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      From USA Today Bestselling author Siera London comes the final story in the Bachelors of Shell Cove series.

      

      Dr. Logan Masters is on the cusp of achieving everything he’s planned and worked for: the coveted career, the prominent social status, and the coup de grace—marriage to the woman of his dreams. But success has a price. When a brutal attack abruptly rips away the things Logan holds dear, long buried insecurities rock the foundation of his future with Ava.

      

      For six months, Ava Walters has dreamed of her perfect wedding day to her very own fairytale hero. Logan has been her strength and refuge, until a potentially career-ending injury changes him.

      

      While Logan and Ava struggle to navigate the sudden change to their plans, an enemy conceives a deadly finale. Now, Logan must risk everything to defeat a past enemy before his future bride is lost to him forever.
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      (of a feeling) completely filling one's mind and attention; absorbing.
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      The book is dedicated to my son and his beautiful bride. You are a man of faith who recognizes the blessing of family. Our prayers for the best life are always with you.

      To my beloved Aunt Shirlene —

      I will miss your laughter and all the conversations we shared about Ava, Logan, and other book boyfriends.

      To Michele, L. Loren, Xyla and my fellow book lovers who waited patiently for this book —

      Your emails and words of encouragement through the years are the only reason Logan and Ava reached their happy ending. Like the fated lovers in this story, we’ve all had our challenges, but we remain hopeful and open to love.
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      The problem with weddings was they required patience. Logan Masters never acquired the skill, especially when applied to his woman. He wanted Ava as his wife—now. But family had swept them up in a tidal wave of pre-wedding plans. Begrudgingly, he had come along for the ride. Ava seemed exhausted by his mother’s acrimony and the barrage of matrimonial decisions, sleeping more than her usual eight hours. Maribelle believed his fiancée a poor addition to the Masters dynasty. In truth Logan’s heart condition ran deeper than blood ties. He coveted the woman in his arms more than maternal approval, more than the air in his lungs.

      Per his usual, Logan awoke a few minutes early just to watch Ava sleep. Outside, gentle winds from an approaching May shower rattled the hollow chimes hanging from the porch below. The street lighting peeked through the shutters, brushing hazy kisses of light across shapely legs atop the covers. Unfettered by the noise, Ava snuggled closer, curling into the hard planes of Logan’s chest. Her heart-shaped face, an array of soft lines with fairy-like features, scrunched and then relaxed. She shifted again and he glanced at the digital clock on the oak dresser.

      Four-forty.

      In the quiet of the morning, Ava Elaine Walters, registered nurse, US Navy lieutenant, and all-around sexy goddess belonged to him. A selfish indulgence in which he kept the outside world at bay, enjoying an inner contentment only experienced through the love of a good woman. Like an erotic portrait, she lay in beautiful stillness in his arms. Like a gentle wave, his hungry gaze flowed over smooth golden skin, caressing the feminine contours and soft swells draped in a triple-string lace negligee. His pulse raced remembering the sound of her cries as he pleasured her. She lured him, a siren welcoming a sea-weary sailor to shore. No other woman commanded his attention.

      Only Ava.

      He’d known she would be his that first day she stepped into the pediatric unit. Of course, that was before their breakup and Ava’s Navy commissioning. They’d announce their wedding date tonight in a lavish formal affair at the Tower Club. Then, in four long months, she’d walk down the aisle, place her delicate fingers in his, and say, I do.

      His prize.

      Lifting his hand, he tucked a stray ringlet behind her ear. “I love you,” he whispered.

      Eyes hidden behind sweeping lashes fluttered open, their honeyed glow reminding him of the approaching sunrise.

      “Love you too,” she murmured, before her lids slipped closed.

      He dropped a kiss to the crown of her head. Thick cinnamon curls tickled his nose before flowing like silk ribbons across his abdomen. Content with his place in the world, he inhaled her vanilla scent, relaxing when the sweet floral undertones and rich chocolate notes filled his nostrils.

      “You have five more minutes.”

      “Ugh,” she groaned, slinging one arm over her head. “I need to get my butt up and work out.”

      “That’s my job,” Logan teased. Encircling one arm around her back, Logan settled his large hand on her derriere. Ava had gained a few pounds since returning home. “Besides more cushion for the pushing is good by me.”

      Tilting her head back, she cracked open both eyelids. A silly grin appeared before she gave him a playful once over. “Seriously,” she smirked, “do you always have sex on the brain?”

      “Let’s see,” he said, making small circles on her bare hip. “I have a Y chromosome.”

      “There’s that,” she said, collapsing back onto the pillow of his bicep.

      He chuckled. “And, I’m breathing.”

      “A definite plus because I have no intentions of taking it easy on you, old man.”

      Four years earlier at the mention of the eight years between his and Ava’s age her parents had wanted him to stay clear of their middle daughter. It was as impossible then as it was now. He refused to consider a life without Ava at his side. Which fed into his worry—maybe concern was a better word, about Ava’s solemn attitude about tonight. A bride-to-be should be excited. Though she ignored many of his mother’s attacks, he knew the rejection hurt.

      “You have jokes.” He twisted settling his weight between her spread thighs. “Getting lost inside you is my last thought at night. And, the first every morning.”

      Reaching up, Ava rubbed her hand against his morning scruff. “That’s a good little doctor.”

      Like a well-trained tiger eager for attention, he pressed in closer. She loved stroking his facial hair, so he’d kept the lumberjack look. His woman cuddling him liked a rescued pussycat was definitely a win-win in his book.

      “I’ve got the opposite of little right here,” Logan growled, grinding his massive erection into her damp center. The blood in his veins hummed where they touched. Ava's fingers curled in the bed sheets, and the pulse at her neck hammered with the rhythm of his heartbeat. He delivered a sharp nip to her neck, the act both primitive and possessive.

      “Hey,” she objected, fingers trailing over the love bite. “Someone might see that at work.”

      With a grin, he looked down in admiration at his visible mark and the telltale heat spreading across her flushed skin.

      “Goal accomplished. They’ll know you belong to me.” Running his tongue over the barely-there red mark, he chuckled when Ava shivered at the contact. He wanted to possess her for always. Protect her forever. “You like it,” he growled, his tone filled with a masculine arrogance.

      “You love it,” Ava retorted, caressing his bulge.

      Indeed, he did, especially when she used soft hands to deliver firm strokes. Logan dropped a possessive hand to the back of her neck. Lust-filled eyes regarded him beneath long inky lashes. Her smile, when it appeared, was slow, tempting, and inviting.

      “And you.” Holding her gaze, Logan kneaded her small waist before trailing up until his hand came to rest on her supple breast. A soft groan slipped from Ava’s lips.

      “Your hands are magic.”

      He raised a brow. “And, my tongue?”

      Sealing his lips, he stroked his tongue along the underside of her finger, grazing the top with his teeth before releasing it. The pulse at her neck quickened.

      “Even better,” she moaned.

      The air charged with need causing the hairs at his nape to stand on end. Lifting her chin until their eyes met, he lowered his mouth to hers.

      “Don’t tell my scalpel,” he rasped. Logan ran his tongue over her full lower lip and growled at the familiar sweetness. Every talent, every accomplishment, every fiber in his body had been tailored to pleasing this one woman. He fed her appetite as much as she satiated his.

      “Taste,” he whispered, not waiting for her to comply. And her lips, plump enough to quench a man’s thirst, formed the perfect plush cushion. They parted on a throaty sigh. Logan tilted his head and surged into her mouth. At contact, a fire ignited in his blood. For a moment, he marveled at the sensual taste of her. She stole the air from his lungs and gave him the breath of life all at once.

      “Let’s get married today.” To hell with a big wedding. Logan wanted a signed, sealed, and dated marriage license. Ava tightened her hold on his shoulders. Logan felt the bite of her nails as they sank into his muscles. It hurt so good, he had to rein in his own guttural sound.

      With a remorseful groan, Ava sighed. “No…again.”

      “Why not?” That little black hole in his psyche was ravenous to keep her. He wouldn’t lose his woman…ever again.

      Damn that Brooke Tyler. She’d done this to him, unearthed this weakness, and he would forever resent her for it. Her betrayal ruined his then plans, though he hated to admit it. He shook off the darkness. This time, this woman, would be different.

      “I have to be in uniform and ready for inspection in an hour.” She trailed a slender finger over his mouth and then slipped the lone digit inside. “Don't start anything you can't finish.”

      “For you, sweetheart, I’m always mission ready.”

      Ava pushed at his chest. “More like anything-but-missionary position ready,” she laughed.

      “There’s benefits to creativity,” he countered.

      “You are that,” she cooed, “and pathologically impatient.”

      “A six-month deployment is a long damn time, Ava mine.” Logan had conveyed the total crap storm his life had dissolved into during her absence.

      She reared back, giving him a twisted smirk. “Says the man who surprised in Singapore.”

      “Hey. Let’s celebrate I made ninety-days without you in my bed.” It was one of the reasons he’d campaigned harder than a Democrat in small town America for them to live under one roof prior to their wedding. A decision Ava’s family took exception with.

      “True,” she sighed, “but, I’ve only been home a month. Maybe postponing the ceremony till the end of the year,” she said, giving him a devious grin.

      “No.” Logan rolled onto his back, taking her with him. “I’m a Masters man. We don’t wait.”

      Ava gave a throaty laugh. “Tell me something I don’t already know about the men and women in your family.”

      “Four months,” he reared up, placing a kiss to her nose, “and you will be Mrs. Logan Masters. It’s all planned.”

      With Ava sprawled across his half-naked torso, he was careful with his next question considering his vital organs were exposed.

      “Since you mentioned it. You’re ready about tonight? The cameras. The reporters.” He felt her muscles tighten as her spine straightened. When they met five years ago, with reluctance Ava had entered his world of ballroom galas, fundraisers, and country club soirees. She would adjust to this life, eventually.

      “Are you ready for today’s job interview, doctor?”

      “The chief of surgery position is mine,” he grinned, unconcerned with his so-called competition. As the eldest of two sons, Logan had been groomed to lead. Winning, that’s where he excelled. The only thing that frightened him more than losing was the woman beside him. Ava meant everything to him. He didn’t like disappointing her. So, she didn’t need to know about the interview he had lined up later today. It was all a part of securing their position in the Shell Cove power circles. He would conquer the world to place it at her feet.

      “Wow. I’ll have to custom-design your golf cap to fit that big head of yours.”

      “You’re changing the subject, Ava mine.”

      “A small wedding with the two of us, friends and family would’ve worked for me.”

      “If you wanted small,” he said pumping his hips, “you chose the wrong man.”

      “I’m serious, babe.”

      Ava’s voice trailed off and he recognized to ease her concerns about tonight, he needed a better distraction.

      Logan stroked one finger down her cheek. “You’re worried something will go wrong,” he whispered, “but I have you.” Silence spread giving his vow the time needed to penetrate and soothe her fears. He didn’t promise perfection, but he could guarantee his protection.

      A furrow formed between her brows before she hit him with a sexy glower. And just like that, the weighted moment passed.

      “With good reason. Your mother did invite my ex to our last engagement party.”

      “It wasn’t a total loss.” The man had hurt Ava. He deserved punishment. Exacting Ava’s retribution had given Logan a deep satisfaction.

      “Punching Marcus in the face was a win?”

      She angled her head regarding him. Wide eyes waited for a reasonable explanation. There wasn’t one Logan could provide. He gave a wry grin. “In my book.”

