
sympathy for her father’s side, and they’d made a ploy to get
Claire to play along… She shook her head. Thinking like that was
pointless. Her father had made a spectacle about it, and her aunt
was too much of a hard-head with stern morals to go along with
something like that.

She turned off the water slowly, her mind
reeling. It was hard to stand there and just accept what was
happening. Her life was changing. And not as she’d thought it
would. She no longer had the illusion that her father loved her and
she now had a husband. A husband with a questionable
background.

“Claire?”

She jolted at the sound of Logan’s voice
outside of the bathroom. Some of the worry washed away – Logan was
there for her. She opened the stall door and stepped out, grabbing
one of the plush white towels. She opened the door and peeked into
the room.

A smile lit her face at the sight of
him.

“I took a shower,” she said, opening it fully
and stepping into the room. He had mud and other questionable
substances leading up to his thighs. His face was brown with dirt
and he had his Staton in his hand. The worry in his eyes touched
her.

“Your eyes are red,” he said abruptly, walking
over to her and lifting a hand to her cheek.

Her cheeks flushed and she ducked out of his
hands. “I got soap in my eyes. And you’re all dirty,
Logan!”

His hand dropped to his side and he laughed. “I
had to give one of my heifers her meds and she didn’t like it too
much.”

Claire laughed, looking him up and down again.
“No, she really didn’t.”

“How are you feeling?” he asked,
sobering.

She moved from her spot by the bathroom door
and walked to his closet. She grabbed one of the black T’s and
dropped the towel, sliding it over her head. A low sound came from
behind her and she turned around, arms crossed over her chest. “I
just need something to walk around the house in. Once I get to my
room I’ll get my own clothes on,” she defended.

The shirt reached to just above her knees,
which she was grateful for.

“Throw a pair of my shorts on, too,” he
commanded, a second before drawing in a quick breath and turning
his back to her. “I’m going to take a shower. When I get out, I’ll
make us breakfast.”

He closed the door in her face, leaving her
standing there with a very deep frown. “Okay, then, Mr.
Grumpy.”

She wasn’t going to dwell on his weird
attitude. Logan was a stormy man and she wasn’t going to fool
herself in thinking that they’d ever have a completely perfect
day.

Picking up the hem of her shirt and letting it
float back down, she opened the bedroom door and ran to her room,
getting ready for the day.

 


 


Claire made her way down the sweeping stairs,
entering the kitchen. The backdoor was open and she could hear the
quiet sounds of nature from outside…and the roar of a
motorcycle.

She frowned. Why would someone be using a
motorcycle on farmland?

Claire walked through the door, watching as a
big black Harley rumbled it’s way over the gravel. The rider had on
black leather with a sleek helmet on. She crossed her arms over her
chest, watching the rider with a curious disposition. A friend of
Logan’s?

She hoped so. No one would be dumb enough to
attack in broad daylight – especially with such a loud beast. The
motorcycle came to a stop several feet away from where she stood,
and she watched with apprehension as the rider swung his leg over,
simultaneously taking off his helmet.

The second it was off, his dark head turned.
Even from this distance, she could see the familiar grey
eyes.

One of Logan’s brothers. She
remembered what he’d said when they’d been in his truck the first
time. I just hope that while you’re here,
they don’t show up. You’d run screaming for the hills.
For some reason, she felt like that was exactly
what was going to happen.

First her father runs out of her life, then
Logan’s brother, who looked like he should be locked up in jail,
was walking in.

She stood there as he got closer, just watching
him.

He had a scar down the side of his face. It
went down his right temple to his lower jaw. The skin looked like
it had healed as best it could, but the scar was still stark
against his dark skin. Unlike Logan’s eyes that were prone to
softening, his grey eyes were like slate. Cold. Unfeeling. As they
ran down her body and met her face, a shiver shot down her
back.

He wore jeans and his leather
jacket, and it didn’t really help with the fear that was making the
hair on the back of the neck raise. Didn’t guys in gangs wear
leather jackets? Or something? The mental image of
Grease-gone-bad flickered
through her mind, and in that small interim, he was standing in
front of her.

“Logan here?”

The voice was deep. Deeper than
Logan’s. Scarier,
too.

She stepped back, shaking her head. “Ah…No,
he’s in the shower.”

Scary, dark, and dangerous pushed
his way past her, walking arrogantly into the kitchen. For some
reason, she felt like “arrogant” was the wrong word. No, he
stalked into the kitchen –
like a panther or something hunting their prey.

He sat at the bar, looking at her with
unreadable eyes.

“It’s breakfast. Where’s the food?”

Claire gaped at him. “Excuse me?”

“Well you’re in the kitchen. Shouldn’t you be
making food?”

She breathed deeply, trying to keep
herself calm. “I’m not a maid,” she said between clenched
teeth.

“You aren’t?” A dark brow rose.

Her eye twitched.

“No. I’m really not.”

Darkie stared at her for a moment. He took in
her casual jeans, the cream tank-top, and the brown leather jacket
she wore with a scarf that was just a tad lighter than the
overcoat.

Then he stood up, walked to the door, and held
it open, his hand pointing to the outside.

Claire could just stare at
him. This man was
related to Logan?

“Please leave this house. If you don’t work
here, then you have no business being here. And I’m assuming you
aren’t a ranch-hand. So allow me to escort you out,” he said
sardonically, waving his hand out the door in a sweeping
gesture.

“Oh my... you have got to be kidding me,” she
scoffed.

“I’m really not,” he said with a cruel twist to
his voice.

“That’s too bad,” she retorted, glaring at
him.

Just then, Logan’s guests came into the
kitchen. They took in the scene between her and Logan’s unnamed
brother, and then moved in front of her like a barricade. She
pinched the bridge of her nose.

There was a tense moment of silence, and then
she heard the pair of thumps that came from the stairs.

Logan.

She glared at the lot of the men, who stood-off
in tense silence, and met Logan at the door. His hand immediately
found her waist. “What’s...”

“Yeah,” she hissed as he finally took in the
scene. “Too much testosterone and your brother is such a
charmer!”

Her sarcastic reply went to deaf ears. Logan
was staring at his brother as if he was a ghost come back to life.
Claire pressed her lips as they stared at each other. His brother
gave on outward reaction except for his eyes flickering over to
Claire and then back to Logan.

“Alright,” she sighed, fed up. Her
hands lifted into the air helplessly. “This is getting pretty
redundant. How about instead of staring at everything,” she suggested
with a pointed look to each men in the room, “we actually make
conversation and introduce Mrs. Confused Claire to the
stranger!”

She planted her hands on her hips,
waiting.

Logan looked back at her. Though he was
unsmiling, she could tell by the light in his eye that he was
happy.

He held his hand out to her and she took it.
Luke, Eric, Blake, and Nathan all melted into the back of the room,
silently observing. She did notice, though, that Blake reached for
one of the apples on the counter.

“My brother, Chase,” Logan introduced, twining
their fingers together. She couldn’t help but eye the tall,
dangerous looking man as his eyes snapped to their fingers. “Chase?
This is my wife. Claire.”

“Oh you have got to be fucking kidding me,” he
breathed. For the first time, he showed some emotion. Anger,
disbelief, horror. She grimaced.

“Well I sure feel welcome,” she murmured,
pressing closer to Logan’s side.

“Chase…” Logan warned, stepping in front of her
slightly.

His brother only stared between them. His face,
which had been a becoming tan, was no pale and tense.

“No. You have got to be fucking kidding me,” he growled. From behind
her, she could feel the men stirring, straightening, getting ready
for something. “Again? You married another sleep-over
again?”

His eyes flashed hate in her
direction.

Claire felt déjà vu as she watched his
reaction. Hadn’t her father been the exact same way? She backed
away from Logan, crossing her arms over her chest. She’d let her
father walk over her and make her cry, but this was different. This
was her new family. And she would be damned if she let him be so
disrespectful in front of her.

Feeling her aunts training kick in, she ignored
Logan’s warning touch on her arm as she moved forward, fisting her
hand. Chase, at least, had the decency to back away.

“You’ve been here for five minutes, at the
most,” she said quietly, feeling a coolness wash over her. His eyes
narrowed as if he noticed the change. “And already you think you
know my situation and who I am, and how I’m like.” Her laugh was
like a cold melody. “I’m very sorry that I am not like Christina.
I’m also very sorry that you haven’t even given me a chance. You
want to think I trapped your brother into marriage? Okay. Fine. I
don’t care. I just hope that when a woman comes into your life, you
don’t treat her with so much disrespect off the bat. It’s going to
be hell when she kicks you where the sun don’t shine.”

She turned on her heel, passing Logan with a
sweet smile. “I’m going to go outside and walk around.” She
actually planned on sitting in the garden until she was calm enough
that her hands stopped shaking, but she couldn’t say that without
her voice cracking.

Logan nodded at her slowly, his eyes holding a
certain light. He kissed her temple and, smoothed her hair. “If you
want to ride anywhere, just have Frankie go with you.”

“Yes, sir,” she said lightly, leaving the group
of men with a relieved breath.


Chapter 26

 


“I didn’t know,” Chase started, raising his
hand.

“Yeah, you sure as hell didn’t,” Logan growled,
running a hand through his hair. “I thought mama raised you better
than to ever talk to a woman like that-- or about her.”

“In my defense, you don’t really know what I
said...”

“I have a pretty good idea. Claire only gets
like that when she’s offended -- and you really did a number on
her. Calling her a sleep over? Really, Chase?”

“What was I supposed to think --”

“Nothing.
You should have waited for me and at least acted like you had some manners. Or
you could have asked her yourself,” he snarled, shoving his
brother’s shoulder.

“I didn’t really think --”

“You never think!” Logan shouted, feeling
like he could kill his brother. He didn’t understand the weird
reaction to seeing Claire act like that -- he felt like he should
have been there sooner, should have protected her from Chase’s
asshole-facade. Claire was incredibly delicate right now -- being
treated like shit by her new family right off the bat was not
exactly what he wanted her to deal with today - or ever.

“What if she’s like Christina?”
Chase tried, his face darkening with shame. His brother obviously
already knew his question was a waste of him – there was nothing
about Claire that could be compared to Christina except the
lightness of their coloring. Claire had a soft, open face. She
didn’t bother hiding her emotions – he didn’t think she could if
she tried. Her innocence shown in her eyes just as much as the
malice had shown in Christina’s. Claire smiled with her whole heart
– Christina never bothered to smile. Her face was set in hard,
beautiful lines, and she never showed anyone her soft side.

Unlike Claire… His hand clenched
into a fist as he thought about her. She was so easily hurt, so
fucking delicate.

And Chase and driven a knew spike
into her already wounded heart. “I don’t ever want to hear that
from your mouth again,” he growled. Blake’s bite of his apple had
the crunch sound
ringing in the silent room.

God. Everything was silent. Like no
one knew what they wanted to say. Logan knew what he wanted to say
– what he wanted to do, but he held back.

“What are you doing here?” At least he could
manage that simple question.

