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CHAPTER 1
Regina pulled her police cruiser to a halt outside the dilapidated old farmhouse and radioed her twenty. The house was draped in darkness despite someone reporting lights in the abandoned place. Her gaze swept the area, but she detected no movement.
She opened the door and stepped into the night. An uneasy sensation gripped her stomach, and not questioning her instincts, she requested backup. She stood in the open door, one hand resting on the top of the car, the other resting on the stock of her gun. Jeremy was just five minutes away and was already en route to her location.
A high-pitched scream shattered the stillness. Regina grabbed her weapon and broke into a run. She stopped at the front door, gun held high, and pressed her ear to the wood, straining to hear what she could. Only the buzz of locusts and the cacophony of tree frogs echoed through the night.
Gritting her teeth, she stepped back, gripped the stock in one hand and threw open the door with her other.
She swept the room with her pistol but saw no sign of the woman who had screamed. Her heart racing, she slid along the wall, her ears and eyes straining for noise, movement.
She almost tripped over the body.
Keeping her gaze up, she slowly knelt, reaching down with her left hand to feel for a pulse. The body was still warm, but there was no pulse. Her hand came away sticky with blood. Son of a bitch. She had moved her hand to her radio to call it in when she sensed another presence. Before she could react, her head exploded in pain.
Her gun went flying in one direction, and she sailed in the other. She landed in a heap several feet away, sucking air into her bruised lungs like a fish out of water. Holy hell, what had hit her?
She scrambled to her knees and lunged for her gun. A large boot connected with her jaw, and she did a complete roll in the air, landing again on her side.
Fighting unconsciousness, she shook out the cobwebs and lashed out with her foot. She heard a soft grunt and knew she’d connected with his kneecap.
Fire swept over her scalp when a beefy hand grabbed her hair and yanked her up. Fingers wrapped around her left wrist and twisted cruelly. She cried out and once again found herself flying through the air. She hit the wall and slid down like a deflated balloon.
Where the fuck are you, Jeremy?
Another blow to her head made the world go hazy around her. She opened her eyes to see the blurred face of a man leering close. His hand closed around her neck, squeezing slowly, drawing out the moment of her death.
“I’ve been waiting for you, Reggie love. It’s time to make him pay.”
The voice sounded like a hiss in her ear. Sinister. Full of dark promise.
“Make who pay?” she croaked.
He laughed softly, and spots filled her vision. In the distance she heard a car. The fingers tightened around her neck. He was too late. Jeremy hadn’t gotten there in time. Goddamn it, she didn’t want to die.
Drawing on the short adrenaline burst, she jabbed her fingers into her attacker’s eyes and rammed her knee into his balls. He grunted, and his hold loosened just as she heard Jeremy’s shout.
Suddenly she was free, but she was fighting to remain conscious. She slumped to the floor. A moment later, Jeremy was over her, shouting into his radio and running his hands over her body all at the same time.
“Regina, damn it, don’t you dare die on me.”
“Get him,” she rasped. “Out the back. He went out the back.”
“I’m not leaving you,” he said grimly.
“Don’t let him fucking get away. I’m okay. He killed her. Go get him.”
Jeremy swore and got to his feet. She heard the pounding of his footsteps as he ran out the back door, and she lay there, fear, relief and pain rushing through her veins.
Soon, the pain took over, and the room further dimmed around her, causing her a moment of panic. She fought, but couldn’t manage to keep the veil of darkness from falling.
This shit wasn’t supposed to happen in her pissant town, damn it.
 
 
Cam Douglas studied the building plans in front of him with the niggling feeling that something was off. He frowned in irritation as the television grew louder, and Sawyer and Hutch gave a whoop when Houston scored.
He dropped his pencil and glared at his two partners. “Don’t you have TVs in your offices? Is there a reason you’re watching the game in mine when I’m trying to work?”
Neither paid much attention. They were glued to the game. Cam cleared his throat. Hutch held up a placating hand.
“You have the flat screen. Looks much better in hi-def too.”
Cam shook his head. “Does the word deadline have any meaning? If I don’t get these plans completed by tomorrow, we’re going to lose this deal.”
Sawyer turned around with a frown. “They giving you a problem, Cam?” He walked toward the desk then leaned over Cam’s shoulder. “Looks okay to me.”
Cam shook his head. “Something’s off. It just doesn’t look right.”
Hutch sidled over, a Coke in his hand, and Cam stared pointedly at it. He remembered all too well what had happened the last time Hutch got close to his desk with a drink. Hutch ignored him and concentrated on the house plans.
“It’s the windows in front,” Hutch said. He paused and took a long swallow from the can. Then he pointed to the row of windows on the left side of the front door. Cam’s gaze followed Hutch’s finger, and even before Hutch spoke, Cam saw what he was getting at.