      Why did men behave as fools for women? In Logan’s case, it terrified him that he could never live a truly happy life without her.

      Ava’s voice rose an octave. “Oh my Todd,” she railed.

      His woman refused to toss around her religion, so Logan had made the adjustment to, oh my Todd instead of my God during their first month together.

      “No need to swear, sweetheart. Tonight, will not be a repeat fiasco.”

      “My hero,” she whispered.

      “Have I ever failed you?” The duality of the statement didn’t escape Logan. It was his sincerest truth and his biggest fear.

      “Never,” she laughed, dropping a kiss to his lips.

      Not so fast, Logan thought, gliding his tongue into her mouth. He had every intention of making this a great morning. Slowly he trailed kisses down her neck, deliberately moistening the skin.

      “Logan,” she hummed. “The time.”

      Flashing a smile, Logan grabbed the delicate shoulder straps, slipping his fingers beneath, he pulled the material lower until Ava’s breasts came into full view. A jolt of energy short-circuited his brain and super-charged his groin. He groaned in anticipation. This kind of pain promised a back-arching pleasure.

      “I know,” he whispered. “I can be creative with five minutes, sweetheart.”
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      Ava wanted a simple, but elegant wedding.

      Period.

      End of discussion.

      Instead, she’d returned home to a three-ring circus of catered events ala Maribelle Masters. The initial gratitude she felt at her mother and future mother-in-law working together to plan the announcement party, rehearsal dinner, and the wedding reception during her six-month deployment had vanished. Logan’s excitement about their upcoming nuptials was infectious, but her confidence that this made-for-television mini-series would happen without a hiccup, not so much.

      Was she over-reacting? No one else had a complaint…really. Her mother wanted to host the rehearsal dinner, but Maribelle had reserved the Tower Club. Oh, and the sticking point…the venue had been announced in the newspaper before either of them could object.

      Was she being ungrateful? Maybe.

      A world celebration had never been her goal. The Prince Harry and Meghan approach held little appeal.

      She just wanted Logan.

      All the attention the Shell Cove Courier focused on them unsettled her. In their four years together, she and Logan had weathered the microscopic critique of both families, her transition into the Navy, and his rise in notoriety. She was proud of her man’s accomplishments. Logan was a brilliant surgeon and medical researcher. But the society page publicity surrounding their wedding resembled the giant soap bubbles she enjoyed as a little girl—magical, easily damaged, and utterly destroyed with a modicum of pressure.

      Not that she would ever say this to him…to them. While she’d been away serving her country, everyone had rallied to make her wedding day special. Which brought her back to the current dilemma. The Walters family and the Masters clan, an oil and Perrier water mix-up, an ever-expanding social distancing experience, had formed a fragile truce. Ava’s rejection of the activities surrounding the big day might sever the fluid bond. She wanted everyone to celebrate their marriage. Probably naïve. But weddings should unite, not tear families apart. Not that she expected a “kumbaya moment,” but she could endure another four months, right?

      She should accept that every detail of her wedding didn’t actually have to reflect her preferences.

      Everything would work out fine. Better than fine.

      So why did calm elude her? The last time she’d felt this churning in her belly, Logan had asked her to dance for the very first time.

      At her welcome to the Shell Cove Medical Center (SCMC) Pediatric unit nursing staff, Ava had recognized her vulnerability to his charm. He’d worn his arrogant confidence like a signet ring, imprinting his stamp on her…everywhere.

      She’d been enamored by his brilliance.

      His body.

      His bold approach.

      On a lesser man it would be pretentious, but with Logan it added to his sex appeal. Of course, precision cut reddish blond locks and the beard scruff covering his angular jaw helped. With his thick lashes, piercing emerald eyes, and six foot two inches of bronzed muscle, Logan’s physical attributes had driven her to distraction. The sense of power he exuded bordered on lethal. And now, he was going to be her husband. Who could’ve imagined emotionally blunted Ava Elaine would grab the attention of Shell Cove’s favorite pediatric surgeon and most eligible bachelor?

      Falling head over military boots for Logan had broadened her perspective. He credited the Navy for the new command on her life. In truth, his love had lifted her above the previous doubts she’d held about her own abilities. After suffering Marcus’s verbal and physical abuse, Ava had filtered every decision through her abuser’s hypercritical lens. She lived her life shrouded in fear. Fear of repeating the same mistake. Logan’s unconditional support and confidence in her success had made it possible for her to leave the safety of her family and Shell Cove to join the military and live out her dream career. She hadn’t been kidding when she’d called him her hero. Logan was her love of a lifetime.

      Dropping into her comfy office chair, she smiled at the bouquet of flowers on her desk. A colorful array of lemon scented bee balms and lavender delphiniums surrounded by a bluish-purple rainbow of windflowers.

      She plucked the business card sized envelope from the arrangement and read the cursive script aloud, “I’ve been waiting for you.”

      Her heart filled with love for the man she’d chosen to be her husband. Tears sprang to her eyes, and she chided herself for being too emotional.

      Leaning over, she buried her nose in the perennial blooms, careful not to scatter pollen on the three military ribbons above her left breast pocket. She was most proud of the green and orange Navy-Marine Corps Achievement Medal earned during deployment. Inhaling the crisp smell of outdoor blooms, she whispered, “I love me some, Logan Masters.”

      She logged onto the computer before stowing her purse in the right lower desk drawer. The first email was from Logan. Of course.

      Dr. Magic Hands here. Interview went great. In a creative mood. Call me.

      Visualizing his cocky grin, Ava laughed aloud. A flood of pride and happiness washed away her concerns, revealing a clear picture of her future. Logan was perfect for her. Was she paying too high a price dealing with his family and the wedding changes?

      She swallowed the disappointment. To have forever with Logan…definitely worth the momentary discomfort. Suddenly, a gurgle erupted from Ava’s belly, and saliva pooled in her mouth.

      “Oh no,” she covered her mouth with one hand. “Not today, Satan.” That was a Granny Lou quote. Her grandmother had a ton of pithy one-liners.

      Worsening stomach problems had led her to schedule a primary appointment with routine labs before climbing the stairs to her fourth-floor office. The labs were precautionary. Better safe than infected with a rare National Geographic parasite.

      She rubbed at her stomach, praying the churning subsided before her first meeting of the day. A cramp of pain shot through her pelvis, momentarily paralyzing her, seconds before a wave of nausea crash landed in her gut. Instinctively, she closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and willed the urge to erupt away.

      “I got this,” she reminded herself, swallowing the nausea and taking a few deep breaths. Man, pre-wedding jitters sucked. No one wrote about this in the bridal magazines. She needed coffee and maybe some breakfast.

      Placing the back of her hand to her forehead, another of Granny Lou’s throwbacks, Ava assessed her skin temperature.

      Cool and clammy. Well, she’d take that over sweaty and fevered. She had a wedding to plan.

      The scrape of the doorstopper against the carpeted floor snatched Ava back to the present. Jerking her head up, she pasted on a smile for her project manager.

      “Came by earlier,” Asher said walking in and dropping a manila folder in front and center.

      Straightening in her chair, Ava’s gaze bounced from the file she knew held vendor proposals to the second steamy cup of coffee in his left hand.

      “I stopped by the lab first.”

      As the nurse manager, the project she co-chaired with Ash, retrofitting the clinic with state-of-the-art equipment, had taken a back seat to her health. She was glad to see he’d kept abreast of the vendor options and departmental requests. He stalled for a second, delaying her java gratification.

      “For you, madam.”

      Accepting his offering with greedy hands, Ava returned his genuine smile with one of her own. “Thank you.”

      Understated would sum up Asher Wilherm. White polo, gray slacks, black belt and shoes. Though she was the uniformed officer, her partner had a regimented dress code. Always black, white, and gray. He tended to slouch, shaving a few inches from his obvious height. He kept his dark hair cut close to the scalp. Clean-shaven, camel-colored brows behind dark-rimmed glasses showcased gray eyes that radiated a brilliant calm few appreciated. Average features bracketed by a square jaw, his smile neither enhanced nor distracted from his looks.

      Angling the navy-blue pleather chair in front of her desk, he lowered his lean frame into the seat. He gestured to the file with his paper cup. “The numbers for one-hundred and thirty new fully-automated exam tables. Guaranteed to lift your body and your mood.”

      With a casual glance in her direction, Ash asked. “How’s your stomach today?”

      Had she slipped up and mentioned how bothersome the nausea was to her daily routine? Co-chairing this multi-million-dollar project with the civilian contractor had increased Ava’s visibility with the executive medical staff ten-fold. The largest tasking of her career had to succeed. She had to prove that she could manage a project of this magnitude. It would be a mistake to give the appearance of physical or mental weakness.

      He raised a brow. “What?”

      She grinned, “Nothing.” Well, now she’d lied. How should she divert the conversation away from her personal life, yet get the answer to the question?

      “Ava,” he sighed. “Relax.” He sat forward, placing his own coffee cup on the edge of her desk. “I asked because you’ve been rubbing your belly a lot lately.”

      Ava stretched her eyes wide in disbelief. “Have I?” she queried, blind to the subconscious behavior. “You’re observant. It’s a rare quality.”

      Ash shrugged as if it was commonplace to note such a subtlety.

      “Yeah, well…I lost someone close to me when I was young. She taught me about people.” He picked up the cup and drank, clearing his throat as if he’d said too much. Whoever the woman was she must have been important to Ash. He talked a lot, but divulged little personal information.

      “Besides, we’ve been working together for a month. We may not talk about our lives beyond these walls, but I know things,” he grinned.

      “Like?”  Ava thought back to the articles printed in the Shell Cove Courier.

      “Your fiancé is a star surgeon. According to the reporting of Kylie Rivers your wedding will make Vatican City envious. Which is weird because I don’t see you as a showy peacock.”

      Ava stiffened, caught off guard by the not-so subtle jab. Where the heck had that unwarranted attack on Logan come from? To her knowledge the two men had never met. There were some people, like her father, who thought Logan valued his career and the attention more than he could a wife. Ava knew Logan better than anyone. Underneath the arrogance, the lights and cameras, she came first with him. Their love had and would always be his priority.

      Coffee set aside, she looked at her colleague, staring him in the eye. “It just got real dark in here. You’re throwing shade at my fiancé.” Yes, she went there. She might not like the Barnum & Bailey wedding, but nobody messed with her Logan.

      Ash’s brow furrowed at the abrupt change in her demeanor. “Ava,” he cooed, obviously trying to clean up the acidity of the comment, “I was out of line. Didn’t realize you’re a combat-ready nurse.”

      She cracked a weary smile, “When necessary,” she rasped, her thoughts quieting. “You read all this about me in the newspaper?”

      “Staff lounge chats too,” absently rotating his cup in hand. “I’m a great listener.”

      And watcher, Ava noted. Should she be concerned that her fellow co-workers talked about her? She wasn’t used to colleagues knowing details about her life…nor offering commentary. Absently, she wondered what else Asher observed.

      He winked. “Anything I heard wrong?”

      “You’ll have to wait for the breaking news,” she mused, picking up her drink again.

      Taking a long draw from her coffee, Ava hummed as the smooth brew warmed her insides.

      “Good?” he asked, taking a sip from his cup.

      Forming an “o” with her thumb and forefinger, she gave a twisted grin. “Hah.” She screwed up her lips, “It’s okay.”

      Ash placed a hand to his heart as if her words had wounded him. “I need a Band-Aid.”