“Let’s go into the study to talk,” his brother
replied, eyeing the four men that stood behind Logan. He nodded,
turning on his heel and giving Nathan a look. He nodded, and the
four of them went to the basement while Logan and Chase went up the
stairs to his study.

“I think I might have gotten into some really
bad shit.” The second the door closed, those words were the first
thing that came from Chase’s mouth.

Logan sat at his desk, crossing his feet at the
ankles. He hid his irritation.

“What is it this time?”

“I need you to promise you won’t tell anyone
about this.”

“When would I ever,” Logan said drolly, already
knowing that if it were bad enough, he’d be involving his
group.

The look Chase shot him easily said that he
knew exactly what Logan was thinking.

“I was over in Socorro for a couple of weeks.
Cale sent me overseas to Italy, wanted me to meet up with his
daughter and her mother-in-law.”

Logan frowned. “Did you?”

Chase nodded, but a frown marred his scarred
face. “Yeah. I did. Except right when I showed up, the place went
up in fire. His daughter, Raelyn, was taken.”

Oh. Shit.

Logan sat up slowly. “Cale knows.” It wasn’t a
question, but a demand.

“He does.”

“And it’s being taken care of.”

“It is.”

“Then what’s the problem, and what
do you have to do
with it?”

Chase slapped his hands on his
thighs, one of the many gestures he’d done as a kid when he was
nervous or didn’t know what to say. “Fuck… Logan, you have to
believe me. You know I would not ever do anything to betray this
country or Cale’s
family. I would not ever.”

“What the fuck are you trying to say,
Chase.”

“Something happened. I don’t know what.” He
dropped his head, pushing his hands into his hair. “Jesus. I didn’t
fucking do this though. I didn’t plant the bomb. I don’t know how
it happened.”

Logan could feel his body tensing up. A sick,
curdling feeling started in his stomach and he could have sworn he
was lightheaded. “Tell me, Chase. Now.”

“I’ve been labeled as a traitor.” As the words
burst from his lips, Chase’s face was pale and disgusted, yet his
eyes beseeched with his brother to understand. “I didn’t do it
though. God, I don’t know how the fuck it happened. I was awake one
second, the next I was locked up in a cell.”

The implications were clear. Clear
as nothing ever had been before. Logan stood up, pacing. He closed
his eyes, breathing deeply. “What the fuck did you do, Chase,” he
groaned. “You know, you had a problem getting into trouble as a
kid. Always swearing it wasn’t you, always blaming someone else.
Hell, remember that one time with the horse? It got out of the
gate, one of mom’s new pure breds, and you swore up and
down that it hadn’t been
you.”

“I don’t know what you’re trying to say,
Logan.”

“Do you remember what mom said she was going to
do to you if she found out it was you who let it out?”

Chase nodded. “Yeah…”

“And what did I do?” Logan turned back around
from his pacing and looked at his brother.

“…You helped me out. Mom never found
out that it was me.”

“Exactly. And mama was a spittin’
psycho when she was mad, yet I still
helped your ass out.”

He stood in front of his brother
now, hands on his shoulders. “You might have let that horse out,
but I know you, Chase. You’re an asshole, a sadistic son of a
bitch, and everything that’s raging in hell — but you’re no traitor. So don’t ever
think for a second that I won’t back you up when you need it. Ever.”

Chase’s head fell against Logan’s
chest. It was the weakest he’d seen his brother since before their
mother had died. His throat closed up with emotion
— fury, disbelief, shock,
helplessness. It was all a myriad of emotions and he didn’t know
what the hell they were going to do, but it was definitely going to
get taken care of.

“Thanks, man.” He could hear every ounce of
gratitude in those two words.

He pulled back from his brother, sitting down
in the chair next to his. “Tell me what you remember.”

“Raelyn was by one of the hotels,
just outside of it. Her mother-in-law, Marcy, was there with her. I
had the driver drop me off a couple blocks away from them and I
walked to meet him — Cale warned me about people following us. Not saying that
anyone was, but it was a possibility — his words.

“A few blocks there and some men
started following me. I got them off of me just before I reached
the hotel — but I
guess I only thought I did.”

“Cale had you doing this alone?”

“He said it wasn’t that important
that it needed an extra team. He had guards on his daughter since
her first day there — Marcy showing up was a complete accident.”

“What were they doing there in the first
place?”

“Raelyn was doing an art tour, or something
like that. Marcy just wanted something to bitch about, I guess.
Cale told me that the two females didn’t have a very good
relationship to begin with.”

“Right. Okay, tell me what else you
remember.”

“Ah…” Chase closed his eyes for a second,
pressing thumbs to his temples. “Here’s where it gets hard. I was
right there. Raelyn was arguing with Marcy right when I was coming
up to them. Two cars pulled up down the ally way. I don’t remember
what kind they were, I just know that I noticed them. Black cars.
Small.

“Was just reaching Raelyn when the bomb went
off. The last thing I saw was Raelyn and Marcy slamming into the
opposite building and I was out. When I woke up, the hotel was in
rubble and I was burried under most of it. I was out for two hours.
No one came to the site to do clean-up, and no one was notified, so
I know it was planned.”

“How do you get that?”

Chase looked at his brother. “People were
warned beforehand not to come near it. That’s the only reason that
I can think of. No one was around besides Raelyn, Marcy, and me.
The place was completely barren and when I woke up, it was
empty.

Logan nodded. “Alright, that does make
sense.”

“I was up for only a couple of minutes before I
passed out again. I only made it a couple of feet. Lifting the shit
was too much.”

“And you woke up in one of our jail
cells?”

Chase nodded. “Yeah. Cale didn’t
come to see me personally, but I heard the guards talking about
it — about me.
About what was going to happen to me. I’m fucking
glad that Cale didn’t come
to see me — I never
would have gotten out.”

“Were you based in Colorado?” They had bases
all over the place. Cale went to each one frequently so he was
constantly moving around. Most of the bases were overseas so they
could keep a better eye on things. The closest one to where they
lived was in Colorado.

“Yeah. I waited till the guards were out and
snuck out.”

Logan glowered. “Security was poor,
then?”

“Not that. I’ve just worked there long enough
that I know all of the tricks. The guards were obviously
new.”

He nodded in response to Chase’s words. “Do you
think Cale knows you escaped?”

“More than positive. I waited a couple weeks
before coming here, though. I know the risk of you being caught
with a ‘traitor’ in your house.”

“Chase, you know better than I do that he would
never do anything without concrete proof.” But this was different.
This was his daughter they were talking about. He might be an old
fart, but she was young and full of life, barely Chase’s age,
probably Claire’s… His heart clenched at the thought. He wouldn’t
be thinking rationally if it were Claire instead of Raelyn. All
bets were off right now. Cale was either sticking to procedure or
letting his anger lead him.

Chase must have read his mind because his dark
head shook. “You know better than I do that he will do whatever it
takes to not only find Raelyn, but also avenge her.”

“What do you plan on doing?”

It was silent. Logan crossed his
arms over his chest, waiting for his brother to answer. He had
Chase’s best interests at heart, but he also knew that he was
struggling internally. Being called a traitor, being
treated like one, after
you risk every day of your life for your country…it rankled. He
couldn’t not tell
Chase to do something – he knew his brother’s first concern was
redeeming himself in the eyes of his country.

“I’m going to find her,” he said, straightening
his back, meeting Logan’s eyes with hard intent.

Logan nodded. “I thought as much. Do
you have a lead?” He really hated saying the words. He didn’t want
his brother going into a battle field that had clearly been meant
to kill him and
capture the girl. Logan kept his thoughts to himself though – no
use in letting his brother think that he’d lost his pride in him,
just like Cale had.

Chase had dedicated his whole life to foreign
affairs – the second their mother had died, he’d thrown himself
into his school and education. Mechanical engineering, computer
science, foreign languages. Chase had been an early graduate – at
eighteen, he’d been in his fourth year of college. And the boost to
college hadn’t been because of money; he had the brain of Einstein
and was one of the fastest learners that Logan had ever met – and
that was probably why he was so cold and calculating.

He’d lived, breathed, and ate to come where he
was now. Logan had always assumed that it was to make up for all of
the trouble he’d but his mother through, and paying back his
country what his father had stolen from them.

But he was still a young man. Logan was in his
mid-thirties – Chase would be twenty-nine in just a
month.

“I don’t…but Cale does. And I know what his men
are up to and I’m not new at hacking into comm. links. I’m going to
find her and get my questions answered.” There was a building anger
in his voice that caused Logan to pause.

“You think she knew what was
happening?”

“She looked at me. Right before it happened.
There was something in her eyes…like she was aware.” Chase inhaled
deeply, clearly frustrated with himself. I don’t know how I’m going
to do this, but I’m going to be the one finding her. Not Cale. Not
his guys. And if you don’t want to help me, don’t try to stop
me.”

Logan clapped his hand on his brother’s
shoulder, his smile deadly. “You got me. We’ll find her. And Cale
will have a big ‘fuck you’ taped to his door by the time this
over.”


Chapter 27

 


For the rest of the day, Claire
didn’t hear or see
from Logan. He was locked up in his study with Chase and every time
she tried to knock on the door to ask him something, she was shooed
away.

He didn’t even bother to open the
door.

All he said was a brief, hard, “I’ll
be out later.” For the first time, she was actually furious at
Logan. What were they talking about that was so important that he
couldn’t listen to one thing she said? Yeah, they probably had a lot to catch up on –
but ignoring her in front of his brother? What kind of cred did
that give her in front of Chase?

She was pretty sure he thought of her as
nothing more than a spoiled brat with nothing better to do than
cause trouble and gain attention. Which, she would admit, she felt
like. She tried busying herself with gardening and taking care of
the general lawn outside the house. By the time an two hours had
passed, she’d weeded the garden maybe twenty times, cleaned up
garbage twice, and went to the stables five times.

There was nothing to do.

Was this how it was going to be for the rest of
her life? Waiting for Logan every day? Getting shooed away so he
could do business?

Claire stopped in the middle of the walkway as
she was making her way to the house.

Maybe he would teach it to her! When her father
was gone and she forgot to make an appointment with his
accountants, she sometimes had to take care of the numbers. She
loved math and being organized – maybe he would let her take that
off of his hands and give her something to do!

There were enough people working on the ranch
that she had no use to help around – she’d felt like a bother when
she’d gone down there the first time to ask if she could help. The
cowboys had gently led her back to the house, explaining to her
that the work they did was too rough for her.

She’d watched them from a distance as they’d
wrangled – or whatever the term was – the horses and herded the
cows. She knew how to ride a horse, but swinging a rope over her
head and braking one in? Training it? She had no clue on the how’s
or why’s.

As Logan’s wife, she had to find some way to
help him with his business. Walking around and doing nothing seemed
like a poor excuse of a wife to her. With a smile on her face, she
opened up the door to the kitchen and stepped inside, making a
beeline for his study. This time, she would not be
deterred!

She was lifting her hand to knock on the door
when it opened abruptly. At the same time, a big, warm chest
collided with her face and she squeaked. Thick hands grabbed her
shoulders to keep her from falling back.