“The symmetry is off. You’ve got the left side loaded down with nothing to balance the right. Looks lopsided.”
“Freak,” Sawyer muttered.
“The freak is right,” Cam allowed with a sigh. “Goddamn, Hutch. How do you do that every time? I sit here poring over this shit and then you come along and nail it in two seconds.”
Hutch shrugged. “I don’t obsess like you do?”
“Someone has to,” Cam pointed out.
Sawyer rolled his eyes. “Don’t get Mr. Perfectionist started, Hutch. He’ll never shut the fuck up.”
Cam had opened his mouth to retort when the phone rang. He flipped his middle finger at Sawyer as he picked up the receiver.
“Douglas,” he said shortly.
“Cam, is that you?”
Birdie’s voice bled over the line. It sounded shaky. Not at all like her usual perky self.
“Yes, Birdie, it’s me. What’s wrong?” he demanded as he waved frantically at the others to turn down the TV so he could hear.
Sawyer and Hutch snapped to attention when he said Birdie’s name. Hutch aimed the remote at the TV to turn it off, and Cam punched the speaker button so they could all hear.
“It’s Regina,” Birdie said. “She’s been hurt.”
“Reggie? What’s wrong with Reggie?” Sawyer broke in.
There was a pause. “Sawyer? Is Hutch there too?”
“Yes, Birdie. We’re all here. Cam has you on speakerphone,” Hutch replied. “Tell us about Reggie. What’s happened?”
“She’s in the hospital,” Birdie said in a tired voice. “That’s where I am now.”
Fear flooded through Cam. He glanced up at Sawyer and Hutch to see a similar reaction in them. “We’ll be there in an hour,” he said shortly. “Hang tight. We’re on our way.”
“You be careful, young man,” Birdie said, her voice sounding stronger as she admonished her brood. “It takes longer than an hour to get here from Houston, and don’t think I won’t be timing you. The last thing I need is for you boys to end up in the hospital with Regina.”
“We’ll be careful,” Hutch said. “Birdie? Is she all right?” Cam could hear the worry in his voice, almost as though he’d been afraid to ask.
“She’s fine.” Birdie’s voice softened. “Or she will be. She was pretty beat up when they brought her in, but she’ll be okay in a few days.”
“Beat up?” There was an edge of steel to Sawyer’s voice. “Who the hell beat her up?”
“I’ve got to go,” Birdie said hurriedly. “She’s waking up.” There was a long pause. “She doesn’t know I’m calling you.”
The line went dead.
Cam curled his fingers into tight fists and sat back in his chair.
“Let’s go,” Hutch said shortly.
Sawyer’s face was set in stone. “She didn’t want Birdie to call us.”
Hutch gave him an I don’t give a fuck look.
Sawyer turned to Cam even as he stood to go. “How long are we going to wait? How long are we going to let her get away with pushing us as far away as she can manage?”
Hutch crossed his arms over his chest, and Cam eyed both him and Sawyer. “We don’t. Not anymore.”
Hutch grinned, and Sawyer nodded in satisfaction.
“Let’s go get our girl, then,” Hutch said.

CHAPTER 2
When Regina opened her eyes, she groaned and slammed them shut again. There wasn’t an inch of her body that wasn’t screaming like a girl. She heard the murmur of voices and cracked open an eyelid to see who was there.
Birdie. Regina smiled then winced. Damn, even smiling hurt. Her gaze skirted over to where Jeremy stood with his wife, Michelle.
“Where’s the kiddo?” she croaked out.
Relief echoed in Jeremy’s expression. “Jake and Ellie have him. How do you feel, Regina?”
He and Michelle moved closer to the bed, and Michelle gave her a sympathetic smile.
“Do I look that bad?” Regina asked.
Before Michelle could answer, a cool hand fluttered across Regina’s forehead.
“Birdie,” Regina whispered. “I’m sorry to have worried you, but I’m so glad you’re here.”
The older woman smiled and bent down to kiss Regina’s cheek. “As if I’d be anywhere else.”
“You’ve been here all night, haven’t you?” Regina frowned. “For that matter, how long have I been here?” She looked up at Jeremy as more of what happened came back. “Did you get him? And damn, why does it sound like I’ve got a horde of frogs in my throat?”
Jeremy grimaced. “One thing at a time, okay, girl? No, I didn’t get him. But we will. And you sound like shit because he tried to choke you after beating the hell out of you.” His eyes glittered with anger.
His wife put a reassuring hand on his arm and squeezed.
Another thought hit her, and panic gripped her throat. “My gun, Jeremy. He knocked it out of my hand.”