      “Yeah, you want a tiny violin too?” They both regarded each other before bursting into laughter. “You know you’re the resident barista. Shame on you fishing for compliments.”

      He raised both hands, palms up. “I promise not to let my success go to my head,” he feigned.

      “A humble man.”

      “That’s me.”

      “No such thing within the male species,” she grinned, flipping the cover page to thumb through the files he’d delivered. “I noticed the Tyson Adventis proposal was missing from your last vendor comparison list.”

      “I’ve checked them out,” he interrupted.

      “Before our next meeting with the Commanding Officer,” Ava closed the folder, marching forward to her point for raising the issue. “I want to review their numbers. Hands down, their 24/7-customer support is a great selling point, plus their maintenance plan—”

      “Several of the competitors beat their price.”

      Maybe she needed to clarify with Ash that she would make her own decisions. The old Ava would have accepted someone she trusted taking the choice out of her hands, but those days were gone. Logan had helped her trust in her own judgment. “So, there’s not a problem with me looking at the numbers and reaching the same conclusion?”

      Ash’s cheeks reddened. “Touché, LT Walters.”

      Mindful of maintaining a healthy working relationship, Ava offered an olive branch. “Instead of keeping score, let collaboration and communication serve as our benchmark, okay?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck, chagrinned by his strong-arm tactics.

      “Sorry, Ava.”

      Ash used her first name, which she didn’t mind as long as they were in her office.  Even dressed in the working khaki uniform of the day with her curls gelled to within an inch of their tensile strength, Ava looked younger than the other officers of the same rank. Like any other male-dominated profession, allowing the staff to use her first name rather than defer to her rank would diminish her positional authority. As a civilian, Ash wouldn’t be privy to all the nuances of the chain of command, but Ava was a fast learner. Avoiding the perception of familiarity would serve her well.

      Beep Beep. The phone on her desk signaled an incoming call. Beep Beep. She recognized the number. Lieutenant Isabeth Quinones managed the laboratory on the clinic’s first floor. Ava had asked for a heads up if her lab results were of concern. The blonde-haired, blue-eyed medical service corps officer had shared her stateroom during deployment. Sharing an eight by eight-foot metal box for six months lent itself to lasting bonds across cultural and ethnic lines.

      “Apology accepted, but no more decisions without me.” Ash was one of the good ones, so she tried not to beat him up too bad over the slip.

      With a thumbs up, he said. “Got it.”

      Placing her hand on the receiver, she stated, “I have to take this call.”

      “Sure thing,” he smiled, coming to his feet. “Review my notes and we can talk over lunch.”

      Without looking at her calendar, she nodded, accustomed to working through lunch in order to stay on top of fine details.

      “Isabeth,” she beamed, adding a calm to her voice she didn’t feel. Why was she calling already? Her blood had been drawn less than 20 minutes ago. Had Ava contracted one of those rare infections Logan warned her about?

      “You’re pregnant and you didn’t tell me, my sista from another mister?” Isabeth blurted out.

      There was a pause.  If a patient had overheard the sista comment, they both would be repeating sensitivity training, but that wasn’t the reason for Ava’s current catatonic state. Nope. The word pregnant definitely grabbed and held her attention.

      “Ah… I beg your pardon,” Ava stammered. How did a measles case get cross-threaded with a pregnancy test?

      “You’ve had morning sickness for weeks. Why are you playing the secrecy game?” Isabeth demanded.

      Playing? Ava didn’t have a game plan for this news. A doctor and a nurse, both competent, living under the same roof, yet they’d missed…this. Ava stared at her mid-section.

      Ava swallowed. “Sorry, Isabeth. I have—,”

      “You should be. Thank God you weren’t hurt wrestling with that contractor high on Galaxy a few weeks back.”

      Ava recalled how quickly the temporary worker had slammed his muscled forearm into her neck. The delirium she experienced as her air supply diminished, as screams of chaos erupted. The instinct to fight; to aim for his eyes, which had freed her. The sale of the illicit street drug and the associated violence amongst rival distributors had infiltrated Shell Cove and Ava’s South Georgia-based military clinic. The arrest and conviction of Bluton “Sky” Faraday, a respected local businessman and Galaxy kingpin, hadn’t slowed the devastation. It was rumored a woman known as the Barren Mother was the true mastermind behind the entire eastern seaboard distribution chain.

      “Thank God. You’re so right.” Pregnant with a baby. How was this possible? She needed to be more careful. Once she informed Logan, the world will have to contend with a grizzly bear for nine-wait, how many months was she?

      “I know that,” Isabeth continued. “You need to schedule your OB appointment, pronto.”

      She’d been home four weeks. Shouldering the phone, Ava fumbled with the giant calendar covering the surface of her desk. Flipping the page, she started counting the days since her last cycle.

      “Ugh,” Ava groaned. “Singapore.”

      “I knew it. You’re having a deployment baby,” Isabeth practically shouted. “I’m in charge of the office baby shower and—,”

      Ava calculated they’d conceived three and a half to four months ago. And the wedding, oh my Todd, only a three-ring circus tent would hide her pregnant belly.

      “I have to go.”  Ava disconnected the call, she needed to be with Logan. She placed a hand over her belly, protective of the precious life she carried. Already in love with her baby.

      Looking down at the slight pooch she’d dismissed just minutes before, she whispered, “Mommy loves you,” trying out the new title. Her eyes watered as her heart beat wildly behind her ribcage. She was going to be a mother and she suspected Logan’s plan for them had just hit a major speed “baby” bump.

      Ava needed to tell Logan the great news. Opening her email, she typed while she spoke aloud. “I’m coming to you.”
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      “Give me the exclusive to cover all the events leading up to your wedding.”

      Whoa. Kylie Rivers caught Logan off guard with the request. This interview, conducted in the SCMC executive board room, should have ended thirty minutes prior. The space echoed the power of the usual occupants. A bourbon-colored cherry wood table, the executive’s metaphorical football field, sat in the middle of the rectangular room. One day very soon, this would be his game to command. Coordinating tri-fold presentation boards, bookcases, and executive floor to ceiling cabinets spoke to the quality and expense poured into the furnishings. Logan breathed in, the citrus scent in the air easing his frustration. He had plans for Ava after their announcement party and he had to prepare. The doctor’s orders included a steamed bath, scented candles, floating Stargazer lilies, and lots of sweat tonight.

      “Not going to happen.” Considering how his woman felt about Kylie’ serial interviews, Logan envisioned his bride, future mother-in-law, and his secondary ally, Granny Lou, handing him his head for even suggesting such an intrusion.

      “The cameras love you—as do the good citizens of Shell Cove.”

      The society page journalist, relaxed in her chair, settling into the certainty of him falling prey to temptation. Today marked their eighth discussion in nine months. Kylie had recorded practically every detail of his professional life, and some private ones Ava spurned him for divulging.

      “Your point, Kylie.” Andrew and Ariss Walters had become as much a part of Logan’s life as their daughter. After wasting his twenties with the wrong woman, he didn’t want to mess up with Ava… or her family. With his marriage, he gained a trusted partner who included him in a loving familial unit. The thought of damaging either, especially Ava, drove his overprotective tendencies to the brink. Call him a Shakespearean character, but he’d lay down his life to spare hers.

      Clearing her throat, Kylie pressed her advantage. After a series of interviews, she understood how much he wanted Ava, the new job, the notoriety. He wanted it all.

      “Marriage is a big deal.” She leaned forward in her chair, like a coach trying to motivate her star player to perform. “You enjoy sharing your success stories, your research, the ‘Masters family philanthropy,’” she raised both hands to gesture with air quotes. “Why the hesitation?”

      Logan felt a rise of heat along his collar. He knew why he refused. It went deeper than Ava’s disapproval. During medical school, he’d thought himself in love, but now, he realized it had been a cheap imitation. Muscles along his jaw tensed, his fingers curled into fists. Thinking of all the media training his mother drilled into him in childhood, he forced his body to unwind. He’d bragged about his whirlwind love affair with the fellow medical student. Until the truth, or rather, the lie of happily ever after was sliced open like a raw slab of rotten meat. Humiliation would have been kinder.

      “Hesitation? Did I stammer when I said, no.” After Brooke’s infidelity he never imagined trusting a woman with his heart and supporting his future vision. He had perfection this time. Logan welcomed the bone deep satisfaction of a man in love with the right woman. Watching his brother Darwin find happiness with his wife, Rebecca Lynn, gave him hope. Hope his parents’ marriage never inspired. “A happy home comes first.”

      Logan saw the transformation take ahold of Kylie, the gleam formed behind her studious brown eyes. Between teeth with a slight overbite, she gripped a metallic gold pen, a figurative smoking gun in the wrong hands. He shifted, suddenly uncomfortable in his seat. What was she up to?

      “So, Ava is the problem, then?”

      Logan’s smiled slipped. With narrowed eyes, he glared down at his usually friendly journalist. Right, the two words were polar opposites.

      “Ava’s off limits,” he shot back, his tone sharp and drenched in a clear warning.

      She held his gaze, in open challenge. Unapologetic, she’d insinuated Ava would ever hinder him.

      “Hmm, I wonder if,” she rasped, clicking the pen tip against her notepad, “… maybe the rumors that your mother and the bride-to-be have bad blood are true?”

      He realized Miss Rivers had done her research. Ava might be right about this one. Logan didn’t like to be pushed, especially when he’d made it clear the subject was off limits. Just then, the sound of a woman’s heels clicking on the tile floors echoed in the hall before the conference room door opened. Susan Holbrook, a fellow SCMC Foundation member and a family friend materialized in the doorway.

      Without his usual closing statement, Logan stood to his full height. “We’re done here.”

      “Logan.” Susan beckoned him to expedite his departure, a note of excitement in her voice. He noted genuine happiness in the soft contours of her face, her ocean blue eyes joyous.  Logan regarded the short blonde, her brilliant blue eyes still capable of arresting a man’s speech. Well into her sixties, Susan possessed the classic beauty of iconic starlets, Monroe, Mansfield, and Bacall. “Join me in the hall.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Like a second mother to him, but less prickly cactus than Maribelle, Susan earned his staunchest supporter award. Four years ago, Randall had targeted Ava with his predatory schemes. The former Operations Officer had tried to blackmail her into his bed in exchange for professional favors. Susan had united with his father to have Randall terminated and removed from the board. He trusted her and her enthusiasm intrigued him. Had something happened?

      Kylie came to her feet. “I guess this concludes our interview?”

      “Good guess.” She took her time gathering a well-worn leather brief bag, her iPad tablet, and her camera. How many more delays would he have to endure?

      With a long-legged stride he reached her in half-a-dozen steps, and she pivoted her body allowing him to exit. Whereas Susan held his highest regard, the man next to her, fellow surgeon Franklin Xavier evoked the opposite reaction. A contender for the chief position, his colleague held himself erect to the likeness of fossilized wood.

      “Oh, Logan.” Susan gave his elbow a polite squeeze. “The board was just informed,” she paused, swallowing back obvious excitement.

      Logan froze wondering if he’d been selected for the position already.

      “Yes,” he prompted.

      “Dr. Masters,” called a voice from those gathered, drawing his attention.

      Searching the crowd, Logan spotted Monique Faulkner, her signature rope braids hanging over her scarred arm. Logan’s wound care research had saved the limb. And Monique’s willingness to share her journey of six surgical procedures under his blade had earned him international prestige and her the title of bionic girl. He signaled for the crowd to part, allowing her forward.