“Oh my god!” she gasped out in pain as her nose
started to throb. She looked up…and up…and up, until she met stormy
grey eyes set against dark skin.

Chase. She jerked out of his grasp as a reflex
and completely lost her balance.

She fell on her ass.

“Claire?”

Logan stepped out from behind Chase and knelt
down in front of her. She could tell he was trying not to laugh and
her face burned. “Get your hands off of me!” she said with what
little dignity she could manage. Claire knew she’d failed when she
let him help her to her feet.

His arm came around her waist in a tight,
comforting hold and his laugh rang in her ear.

Anger shot through her at the sound, and she
forgot that she had fallen. “Get your big butt back in that office!
We need to talk.”

Chase looked between them with narrowed eyes.
Then his lips quirked. “I think I’ll let you two be
alone…”

Claire rounded on Chase. “And
you! You get in there,
too! Go,” she shooed, slipping out of Logan’s arm and shoving both
men at their backs in the direction of the office.

“Great,” she heard Logan mumble. “Already
getting me in trouble.”

“I didn’t know she was going to be right
there,” Chase hissed back, shoving his brother’s
shoulder.

“Bullshit, you –“

“Boys!” she snapped as they came to a stop
inside the office. “Shut up.” Claire went behind the desk and sat
in Logan’s chair, fighting to calm her nerves. They looked at her
as if she were the master and they were her loyal dogs – dogs that
had peed all over the house.

“Logan,” she started, folding her hands in
front of her. She forced herself to smile sweetly and began her
tale. “Now, I understand that you are a working man. A busy,
working man with many things that need to get done during the
day.”

A weary look came over his eyes, and his
brother and he shared a look. “Yes…”

“And now that Chase is here, I assume that he
is going to be staying for a bit?”

She looked at Chase expectantly as he raised
his hand like a guilty child. “Actually, I’m not…”

“Oh? How long will you be staying
here?”

He looked at Logan like he needed help. Logan
looked ahead without paying attention to him… obviously on purpose.
“For a couple of weeks, that’s it.”

“Ahh. Perfect!” she said brightly, peering at
Logan again. “Now. Logan. We need to get on the same page here,
before we start.” She paused, waiting for him to interrupt her.
When they didn’t, she started. “I came to you maybe five times
today. The last time I saw you was at eleven. Do you know what time
it is now?”

Logan looked at the clock that was on the wall,
then turned back to her. “Quarter till six.”

“Do you know how long that it?
Almost seven hours. Seven
hours.”

Chase opened his mouth to speak, but
she held her hand up. “Although, I do understand that you had
things to talk about, I do not want to waste my time like I did
today while waiting for you. I weeded, I tried to help with the
horses, I cleaned, I did everything I could think to do besides
coming up here and demanding your attention.”

“However. I cannot be doing this day after day.
I want to propose to you, as your wife, a deal.”

Logan suddenly looked frightened. Chase stared
at her as if she’d lost her head. She fought for control of her
anger and smiled even sweeter, feeling like she was going to kill
something.

“And this deal is…” Whereas Chase had been
begging for help before, it was Logan’s turn.

“I’m very good at math. I know a lot of
accounting and transactions go on, being a ranch and all. I used to
keep my father’s accounts when he would be too busy to, and I want
to be a part of the ranch. Not just the ranchers wife, but as
someone who actually helps instead of wasting her time every day,
doing nothing to help.”

Silence. A long, terrible silence. Logan and
Chase both froze, staring at her as if she’d lost her head. She
felt her composure crack a little, and she bit her lip to keep from
saying anything that would ruin whatever gain she’d made with
them.

“You want to handle the money?”

That came from Chase, and she heard the
suspicion in his voice.

She lifted her chin. “No, I want to keep track
of it. I want to order whatever we need for the ranch, when we need
it, and take that part of the job out of Logan’s hands. Since I
know nothing about horses yet, this would be a good way for me to
get involved…”

Her heart pounded in her chest. “I’m good at
being organized and keeping track of things. Plus, it would let you
get more done in a day so that you aren’t swamped and working till
late at night.”

Logan still hadn’t said anything
about her proposal. Claire tried to stop the rambling, but she
couldn’t. Her face burned near painfully. “And I noticed we have
a lot of room in
the dining room. Maybe enough to have the guys eat with us
sometimes? I don’t mind cooking a lot, it keeps me busy and I’m
really good. My father and I had lessens from a gourmet chef. He
came in from Paris just to meet me and I learned a lot of good
tips…”

“Claire. Calm down.”

“Wow,” Chase commented. “I don’t think I’ve
ever heard someone talk so loud. How much did she cram in two
seconds? Maybe an hour’s worth of conversation?”

Claire let out a nervous laugh, then quieted
when Logan stood up.

“Chase, go get something to eat,” he commanded,
watching Claire with unreadable eyes. Chase left with a nod in her
direction.

“I should have just stopped talking, right?”
Claire sighed, her shoulders slumping in the seat.

Logan was silent. He walked around the desk and
turned the chair so that she was facing him. The look in his eyes
made her heart stop.

He smiled. “I think that would be great,
Claire. We—“

She cut him off when her arms flung
themselves around his neck, her squeal sharp in the room. Claire
hadn’t noticed how nervous she’d been until just then. “Thank you!
I was so scared, I didn’t know what you would say. When I was
outside, I didn’t have anything to do and you had kept kicking me
out and wouldn’t even talk to me and I had no one to –“

“Claire, you’re doing it again,” he chided. His
voice was soft, taking the sting away. Even so, her cheeks
burned.

“I just felt so useless today,” she explained,
dropping her head.

“Chase and I had a lot of things to take care
of. He’s having some problems and they need to be taken care of as
soon as possible.”

She didn’t ask Logan about what kind of
problems – if it was between Chase and Logan, she had a feeling
that it should stay like that until he was willing to share. Claire
wasn’t going to complain though. After all, he’d just agreed to let
her take part in his life.

Her smile was blinding as she hugged him again,
tighter this time. “Just show me what to do to get started, and I
can be off like a rocket.”

Logan laughed, a sound that lifted her heart.
Things weren’t going to be so bad after all.

 


 


 


Carl picked up the phone, debating. If he did
this, it was going to be a one-time-only thing and he only had to
pray that Ms. Campbell was as stupid and as ditzy as Joey said she
was. He’d gotten the ranch’s number from the local directory, so
all he had to do now was dial it up and hope that she
answered.

If she didn’t, he’d simply hang up.
No big deal. It was just her
actions that decided whether she was going to die
or not. He smiled a little bit, leaning back in the hotel bedroom.
He’d told Joey that he’d gotten another phone for them to call on,
and he had. With just a quick scratch of everything that was on the
phone he’d been using for the past week, Carl knew he was good to
go as he pressed the first number into the screen. The small square
box lit up, the only source of light in his room.

It was a dinky little thing, cheap and plastic,
nothing like the smartphone that he’d wanted to get. After all, it
was Joey’s money that was taking care of all the expenses. But, he
knew, smartphones could be traced a lot easier than a small, cheap
pre-paid phone.

He pressed in the rest of the numbers, staring
up at the ceiling as he listened to the dial tone. He’d never done
something like this before, but he had a good feeling about it.
Claire wasn’t very smart – marrying someone and being the talk of
the town spoke enough for that. He chuckled a little.

As he lay there, waiting, it seemed like
forever. Maybe no one would answer? He frowned, and then the dial
tone stopped, replaced by a breathless voice. “Hello, Claire
Marshal speaking.” Carl sat up a little straighter.

Her voice, even though breathless as if she had
been running, was beautiful. In the restaurant, it had been had to
hear her with the whispers of the restaurant and the distance
between them.

“Hello?” she asked again, this time her voice
coming over the line as confused. His eyes closed.

Ms. Campbell sounded like an angel. Anger
flared inside of him. Logan did not deserve this woman – and she
was stupid enough to go with him. She deserved to die, no matter
how much she sounded like a living harp.

“I think I have something that you want,” he
said, making his voice as low and threatening as
possible.

She laughed through the phone. “Is this some
kind of joke? I hope your mother knows what you’re doing, hun.”
God, even her laugh was like music to his ears… Then he realized
what she’d said.

Fury and shame flashed through him.

He quickly racked his brain for something,
anything that he could remember of what Joey had told him about
her.

“Your cousin… You remember him, right?
Andrew?”

“What…” she trailed off. The static silence
told him enough.

“You do, don’t you?” Andrew was the cousin who
was taking the time to load up her money. He’d just recently found
out who it was, but he hadn’t told Joey. It would only cause the
fat man to do something irrational and he really didn’t need any
more of that.

“What have you done with him?” she
whispered.

He hummed loud enough for her to hear, taking
his time. “Oh, nothing. Yet.”

“Who are you? Where is he? Tell me!” Her voice broke
on the demand.

Carl smiled, pleased. “How about this, Ms.
Campbell. You meet me tomorrow morning behind the hotel across the
diner. There’s a nice little shack there. When you meet me there,
I’ll let you have your cousin.”

“What… oh
god,” he heard her whisper. “What do I
bring?”

Carl clenched his hand around the phone.
“Nothing. You bring nothing. If Logan Marshal shows up with you,
the first thing you’re going to see of your cousin is his head –
with a bullet in it. Just you and that’s it.”

“But… I have no way to get there.”

“Of course you do. The truck, take his truck.
And I’ll know the second he shows up—and your cousin won’t be the
only one with a bullet in his head. Oh, and any calp[ls you make to
your family? Being tracked. One little call and one little bullet
in his head… If any of Logan’s men show up, you can guess what’s
going to happen, can’t you?”

Stark silence. He heard nothing but the static
over the line. Carl couldn’t help the stupid grin that lit his
face. Sounding smart and threatening had worked on the dumb,
beautiful Ms. Campbell.

He heard a shuddering breath, and then, “I’ll
be there alone. What time?”

“Oh, how about ten-ish. I think he’ll be strong
enough for the trip by then.”

What a dirty little liar he was. Carl laughed
at himself as he hung up the call.


Chapter 28

 


“Hey, what’s wrong with you?”

Logan caught up to her as she was making her
way to their bed. She’d left dinner early, too sick over the
conversation she’d had over the phone to talk to anyone.

“Nothing’s wrong,” she said over her shoulder,
forcing a smile. “Today was a long day, that’s all.”

His arm came around her waist and he
stopped her from walking farther down the hall. On it’s own accord,
her body leaned into his and she breathed him in. She wanted to
tell him. She needed to tell him. But the thing on the phone had said he couldn’t
show up or her cousin would be dead… and if he knew what she was
planning to do tomorrow, he would not let her go alone – if he let her
go at all even.

“Are you sure that’s all it is?” he asked. His
voice washed over her, calming her. She nodded into his chest and
stood there, drinking in his warmth and comfort.

“Yeah,” she whispered, knowing they both knew
it was a lie. “I need to nap. Do you think that maybe, tomorrow I
can take the truck into town? I need to get things for lunch and
dinner.” Her tongue burned with the lie, but she forced it past her
teeth.