“It’s all right. We recovered it on scene. It’s being processed, so you’ll have to do without it for a few days. Not like you’ll be coming back to work tomorrow anyway.”
She grimaced. No, she wouldn’t be back tomorrow, but if she had anything to say about it, she wouldn’t be laid up for very long. She glanced up at Jeremy and his wife. He looked haggard, and he probably had better things to do than sit here and babysit her ass.
“I’m fine now, so you two should go home. I appreciate you coming, though,” Regina said.
“Are you sure you don’t want us to stay?” Michelle asked.
“You two go on,” Birdie interjected. “I’ll be staying with her no matter how much she fusses about it.”
Jeremy nodded then stared hard at Regina. “We’ll get him.”
Regina nodded and regretted moving her head when the room swam in her vision. A few moments later, she heard the door shut, and she slowly turned her head so that Birdie was in her sight.
“How bad is it?” she asked.
Birdie let out a soft hmmpph. “It’s not good, but you’ll live. Half the department has been by to see you. The other half has phoned. I finally had to turn the ringer off so it wouldn’t disturb you.”
“What happened? I don’t remember much.”
Birdie sighed. “I think your department is hoping you can fill them in on what happened. Jeremy said he responded to your request for backup and found you inside the house with a man’s fingers wrapped around your throat.”
Regina raised her hand to her neck and rubbed lightly as she remembered the hand that had squeezed.
“Do you hurt?” Birdie asked. Her face softened in sympathy. “I can call the nurse and get you something for pain. The doctor said you’re pretty banged up.”
Regina looked down and, for the first time, registered that she had a brace on her left wrist. She grimaced as she raised it to view the damage. “Is it broken?” she asked, hoping to hell it wasn’t.
Birdie shook her head. “The ligaments in your wrist are strained, and the doctor wants you to nurse it properly until it heals. They were concerned you’d broken some ribs so they took X-rays.”
“So when can I get out?”
“You’ll stay put, young lady. Don’t get any ideas about moving too quick.”
Regina sagged onto her pillow. Another day or so in bed sounded pretty good, not that she’d admit that to Birdie. A sudden thought occurred to her, and she turned her head to look at Birdie. “You didn’t call my parents, did you?”
Birdie sighed. “No, of course not. I know you wouldn’t want that.”
She didn’t quite meet Regina’s gaze, though, and that worried Regina. She eyed Birdie suspiciously, and then her face tightened in alarm. “Birdie, you didn’t.”
Birdie frowned. “I didn’t what?”
“You didn’t call them. You wouldn’t.”
Birdie sighed in exasperation. “What are you talking about, Regina?”
Regina groaned. “You did, didn’t you? You called them.”
Birdie pursed her lips and leaned forward in her chair. “When are you going to stop running from them, Regina? From yourself?”
“That’s a damn good question, Birdie.”
The low drawl sent a flutter of excitement through Regina’s stomach. She ventured a look at the doorway to see Cam, Hutch and Sawyer standing there in various poses. Cam had his arms crossed over his chest, Hutch had his hands shoved into his jeans pocket and Sawyer leaned indolently against the door, watching her.
Hutch was the first to move. He strolled over to the bed, raised one brow when he looked her over, then dragged a chair to the bedside and slouched down.
“You look like hell.”
Regina laughed and promptly regretted it as pain wracked her body. God, she’d missed him. She’d never admit it in a million years, but she was glad to see them all. Too glad.
Cam moved closer to the bed, his dark eyes glittering with anger and concern. He put a hand on Birdie’s shoulder then leaned down to kiss her.
“You should go home now, Birdie. Get some rest. We’ll take care of her from here.”
Birdie flashed a guilty look in Regina’s direction then smiled and patted Cam’s cheek. “Someone has to take care of this one. She won’t do it herself.”
Regina growled under her breath.
Sawyer chuckled and elbowed his way by Cam. Regina turned her cheek as he leaned down to kiss her, but he nudged her chin with his fingers and kissed her lingeringly on the lips. His goatee tickled her skin and sent a shiver down her body. He slid his palm down her jaw to the bruises around her neck.
“I’m going to kill him,” he muttered.
Regina shoved at him in irritation then fixed her glare on all three of them. “See, this is why I didn’t want Birdie to call you. I knew you’d come barging in, swimming in testosterone, beating your chests and muttering threats against humanity.”
Sawyer laughed. “You wouldn’t exaggerate, now would you, Reggie?”
She shot him a quelling look, but he only grinned in response.
Cam sat down on the edge of the bed and laid a hand over her leg. “Whether you wanted us here or not, we’re here. We’ve been here all night, and I have to say, you’re a lot easier to get along with when you’re sleeping.”
Damn it, she would not smile.
“Furthermore, you’re coming home with us when you’re released.”