      “You should be studying for semester finals.”

      The snap of cell phone cameras could be heard as several staff members memorialized his patient’s unscripted elation. Thanks to Monique’s insistence, a competent but shy RN Ava Walters had been convinced to work on his clinical team. Where his direct pursuit had failed, Monique’s request had been successful in keeping Ava at his side.

      Reaching him, she threw her right arm around his waist, giving him a bear hug. “I know.”

      Drawing back, she said, “I had to be here for your big day,” her voice, high and full of youthful excitement.

      Logan frowned, truly perplexed by the crowd. “I need details,” he rasped, not sure what else to say.

      “He doesn’t know,” Susan chimed in.

      “You’re keeping something from me?” Logan hated secrets, especially if women were involved. Brooke’s secret had devastated their relationship and his best friend. Hell, her lies had nearly destroyed him.

      “Your research,” Monique grinned up at him, her casted left arm making a “dah” motion.

      Susan rushed to explain. “The foundation received notice that Tyson Adventis has established a thirty-five-million-dollar endowment fund to support your future research. Isn’t that wonderful?” She exclaimed, bouncing on her feet.

      Logan’s heart paused, and then skipped a beat. This was a huge deal. Tyson O’Connor and his brother, Maximus, owned the medical supply company that funded Logan’s pediatric wound care research. The same research that helped to save Monique’s left arm following the complex fracture from an abusive boyfriend.

      Susan gripped both his hands, and then she seemed to have made a decision. She pulled him in for a motherly hug.

      “I’m so proud of you,” she squeezed.

      A fully funded research grant supported by renewing endowment could catapult his work and SCMC a decade ahead of larger medical research programs.

      “Thank you,” Logan stammered, struggling to wrap his head around the unbelievable news. “Nothing screams I support you louder than a check with trailing zeroes.” Now, he had thirty-five million reasons to stick with his career progression plan. With his marriage to Ava, Logan’s contribution as the firstborn son to the Masters legacy would be complete.

      “Your father actually shouted on the tee box when I telephoned him with the news,” Susan beamed.

      Hmm, it surprised Logan that Susan had contacted Robert Lee Masters. Of course, with Rebecca Lynn’s marriage to Darwin the two families were connected. Talk continued around Logan while he imagined all the children he would help because of this generous donation.

      “Congratulations, Dr. Masters. I’m so happy for you and Ava.” Monique’s eyes closed on a made-for-Disney sigh. “She’s so happy to be back home,” she rasped out. “She calls you Doctor Amazing. Did you know that?”

      “Did I hear my name?”

      Logan released his patient and spun on his heel. His heart smiled before his face split into a grin. Ava stood in the glass atrium, the sun highlighting the red in her flowing ringlets. She wore a fitted V-neck mini dress in forest green with pink open-toe heels. The diamond heart necklace he’d given her during their first year together sparkled against her skin. His gaze slid over the gentle curve of her shoulders, the swell of her breasts, the taper of her waist, before drinking in her golden legs. Hmm, she looked tasty and his body heated in anticipation of feasting on her. A colleague brushed by jostling him from his reverie. He forced his eyes upward lingering on Ava’s now taut buds before meeting her knowing eyes.

      “Sweetheart,” he recovered. In years past, this open exchange of sexual awareness between them would have been awkward. Logan mentally patted himself on the back for slaying that cock-blocking demon.

      “Hey, babe,” Ava winked. “Keep your eyes in PG-13 country.”

      “You know that’s impossible with you in that tight ass dress.” Logan could try, but his thoughts were purely X-rated.

      Someone cleared their throat, drawing his attention. Tyson O’Connor, the CEO of Tyson Adventis looked on from his position beside Ava, red creeping up his neck. Surprise assailed Logan. He looked from the Irishman to Ava. Had they arrived together?

      “Ava,” Monique shouted, dashing around Logan.

      “Hello, beautiful girl.” Ava wrapped Monique in a big hug.

      The tears Monique rarely shed slid down her cheeks. It was moments like this that reminded Logan of how awesome Ava was. She had the ability to form lasting bonds with others—family, friends, patients—she was easy to love.

      Ava squeezed the young woman tighter. “Yeah, me too. I hope you liked your gifts.”

      Monique struck a model pose. “As you can see, I love the care package you sent. This shirt is my favorite.”

      Ava clapped her hands. “The kimono. Of course. That one was a winner.”

      Ready to hold Ava in his arms, Logan gave Monique a stern look. “You. No more skipping classes.”

      “Okay,” she grumbled and then proceeded to stop by the nurse’s station to talk with Spencer, the sole male pediatric nurse on staff.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” Logan reached for Ava’s hand. He gestured to the crowd. “Did you know about this?” How had she kept the news from him?

      Holding up both hands in mock surrender, she said, “As if I could.” She knew he hated secrets between them. “I bumped into Tyson on the way in. He told me.”

      Tyson offered his hand. “Congratulations are in order, my brother.”

      Logan accepted. “Thank you, Tyson. Truly, it is an honor.”

      “You’re welcome, Logan. Think of it as an early wedding gift from me and my brother.”

      His brogue, polished yet distinctly coarse, added to Tyson’s formidable presence. The tailored suit and copper hair did nothing to curb the fighter’s spirit, the cunning behind his piercing green stare. Tyson had an old country medieval vibe; powerful, calculated, and dangerous. Thankfully, he and Tyson O’Connor wore the same team jersey.

      “Indeed. Me and my absolutely gorgeous fiancée accept.”

      Tyson threw an arm around Ava, embracing her in a brief hug.

      “Anything for your warrior princess,” he smiled.

      She gave a mock frown. “Are you teasing me, Tyson.”

      “No,” he said, lengthening the ‘o’ sound. “My brother, Maximus is the joker. I’m thanking you for your service.”

      “You’re welcome,” Ava replied, taking one step back. “Is your brother traveling with you this time?”

      “He arrives in the country tonight.”

      Why was Tyson standing so close to Ava? Behind his eyes Logan could see Tyson studying everything about his woman. Was he sizing up Logan’s woman? No, that was his possessive streak talking. But Logan trusted his instincts.

      Before Logan could pull Ava into his arms, Susan stepped in front of him.

      “Ava,” the older woman opened her arms. “I didn’t know you would be here.”

      Logan watched the two embrace. Why did his mother delight in causing Ava grief? He knew it bothered his woman that their families were like oxygen and an open flame, combustible.

      “I needed to see my guy,” she said, moving to his side.

      Logan noticed a change in her tone, the rigid posture. Something was wrong.  What troubled her?

      Susan laughed, “Logan. You are lucky you found the one and managed to keep her.”

      “All true,” he agreed.

      Logan took in Ava’s wide grin—aimed at him. They had never been more connected, more in sync since her return home. He’d do anything to ensure she always looked at him with love in her eyes—anything to keep her happy.

      “I’d better get home if I’m to see you tonight. Wouldn’t want to miss the rare occasion when Maribelle is on her best behavior.”

      Beside him. Ava’s soft chuckle entered his ear. His mother would not ruin this for Ava. Logan had every intention of protecting his bride if and when needed.

      “We have a night to remember in store,” he said, while planting a chaste kiss on Ava’s lips. When she slipped him a little tongue, a grunt escaped, and he broke away. Staring down at her, shocked at the brazen action. “Trying for a repeat of this morning?”

      Slipping her arms beneath his lab coat, she gave his ass a squeeze. “I wanted to surprise you. Like the flowers.” She waggled her sculpted brows, but something else flashed behind her eyes. Logan caught her chin, not allowing her to look away. She looked pale and that crease in her brow told him something had changed since she’d left for work this morning.

      “I like your surprises.” But her flower comment perplexed him. The Stargazers were to be delivered to the house.

      Her brow furrowed. “I hope so.”

      He paused. That didn’t sound right. “Something wrong?”

      Ava gave him an exasperated ‘put the protective man back in the box’ look. Unphased, Logan continued to study her. Ava balked at his intrusive style. Logan ignored it. The woman had him, and he’d do what he could to ease her burden.

      “No.”

      Yes. Now, if only she would share it without him having to pry her lips apart. “Everything okay with your project?”

      The lines around her mouth softened. “Never better.”

      Then… “What is it?”

      She seemed caught off guard by his unwavering focus. Tyson observing the standoff didn’t excuse himself. An emotion Logan couldn’t quite pinpoint had Ava lifting her chin in defiance and then it disappeared, replaced by her familiar easy smile.

      “Let’s talk later. This is your celebration,” she reassured him.

      So, there was something weighing on her worthy of a private conversation.

      Her warm gaze locked on his face, and then she said the most bizarre words he’d heard all day. “You love me, right?”

      Not a clue why she asked, but Logan nodded an emphatic yes. “Since you’re wearing my ring, that’s an automatic yes. And as your husband-to-be, secrets are forbidden.”

      Call him conceited, but Logan’s heart had committed to Ava’s the first time he saw her. In his soul, they were wed.

      Ava laughed. “You should know once we’re officially married, I’ll still tell you what you need to know when you need to know it.”

      “A challenge,” he growled. He went in for another kiss, but movement from the corner of his eye stopped him.

      “I’m going to excuse myself,” Tyson interjected.

      Keeping an arm around Ava’s shoulders, Logan clasped the other man’s hand. “I appreciate your continued support. I couldn’t have completed my initial research without you having my back. Thank you for believing in me,” he said, sincere in his appreciation. “And for being my largest donor.”

      “Anything you need, it’s yours,” Tyson said, his green gaze trained on him and Ava. “You have my word.”

      “Don’t say anything you don’t mean,” Logan joked.

      Tyson smiled; his demeanor unchanged by Logan’s announcement. “Have your people start compiling a list.”

      What people? The Masters family had a diversified portfolio. His father had been a neurosurgeon, his mother a member of a prominent South Carolina family, but they never had servants. Growing up, if an adult was in their lives, they were either family or a friend, not hired help.

      Logan gave a twisted grin. Tyson must be used to amateurs. “I have electronic files. Multiple,” he warned, he thought of all the theoretical questions he could answer with the money backing his future projects.

      Tyson’s expression turned serious, his angular jaw firming. “Take your time…savor all that you have, Logan. Remember, Rome…it wasn’t built in a day.”

      “That’s because Rome didn’t have me.” He gave a hearty laugh. “Told you not to make promises you can’t keep.”

      “I never do, Logan. I never do. Great to see you again, Ava,” Tyson said before turning to depart.

      “Mr. O’Connor, Logan…can I get a picture of you two together,” Kylie called, the camera already up in position.

      “Fine by me, lass,” Tyson crooned, “I don’t see myself in the American newspaper often.”

      Ava’s eyes shot to Logan. “You didn’t tell me you had another interview with Kylie Rivers.” Accusation and anxiety coated her words. And her eyes, yeah—they said she was not pleased to discover his small omission. He could salvage this. Especially with so many onlookers.

      With a quick kiss to the lips, he whispered for her ears only, “Come on, sweetheart. Show the camera how much you absolutely adore me.”

      Ava burst into laughter. The desired effect accomplished, Logan pulled her into his arms. “Monique, Tyson, Susan, join us.” As each of them stepped in creating a semi-circle on either side of him and Ava, Logan said to the reporter. “Take your picture.”

      Afterwards, hugs and congratulations were offered in ample supply. Kylie picked that moment to strike.

      “Ava,” she smiled, her tone congenial, “just one question for you to wrap up Logan’s interview.”