Logan pulled back from her, looking at warily.
“Marla normally gets our groceries. She’ll be here tomorrow so I
can just call her before she gets here to pick up whatever you
need.”

Her head shook quickly. “No, I want to. If I’m
going to be here I might as well show my face around, right? No one
here knows me. Plus, I’d like to see Darla and get some of her
delicious pie.” Her throat closed up, actually swelled as she lied
to him.

It was for his own good.

For her cousins own good.

For her own good. What would that freak do
to her, if she brought Logan? She trusted in his ability to keep
her safe, and himself as well – but even she didn’t know where her
cousin was, if he was okay, if he was even alive. She couldn’t risk Logan’s life
on the chance that Andrew wasn’t even there.

She remembered the sound of the thing’s voice
clearly. Raspy, high-pitched, and some-how managing to get a small
gurgle in it. If she hadn’t known any better, she would have
thought she were talking to a dying goldfish or something. Her skin
crawled as she thought back to it.

“If that’s what you really want,” he said
slowly, peering into her eyes. Finally, with a frown between his
brow, he let go of her. “Why don’t you go lay down.”

She missed his warmth immediately, wanted
nothing more than to crawl right back into them and cry her eyes
out. But she promised herself she wasn’t going to cry anymore. She
knew how much it killed him to see it. Instead, Claire smiled as
best she could and nodded. “I think I’m going to get to bed
early.”

“Alright, love. What time to you plan on
leaving tomorrow?” he asked, kissing her temple gently.

She leaned into the kiss, breathing in his
scent, drawing whatever strength she could.

“Nine-thirty, maybe ten.”

He nodded, looking her over one last time
before leaving her alone in the hall.

The second she got into the room, she flew
herself on the bed and screamed into one of the pillows.

“God!” she cried out angrily, punching the bed.
“Why does this always happen to me? Why am I always the one that
get’s put through this shit?”

She lay there silently.

Claire was going to die tomorrow. Or get taken
back to Joey. Or maybe she was just going to get her cousin back
and leave. Even while the last option sounding amazing, she knew it
didn’t make sense.

Why would the thing take her cousin,
and then call her to town with no money, nothing as a ransom? Just
herself? She closed her eyes on an angry scream, forcing it down.
It was Joey doing this; it had to be. Her father had kicked her out
of his life – couldn’t someone go to the fatass and just tell him
that? Whatever happened to her would be pointless because her
father wouldn’t know or care.

Claire sat up, holding her head in her
hands.

Things with Logan were great right
now. Amazing. He’d shown her the basics of what they needed per
month, they’d spent time together and laughed together, and he’d
even helped her prepare dinner for the ranch-hands first dinner at
the house. And now….now this.

Could she never win? Could she never just be
happy?

She wrapped her arms around her
stomach, fighting off tears. She didn’t know what she was going to
do tomorrow. Maybe… Maybe she could write Logan a letter. He’d be
lucky to find it in time, but at least she could say she’d given
him a warning. Claire couldn’t risk Andrew’s life, not after he’d
risked his countless times for her.

Maybe she could meet with the person, find out
where her cousin is, take him, and then leave?

It sounded so simple, so
easy. God, she wished it
could be.

Claire got up from her spot on the bed, walking
to the bathroom. When she turned on the shower, the room was
steaming in minutes. She stripped down and climbed in, wishing it
was that easy to relax. Too bad a simple shower couldn’t relax her
mind as much as it relaxed her muscles.

She went about getting ready for bed like a
robot. The second she was out of the shower, she towel dried her
hair, slipped into a pair of pajamas that she’d left in Logan’s
room, and then went to hers. The outfit she picked out was simple
and comfortable. Black tighes and a gray UnderArmor jacket with a
pair of socks and grey tennis hoes. Simple and, if push came to
shove, easier to run in.

When she was back in Logan’s room, she laid
them on the couch and searched for a piece of paper and pen. She
was leaving the second she was dressed in the morning, and she
didn’t want to forget, in her haste, to write to Logan.

She finally found a piece, and sat down on the
bed, the stationery clenched in her hands.

Claire stared at it.

What the hell did she put?

His face came into her mind on its own
accord.

For several seconds, she stared at the paper,
just seeing his face.

God...

Claire stood up suddenly.

Throwing the paper off of her lap, along with
the pencil, she flung open the bedroom door and in seconds, she was
running through the house. She couldn’t not tell Logan. Was she
actually that dumb that she wouldn’t tell him? He could do
something. He had the strength and the minds – and she obviously
didn’t.

What had she even been thinking,
doing this alone? She wanted to be strong for him – but getting
herself killed?

Claire’s throat closed up. She turned the
corner and the next thing she knew, her face was smashed against a
large bulking chest and hands were on her shoulders.

“Claire?” the familiar deep voice was
muffled.

“Blake! Where’s Logan?”

She met his eyes frantically. He pulled the
apple out of his mouth, pointing down the hall. “Talking to Nathan.
Listen, is everything okay? What’s wrong?”

“I just – thank you,” she said quickly,
slipping around him and running down the hall. God, when had this
house gotten so large?

The last door on the right was where she heard
the deep tenors. She flung open the door, heart in her chest.
“Logan!”

At the sight of him leaning over a table, thick
arms braced on the edge, face concentrated, it all came crashing
down around her. Her little charade of strength from earlier and
crumbled. She ran over to him and flung her arms around his
shoulders, holding on, forgetting about the audience.

“This guy,” she said quickly against
his chest. “He called and said he had my cousin and I had to meet
him in town tomorrow at ten and I couldn’t bring anyone with me. He
said that if I did, he would shoot my cousin in the head and then
you and I don’t want you to die or him either, but I can’t just
leave like that and I don’t know what to
do.”

“Hey, calm down.” His arms came around her
tightly and she curled into his chest, drawing in his comforting
scent.

“What do I do? This thing has my cousin!” It was
so hard to keep the tears at bay, to not cry in front of Logan and
the gathering crowd in the room. Blake had come in, along with
Eric, Luke, and Chase.

“I need you to calm down first, Claire. Breathe
and tell me what happened, slower this time.”

She pulled back from him slightly, looking
around the room.

What had she been thinking, doing this alone?
One person against a small militia. Her heart clenched in her chest
and her hands went numb. “My cousin Andrew, he was the one who
would send me money when I needed it. Like for food and gas and
stuff. I don’t know how this freak found out about him…but he has
my cousin. Logan, Andrew is like my big brother!” She looked at him
desperately.

“When did you get the call?” Nathan asked this.
Logan just stared at her silently.

She swallowed, looking away from him. He knew
she had lied to him.

“A couple of hours ago, right before dinner.
The voice was all squeaky?” she frowned, not knowing how to explain
it. “And watery, like he was gurgling, but then it was also raspy.
I don’t know how to explain it. But he said that I have to meet him
behind the hotel across from the diner at ten o’clock tomorrow,
alone, or he’s going to die.”

Nathan took her elbow, guiding her to a chair
and sitting her down. She’d never been in this room before. There
were gun safes lined up along the wall, the table in the room was
metal and had a spread out map with a small computer screen built
into it. In the far left corner of the room, there was a stand that
reached the ceiling filled with black devices. Opposite of that
stand was a large black box. It had cords running out of it that
led to twenty or so black styluses, which were connected to the
side of the box and had a small LED light that blinked every once
in a while.

She looked back at Logan, who was
again just watching her. His eyes were hooded and his arms were
crossed over his chest. He was furious with her.

He stepped toward her. “You had planned on
going there alone?”

His voice was soft, yet the sound of it was
like a whip against her ears. Claire nodded, staring him straight
in the eyes with pressed lips. “I wasn’t thinking. I was scared and
he said he would kill whoever went with me.”

“You were going there
alone?” he snapped again,
slamming his hands on the table. “Claire, what kind of idiot
are you.”

“Logan…” Chase placed a hand on his
shoulder.

“Get the fuck away from me, Chase. I
cannot even believe for a second
that you could be that stupid as to even
think about going there.
What the hell were
you thinking?” he roared. Later, she would swear that the room
shook because he was so loud.

Her vision clouded and she got to
her feet, hands clenched. “I was thinking that I didn’t want to see
anyone die because of me!” she shouted back. His head fall back as
his cold, short laugh shot around the room.

“You didn’t want to see anyone die because of
you,” he repeated, laughing again. She closed her eyes for a
second, forcing herself to keep calm.

“I should have thought it through, I know. I
wasn’t thinking straight. Andrew is like my big brother and I don’t
want him to die –“

“And I don’t want to see
you die, Claire. What
would have happened if you hadn’t come in here and told me the
truth? Tomorrow, you would have been on your merry little way to
meet someone. Not only would he be dead, but so would you be.” His
voice was nothing but a ragged growl as he faced her. He shoved his
hand through his hair, and she could only watch him
helplessly.

“I came to you, though, didn’t I?”

His eyes shot fire at her from across the
room.

“Did you doubt me? Was it because of how you
had to run for your life the other night? Is that why you didn’t
trust me enough to come and tell me this?”

At that question, every single eye shot to her.
Her face paled and she shook her head, moving to reach for him. He
stepped out of her grasp. “No, Logan. And it hurts that you would
even think that,” she whispered, dropping her hand. She was going
to break her promise to herself. The tears were already stinging
her eyes.

“Then why wouldn’t you come to me?”

“I already told you,” she said, crossing her
arms over her chest, looking away from him. “I don’t want anyone to
get hurt. I was just going to go there, get my cousin, and then
come back here.”

“God,
Claire. It’s never going to be that
simple.”

She jerked away from his shout, turning away
from him completely.

“Logan,” Nathan interrupted. “I think we should
focus on the problem at hand instead of arguing over this. You two
can take care of it on your own time.”

She heard him breathe out roughly, and then a
short, “Fine.”

“Claire,” Nathan said, his voice soft. “Do you
want our help?”

She stared at the wall, blinking
tears away rapidly. “I need
your help. I can’t lose Andrew, too.”

“Alright. It’s that simple.” The gentleness in
his voice was odd, but comforting. She turned around and looked at
him, catching the reassuring look in his eyes. “We’ll have your
cousin back and you won’t even have to worry.”

She frowned at that. “I still have
to go, though. He was really serious about me coming
alone.”

“No,” Logan grated, staring at her. “You won’t
be going.”

Claire looked at him.

“If you’re going to be an overbearing douche
bag, I might as well do it myself.”

“Douche bag?” Blake cut in,
laughing.

She bit her lip, ignoring the comment, and just
watched Logan as he completely cut her out. His eyes were
unreadable and she remembered seeing him like that the first day
she had come here. Dark, dangerous, and looking like he was ready
to kill something.


Chapter 29

 


Claire didn’t sleep at all last
night.

She slept in her own bed, the one
she’d been in before Logan and her had gotten married. She hadn’t
been able to find a reason why
she should sleep with him last night – after all,
he’d done nothing but snap and glare and tell her what she could
and couldn’t do for the rest of the night.

He was short with her, barely looked at her,
and when she woke up at five in the morning to get a drink of
water, he’d come downstairs, saw her, and then left.