She opened her mouth to protest, but Sawyer touched her arm, Hutch put a hand on her shoulder, and Cam’s grip tightened on her leg, and she forgot all about saying anything. How did they do that?
“I’ve already spoken to the doctor,” Cam continued. “He wants to keep you one more night for observation. He’ll release you in the morning as long as you have a place to stay. Your house alone doesn’t count.” He stared pointedly at her.
She sighed. “I have a job to do. I have a killer to catch. I don’t have time for you guys to fuss over me, and I seriously doubt you have the time either.”
“We’ll make the time,” Hutch said.
She turned to him and frowned. He was the one she could usually count on not to treat her like an invalid. She’d been so grateful when he walked in and said she looked like hell, because it meant he wasn’t going to start posturing like the other two and make a big deal over what had happened.
“I’m a pushover, Reggie, but not when it comes to what’s best for you,” he said as if he’d reached right into her mind and plucked out her thoughts. Damn the man.
“I agree with them, Regina,” Birdie spoke up. “You shouldn’t be alone right now. There’s no way you can go back to your job until you’ve properly healed.”
“Traitor,” she muttered.
“Birdie, you sound tired,” Sawyer said. “If you like, I’ll drive you home. We’re here now. We’ll take good care of Reggie.”
Birdie smiled even as Regina scowled. “I can drive myself. You boys came a long way to see Regina. I’ll leave you to it.” She leaned down to kiss Regina’s cheek. “I’ll be back later. Is there anything I can bring you?”
Regina shook her head. “Thank you, Birdie.”
Birdie squeezed her hand. “No need to thank me. You feel like one of mine. Just like these boys do.”
Regina smiled and watched the guys momentarily forget about her as they gathered around Birdie to give her hugs and kisses. Birdie did love those boys. She’d given them a home and love when no one else wanted them. And they loved her every bit as much as she did them.
There had been times growing up that Regina had envied Cam, Hutch and Sawyer. It sounded silly. She’d had a privileged childhood in that she’d never gone without food or clothing. But the one thing she’d missed was love, the one thing that the guys had never lacked for once they’d come to live with Birdie.
She’d envied them that. They would have laughed at the idea that she, the daughter of one of the wealthiest men in the state, had envied dirt-poor boys who had been in and out of foster homes and juvenile detention. But in a lot of ways, they had had more freedom than she’d ever dreamed of. And they had Birdie.
It wasn’t until junior high that the bond had formed between her and Hutch, Cam, and Sawyer. They had lived with Birdie a few years, Hutch being the last to arrive. It was Hutch who ultimately brought the four together.
He had stumbled across Regina’s “pretend place,” what amounted to a little hollow in the creek bed a mile from Birdie’s house and across the pasture from Regina’s own home.
Regina hadn’t appreciated the interruption any more than Hutch had liked coming across a girl. But with no place else to go and nothing else to do, they’d formed a grudging truce and agreed to share the space.
When Cam and Sawyer had discovered Hutch’s new friend, they’d teased him relentlessly. That is until Regina bloodied both their noses. While Hutch was a little mortified to be defended by a girl, the three developed a healthy respect for the tiny little spitfire.
By the time they reached high school, the friendship between the four of them was solid. Labeled as hellraisers and not given a spitting chance at ever amounting to much (by the townspeople), the three boys hadn’t cared much about fitting in. But no one bad-mouthed them around Regina. Even her father had learned the futility of that.
She sighed. She’d give a lot to go back to those days. Things had been simple. They’d had so much fun. They’d been inseparable.
A warm hand closed over hers, and she jerked her attention back to the present. Birdie had disappeared, and now Regina faced three surly looking men. Hell.
Cam, ever one to take the bull by the horns, didn’t bandy words. She usually liked that about him except when it was her he wanted to be blunt about.
“It’s time we talked, Reggie,” he said firmly.
She glanced to Hutch and Sawyer in a silent plea for mercy. The determined looks on both their faces told her she wasn’t getting any.
“Captive audience, darlin’,” Hutch murmured. “You won’t be running like a scalded cat this time.”
She closed her eyes and clutched the sheet with bloodless fingers. They wouldn’t really bring up that, would they?
“You pretending we didn’t have sex won’t change a damn thing,” Cam said.
Yeah, they would.
Embarrassment heated her cheeks but she worked, at great pain to herself, to keep the humiliation from her expression.
Sawyer leaned down, tucked one finger under her chin and tapped upward until she met his gaze. “It would be one thing if you didn’t enjoy it, Reggie, but we all know that isn’t the truth. It would be different if you didn’t have feelings for us or we didn’t have feelings for you, but we also know that isn’t true.”
She pressed her lips into a mutinous line and glared up at him.