      “What is it,” Ava replied, but Logan heard the bite of irritation in her voice.

      “One, Kylie,” he reminded.

      Kylie gave a tilt to her head, as if surfing through a list of headline-grabbing items.

      “Any plans to start a family?”

      Ava stiffened beside him and Logan sprang into action. “That would be no,” Logan chuckled. “P is for planning, not pregnancy.”

      Ava tightened her fingers around his, clamping them as if she were unsteady. He hadn’t forgotten that something bothered his woman, and she’d elected to keep silent on the details.
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      “Hurry,” Ava muttered, her four-inch heels tapping a stenographer’s cadence on the polished marble. A favorite of the wealthy and powerful, the Tower Club’s custom designed skyscraper with its palatial floor-to-ceiling windows sat along north Florida’s Inter-coastal waterway. The gleaming lighthouse of smoked glass, with its steep membership dues crashed the hopes of the financially insecure while guiding the social elites safely through its ornate brass doors. Logan had simply called it a second playground throughout his childhood. His parents frequented the events hosted here. He and his younger brother learning to master, as it were, the allegiances forged in influence and status. Ava detested the place.

      “Already bossing me around,” Logan teased.

      She glanced over her shoulder; her mouth turned up at the corners. “If need be.”

      Yes, they were late to the party, but to his credit, Ava sported a satisfied glow courtesy of a celebratory ride on the hood of the car. Man, he’d loved having a garage. After the impromptu 365 DNI sex scene on the Lexus, they’d ran upstairs, laughing, sweaty, and once again on even footing. Their showers happened fast. The wardrobe changes even faster. He wondered who or what had upset her earlier in the day, but her mood had improved. They still needed to have that talk. But he pushed his questions about Ava’s unexpected visit aside… for now.

      Her steps slowed as they approached the archway outside the Palm Ballroom. “I can’t believe I let you talk me into ‘that’ an hour before our own party.”

      “Don’t remember much talking,” he chuckled, lengthening his stride to match her pace.  And if he had his way tonight, there’d be even less. Ava’s one-shouldered white column dress hugged her curves, the silhouette filled his imagination with wicked intent. Her figure had always appealed to him, but the fuller breasts and shapely contours had him salivating. She pivoted in his direction, the sweep of her dress fanned out giving him a clear view of toned, silky leg through the high slit.

      “Can you at least pretend to be contrite?”

      Pausing for a beat to drink in his woman, he reached for her hand and pulled her into his arms. Their bodies migrated together, a magnetic pull sealing them from chest to hip. Logan looked down into her upturned face.

      “Slipping me the tongue in front of everybody, sweetheart,” he groaned low in her ear, “is a dog whistle for I want some of that.”

      “Logan,” Ava huffed, “your mother will lock us out. Well,” she said reaching up to adjust his black bow tie before smoothing her palms over his lapels, “she’d let you in.”

      History dictated he not broach the subject now. But allowing Ava to breeze past the real reason she felt the need to rush to their announcement party would open the door for her to minimize it later.

      “Sweetheart,” he whispered, tightening his arm around her waist, “Relax. Doctor’s orders.”

      Three slow deep inhales later Ava’s shoulders dropped away from her ears.

      “I know—it’s just—,”

      Bending his knees, Logan brought them face-to-face.

      “The only person who matters to me is you.” He tucked a loose curl behind her ear. “I want you for my wife so damn bad.”

      But that was only half of Logan’s feelings. He needed to make Ava his. Maybe then the pit that threatened to snatch away his happiness would cease to exist.

      Pressing her forehead to his, “I hope you feel,” she breathed, “the same about our baby.”

      Logan’s heart thudded in his chest at the same time the blood rushed to his head. “Ava mine,” he stammered, “are we—are you pregnant?”

      Ava carried his child. His woman carried his son or daughter. His protective instincts pulled out the Universal Soldier gear. Nothing and no one would hurt Ava or their child.

      “I am,” she smiled. “You’re going to be a daddy.”

      Soaking up her words like a sun-dried sponge, his lungs expanded, life-changing purpose entering his body. How pathetic was he? He wanted to whisk Ava away. Protect her and the baby. Nothing was after them. So why did he feel like he was running an unchartered race he had to win? He grabbed her hand. “Let’s go tell the world I’m the man and we’re getting hitched.”

      Ava cradled his jaw, scrubbing manicured nails through his beard.  “Have I told you how cute you are when you’re excited?”

      “Cats are cute,” Logan grinned. “My lioness is carrying my cub. That makes me king.” When he slid his hand lower to cup her bottom, Ava reached around and pried his fingers off.

      “You utter one syllable about this baby before I tell my parents and it’s no sex for a week.”

      “Hey,” he protested, “that’s cruel and excessive punishment.”

      Releasing him, she said, “There’s more where that came from, king.” He let out a laugh. “Now let’s go before I have to slap your multi-million-dollar endowed hands again.”

      “When we get home, I’m going to strip that catch me-screw me dress off you,” he nipped at her ear, “and make you pay.”

      She gave a wiggle of her derriere. “I hope so, daddy.”

      The saucy woman actually wanted him to spank her ass. Behind his zipper, Logan’s cock pulsed, eager for the private party he had planned. Down boy. He’d give the party three hours, and then ghost. They strode forward, greeting members of the Shell Cove elite with a wave and a smile. Logan reached for the brass door ring, flexing his biceps to swing the massive hinges open before guiding Ava inside with one hand at the small of her back. Inside the ballroom, LED balloons lined the spiral staircase to the roof. A giant storyboard with the words Happily Ever After Party listed his and Ava’s special dates — the date they met — their first date —that first kiss — the day he popped the big question. The last entry had a golden question mark formed with interlocking wedding bands with a blank line next to the words, I DO. Logan ventured a glance in Ava’s direction. Quiet and still she absorbed every detail. Waiters circled tables depositing salad plates, removing stainless-steel plated entrees of filet mignon with balsamic glaze, braised lamb shanks with parsnips, and wild sea bass with sautéed bacon. His mother had planned a society page worthy affair.

      “It’s beautiful, Logan,” she said, her voice as far away as her thoughts. Family was paramount to Ava. Being with him, she witnessed firsthand that all mothers were not nurturing and supportive like Ariss Walters. Honestly, after Ava’s initial encounter with Maribelle he thanked everything holy that she still spoke to him. The pianist hit a note and the refrain of The Way You Look Tonight. Logan glanced down to see Ava smiling. Maybe, Maribelle was trying to make amends. She knew how important this woman was to him. How could his mother create this fairytale night if she didn’t care for Ava? And soon, she’d be Grandma Maribelle.

      “It is,” he murmured, his gaze on her. Forcing out a breath he didn’t realize he was holding, he disconnected from the widening pit in his gut. Ava looked happy. That’s all that mattered.

      Logan spotted Darwin standing with his back propped against the exit door. Six feet of toned muscle, with his blond strands sheared to a military high and tight made his brother look more like hired security than an invited guest. Rebecca Lynn, his wife of eighteen months, stood close by. Tugging Ava’s hand, he led them between makeshift serving lanes offering minimal conversation as they went.

      The men clapped each other on the back while the women embraced.

      “Ava,” Rebecca Lynn beamed, her blonde hair in a sleek chignon. “You look fabulous.”

      Logan grinned. Yes, he had the total package with Ava.

      “So, do you. The green makes your eyes sparkle,” Ava said in reply. “Have you seen my folks?”

      His sister-in-law and former girlfriend wore a satiny green mermaid cut dress with over-the-shoulder lace and sequins. Darwin had paired his black tuxedo with a complementary bow tie, ribbed cummerbund pairing.

      “Your parents and Granny Lou are mingling,” Rebecca Lynn gave her husband a co-conspirator glance. “We all thought it better to scramble and cover the entire room to keep Maribelle from searching for you. She’s busy eavesdropping on everyone’s conversations.”

      “Oh my, seriously, thank you,” Ava laughed.

      Looking at the adoring glances shared between Rebecca Lyn and his brother, Logan was glad he’d ended his platonic business arrangement with the woman. Again, their allegiances had been encouraged, sanctioned even, by his mother. She wanted a permanent Masters-Holbrook allegiance. Unbeknownst to the family, Darwin had seduced the slightly older Rebecca in high school.

      “Late to your own party, brother?” Darwin laughed, his Caribbean blue eyes crinkling at the corners. “And is that a glow on your face.”

      Damn, he wanted to tell everybody he was going to be a father. Should he mention the baby? Nope. Ava asked him to hold his tongue, but he wanted to whip that smirk off his face. As the younger sibling, Darwin had inherited the obligatory smart mouth. A concession not afforded the first-born. Not expecting an answer, Darwin gave him a knowing smile.

      “Better late than sexually repressed.”

      Darwin gave a hearty laugh, thumping Logan on the chest. “See,” he cocked his head, “I wasn’t going there.”

      Returning the gesture, Logan grinned at his best ally when it came to Maribelle. “Nothing like the love of a good woman.”

      “Agreed.  But I’m sure our mother will be underwhelmed with your explanation.”

      Logan relaxed. “Nothing new there.”

      “True,” he nodded. “That’s why we hung in the back the room. Just in case I needed to be the next song and dance show after she stops shooting daggers at Dad and Tyson O’Connor.”

      Logan jerked his head back. “Tyson’s here?”

      “You invite him?” his brother asked.

      It was interesting how the man had infiltrated their lives. He had forwarded his father a text about the endowment. Maybe, Robert Lee extended an invitation in gratitude for his generosity. It had been his father’s international connections that had secured Tyson Adventis’s investment in SCMC.

      “No,” Logan shot back. But that didn’t explain why the billionaire kept showing up.

      “Speaking of strangers at a wedding, who’s the woman watching mom?”

      She was older than Maribelle, but her brown skin was flawless. Salt and pepper gray hair twisted in an elegant sweep gave of a defiant, yet regal vibe. Moments later she confirmed Logan’s assumptions when caught in a blatant assessment of her right to be in attendance, she lifted one hand, waved, and then offered a mock toast.

      “You see this?”

      Darwin didn’t speak, just nodded. Logan was about to ask his brother’s thoughts on the matter when the PA system screeched louder than a banshee. Everyone covered their ears.

      “Sorry about that,” Sam Holbrook said, clearing his throat. “Folks, please start moving towards your seats. We’ll start in ten minutes.”

      Rebecca Lynn, seeing her dad at the mic, stood a little taller. She had reason to be proud.

      Logan looked over to see Rebecca Lynn smiling at her husband. “Daddy looks great, doesn’t he?”

      Darwin squeezed his wife’s shoulder, and then pulled her back into the safety of his arms.

      “Yeah, he does, B.”

      “For the top cover you owe me a twelve pack of Titleist Pro-V1’s.”

      Logan arched a brow. “If the alarm saved me. How does that earn you a set of balls?”

      “Please, never say those words to me, together in the same sentence. To answer your question, I mentioned the interview, Monique’s final surgery, and the endowment no less than three times,” he said, mock punching Logan in the arm.

      “Fair enough,” Logan said in an equally mocking tone. “I owe you.”

      It wouldn’t be the first time Darwin had come to his rescue with their parents. Of the two, Logan personified his mother’s temper and his father’s stubbornness.

      “You owe me plenty,” Darwin corrected. “The news coverage and all the calls from her country club cronies helped. But, an intruder alarm on one of the lower floors saved your neck from mom’s diamond-encrusted chopping block.”

      Logan groaned. “Whatever.”