Thinking about it now, as she got dressed in
the clothes that she’d brought over from Logan’s room, had her
heart clenching. She prayed to God that everything went perfectly
fine and that, once they had her cousin back, everything was back
to normal. She’d hurt his pride – lied to him, flat out told him
that she didn’t trust his ability to take care of her, and she
hadn’t slept in their bed last night.

What kind of person was she?

It was ten till seven. She hadn’t had a wink of
sleep since yesterday at ten, her nerves were frayed, and she felt
like a cloud was settling around her. She’d taken her pill –
actually two of them, just because she felt that she needed to –
and now she was in the kitchen again, just sitting at the
island.

She didn’t have to wonder if anyone else in the
house was awake. Marla would be showing up in a couple hours, and
by then they would all be gone. Claire was positive that she wasn’t
the only one that hadn’t gone to sleep last night.

All night long, she’d been waiting for Logan’s
steps to whisper across her door, waited for him to go to his own
room. Either they hadn’t, or he had just been more quiet than usual
– she was guessing the later.

Even though it was seven in the morning, it was
dark out. The rising sun was covered by thick rolling clouds and
she’d even closed the back door in case it rained. Adjacent to the
back door was a floor-to-floor glass window. She knew Logan was
tight on security, so she guessed ruefully that it was probably
bullet-proof glass.

There was still a whole in the marble
counter-top – she’d asked Blake about it right before going to bed
because Logan had been refusing to talk to her, and he’d said that
it was just an accident. Claire knew better than that,
though.

She stood to stiff feet, thinking that the
least she could do was make coffee for everyone. Last night, Logan,
Nathan, and Luke had come up with a plan to get Andrew back while
still keeping Claire safe. There was no way that she couldn’t show
up – the second the thing saw any one other than her, her cousin
was, as they said, fucked.

Claire was just about to pour herself a cup of
coffee when she heard someone behind her.

She turned around sharply, gasping.

It was Blake, reaching for an apple from the
center of the island. “Holy God,” she breathed, clenching her hand
around the handle of the cup. “You scared me.”

He flashed a cocky grin and took a crunching
bite of the apple. “Of course I did. You’re tighter than a bow
right now, little lady. Didn’t you sleep at all last
night?”

She set the cup down, sighing. “How can I? I
feel like someone is digging bamboo up my finger nails right
now.”

Blake nodded knowingly. “I know how that feels.
Not very pleasant. But you have no reason to worry. Logan and us
would never let anything happen to you.” He grinned
again.

Oh, she had no doubt about that. It
was them and
her cousin that she
was worried about.

“I doubt Logan would care much right now,” she
mumbled, turning back around to pour herself a cup. Maybe the
coffee would wire her nerves so badly that it worked like ADHD
pills. Work you up so tight that you’re calm.

“Don’t think that for a second,” he scolded
her. Blake came around till he was standing right next to her,
munching on his apple. “Logan would give his life for you – hell,
he’s preparing to do just that right now.” He smiled as if he found
the notion enjoyable.

“What?” she gasped.

“Well he can’t just stand by and watch you get
shot at if shit hits the fan.” Blake explained it to her as if she
were a child. “You look really pale,” he said. Then he frowned. “I
think I’ll go eat my apple in the other room and keep my mouth
shut.”

She nodded numbly, thinking over
what he had said. He was preparing
to die for her? Meaning he counted on it? Or was she just looking
too far into it. Her heart crashed in her chest as Blake left her
to her thoughts. God, why was this all happening now?

 


 


 


Logan pulled on his jacket, connecting the
comm. link to the hidden frequency and slipping a gun in his
holster. They’d be leaving in only a couple of minutes, and he had
no doubt that Claire was already awake, even though he hadn’t
bothered to check on her.

Looking at her physically hurt him. The dark
spots under her eyes, the worry he read in them every time he
looked in them. The way her shoulders were curled, how vulnerable
she looked. Last night, he’d slept in the basement with the men,
just so he wouldn’t be tempted to go to her room and hold her. She
wanted her space, she was going to get it.

But damn, did it hurt.

“We already to go?” Nathan asked from his spot
on the couch. He was loading amo into one of the
riffles.

Logan nodded. “We just have to hook her up and
then we can get going.”

“Right. I’ll go get Luke. He’s locked up on his
computer right now, doing some weird shit.”

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

Nathan shrugged, standing up and slinging the
riffle over his shoulder. “No idea. Didn’t you notice him leave
last night?”

“No,” Logan growled. “I’ll go find
him.”

He put his hand on the handle, but before he
could do anything, it burst open. “You guys are not going to
believe this,” Luke said, laptop in hand.

“What is it?” Logan demanded. Nathan walked
over as Luke set the laptop on the table. The screen was white at
first, but after a few taps on the keyboard, a list of numbers
appeared on the screen.

“Those phone numbers?” Nathan asked, peering
over the screen.

Luke grinned, nodding. “The guy who called our
Claire is pretty slow. I traced the call to his number and got a
list of previous numbers he’d called. The only number he’s called
beside’s the house phone is Senator Joey’s.”

“We already guessed that they were connected,”
Logan said, straightening up, indifferent.

“Yeah, I wouldn’t get bored so
quickly. I took the liberty of tracking down Claire’s cousin
— Andrew Baker. I also
tracked his cell,” he said, looking at them as if they should know
what he was implying.

Logan raised a brow at him. “And?”

“And, it’s snuggly moving around New York, his
hometown. I rigged up a telemarketing call just to see if he was
actually in New York… He answered a short survey for me, thinking I
was telemarketing for the Senatorial election about his
uncle.”

Nathan and Logan looked at each other. “So he’s
not here,’ Logan growled.

“Nope. Safely in New York with his father and
mother. Nowhere near us,” he said, straightening form leaving over
the computer. “And, right now, our man is at the hotel we’re
supposed to be meeting him at.”

“Logan,” Nathan said, taking the riffle from
his shoulder. “We leave Claire here and take care of the man. The
sooner that happens, the sooner it’s over. Then we don’t have to
worry about this happening again.”

He shook his head, wishing it were
that easy. “Joey won’t give up until the election is over
— and he might not even
stop after that. He’ll want Claire for revenge if he
loses.”

“We can at least take care of the
main problem,” Nathan pointed out. Luke gave them a parting nod of
his head before heading back to his room. The man was tall and
lithe, and he had the computer skills of a mastermind. If he wanted
to take over the government, he could with a simple click of a
button — everyone
knew it; that’s why he was on their team. The man could fight, but
he was best known for his skills with a keyboard. Finding out the
information he had just now must have taken him seconds, a piece of
cake.

“I take it we can’t just off the Senator and
call it a curtousy of the nation?” Nathan asked drolly, moving to
the door.

“I don’t think that’d fly very
well.”

“I didn’t either.”

They exited the room, both armed. Now all they
had to do was face Claire with their new information…

 


 


“What?”

Claire watched through furious eyes as Logan’s
face became, once again, stony.

“I said, you don’t have to come with us.
We can take care of it.”

“But…but my cousin!” she gasped, hands
clenching into fists. Were they really going to be so arrogant as
to risk her families life?

“Isn’t even in this state. He’s safely in New
York.”

“How do you know?” she asked, snapping her arms
over her chest. She glared at the five men standing in front of
her, eyeing them.

Luke raised his hand, grinning. “I got the info
just a couple of minutes ago. There’s no reason for you to be put
in danger, Mrs. Marshal.” Right them, she wanted to shoot his head
in with the riffle he had slung over hi shoulder. They all had
them, wearing them like some warrior with a prize, strutting around
like they owned the place.

She took a calming breath before shaking her
head. “I want to go.”

“That’s not going to happen
—“

“In all defense, there really is no
reason for you to —“

“Wouldn’t you rather be here eating some
pie?”

“I don’t are,” she snapped above their tirade of voices. Claire swept her
hair back from her face with a huff. “I want to go. I won’t believe
it till I see it.”

“Claire,” Logan growled, taking a step forward.
She met him halfway there, stabbing a finger into his chest. “If
you guys don’t think he’s much of a threat, then I can
go.”

“That’s not how it
works, Claire. Why can’t
you just accept that you aren’t going?”

He grasped her wrist, jerking it away from him.
“I can’t just sit here while you go out there,” she said with
force, yanking her wrist out of his grasp.

“That’s too bad. If you want to get anywhere,
you’ll be walking. And it’s too hot out to do that, so I guess
you’re stuck with the option of just sitting here and waiting till
we get back. We won’t be long.”

He gave her one final, hard glare before
stalking out of the back door, leaving her there. The men followed
and she as left in silence.

Furious, painful silence.

So that was how it was going to be? Him
fighting the bad guys and leaving her to sit here by herself,
alone?

Claire didn’t think so. She waited until she
was sure that they had left. The truck hit the gravel road in less
than five minutes. Outside of the window, the gravel kicked into
the air, leaving a trail behind them.

Yeah, Logan didn’t know her that well at all if
he thought she was just going to sit here.

She was running upstairs to get jogging shoes,
trying to think of a way she could get into town, when she heard
something downstairs.

Her eyes flickered to the clock. Marla had an
hour yet before she had to show up, and she never came this early.
With unease settling in her stomach, she slipped off her jacket and
quickly dressed into a short-sleeve Nike T-shirt that said, “Too
much game.”

Another sound, louder.

What the hell… It was Saturday.
Marla wouldn’t be here for a while, the cowboys were out doing
their own things and never came into the house — even if they did, she always had a
warning call from them —
so what was going on downstairs?

Looking around for something to
defend herself with, just in case, she saw a large marble
horse — just big
enough to be as long as her forearm, and light enough that she
could carry. The thing could have cost two-hundred dollars, but she
promised herself that if she actually had to break it on someone’s
head, she’d buy him another one.

Taking a deep breath, as if the
action would cause any sound around her to halt immediately, she
began her creep down the stairs. She could hear shuffling from
inside the kitchen — where the back door had been left open, like it always
was.

Holding the marble horse ready, she
turned the corner and —

“Oh fuck,” she gasped, a second before the
horse was knocked from her hands with a clatter. As marble
shattered onto the tile of the kitchen, Claire barely had time to
register the bulbous figure that was somehow managing to stand
above her —

Her head slammed into the floor and she was out
like a light.


Chapter 30

 


Logan moved in, pressing his body
against the roof of the hotel that they’d planned on finding
Claire’s threat. The sun was beating down on him, and he knew it
was probably just as bad for the other’s. Thing was, though, that
they were used to it. Being overseas meant you did a lot of
missions in the heat — and this was no different.

He could consider it hunting
— because whatever he was
going after wasn’t human.

To be human, you had to have morals. A soul.
The ability to comprehend wrong from right. If you didn’t have
those qualities?

You were nothing more than an
animal.

Eric and Nathan were, with permission from
Darla, on her diner. She’d made sure to evacuate anyone in the
restaurant the second she’d seen them coming in. Darla knew him,
was practically his second mother, and she knew what his friends
represented. Shit was about to go down, and she didn’t want any
liabilities.