“We have all the time in the world,” Hutch said casually. “You won’t be getting away from us this time. You ran hard, Reggie, and we let you. That’s on us. But it won’t happen again. That’s also on us.”
Helpless rage tightened her chest. She hated how they made her feel. She loved the way they made her feel. She hated how out of control they made her feel.
She swallowed and winced at the pain in her throat. Sawyer stroked his hand over her forehead and gazed tenderly down at her. “We’ll get you something for pain, Reggie. You need rest. We’ll be here when you wake up. We’re not going anywhere. You count on that. You also need to know that we’re going to talk about this. Us.”
He lowered his head and once again kissed her. Hot tears pricked her eyelids, and she blinked furiously, pissed that she’d allow him to affect her so deeply.
“It was just sex,” she whispered.
His blue eyes flashed and narrowed. “You keep telling yourself that, Reggie, and one day, you might actually believe it.”
“I don’t need you here.” The words caught in her throat, and she immediately regretted them. Weak. She was weak. But her rejection didn’t anger the guys.
Cam just smiled at her, while Hutch stroked her arm above the line of the brace.
“You may not want us here, but you do need us,” Cam said with confidence that grated on her nerves.
“And we need you,” Hutch said simply.
She turned to look at him and felt her stance weaken. What they wanted, no, what they demanded, she couldn’t give them. How could anyone? It wasn’t normal. It wasn’t done. It wasn’t possible. Not in her world. Not in any world.
Sawyer ran his hand through her hair again, and she instinctively moved closer. He tucked the short, curly strands behind her ears and ran his finger down the sensitive skin behind her ear.
They were doing it again. Lulling her, numbing her senses with their touch, their presence. Hutch stroked her arm, rubbing lightly while Sawyer continued to finger the strands of her hair. Cam laid his big hand over her knee, and she could feel the heat of his fingers through the sheet.
She felt safe. More than that, she felt comforted, as if for this one moment, everything was all right.
She jumped when the door opened and the nurse walked in. She scowled at the interruption even as she realized she should be grateful for the reprieve.
Somehow, Sawyer had maneuvered himself onto the bed beside her, all while stroking her neck. Smooth bastard. He sat with one leg hanging over the side, her head nestled in the crook of his arm.
She realized how cozy, how intimate, they all looked, Hutch on her other side, his hand resting possessively on her arm, Cam sitting at her feet, absently rubbing her knee, and her all hugged up to Sawyer.
The nurse raised an eyebrow but didn’t say much as she navigated around the males to get to Regina’s IV. The line had been disconnected but the saline lock was still in place to administer medication. Sawyer gently pulled her arm up and rested it on his lap but made no effort to move for the nurse. She shrugged and reached for Regina’s hand.
“My best oblivion cocktail coming right up,” the nurse said as she uncapped the syringe. She swabbed the port and deftly inserted the needle.
In seconds, Regina felt the slight burn as the medication hit her veins. It swept up her arm, and when it got to her shoulder, she relaxed and sagged further into Sawyer’s embrace.
She drowsily registered his lips nuzzling into her hair and him murmuring softly. As the nurse moved away, he pulled her even closer. She raised her other hand, blindly reaching for Hutch. The action contradicted her every word, but as much as she said she didn’t need them, didn’t want them there, for the last year she’d felt like a huge part of herself was missing.
Hutch caught her hand and lowered it back to the bed, his fingers cautiously laced with hers.
She struggled to open her eyes one more time, and her gaze connected with Cam’s.
“I missed you,” she whispered, too foggy to call back the words before they slipped from her mouth.
Cam’s brown eyes softened. “We missed you too, sweetheart. Now rest and get better.”
“Don’t go,” she murmured as she fought against the lethargy slogging through her body and brain.
“We’re not going anywhere, Reggie,” Sawyer said close to her ear. “I promise.”
She drifted off with the comfort of that promise echoing in her mind.

CHAPTER 3
The sun hadn’t yet peeked over the horizon, and the pale glow of predawn had only just begun to lighten the sky when Sawyer climbed out of the truck and met Cam around the front.
Together they stared at the large two-story house situated on one of the rolling hills of the hundred-acre spread they’d purchased a couple years earlier.
Sawyer’s chest tightened with pride. This was theirs. A piece of land. A home. When he was a child, the idea of home and family had been a fantasy. A dream that was for other kids. Not him. Never him.
When Birdie had taken him in, Cam had been there a week already and was not appreciative of the competition for Birdie’s affection. He’d been resentful of Sawyer’s presence even as he had pushed Birdie away. He hadn’t wanted her and hadn’t trusted her, but he didn’t want Sawyer to have her either.