      Since meeting Ava, his relationship with Maribelle had reached a breaking point. His father and Darwin had tried their best to run interference. But Maribelle refused to relinquish her unprovoked dislike of Ava. Logan came prepared to wage war on his bride-to-be’s behalf.

      “Nice picture of you and Monique on the courier’s website, brother.”

      Logan had received a text messages from a few board members lapping up the publicity of Kylie’s impromptu blog post. A smiling Monique looking at Logan with hero worship wide eyes had racked up the social media views.

      “Thanks,” he shrugged.

      Darwin’s brow lifted. “The ‘I birthed the best son’ bragging rights should keep you out of the frying pan for at least another ten minutes.”

      His brother was half right. In a room where three hundred tuxedoed and floor-length gowned guests swarmed like hungry locusts from one power circle to the next, Maribelle found them in five minutes flat.

      “You’re late.” His mother’s brisk tone as well as her white chiffon wrapped body blocking the doorway brought them to an abrupt halt. Dear heaven, Ava specifically asked that guests not wear white. Great… his mother had missed the be on your best behavior memo.

      Logan frowned. “And, you’re sober.”

      Bourbon had been the breakfast of champions for his mother. And, apparently, the perfect lunchtime snack, and full dinner menu. In college, Logan had his own struggles with alcohol. Finding his fiancée and best friend in bed, had driven him into a whiskey bottle. The more he drank, the sooner the images of Brooke and Dusty had floated away. That was long before Ava. More of his past she didn’t need to know.

      “And now that you two have the facts out of the way,” his father, Robert Lee, said solemnly, “can we celebrate my son’s upcoming wedding?”

      His mother spun to face Robert Lee. “Do you always have to side with him, Lee? How am I the bad one, here?”

      Maybe, because she rarely did anything that didn’t benefit her, first. Gosh, his mother acted insane at times. Thank goodness his father’s presence combatted a modicum of the lunacy that was his mother.

      “You want an answer?” Logan growled.

      And the all-seeing eye was back on him. As a kid his mother’s beauty—porcelain smooth skin, lush golden hair, and generous affection had enthralled him. His father had looked on his young wife with a love that bordered idolatry. That was over now. The once tranquil blue of his mother’s irises had been obliterated by self-importance and years of belligerence. This woman resembled the loving mother of his youth, but she, like her beauty, had been tainted. Their relationship had been reduced to a series of verbal exchanges, most of them sharp enough to draw blood.

      “What I want you to answer is why Kylie called me. You refused to let her cover the wedding? Then why am I doing all this?” she gestured to the expansive room.

      “For me,” he rumbled.

      “Huh,” Maribelle glared at Ava, “I taught you better. She’s influenced you, hasn’t she?”

      Next to him, Ava went ridged. Not with fear, no. The air actually heated around her. Think Phoenix from the X-Men unleashing level five mutant powers. Logan sensing the epic battle on the horizon, squeezed Ava’s hand in a show of solidarity.

      “Damn it, mom.” Red exploded in his vision. For the first time in his life he wanted to pick his mom up, deposit her outside, and lock the door. He struggled to maintain control. Several of their guests gave their tense circle the side eye, so he couldn’t lose his shit. If his mother persisted, shit would be lost.

      Ava shook off his hand.

      “Our wedding is for Logan and me to proclaim our love before God. Not for a headline.”

      “Bless your naive heart,” Maribelle mused, a twisted smirk on her cosmetically resurfaced skin. “No one asked your opinion.”

      Ava blinked. Then, she blinked again. Oh, shit. Logan knew this look. She was furious and struggling to contain her emotions.

      “Belle,” Robert Lee hissed. “Shut up.”

      Logan stepped forward ready to do battle. Ava avoided confrontation with his mother out of respect. Those good girl Southern roots ran true and deep in her family. Logan didn’t give a damn. Respect had to be earned. His temper ignited as fast as his mother’s and he welcomed the burning fury. To his surprise, Ava interjected.

      “If I see that reporter anywhere near my wedding, you both can watch the ceremony from outside.”

      Color rose in his mom’s cheeks. “Excuse me, young lady,” she said, indignant, “No one will keep me from my son’s wedding.”

      “Two or three able-bodied bouncers can be arranged.” Looking to him, Ava asked, “I need to find my parents. Where’s our table, Logan?” She asked giving nothing away physically, but he heard the tension in her voice.

      “If I’m removed from your illustrious guest list,” her tone dripping with condescension, “there won’t be a wedding.” Maribelle’s voice climbed the decibel scale, the rate of release not allowing for interruption. “The club, cancelled. The penthouse suite, cancelled. The botanical gardens, cancelled. The caterers, cancelled.”

      Normally Logan strategized a level approach to dealing with the woman who’d given him life. Not tonight.

      “Mother if you try anything—.”

      Not a second later, Ava’s palm flattened against his chest. “I got this.” He watched as his cuddly kitten transformed into a lioness. “Fine by me. While you’re at it,” Ava said through pursed lips, “cancel yourself. Email me a confirmation; I wouldn’t want your return… cancelled.”

      Maribelle gasped. The steam engine that powered her mood boiled with fury. His father hung his head. “When will you learn, Belle?”

      “Logan,” Ava called his name, her tone firm and in command. “Let’s take our seats. I won’t be here long.”

      Logan didn’t miss how she trapped her lip between her teeth, stroking that old wound. The scar Marcus’s fist had caused. Ava resorted to the habit when she felt threatened or uncomfortable. Before he turned to leave, he gave Maribelle a pointed stare. “Don’t ever dismiss Ava. Consider this your warning.”

      Logan pulled Ava closer and slid his hands down to her hips. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” she breathed. When Ava wrapped her arms around him, he relaxed. “Let’s just make the announcement and go home.”

      “You sure?”

      She smiled up at him. “Positive.”

      No one, not even his mother, could dampen his spirits. But he was a little taken-aback. Ava had defended herself with a ferocity he’d never witnessed. She must have had a zinger of a day in the office. Watching the scene between her and Maribelle reiterated how important it was for him to know the secret she harbored. Not for lack of trust, rather he wouldn’t allow her to carry the burden alone.

      Looking straight ahead, Logan focused on the master of ceremony taking the stage. Glancing over at his parents, he saw his Dad pull his mom in for a hug. Ava followed his line of sight.

      He pointed to his parents. His parent’s marriage had as many valleys as peaks, but they’d stayed together for forty-five years. “That’s going to be us on the stage in fifty years.”

      Ava turned in his arms until she faced him. He bent at the waist, lowering his head until their forehead’s touched. Immediately his body responded in need, his muscles tightening.

      “I love you so much, Dr. Masters,” she whispered. “I’m not being mean, but we’d better have a happier marriage than your parents or I’m packing my things when we get home.”

      Logan laughed. “That will never happen.”

      She couldn’t leave him. He wouldn’t ever let that happen. Two hours later, Logan had the Lexus parked in one of the handicap spots and was climbing out. Hey, it was after nine and their party was the only event. He would be gone before security noticed the violation.

      Just as Ava exited the swinging doors, a waiter ran up to her, handing her a single flower with lavender blooms. She stared down at the gift, a furrow between her brows. What was up with the flowers? Even with all the drama surrounding his mother they’d managed to have a good time. The food, the wine, the live band had been stellar. With this woman he felt a vulnerability, yet her every touch strengthened him while making his legs wobble. A flash of metal caught Logan’s attention.

      “Ava,” Logan yelled, his feet already moving faster in her direction. “Behind you.”

      He was running now. Logan’s heart lurched in his chest when he saw the knife blade. Adrenaline surged in his veins powering his movement.

      “Logan,” she screamed. He had to protect Ava. Protect the baby.

      In a powerful burst of speed, Logan pushed off his back foot, propelling his body forward. He reached her, throwing his hand up to block the attacker’s blade just as it slashed at Ava’s belly.
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      Running astride, Ava stumbled, her four-inch heels losing purchase on the slick floors. Grabbing one of the guard rails, she righted herself.

      Damn it. Keep up, Ava. No time to play the stumble and fall scream queen heroine from a nineteen eighties horror movie. Reaching down, she snatched off her Manolos, tossing them aside.

      Admittedly, this entire evening had been something akin to a nightmare. Worse yet, thinking about Logan’s blood loss she didn’t know how this would end.

      Her heart pounded in her chest. Real fear, guttural and rampant, drummed through her veins. Breathing in hurt like hell. Her throat raw from screams gone unanswered. In her mind she saw the slash of the blade. Again. And, again. The feel of Logan’s body shuddering with every penetrating blow would haunt her dreams forever. It should have been her. But he’d been there. Risking his life…to save her.

      She wouldn’t let him out of her sight. She couldn’t.

      Logan lay on his back.

      Too still.

      Too quiet.

      Yellow restraint straps crossed his chest, his hips and legs securing him upright as the emergency medical technicians propelled the gurney forward. She would keep him safe.

      Letting her eyes rove, Ava scanned Logan from head to toe.

      His ruddy blond locks were disheveled. A halo of white gauze surrounded his head to cover the gash to his head. The healthy bronze glow to his skin had been replaced with a grayish pallor. Dirty holes marred his once pristine white dress shirt. A few of the buttons had been torn free from the fabric. And then, there was blood. Too much blood on the piles of oilated gauze to his chest wound. She moved lower, fixing her stare on his limbs. A collage of bright red circles soaked the bulky dressing to his right arm. Ava swallowed. For a surgeon, a hand injury could be more fatal than a gun wound.

      The glass doors hissed apart. They barreled through the SCMC emergency department’s ground floor entrance, the cold, medicinal air slammed into her, chilling her icy skin more. With each rotation of the wheels, there was a ticking sound, counting down the explosion in her head. As the familiar sounds of the hospital — ringing phones, beeping monitors, dozens of conversations hidden behind drawn curtains — Ava fought to hold onto the details of the attack.

      She looked down at her trembling hands. They were covered in blood. Logan’s blood.  She’d pressed her bare hands against his chest wound, praying the bleeding would stop.

      It hadn’t.

      Her once white gown, now hung in tattered folds of sheer material. Like poisonous flowers the sight of the dirt and blood splatter dragged her back to that portico.

      The flower.

      Lavender blooms just like the bouquet she’d received at the office.

      The moving shadow.

      Who was he? The large figure, dressed in midnight, had tackled Logan, his weight enough to keep them both pinned down. It was definitely a man who attacked them.

      The glinting blade.

      He’d aimed for her, but in the end, hurting Logan had been his focus. So, was she…or Logan the true target? Maybe, both.

      Logan running to save her.

      The force of him shoving her to the ground.

      Their bodies slamming against the stone.

      The paralyzing pain shooting through her arm and hip.

      The weight of him shielding her body while risking his own.

      So many unanswered questions? Yet, her brain kept returning to one.

      Why?

      The stranger had attacked with such menace. The hatred and rage as palpable as the weapon he wielded. Ava’s fear-boggled mind struggled to wrap her head around the pure evil behind the cowardly act.

      Who would want to hurt her? It had been dark. Everything had happened so fast. But even still.

      Logan’s eyes closed. And, this time they didn’t open.

      “Logan!” Ava screamed. “Ethan. Dr. Kane, please.” she sobbed, “Someone find Ethan. Now.”

      Tyson stalked in behind her, taking charge. Commanding some, he dictated to others.  His deep masculine voice reached her before he did.

      “You focus on Logan. I’ll get the doctor here.”