In fact, it seemed as if the whole town somehow
knew. It was barren, to the point that there was no one on the
streets. The only thing with any movement was the dust bunny that
rolled around the road just outside of the hotel.

Logan checked his watch, Luke
getting into place beside him. They were five minutes early, which
meant they had better time to scope out the surroundings. He knew
the backdoor and every ladder to the decrepit hotel was blocked
off, unsafe for people to use, so the only way the fucker could get
outside was through the front door. He’d make his way to the back,
and that was when Logan planned on shooting — but not to kill. Seriously injure,
but not kill. He had questions that he wanted answered, and since
he knew the thing wasn’t much of a threat, the “shoot first, ask
questions later” rule didn’t apply.

He was glad that Chase had stayed on the ranch.
Claire hadn’t been aware of this when they’d left, of course, but
the knowledge that his brother was there to protect her made this a
lot less worrying. He knew that with situations like this, all it
took was one little slip-up to have spiraling out of
control.

Still, though, as the sun beat down on his back
and the riffle heated up in his hands, an uneasy shift slid through
his back, up his neck, and right into his stomach.

He didn’t have time to think on it
though — at that
exact second, Nathan hissed into the comm. link. “Target
out.”

That meant action time. Feeling
cool, deadly intent slide through his body, replacing any worry
he’d had over Claire, he trained his riffle and waited. If he did
plan on going to the back of the hotel, which Logan was certain he
was, he would show up in their sight
right…about…now.

He almost smiled when the blond hair
came into view — but froze.

Logan knew that figure, that hair.
It was choppy and messed up around his head, like burnt straw. And
he knew that the second he got down there, he’d hear that damn
voice. Should have
figured, he thought, aiming. Luke shifted
beside him, apparently getting the go-ahead from Nathan to begin
moving.

He watched the hulking figure take a discreet
place near the far back corner of the alley.

This guy had tried to take Claire form
him.

Carl Smith. Such a plain name for such a fucked
up person. Images of their encounter flashed through his mind as
his finger tensed on the trigger. His anger had his eyes flashing,
vision turning red.

Overseas, Carl Smith had taken up
with terrorists. They’d been tracking Logan and his group down for
weeks, months, as
they’d struggled to get control of the refugee camps. People were
anxious for it to be all over, and anxiousness bred impatience, and
when someone so close to the edge of the line was impatient…it all
turned into a zoo. Luke and stayed back to take care of the sick,
so he hadn’t been there to witness the attack.

But because Carl had slipped up and freaked, a
lot of people had died that day. Not just Carl’s people, but
Logan’s and volunteers as well. Carl had gotten locked up and
now…he was here. Fury flashed through Logan.

It was so hard to aim for the leg
instead of the heart — or better yet, the head.

He inhaled, and then clenched his
finger — the shot
fired through the air with so much speed that the only indication
it had left the barrel was the site of Carl crumpling against the
wall. He let out an explicit that Logan heard from all the way the
roof, but he paid no heed.

Luke and him were too busy scaling the side of
the building to get down there before Carl had a chance to do
anything. His partner, obviously, was the first to get down there.
He tackled Carl, who had been struggling to his feet, back to the
ground.

Blood gushed from the wound in his leg, and as
Logan reached him, he could do nothing but smile.

He knew what it must look like. Cold, dead,
cruel. Soulless almost.

Carl’s eyes, a sickening shade of
brown, slowly met his. At the site of Logan, he turned considerably
pale — more than
before, with the blood that was leaking from his leg.

“Hey, man,” Logan said easily, crouching on his
heels. He held up his fist. Slowly, tentatively, Carl brought his
up to pound it. As they touched, Logan used his other hand to grab
his wrist. “How’s it going?”

Carl’s lip beaded with sweat, and Logan smiled,
tightening his hand around the wrist in a painful grasp. “C’mon,
we’re all cool here.”

He sensed Nathan and Eric come up behind
him.

“Logan, you… I had no choice. I had to do
this!” Carl’s high-pitched voice rang off the walls of the
buildings that surrounded him.

He ignored his pleading, starting to press his
thumb into the wrist he still held, twisting it softly. He could
feel the muscles begin to tense up the man’s arm, and his eyes
popped wide.

“How long you been in town?” he
asked casually, cocking his head as he waited for an answer. Fury
was riding him hard — but he liked to play with the prey. Especially when it
was this guy.

“Man, he made me! I was going to
just bring her to him —“

Logan twisted the wrist sharply,
feeling the muscles pull beneath the thin layer of flesh. Carl let
out a gasp and the blood flow of his leg quickened when he jerked.
“Don’t —“

“My dear friend,” Logan murmured,
pressing into the bone farther with his thumb, turning his hand.
Bone crunched under his grasp. “You killed so many people with one
dumb mistake. You betrayed your country and your family. I let you
off easy — but you
attempted to hurt the one thing that I would die for…”

Large, bubbly tears filled the
pathetic piece of shit’s eyes. His head shook desperately. “I
didn’t come after you — just her, that’s it.”

“Exactly,” he said soothingly, his lips lifting
into a merciless smile.

“Listen —“ Logan twisted the wrist harder and
his screams, along with the sound of popping bones, echoed around
them. “Joey,” he
gasped, great, heaving sobs leaving him.

“What about him?” Nathan asked, surging
forward. That same unease that he’d felt on the roof came back,
striking him in the stomach.

“He’s — he’s at…” He paused, coughing and
trying to speak through trembling lips.

Even before the words were gurgled, Logan knew
the answer. Forgetting about protocol completely, he reached for
Carl’s shaking figure. Placing one hand on his forehead, the other
on the shoulder, he grabbed Carl’s straw and yanked his head to the
side sharply.

The snap of his neck was silent, but
there.

“Someone take care of him. The rest, come with
me.”

Logan could already feel the bile
rising in his throat. Chase was there, so she had to be alright. He
wouldn’t let anything happen to her — he might not like her that much, but
he didn’t let women get hurt. God, if they didn’t get there in
time…

He shook his head. They would. No,
they had to.

Nathan took the wheel and in
seconds, they were on their way to the ranch. Logan lunged for his
cell, dialing the home phone first. If Claire answered, then
everything would be okay. He wouldn’t have to —

“Please leave a message after the
tone. Beeeeeeep.”

“Drive faster,” Logan growled,
dialing his brother now. His heart was in his throat, and he could
have vomited. Fucking pick up….Chase, you
better answer the fucking phone.

He didn’t.

Jesus. Maybe he’d forgotten it upstairs in the
study, or maybe it was on silent. He hadn’t been in the house when
they’d all left, so he could still be outside. Even as Logan
thought of it, he realized that it was futile to try to hope for
anything different than what the truth actually was.

It was going to be another five to ten minutes
before they got to the ranch. Even with Nathan going ninety in a
fifty zone. The whole time, fear was laced through his
soul.

Claire. His beautiful, innocent
Claire. He should have stayed to protect her, should have known
something would happen. God, he’d been so driven by his anger
and terror over the
thought of losing her, that he’d placed her in danger
again.

The ride was silent, and tense. Logan sat
there, picturing her face, trying to still the horror that was
gradually rising inside of him like a tidal wave. Claire was never
going to forgive him for this.

Even as he thought about it, though, he
realized that she might never have a chance to decide. By the time
they got there she could be…gone. Pain lacerated his
heart.

The woman he loved was in
danger — and
because of him.

Love.

Logan did love her. It felt so
natural to think it, to feel like he did. He loved her with all of
his heart and soul — and without her, he had nothing. Absolutely nothing. Logan
swore that the second this was over, he was going to tell her
everything.

That he was sorry. That he loved
her. That he wanted her forgiveness — and if he had to beg on his hands
and knees, then so be it.

But, as they sped down the road like hell was
on their heels, Logan had a terrible feeling like that wasn’t going
to be happening.

His eyes, for the first time in his life,
watered.

 


He pulled away from the limp girl on the floor,
letting her body sag awkwardly. He gazed at her, taking in the
black tights, the shirt, the lush curves of her body…

It was only a matter of time before the cowboy
came back. Taking care of Carl was a small distraction. Whatever
happened to the guy, he didn’t really care, so long as he got what
he wanted. This was the final straw before he flat-out sent someone
after Campbell himself. Taking out the daughter was meant to spare
his pathetic opponent as much embarrassment as he could, but it
seemed like he might have to take it a step further.

He was going to have to make this quick, but
for once he was starting to become uncertain. Kidnap, or kill? He’d
done some pretty shady things in his life, but murdering someone on
a kitchen floor seemed pretty drastic. It would be just as simple
to kidnap her until the election was over. Maybe rough her up a
bit, send some pictures to her father… He smiled, eyeing
her.

Her long, slender legs called his gaze to her
once again. So young and beautiful, lively. He didn’t understand
how such a pretty thing like that could come from such a nasty
creature like Campbell. The smile dropped from his face.

He knew what would hurt Campbell the
most.

Not her death. Because for sure, if she were
dead, she wouldn’t suffer or feel any pain. But if he kidnapped
her, took her as his own, roughed her up a bit… The bitch wouldn’t
be so innocent and Campbell would be devastated.

A perfect plan.

He knelt down, sliding his arms under her body.
Damn, she was heavy! Trying to fit her over the bulge of his
stomach, he began working her up into the air, slinging her over
his shoulder.

She flopped against him like a rag
doll.

He’d better hurry. He knew women
were much weaker than men, so her recovery of being knocked out
should be a lot longer than that of the dark man who’d been
standing outside. He was glad for his stroke of luck tonight
— for a second, he had
been worried that the dark man might take him out. But of course, a
man couldn’t beat a car. And run him over is exactly what Joey had
done.

The perfect cure to any threat, he thought
jovially, walking through the back door. The sun was shining, the
birds were singing, and he had a great prize on his shoulder. Even
better the day will be when she wakes up…and he gets a piece of
that ass. Just thinking about it, his hand came up and palmed her
smooth, perfect ass. Oh yeah, he’d be deep in that the second he
got them out of this ho-dunk town.

Her foot twitched, but he barely
noticed the movement. He was too busy trying to open the door to
his black car with her on his shoulder. Maybe he should work out,
lose some of the pounds —
he could make a hobby out of getting girls if he
lost the pounds… Joey shrugged. He got what he wanted, when he
wanted, and on the conditions he wanted.

Just like he had today with perfect little
Claire.

The bitch had been teasing him since
their first encounter, at one of her father’s galas. She must have
been sixteen then. He’d been more fit back then, he knew. Dashing,
elegant, as his wife described him even today. He laughed aloud at
the thought — that
woman didn’t know black from white as far as he was
concerned.

Flirty blue eyes, thick blonde
hair — every man’s
dream girl…and completely unavailable to Joey. He growled as her
remembered the way her father had had him escorted out one
evening, just because his hand had slipped when he had been standing behind
her at the hors d’oeuvres table. Slipped down her back and to her
ass.

Damn, even after all these
years…still had a better ass than his wife did. His cock jerked at
the thought while the door sprung open. He began shoving her in
there —

Fuck.

Joey was shoved back roughly, and he lost his
step.