He hadn’t really understood until Hutch had arrived a few months later. Fear and insecurity, two things Sawyer had been well accustomed to back then, had made a terrible comeback. What if Birdie liked Hutch better? Hutch was quieter. He wasn’t as much trouble. What if she decided three boys were too much? Surely she’d keep whoever caused her the least amount of strife.
“Let’s go,” Cam said, shaking Sawyer from his reverie. “I want to make sure everything’s ready for her to come home.”
They walked to the front porch and Cam inserted the key into the lock. Though they’d visited the house often when it was in the building stages—(Cam had been more than obsessed with making sure every single detail was perfect and exactly according to the plans he’d drawn up)—Sawyer couldn’t help the sense of wonder that slipped over him when he stepped into the foyer.
No expense had been spared in the construction. While it looked and felt masculine, it hadn’t been built or decorated with their tastes solely in mind. No, it had been built for Reggie. It was her dream house.
He meandered to the stone fireplace and ran his fingers lightly over the mahogany mantel. Then he walked over to the French doors leading to the deck and stared out. She’d like it. Several trees shaded the sprawling terrace, including one large oak that they’d built around. It was intended to mimic the banks of the creek where she and Hutch had spent so much time nestled among the tree roots.
The deck overlooked a three-acre pond down a gentle incline from the back of the house. They’d stocked it with bass and catfish, and Sawyer was looking forward to challenging Reggie to see who could land the biggest.
“You think this will work?”
Sawyer turned in surprise to see Cam standing next to him at the doors. More surprising was the worry in his voice. Cam . . . he was the steadfast one. He’d been the one from the start to tell him and Hutch when they had doubts that it would work out. It had to. They loved Reggie.
Now Sawyer realized that Cam needed that reassurance too.
“Yeah, man. It’s going to work. It’s not us she’s running from. It’s herself. She’s afraid. Of what, I’m not sure.”
Cam nodded. “It’s just that sometimes I think we made a mistake. That maybe we pushed too hard.”
Sawyer eyed him before turning his gaze to the outside. “We didn’t push, Cam. It just . . . happened. I wouldn’t have let you or Hutch force her into anything, just like you wouldn’t have let me. We wanted her. But we’ve wanted her a long damn time.”
“I turned on the air and made sure her room was all set. We can head back to the hospital now if you want.”
Sawyer turned, accepting the abrupt change in subject. Yeah, he was anxious to return even though he knew Reggie was going to fight them tooth and nail about coming home with them, especially when she learned that home was here and not in Houston.
 
 
Hutch listened to Reggie’s quiet breathing and gently rubbed his fingers up and down her shoulder. She lay sleeping, her head against his chest, her body nestled into his. His arm was numb and had been for the better part of an hour, but he didn’t want to move it and disturb her.
With his other hand, he ran his finger up her slender neck where the vivid bruises marred her skin. The idea that she’d come so close to death scared the hell out of him. He knew her job as a cop put her in danger every day, but this just brought that fact home with a punch to the gut.
He didn’t want her putting herself out there like that. He wanted her at home, in his bed, where he could take care of her. If she had any clue of the direction of his thoughts, she’d kick him in the balls. Of the three guys, she considered him her ally.
If she only knew that he wasn’t nearly as tolerant as Cam or Sawyer. She’d been his for longer than she’d ever been theirs. There were times when he had no desire to follow through with the agreement he’d made with Cam and Sawyer. He knew they loved her. Like he loved her. But he was tired of waiting. One of them didn’t scare her, but the three of them did.
He sighed. She wouldn’t choose between them. They all knew it too, which was why they didn’t have any desire to make her. None of them wanted to lose her, and so they were willing to take the biggest gamble of their lives. Convince her that she belonged with all three of them. And hope to hell jealousy didn’t eat them all alive.
She stirred and let out a small groan. He kissed the top of her head, and she went still.
“Hutch?”
He smiled. She knew him even coming out of a drug-induced fog.
“Yeah, baby. I’m here.”
He felt her smile against his chest, but her words contradicted that action.
“You shouldn’t have come. I’m okay. No need for you to all come running over when you have work to do. Birdie said this is a really busy time for you.”
He shifted, careful not to bump any of her injuries. His arm was screaming for mercy, and so he slid it out from underneath her and turned on his side.
“We’re busy, Reggie. But never too busy for you, and you should damn well know that by now.”
“I didn’t mean it that way,” she said softly. “I just meant that there wasn’t a need for you to come. I’m fine. I don’t need . . .”
He put a finger to her lips, and she went quiet. Her blue eyes were cloudy from the remnants of pain and drugs, but he could also see anxiety brewing there. He slid his hand over her face down below her ear and beyond to the back of her neck. His thumb stroked over her cheekbone as he simply stared at her.
She was beautiful, and he doubted she knew just how much. Or that as beautiful as she was to everyone else, she was that much more to him. And to Cam and Sawyer.