      She didn’t think so. Tyson was kind and generous. His need to protect as obvious as Logan’s. Her man and this one was alike. Confident, commanding, and caring. Even Tyson’s arresting green eyes reminded her of Logan. Ava was grateful Tyson and his brother, Maximus, had been there to manage the frenzied crowd, to keep Robert Lee from crumbling.

      Nurses and patient care technicians ran towards them. Why did it seem as if everything was happening at half speed? Some gasped when they recognized it was Dr. Masters, covered in blood. They were escorted to a private trauma suite. The gurney positioned in the middle of the room; the headboard moved close to the wall.

      Three years on nursing staff in this hospital, she knew which doctors to call in a crisis, and the ones to avoid. Ethan Kane was the best acute & emergency medicine physician on staff.

      “Ava, sweetheart,” came Logan’s strained voice. He pulled at the mask piping oxygen into his nose and mouth. “Are you hurt?”

      Even through his pain Ava saw his love for her reflected in his glazed-over green eyes.

      She leaned over his bedside. “No,” she shook her head vehemently, “you saved me. Here, baby. Keep your mask on.”

      He tried to talk, but a strangled cough abruptly ended his sentence. Pain laced each word and Ava bit the inside of her cheek to squelch the wall of emotions threatening to break free.

      He reached for her, seeming to recognize his bandaged hand for the first time.

      “I love—,” Logan grunted. Where was Ethan?

      “Shh, baby. I love you so much.”

      “I’m here. I’m here.” Ethan Kane appeared at Ava’s side. His dark eyes attentive, assessing his patient and the situation without a word. His dark hair was pushed back from his forehead. He sported blue scrubs, rubber Crocs on his feet, and a five o’clock shadow on his angular jaw.

      “Oh, thank you God,” the words came out in a rush. “During the attack, he hit his head. He can’t stay awake.” She switched into nursing mode, relaying pertinent information regarding the transport, Logan’s vital signs, oxygen liters, infused fluids, and the initial physical assessment prior to transport. To Ethan’s credit, he let her ramble. His expression remained neutral, allowing her the illusion of being useful.

      “I’ll do everything I can, Ava,” he said, giving her shoulder a squeeze.

      She got the message. To do his job he needed her to remain calm and stay clear of the patient. Her feet were rooted in place. She circled to the opposite side of the bed. Slipping her head under the side rail she threaded her fingers through Logan’s.

      “His hand,” she choked back the sob.

      “I know. I’ll look.” he gave a solemn nod. “I paged the general and neurovascular surgery. The blood bank too. We will do everything we can.”

      She watched as Ethan completed his evaluation. Logan had fallen quiet again. With his eyes closed and his utter stillness, she felt like a part of her had joined him. A part of her lay still, and quiet, and angry. With his stethoscope he listened while the staff inserted an additional intravenous line and hung a third bag of normal saline. The oxygen tubing was disconnected from the portable tanks and plugged into the wall supply.

      “Logan,” Ethan pulled a pair of black handled bandage scissors from his pocket.

      Logan blinked; his eyes unfocused until they found hers.

      “Stay…with…me,” he rasped, she felt him squeeze her fingers and she tightened her hold on his left hand.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” she said, voice filled with determination.

      Donning gloves, Ethan began to cut away the hand dressing. “I’m sure we can—,”

      They both gasped. Cuts, multiple and bloody covered the back of Logan’s hand.

      “Oh my God, Ethan….” She trailed off.

      The second and third fingers to his dominant hand hung twisted and mangled like a train wreck without survivors.

      Ava threw a palm over her mouth. Trapping the wail inside. What if Logan couldn’t operate again?

      The sound of fast moving clamored behind her. She heard the voices of her best friends, Lina James Rice and Janna Williamson Wright, first. And then there were the families. Maribelle’s wailing could be heard above the patient monitoring machinery. The door to the room flew open. In the corridor, Ava could see her Granny Lou had family and friends in a prayer circle. Logan wasn’t spiritual, but Ava would welcome a big dose of divine intervention.

      “He’s my son,” Maribelle screeched. “I should be with him. Not her.”

      Ava couldn’t do this now. She realized Maribelle hurt as much as she did, but all Ava heard was demands. And just like Ava had accepted years ago when she made a mistake with Marcus Grant, when it came to Maribelle Masters, she couldn’t fix riff raff. After tonight, she’d lost interest in hoping to make nice. Her patience ended at the sight of Logan’s blood.

      Maribelle marched straight up to Ava. “Get out,” she snapped.

      “Look,” Ava faced off, “Maribelle.”

      “How dare you speak to me. This is your fault. You’re the reason my son is fighting for his life. You will destroy his life,” Maribelle gestured to the bed, “you already have.”

      Ava lost the reins on her hurt, pain, and fear, and she unleashed on Maribelle. “My fault? You hateful witch,” Ava exclaimed, her voice carrying. “You did this to him… to us.” The argument at the party. Their need to escape. It had all been Maribelle. It was always Maribelle.

      “Ladies,” Ethan bellowed.

      “How dare you,” Maribelle hissed. The heart monitor alarm started, chiming. Logan started to struggle, his big body pulling against the restraints. Darwin, Tyson, Maximus, Robert Lee, and the older black woman that no knew appeared in the door.

      All of a sudden, alarms sounded in the room. There was a rustle of moving limbs behind her. Ava pivoted and gasped in shock. Logan’s injured body bolted upright, his blood-shot irises ablaze with fury.

      “Another word to Ava, you’ll deal with me,” he growled, low and menacing.

      Everyone in the room froze, except her.

      She lowered her forehead to his, stroking the sallow skin covering his swollen jaw. Careful of his head, she cradled his face and ever so gently guided his big body down to the mattress. “Shh, I’m here baby.”

      He immediately quieted and her heart started beating again.

      “Ava, let go,” Ethan said. “We need to stabilize him. He needs blood.”

      “Never.” She couldn’t. Logan needed her. But he also needed a blood transfusion. Too little blood to have the surgery. And it would take time to get enough of O-, the rarest of blood types in stock. “We need him.” And then she lowered her mouth to his ear. Ava told him their baby needed him. Her last words were of them being parents together, and that he’d be a wonderful father.

      “If he needs blood take mine.”

      It was Tyson. Why would he do —

      The doctor cut her off.

      “We should start with blood relatives first, Ethan,” she stated matter-of-factly.

      “I know. Maximus and I are his brothers. His older brothers.”

      Ava shot her eyes to Robert Lee, and then Maribelle. The older woman’s eyes were clear and focused, not surprised. Now that all three men stood close together. Ava could she the resemblance. Like Logan and Darwin, the two brothers were at least six feet tall. Tyson and Maximus had their father’s vivid green eyes. Logan’s eyes. The Irishmen were broader, well-muscled, their hair redder than Logan’s rustic blond mane. Four brothers. Big. Beautiful. Brilliant.

      “What?” Darwin said, his voice gruff with disbelief. “Dad?”

      “Not another word,” Maribelle growled. “You two are not brothers to my sons.”

      Resolute. Robert Lee, on the other hand, looked relieved.

      “I was married before your mother,” Robert Lee blurted out. “Tyson is the oldest. Logan and Maximus are in the middle, and then you.”

      Darwin’s expression hardened. Like her, he’d done the math. If the other three were the oldest, that meant Robert Lee had cheated with another woman during his marriage to Maribelle.

      “You cheated on my mom?”

      “No,” Robert Lee said without a hint of emotion. “I divorced her.”

      Maribelle spun to face her husband. “I’ll never forgive you for this, Lee.”

      By Maribelle’s pained expression, Ava doubted the prideful woman wanted anyone to know that she wasn’t Robert Lee’s first love. There was not room in Maribelle’s twisted world to share. Not even love. The fact that he’d actually filed for a divorce was an added sting. So, what led to the reconciliation?

      Just then the older elegant black woman from the party chimed in. “You wouldn’t forgive Jesus if he crossed you, Maribelle. Logan needs us now, your attention-seeking will have to wait.”

      Everyone paused. Even the air in the room quieted. Ava waited for Maribelle’s retribution. And waited. And waited some more. Nothing. Maribelle’s gaze was downcast as if she were a scorned child. Mouth agape Ava stared in disbelief. Everyone regarded the stranger with a new appreciation. Who was this woman?

      “I’m sorry,” Ava said, “who are you?”

      “Marianne,” she stated as if that answered the question. When they waited expectantly, she added, “I’m Logan’s aunt,” she tilted her head in Maribelle’s direction, “and this one’s big sister.”

      Whoa. Maribelle Masters had a bi-racial sister? Did Logan know any of this?

      “Half-sister.” Maribelle stated having shaken off her stupor.

      “Still sisters,” Marianne retorted, not the least bit ruffled. “These my blood too.”

      “Yes,” Ava piped in; decision made. Logan respected Tyson and he wouldn’t reject a member of his family. “Thank you, Tyson, Maximus. Ms. Marianne.”

      “You,” Maribelle pointed a shaky finger in Ava’s direction. “you are not family. This is not your decision to make.”

      Ava stood to her feet, her temper flaring. “I’ll do anything to help Logan. Including tearing into you. If you try to interfere, I will—,”

      Ariss Walters must have had enough because she appeared in the door.

      “Mom?” Ava questioned.  Dark curls hung to her shoulders. She’d removed her pearl earrings and formal footwear, but still wore her peach-colored gown. Since her engagement to Logan, her parents had been struggling with Ava’s independence. Marcus’s abuse had led her to seek the refuge of home. A move her parents embraced. As a result, they had more influence in her decisions compared to other thirty-year-olds.

      “Maribelle,” Ariss called. “We’ve all been listening to you rant. If you say or do one more thing to upset my daughter, you’ll answer to me.”

      Used to Ariss’s more tactful approach to conflict, everyone quieted at the very real momma bear aggression. As if physically affronted, Maribelle stumbled back a step. With a lift to her chin, the rebuffed socialite opened her mouth.

      “Don’t test me,” Ariss warned. “Both our children are hurting. You need to simmer down. Logan needs his mother, not a bully trying to tear his family apart when he needs them most.”

      The tension racking Ava’s body eased. “Thanks, mom. I appreciate—,”

      All of a sudden pain, sharp and cramping, crashed into Ava. “Oh, God.” Her body doubled over of its own accord, and she listed to the side.

      “Baby,” her mom screamed.

      Darwin moved fast, his strong arms captured her waist and held her steady. Ava felt her body sway, and then her legs gave way. “Ava, what’s wrong?”

      Pain tore through her abdomen instantaneously causing her to cry out. The baby.

      “Please, be careful,” she whispered for his ears only, “I’m pregnant.”
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      The clanging alarm of a heart monitor pulled Logan from sleep. With more effort than it should take, he cracked open his eyelids. A disorienting swirl of colors country line danced through his vision. Through the moving cloud he took in the too bright lights, the observation window, and the nursing station on the other side. He slammed his lids down hoping to slow the abstract painting obscuring his sight. Something was wrong. Moments later his delayed nerve endings solved the mystery. He was on the wrong side of a hospital bed. What the hell had happened?

      “He’s awake,” a woman whispered. It was his mom.

      “Open your eyes, son.”

      That was his father.

      Nope, not doing that. His body hurt like he’d been in traction for months. Every part of him felt roped and tied.

      Breathing in, the familiar scents of Betadine, citrus, and disinfectant bombarded his nostrils. Not home, the hospital. He tried to sit up, but a sharp pain ripped through his upper chest and arm. Panting, he collapsed back onto a pillow of cotton.