Snapping blue eyes were wide open, and as the
perfect little bitch came out of the car, fists raised, he realized
he might have miscalculated.

He slammed into the ground, his weight a
momentous force. Claire attacked him like a psycho, and pain
erupted behind his eyelids as her fist connected over and over
again.

“You little —“ Her fist rammed into his mouth. One
of her legs was trapping his arm to the ground, and his other one
was underneath his body at a painful angle. Pain shot through his
temple, under his eyes, around his nose.

“Touch me again,” she screeched, pummeling him
with her fists. “Do it, you fat motherfucker!”

He only saw the flash of fury in her
eyes before she shoved her hand in his hair, pure, demonic intent
in every aspect of her being, and slammed his head into the ground.
Stars erupted — but
adrenaline crashed through him at the same time.

Fear, shame, and pain all shot up his back like
a needle shoved heroin in a junkies arm. He screamed in pain as he
managed to wrench his arm out from beneath him, swinging it at her
head.

She crashed to the side, into the
ground.

Just as a police car, followed by a pick-up,
rolled into the driveway.


Chapter 31

Joey Smith was fat, bloody, and cursing like a
sailor.

His suit was tangled above the bulge of his
stomach fat, his pant leg was ripped, and dirt was smeared into
every crevice of his face. The sweat that was building over him
caused the specks to turn muddy, grungy. Body odor wafted from him
in waves. Logan could smell him the second he stepped out of the
truck.

That was the first thing he noticed. The fat,
four-hundred pound man took up most of the scene, blocking his view
of Claire.

The next thing he noticed was the tennis shoe.
It was off to the side, alone. Claire’s tennis shoe.

Panic flared inside his soul and he forgot
about everything else except Claire.

Running around the cursing Senator, he knelt
beside her, feeling for a pulse, taking in her ashen appearance. A
bloody gash ran along the side of her face, her hand was cut along
the wrists and her knuckles were forming some pretty deep
bruises.

He’d been coming up the driveway when she’d
made her move. The car had blocked some of what had happened, but
he’d heard her shouting, saw her fists working into Joey’s face.
Pride had shot through him at the sight – even know, seeing her
there, knowing she had defended herself as best she could…. His
eyes stung again.

Logan gathered her into his arms after finding
the pulse. It was strong and steady. He breathed out a sigh of
relief, smoothing back her hair, whispering to her. Men moved
around them, gathering Joey.

“Claire,” he said urgently, raining
kisses all over her face. He didn’t care that people were watching
them, watching him cry over her. “Baby, wake up.”

She roused, turning her face into his shoulder
– and then jerking back with a whimper. Guilt and relief once again
clashed through him. He prayed to God that she didn’t have a
concussion.

“Hey…” Her voice was faint, but worried. A
shaking hand reached to touch his jaw, then his cheek. Her hand
came away, glistening with one of his tears. “I’m okay…so why are
you crying?” Her big, blue eyes gazed up at him, scared,
concerned.

He let out a laugh, a big gust of air. “God.
You scared me… We need to get you to the hospital.” He began
standing with her in his arms. “I also need to tell you
something.”

Claire nodded weakly against his chest,
trustingly curling her body into his. He sheltered her with his
arms protectively from the men that wanted to catch a look at
her.

“No hospitals,” she said suddenly, flipping her
eyes up to his. “Don’t take me to a hospital, Logan. I hate those
things. Don’t want it.”

“Claire, you might have a
concussion…”

“I don’t. I landed on my arm and the pain
knocked me out.” He could tell she was grasping for
straws.

He smiled gently, kissing her
temple. “Sorry, baby. You’re going to the hospital. You could have
a concussion and a
broken arm.”

She attempted to move her arms, but Logan held
her fast. “Damnit, Logan, I really don’t like those
places.”

“I don’t care. We’re going.”

 


 


Claire ended up going along with whatever Logan
wanted. He was gentle with her, but she could feel that he was on a
thin line. He didn’t leave her side; he got so close as to punch
the doctor before the poor man realized it was useless to fight
them.

He also couldn’t keep his hands off her. If he
couldn’t hold her hand, he touched her knee. If he couldn’t do
that, his hand would be on her back. When the doctor left, he took
those moments to hold her and kiss her. She didn’t mind it, and
when he asked if she did, she gave him the truth.

“I love it,” she sighed, laying her head on his
chest. “But I hope it doesn’t last too long… I can’t breathe.” They
both laughed.

“I won’t ever let you go anywhere without me
again. And God forbid Chase ever lets anything happen –“

She gasped, pulling back sharply. “Chase! Oh my
god – I saw him! When Joey was carrying me to the car, he was
like…under it.” Her eyes started to well with tears at the memory.
“Call someone to bring him here; he’s hurt, Logan!”

“Don’t get so worked up,” he said calmly,
rubbing her back. “My brother is stronger than you think. A car
sitting on top of him won’t do much damage. His head is too thick.”
He smiled at her and she stared at him, aghast.

“How can you be happy about this?!
Logan, Chase was ran over
by a car! You can’t just sit here—“

The door of the examination room opened and in
walked the doctor. He was tall, thin, and his black hair was
greying at the temples. His eyes were shrewd as he set down the
clipboard on the counter and settled himself in the spin-chair in
front of them.

“Your brother is here,” he commented blandly,
sitting there with his hands folded in his lap.

“I thought so,” Logan said. He grabbed Claire’s
hand. “Is she going to be okay? Is anything broken? Does she have a
concussion?”

Claire blushed at Logan’s concern while the
doctor shook his head. “Her vitals are good. No concussion, but I
would suggest taking some ibprophen when you get home, and some
rest. No bones are broken but her collarbone and shoulder bone are
bruised. Ice will take care of the swelling.”

Logan visibly relaxed against her, flashing a
smile.

“Thank God,” he said, pressing a kiss to her
temple. She flushed, giving the doctor a look like she was
sorry.

He smiled at her indulgently. “I’m the family
doctor. When you guys have kids, my wife will be ecstatic. She’ll
want to see the baby.” He stood up, shaking hands with the two of
them as they rose. “Have a nice day. I’m going to go take care of
your brother now – he has a broken rib and I don’t even know what
else. Reminds me of the days when your mother would bring the three
of you in here, all roughed up from the fights you
started.”

The doctor, whose name tag read Dr. Johnson,
nodded at them as he left.

“The visit is paid for as long as you can
promise some children soon.” He flashed a charming grin and then
left them.

Claire turned to Logan, about to say something,
when his lips crashed down on hers.

She sighed when he pulled back. “Let’s get
home…. I want my wife.”

 


 


They pulled into the driveway, not noticing the
extra car that was parked there.

Claire was too focused on Logan, on the way his
hand massaged the back of her neck, the way his eyes would look
over at her every-so-often. His eyes were softer than she’d ever
seen them, adoring. She almost laughed when she thought that maybe
she should try to get killed more often – it had him following
after her. She’d completely forgotten about their fights, and all
she wanted to do was get him in bed as soon as possible.

The doctors words rang in her
ear. Baby.

Having Logan’s child… Her eyes traced the lines
of his face and she couldn’t help but wonder if he would like a
child. She knew that with Christina he had hoped, but it had slowly
died out. Maybe he would think that she was the same way, someone
who wanted to preserve her body.

Her eyes lowered as indecision flashed through
her. They still didn’t know much about each other. She knew his
past, she knew he had a temper and he was protective, but she
didn’t know what he liked to eat, what his favorite color was, what
his middle name was. How could someone have a marriage based off of
just generalities?

And if he thought she was like that… Her heart
dropped.

“Logan?” she asked hesitantly when he came
around her side of the car to open the door for her. He helped her
down, his hands lingering at her waist.

“Yes, baby?” He pressed another kiss to her
forehead, slipping his arms around her waist as they began to enter
the house.

“Did what the doctor say…weird you
out?”

“What, about Chase?”

“No…the other thing.” He gave her a look like
he had no clue what she was talking about. Her face flamed.. “The
baby.”

His face turned into an “oh” face. They were
just inside the door now.

“Why do you ask?” He slipped off his
shoe.

“I want…. Well, I’d like to… Uh, damnit.
Iwanttohaveyourchild,” she rushed out, slapping a hand over her
face. “But! I want to get to know you. Do stuff with you. Now that
this is all over…”

Logan was silent as he stood there, one shoe
off, one shoe on.

She stared at him helplessly for a moment…and
then looked away. “Ah, forget I said anything. It’s okay. I’m going
to shower –“

“Claire,” he said softly. He took her hands in
his. “I would love to have a child with you. Listen, I need to tell
you something –“

“Claire?”

Her face drained of all color at the sound of
her father’s voice.

Logan’s eyes closed in anger and she turned
around slowly.

“Dad? What are you doing here?” She grasped
Logan’s hand.

Her father had lines around his eyes that
hadn’t been there before. He had bags under his eyes, his normally
combed hair was sticking up in random places, and his shirt wasn’t
even tucked in.

Logan growled and kissed her lightly. “I’ll let
you guys talk alone.”

She tried to reach for him, but he’d already
left them.

“Let’s sit down,” her father said, gesturing
with his hand toward the drawing room.

“Who let you in here?” She followed him and sat
down, opposite of him, keeping her distance.

“A couple of…men. They were carrying a big
black bag,” he said, frowning.

Claire just stared at him.

She remembered every word he’d said, every
threat he had made to Logan. “Why are you here?”

“I am so sorry…for everything. I love you,
Claire. You’re my first and only daughter. You have to understand,
at the thought of losing you to someone like…like him, it tore me
up. I wanted to make you a perfect match,” he murmured. “I wanted
to make sure that when you married, you would be with someone who
could provide for you.”

“Logan,” she said coldly, her pride slammed for
her husband, “has a multi-billion ranch business. I am more than
‘provided’ for here. I have a man who adores me and a family to
take care of.”

“Does he love you though?” Sadness laced his
voice, as if he felt bad for her.

Claire’s lips pressed. “He will realize it soon
enough.”

“So that’s a no. Claire, come back with me.
There are plenty of men for you to talk to, who will love
you.”

“Love me, or my money?” she asked
bitterly.

Her father blanched. “You, of course. Any man
coming near you will have the same amount of wealth, if not more –
there is no reason for them to want your money.”

“Wow. Dad, after everything, you still don’t
understand. I don’t care about money. I’m not something you can use
to gain alias anymore. And treating me like I’m something for you
to barter with?” Her voice was bitter as she stood up. “I’m done
here. Don’t come back to Logan and I until you’ve changed – I’m not
your property anymore, Dad. I love you, but I know that Logan has
his best interest at heart whereas you only have your pocket at
heart.”

He sat there silently, staring up at her. The
lines, in a matter of seconds, seemed to imprint deeper into his
skin and he looked ten years older. “I don’t want to be kicked out
of your life… You’re my daughter,” he said helplessly, his hands
raising and then falling to his lap.

“Then treat me like it,” she said softly. “I
would love for you to be a part of my new life. But if you’re
threatening my husband, you’re ultimately threatening me as well.
I’m not eighteen anymore – I’m going to be twenty five in just a
couple of months. It’s time that I make my own
decisions.”