“Don’t say it.” He ran his finger lightly over the seam of her lips. “You need us, Reggie. You’re fighting that, and for now that’s okay. But at some point you’ll have to admit to us and to yourself that you need us as much as we need you.”
She made a sound of frustration, and he leaned in to kiss her. She went soft against him, and a little feminine sigh escaped her lips as he nibbled gently at them. She’d made those contented sounds when they’d made love to her, and he wanted to hear them again.
A sound at the door made her stiffen, and she lurched away from him, promptly groaning in pain when she jarred her body.
“That was stupid, Reggie,” he said grimly as he settled her body against him again.
He looked up to see the doctor walk in, but he made no effort to get up from his position on the bed. The doctor ignored Hutch, but gave Reggie’s wrist a cursory exam. After a moment, he eyed Reggie.
“Are you ready to go home, Miss Fallon?”
“Yeah, I am,” Reggie replied. “How long will I be out? When can I go back to work?”
Hutch stiffened. He didn’t want Reggie back on the job. Not in her condition, or any other for that matter.
“Work is out of the question for the next several days at least. I’d suggest a minimum of two weeks with light duty after that. The good news is you don’t have any broken ribs. Your X-rays came back negative. But you have a lot of bruising, and you’re going to be tender for a few days.
“The swelling is starting to lessen in your throat, and I don’t think there will be any permanent damage to your vocal cords. You also need to take good care of your wrist and make sure you don’t strain it.
“I’m writing you a prescription for some painkillers, and I want you to take the anti-inflammatory medicine I’m giving you as well.”
Reggie nodded, but Hutch wasn’t fooled. She’d agree to anything to get out of the hospital, and then she’d balk at taking the medicine. That was okay because Hutch would force it down her throat if he had to.
“All right then, young lady. I’ll give the discharge instructions to the nurse, and she’ll have you ready to go around noon or so. Until then, hang tight and take it easy.”
“Thanks,” Reggie murmured.
As the doctor walked out, Cam and Sawyer shouldered their way in. Reggie tensed against Hutch, and he pressed his lips to her hair in a gesture of reassurance.
Regina swallowed some of her nervousness and was happy to note that today her throat didn’t quite feel like she was drinking shards of glass. Her gaze skittered up to Cam and Sawyer, and Sawyer strode over to the side of the bed.
He lightly ran his fingers over the brace on her arm and then bent to kiss her. This time she didn’t try to turn away—not that he would have let her—and the warm fullness of his lips pressed to hers.
Her mouth parted, and he took full advantage, deepening the kiss as his tongue brushed over hers. She could feel herself sliding away, giving in. Panic kicked in, and she withdrew, seeking refuge in Hutch.
Hurt flashed in Sawyer’s eyes, and she nearly moaned aloud. God, this is why she couldn’t do this. She’d never do anything to hurt any of them. Never turn away from one to another. Tears swam in her eyes, and she closed them, unwilling to fall apart in front of them.
“I didn’t mean it like that,” she whispered.
Awkward silence fell on the room, and Regina wished that she could leave, walk out, go back to her own home and ignore what was staring her in the face.
She opened her eyes and glanced over at Cam, who stood against the window, his hands shoved into his jeans pockets. She always thought his hair was his one rebellion. While Sawyer kept his head shaved, and Hutch wore his in a short spiky do, Cam let his go. For a guy who was as organized and uptight as Cam could be, the long, messed-up hair just didn’t fit. But she had to admit she found the combination of his serious, glasses-wearing look and the unkempt, tousled hair extremely sexy.
“Birdie said you had a project due today. How are you supposed to get it done if you’re here?”
She was proud of how steady she sounded. After that brief moment of meltdown, she was back in control. The strange thing was, they seemed to be as relieved as she was that she wasn’t tearing up anymore.
One corner of Cam’s mouth quirked into a half smile. “You let me worry about my job, Reggie darling. You’ve got enough to keep you busy for quite a while.”
She frowned. “That’s not an answer, damn it.” She looked up at Hutch then back at Sawyer who had sunk into a chair by her bed. “Are you two going to let him run your business into the ground?”
Hutch chuckled. “Nice try. We’re on his side in this. You come first.”
She sighed then snuck another glance at Sawyer, guilt giving her a big dose of unhappiness.
His expression softened. “Will you quit looking at me like that, baby doll? I’m a big boy. You don’t have to worry about hurting my little feelers. I shouldn’t have barged in like I did, but damn if you don’t have the most kissable lips I’ve ever tasted.”
Her cheeks tightened. Damn if he hadn’t turned that apology right back on her.
When the door opened again, she was grateful for the interruption. When she saw Jeremy and the chief, she tried to straighten, and then she glared at Hutch, who refused to move his carcass from the bed.