There was a tense silence, and then a sigh.
“You’re right,” he said shakily. He pushed his hands through his
hair, looking at her with resignation. “I need to stop. It’s not
just about me anymore.”

She almost smiled. He was finally seeing the
light. Claire had been fully prepared to leave her father out of
her life, if just for a chance at happiness with Logan. Her father
had treated her right, had taken care of her and made time to do
things with her, but he had never treated her as a daughter when it
came to other people. She had been used, she realized, to gain
perks from other people. The parties she held, the people she knew…
it had all been for her father. Her friends had been picked out for
her by her father. If there had been someone he didn’t like, she
stayed away from them.

With Logan, she was finally finding her own
voice.

She thought of him, and her heart
soared. Maybe there was a chance that she could have both
him and her
father.

“Are you okay? I came as soon as I heard… I was
still in town,” he said, sheepish.

She nodded, reaching out to wrap her arms
around his shoulders. “I’m perfectly fine. If you want to stay here
tonight, feel free… But I have to talk to my husband about
something important.”

His eyes darkened before he could mask it. “I
heard about it.”

Claire refused to be afraid of her father’s
reaction. “And you might be a grandfather soon,” she said, laughing
when his face blanched.

“Claire, you’re too young…!”

“Mother was only twenty three when she had me,”
she defended, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Too young,” he said sternly, even as he stood
up with a smile on his face.

“Oh, whatever.” She rolled her eyes, hugging
him again.

“I will stay at the hotel tonight,” her father
said after their embrace ended.

Claire smiled. “I will see you
tomorrow.”

“I love you, Claire.”

“I love you too, Daddy.”

 


 


When he was gone, she went in search of her
husband. Claire was just at the top of the stairs when she heard a
grunt and then something dropping to the floor. The sound had come
from their room. She raced to the door, throwing it
open.

And then she froze.


Chapter 31

 


Chase exited the hospital, keeping away from
the street and the car that he knew had several men inside. Logan’s
friends had dropped him off at the request of Frankie, and he knew
that without the request, they would have just left him
there.

Fuckers.

His rib hurt like a bitch. Every step he took
was like a needle shoving itself deeper into his body, but he
forced himself to ignore it. He’d rather walk and think by himself
than deal with the assholes that were waiting for him.

It had been almost five minutes after Logan had
left the ranch that the car had pulled up. Roared up, actually. He
was pretty sure it had been going maybe fifty miles an hour, but it
had been hard to deduct – by the time he’d had his gun drawn, it
had slammed into his stomach and he didn’t remember the
rest.

But he’d failed Claire, and he’d failed
Logan.

One job. Protect her and make sure no one
harmed her. Instead, she now had a cut down the side of her face
and, he had heard from the doctor, some bruised bones. Guilt
slammed into him.

Once again, he’d failed to protect a female.
Just like he had with Raelyn.

At the thought of the small
black-haired woman, his heart clenched. They’d never gotten along.
He knew that it was the only reason Cale even thought about sending
Chase after her when she managed to get herself into trouble. And
now, because of their past animosity, boss-man thought it was
all his fault that
his daughter had been taken.

That right there pissed him off beyond
belief.

Raelyn was a small raging bitch when she wanted
to be. She had the strongest personality he’d ever met in a woman
at such a young age, and she knew how to bend everyone to her
finger – except Chase.

They’d talked several times in the past, and
each time it resulted in an argument and then her flouncing off to
Daddy.

Spoiled. She was nothing but
spoiled.

And maybe that’s what he found so damn enticing
about her. She was a woman her knew her own strengths, and also
knew that when she wanted something, she would get it.

Their last argument had been explosive, and it
had been several months ago.

Now, he knew that he had to find her – to
demand what the hell she had done to get herself into the mess she
was in now, and to kill the fuckers who would dare lay a hand on a
woman. It didn’t matter that it was Raelyn, he told himself. If any
man hurt a woman, they would find Chase’s fist in their face or his
blade in their stomach.

He didn’t plan on going back to the car. No, he
was going to let Logan be happy with Claire and would take care of
this on his own.

Chase took one last look at the hospital, at
the car that was parked several feet away.

Yeah, he wasn’t coming back until he had found
Raelyn.

 


 


Claire gasped, a hand to her chest.

“Logan!
Honey, what are you doing?” She rushed to his side,
helping him up. He had been carrying a vase filled with water, and
soggy roses were scattered all over the face. The vase was intact,
but the roses, sadly, hadn’t made it.

“God damnit,” he growled, his cheeks darkening.
“I rammed my side into the table and the water in the vase sloshed
out and – god damnit.”

She hid her smile as she brushed water droplets
away from his strong cheeks. “What were you doing with
it?”

He glared at her, getting to his feet. “I think
you know.”

“I really don’t,” she said
earnestly.

He mumbled incoherently, looking away from her
face.

“Can’t hear you, speak up.”

Logan glared at her even more darker, his whole
face a dark shade of red now. “I wanted to do something romantic
for you,” he growled.

Claire smiled gently, keeping her laugh mental
as she stared at him. His face was still drenched, his cheeks were
red, and he was holding roses like a lost boy who didn’t know what
to do with them.

She took them from his hand, kissing his cheek.
“You don’t need to be anything than what you are,
Logan.”

“I want to try...for you.”

He stood up, sweeping her into his arms and
carrying her to the bed. She forgot about the mess on the floor and
wrapped her arms around his neck, drawing him back to her when he
would have moved away.

“No,” he said, pulling away. “I have to tell
you something.”

She frowned. “You can do it right here,
though.” Her arms opened for him.

Logan shook his head, keeping his space. “I’ve
never…done this before. So just bear with me, okay?”

Her arms dropped. “Alright,” she said
slowly.

He inhaled, opened his mouth, and then froze.
Closed it. Stared at her. Claire twisted her hands in her lap,
growing nervous. “Hey, it’s okay if you can’t… Or should I be
scared?”

Logan laughed, a nervous endearing sound. “No.
No just listen.”

She sat there silently, heart
pounding.

“When I first saw you….standing outside of the
pharmacy, I felt like – wow, I don’t even know. You looked so
guarded so I felt like I should protect you. It made me angry at
myself…” He trailed off, looking away from her.

“Logan –“

“Hush, Claire.” She quieted, fisting
her hands. “I know it’s soon… you’ve only been here a month or
so…but I’ve never felt for anyone before, like I do for you. When I
thought you were hurt, after you attacked Joey, I felt my heart
just stop. It
literally stopped. In my chest. Without you, I have no reason to
even breathe. I want to do everything I can to protect you, to take
care of you. My mom used to say that when someone enters your life,
and you don’t know whether it’s good or bad, just hold onto them.
She let the man of her dreams run…but I’m not going to give either
of us that choice. You accepted me, and I swear I’ll do everything
I can to make you happy.”

Claire’s heart stopped as his words echoed
around in her head. He didn’t give her time to say anything because
he continued. He wrapped his arms around her waist as he
spoke.

“I know I’m domineering and I have temper
issues. And I have some weird-ass friends… But I’ll always include
you and care for you. I’ll always…love you.”

Tears welled in her eyes sharply. “Oh, Logan.”
She threw her arms around him and clutched as tightly as she could,
letting the tears rain down her face uncaringly. “I love you. God,
I love you so much. I never --- I love you. IloveyouIloveyouIlove
you,” she whispered into his neck.

His body was shuddering under hers, but his
arms held her steadily. “Never in my life have I ever felt for
someone the way I do for you, Claire.” His hand threaded into the
hair at the back of her neck, pulling her away gently.

He lowered his face to hers, whispering, “I
love you.” Then his lips came upon hers in the lightest of touches,
sending shivers up and down her back and arms. Her mouth opened to
accept his kiss even deeper.

She moaned at the taste of him. In seconds, he
had her flat on her back, his hands sliding up her shirt, and her
eyes closing. Fire danced along her skin, and she wrapped her legs
around his waist, encouraging him. His hands were tender yet
insistent. She could feel the same desperate need in him that she
felt as he trailed his mouth to her neck, her collarbone. Claire
braced herself for the pain, but he was gentle, so gentle that it
brought tears to her eyes.

“I could have killed him for this,” he
murmured, brushing his lips over her shoulder. She sighed softly,
hands finding his shoulders, urging him to do something,
anything.

Her moan echoed around the room, but she didn’t
care. He was so masculine, so dominating.

And she loved him. With every part of her
being.

The danger that was now over, the stress of her
father…all gone. No more. All she had to worry about now was Logan
and her, about how quickly she could get his clothes off, how
amazing he was going to feel inside of her.

“I want you,” she whispered, face
heating.

Logan flashed her a smirk, sitting up and
pulling the black T-shirt over his head. “I’m all yours, Claire.
Every part of me. My heart, body, and soul.” She swore her heart
stopped at the words, but she was to busy tracing her hands over
his smooth, dark skin, too busy dragging him down to kiss
her.

His hands worked at her leggings,
finally getting fed up and then tearing them from her body. She
didn’t care – she wanted him now.

She feathered her lips over his neck, his
chest, excitement and love coursing through her as he finally got
rid of his jeans. He spent the next five minutes kissing every inch
of her body while stripping her of her clothes. “So beautiful,” he
murmured when he had pulled the shirt over her head. He kissed her
neck, and moved his way down to the swell of her breasts as he
slipped his hands under her back, unclasping her bra.

The straps fell away, and his low growl was
proof enough for her that he wanted her. Her hand slipped down,
taking his length into her palm, catching his eye. “Make love to
me, Logan.”

“God,” he groaned, crushing his lips to hers,
pushing her back into the bed. He spread her legs, moving between
them. With gentle, surging movements, he was buried deep inside
her. She accepted him, whimpering, clenching around him. “So
good…You feel so good, baby.”

A pleasure-filled fire built in her body,
taking her from the inside out. She kissed him deeply as he began
to pump inside of her, pushing deeper, going faster. Claire moaned
against his lips, her body starting to tremble.

When the pleasure became too much,
when he began to thrust against her with even more force, his
growls filling her ear, she felt the convulsions, soft at first,
but building to a frightening height. There was nothing she could
to do stop it – she didn’t even want
to.

His mouth left hers, moving to take one of her
nipples into her mouth. He sucked her hard, biting down into her
succulent flesh. The pleasure-pain was enough to tip her over the
edge.

The aftermath was sweet. Contentment was
coursing through her, lacing with the climax that was still
thrumming through her like a blissful hum. Logan left her, coming
back with a hot damp cloth. He cleaned her up, left, and came back
just as quickly to draw her into his arms.

“Claire,” he murmured, pressing his lips to her
temple and then her mouth.

“Mmm…” If the rest of her life could be like
this, she would be content. Even now she saw it in her mind.
Starting a family, growing old, their passion never dying
out...

“I love you. And I won’t ever leave you alone
again.”

She turned her head, meeting his eyes. Her
smile was filled with promises.

"Don't you ever. I have things
planned for us, Logan, and I want you there
for every second of it."

 


The End
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