“How are you doing, Regina?” the chief asked as he and Jeremy walked over to the bed.
“Good, sir. I’ll be going home in a couple of hours.”
The chief nodded. “Good. That’s good to hear. I want you to take it easy and not try to come back too soon.”
She glanced between Jeremy and the chief. “Anything on our killer?”
“We’re working on it. We’ll need to take your statement as soon as you’re up to it. Wondered if you’d be up for some questions now.”
Regina looked nervously at Hutch and then at Sawyer and Cam. She didn’t want to go over the details of the attack in front of them. They’d just freak out on her some more.
“I could come by the station on my way home,” she offered.
Hutch tensed beside her, and Sawyer’s lips compressed into a thin line. She ignored their displeasure.
The chief frowned, and Jeremy looked at her in question.
“You sure you’re up to that?” Jeremy asked.
“No,” Cam interjected.
“Yes,” Regina said just as quickly. “I can’t think here. I hate hospitals. They make me feel more of an invalid than I am. I’ll be better able to answer questions at the station. Whether I’m sitting there or lying here, I fail to see the difference.”
She stared hard at Cam, daring him to disagree again.
“I’ll ask Birdie to drive me over when I’m discharged,” she said to Jeremy and the chief.
“There’s no need,” Sawyer said smoothly. “We’ll be happy to drive you where you need to go. And afterwards, you’re going home with us.”
The chief nodded his approval. “That’s a good idea. I don’t think Regina should stay alone right now. Not until we’ve got this nutjob behind bars. Who the hell knows what he was thinking? I don’t want to take chances with the safety of my police officers.”
Regina’s mouth gaped open, but she held the protest dying to fly off her tongue. The last thing she needed was to make an ass of herself in front of the chief.
“We’ll go now,” the chief said. “We’ll see you in a little while, Regina.” As he turned to go, he cracked a smile. “It was nice to see you boys again. It’s been a while. Glad you’re giving an old man a break these days.”
Sawyer grinned while Cam nodded at the chief. “It was nice to see you too, sir,” Cam said. “We’ll bring Reggie over later.”
Jeremy paused for a moment and laid his hand over Regina’s leg. “You sure you’re doing okay?”
She smiled. “Yeah, feeling much better today. Just stiff and sore as hell, but as soon as I can get up and move around, that’ll help.”
He nodded then turned to follow the chief out. “See you in a bit.”
She braced herself as the door closed. She still stared straight ahead, but her eyes darted sideways to take in the frowns of Cam and Sawyer. She wouldn’t even bother looking up at Hutch, because she knew he wasn’t happy.
Not willing to give them the chance to flex their muscles, she drew back the sheet with her hand and slid her legs toward the side of the bed.
“Whoa, baby, where do you think you’re going?” Hutch asked even as Sawyer moved from the chair to the side of the bed, his hand out to push her back.
“I’m getting out of bed,” she said calmly. “I want a shower. I want some clean clothes. I want out of the goddamn hospital.”
Sawyer looked guiltily over at Cam. “Did you bring her any clothes?”
Cam shook his head. “I thought Hutch was getting them.”
“So which one of you is going to go get them?” Hutch asked.
Sawyer turned to glare at Hutch. “I’m thinking you can go get them. Cam and I have done enough running around this morning.”
He swore as soon as he said it, and he looked up at Regina. “That did not come out right.”
She shrugged. “I’m not the moron sitting around here when I need to be working. I could get a ride to the station, and Birdie could drive me home. There is no reason for you guys to hang around here. I’m okay.”
Hutch uncurled his body from the bed and stood with a stretch. “I’m going to get you some clothes. You can stay here and argue with the other two boneheads.”
She inched her feet toward the floor again, and this time, Sawyer reached for her arm to help. As annoyed as she was, when her feet hit the floor, she was grateful for his support. She weaved and bobbed like a newborn calf, and a groan worked from deep in her chest.
“Jesus,” she muttered.
“I told you that you looked like shit,” Hutch offered on his way out the door.
“Tell me again why I put up with him?” she asked wearily.
“I don’t know. That’s a good question,” Sawyer said as he pulled her against his side to steady her.
“Move,” Cam said simply as he appeared in front of Regina.
Sawyer stepped back in surprise, and Regina found herself enfolded in Cam’s arms. He was careful not to crush her, but she could feel the tension rolling off his big body.
“Cam, I’m okay,” she whispered.
His hands ran up and down her back, and he kissed the top of her head.
“You scared me, Reggie,” he said. “Don’t do that again.”
The corner of her mouth lifted as he pulled away from her. “Believe me, I won’t make a habit of it if I can help it. Now can I take my shower?”
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