      He gritted his teeth. That hurt.

      Logan felt moisture gathering behind his…eyes. Like hell would he cry. Adjusting his shoulder, he winced. His upper body felt as if a dozen free weights had been soldered to each joint. Slowly he lifted again, surprised when cold air hit his skin. He realized the center of his back was bare. A hospital johnny?

      He shook his head forcing his addled brain to work. Ava. Where was Ava?

      Lids slammed shut, Logan reached out in search of Ava but found empty space. Where was she? He needed to remember something important. Centering his energy, he inhaled, seeking her warm vanilla scent. But the room held no hint of her sweetness. Panicked, Logan ground his molars against the onslaught of swirling nausea and opened his eyes. Wood laminate covered the walls. A flat-screen television hung suspended from the ceiling with an in-room mini-bar underneath. He recognized the room, the SCMC VIP hospital suite.

      Logan curled the fingers on his left hand into a fist. He needed to focus. He had to get to Ava.

      Blurry figures, like cardboard cutouts, formed a semi-circle around his bed. His mother and father stood at opposite ends of his blanket covered feet, both with deep furrows etched in their faces. Darwin sat off in the far corner, Rebecca Lynn asleep in his arms. Logan frowned at the two unexpected faces in the room. Tyson stood alone, sleeves rolled up, his suit jacket over his arm. He wore a pensive expression. Beside the billionaire stood a man who had to be his brother. Their piercing green eyes, the Tormund Giantbane red hair, and the sheer size of both men. They looked like Game of Thrones extras. To his surprise, the older woman from the party. The one who had waved at him sat in the chair closest to his bedside.

      Logan cataloged each face he saw, and the one he didn’t. His pulse began to race, the blood icing in his veins. Where was Ava? Had she been hurt?

      “Ava,” he croaked, “where—….”

      His throat ached worse than a bad tooth and his normal baritone rang out rusty and unused.

      “Don’t try to talk, son.” His father’s voice sounded tired, as if he’d been talking for hours. “Ava’s okay.”

      With one hand he felt the space beside him. His sense of touch told him something had to be off. If what his father said were true, then why wasn’t Ava here? The coolness against his fingertips meant she hadn’t been at his side.

      Opening his eyes, he looked at his brother. “Want Ava,” he rasped. “Need. To. See her.”

      Rebecca Lynn shifted in Darwin’s arms. “Stay here,” she whispered. “I’ll go and bring her down.”

      His sister-in-law came over and squeezed his hand before exiting the room. “Glad you’re back among the living.”

      Logan’s brain felt scrambled, but he caught the pensive expressions on the occupants of the room. If his family was here, that meant Ava’s family must be with her. Alarm bells blared in his skull. “Why isn’t she here, Dad?”

      “She took a spill in the emergency room, Logan. You just lay back till she gets here.”

      Logan cautiously turned his head to the right, following the unfamiliar voice. It was the woman, the stranger. Her salt and pepper hair hung in silvery sheets now. Up close, her complexion looked tawnier than tanned, maybe of Hispanic or bi-racial descent. She still wore the same jade colored chiffon lace gown, but a bandage to her right arm tainted the effect. Had she been injured too?

      “Who…” His throat hurt like hell. Logan swallowed, trying to moisten the sawdust coating his airways, and then tried again to ask his question. “Who are you?”

      Unblinking she said, “I’m Marianne Hollister. You don’t remember, but I was there at your birth. I came back when your mother needed my help caring for you,” she smiled.

      Why would Maribelle call a friend when his father had always been attentive to him and Darwin? None of this made sense.

      “Just know your grandfather and my mother have known each other since Moses hitched a ride on the Nile.”

      Logan wanted to laugh, but it hurt to blink. Maribelle limited contact with her estranged father. Maybe, when he got out of here, this woman could facilitate him reaching out to the relatives he’d never known. He liked Marianne Hollister. He thought her finished with the introduction, but she turned a bold stare at Maribelle and said, “Your mother and I are sisters.”

      Maribelle shot to her feet. “Not by choice,” she hissed.

      “As if fate or our father cares about your choices,” came Marianne’s quick reply. “Besides that, you called me.”

      Maribelle scowled. “For advice,” she snapped. “Not for a ‘guess who’s coming to dinner’ visit.”

      Marianne smiled, the resemblance between the two women strikingly obvious. “Get over it. I’m here, and we’re family.”

      What! What? Logan collapsed, his back landing against the fluffed pillows in silence. So, his mother had a bi-racial sister she had neglected to mention for thirty-nine years? He had woken up in a daytime soap opera?

      “Mom,” he said quietly, “why?”

      She touted the importance of family, but she’d alienated her sister.

      “Marianne has a family,” Maribelle rasped. “She couldn’t have mine.”

      What was she saying? That she was jealous. For heaven’s sake, how could she justify cutting ties with a sister who obviously cared about her well-being?

      “Dad, you knew about this?” Keeping secrets was so up Maribelle’s lane, but Robert Lee Masters was more transparent than cling wrap. One look at his father and Logan saw the guilt etched in the deep creases covering his face. Tyson shifted on his feet, clearly uncomfortable witnessing the interaction.

      The muscles across Logan’s chest and back bunched with unspoken tension. Something akin to shame reddened Maribelle’s complexion. Logan knew his mom. As much as she badgered his father into supporting her causes, this was wrong. He knew it. And so did she. He hated secrets. The damage wrought on his life by Brooke and Dusty haunted him to this day. He recognized the same vacant look in Robert Lee’s gaze.

      “Wasn’t my story to tell,” his father muttered behind a tight expression.

      Darwin stared off in the distance and Tyson…Tyson O’Connor stood in the corner, arms crossed, and a scowl etched in his face. How would his benefactor process this new bit of information about his star researcher?

      Marianne, still relaxed in the visitor’s chair, pointed a finger at his mom in warning. “I know our daddy taught you to respect family and truth, Belle.”

      His mom stammered. “It wasn’t your place to tell my son anything.”

      Marianne huffed. “Hah, we’re getting too old to hide from the realities of life. The boy is in danger, and he needs his family—all of us. There’s peace in accepting things as they are, as it’s given to us. Stop fighting so hard against the choices you can’t change. Maybe you’d be more pleasant to be around if you appreciated what you have, baby sister.”

      Okay, no one spoke to his mom with that kind of authority. Before he could ask Aunt Marianne why she’d disappeared from their lives or why his grandfather stayed away, the door opened.

      Logan looked up. “Ava.”

      Her face was devoid of makeup and her damp curls flowed over her shoulder covering her scrub top. The shirt tucked at the waist with the drawstring on the faded green hospital pants looped in a double knot. Her exam had been completed. Good. She looked delicate, determined, and brave.

      He questioned why she wasn’t sharing this suite with him. There was plenty of space. Darwin would’ve known he didn’t want her out of his sight. Even unconscious he needed her near.

      “Yes, baby.” That was Ava’s voice, soft, in control, but weary. “I’m here.”

      She closed the door, pausing to look him over. He must be in bad shape if Ava called him baby. His woman kept her affection for him private. While he craved her touch and words of affirmation, she showed her love with acts of service. Yep, guess some of that stuff from Blessed Life marriage counseling stuck. A clump of hair lay matted to the side of her face as if she had just gotten out of bed, the twisted non-skid yellow socks covering her feet applied in a hurry.

      Their eyes met. Relief, raw and fierce, lit her brown gaze, but her lip was tucked between her teeth. Seeing her tears threatening to fall, Logan opened his arm, motioning her forward.

      Logan didn’t miss the dismissive eye roll Maribelle shot in Ava’s direction. He’d check that behavior as soon as he saw to Ava.

      Logan moved to sit up, wincing in pain, but not caring. Ava walked to him, her steps measured and slow. His jaw tightened. She was in pain.

      She settled her forehead against his, “Thank God you’re okay,” she croaked on a broken sob.

      “You.” He ran his left hand over her hair, pushing the tangled strands away from her face.  Swallowing around the soreness in his throat, he tried again to get the words out. “You…okay?” God, let her say yes. If he’d failed her, Logan didn’t think he could look at himself in the mirror.

      With trembling fingers Ava caressed his cheek then his chest. Lingering over the bandage there, she shut her lids tight as if barricading her mind from a horrific memory.

      He felt her grip his hand. “Yes, Logan,” she said releasing a shaky exhale. “A few bruises that’s all. You saved me.”

      Logan smiled, feeling the planes of his face relax. When the room cleared, he’d soothe her every ache with his kiss. He gritted his teeth as he made room for her to join him on the bed.

      “Who…was it?”

      She climbed in bed, settling against him, seeking comfort. His body instantly responded. Even broken and with narcotics pumping through his veins, he recognized this woman as his.

      Ava fell silent for moment before she answered, “He got away.”

      Cradling her head until it rested on his chest, he continued to touch her everywhere he could reach, assuring himself she was unharmed. Slowly, a pleasurable sensation shoved the pain aside.

      “What did you see?” Fury threatened to overtake Logan. Someone had tried to take Ava from him. That truth pained him more than his physical injuries.

      “I didn’t see his face. I’m sorry. It all happened so fast,” she sniffled.

      Why was she apologizing? He was the one who’d almost been too late. He’d been so fixed on getting her home and beneath him, that he’d missed the threat. They’d been ambushed outside of Shell Cove’s most prestigious establishment. He assumed that an invitation-only event at one of the most, if not premiere establishments in the city precluded criminal activity. And wasn’t that the rub, that wealth somehow exempted them from one of man’s most primal instincts... to hunt. And he had been easy prey. Logan’s gut tightened. Ava could have been hurt — killed. The suspect was still at large. Ava was still in danger.

      “Shh,” he said trying to lift his hand. Wait. He couldn’t move his right hand. Logan’s heart started to jackhammer behind his ribcage. Licking his dry lips, he inhaled a deep breath, trying to quell the panic. The blaring alarm of an attached heart monitor told him his attempt had failed. He took stock of his torso, his limbs. Bandages covered his chest. A bag of blood hung from a stainless-steel IV pole. The attached plastic tubing formed to wide loops before connecting to a catheter to his left forearm. A large, bulky navy-blue splint was on his right hand with Velcro strips securing it in place. His dominant hand, his primary tool for surgery had been injured. Don’t panic. Slipping his arm from around Ava, he palpated his bandages and sucked in a breath when he touched his palm. He felt his jaw unhinge, slack with shock. Assessing each face in the room, he pleaded, wordlessly for answers.

      “What happened to my hand?” he asked everyone and no one.

      Logan felt the tremor in Ava’s fingers. One look at her downcast eyes and he knew it was bad.

      “Ava,” he said adjusting his head to better see her face. Though impossible, the sour taste of fear swirling in the room flooded his throat.

      Instead of answering the question, she said, “Let me get one of the doctors to explain.”

      He clamped down his grip on her fingers, ignoring the large bore IV needle shifting beneath his flesh. Even the small inconsequential puncture added to his physical irritation. “You explain it to me, sweetheart.”

      She was a nurse. Ava understood orthopedic injuries, especially after working with his team and Monique before she joined the Navy. If the news was as bad as he suspected, he would rather hear it first from his woman.

      “What the hell happened, Ava?” Could his ability to perform surgery be affected? Ava’s tears ran freely over her ashen cheeks.

      “You have a cu…cut to your hand.” Logan thought back to their departure, trying to picture his defense against the attacker. He’d tried to shield Ava with his body, unconcerned with where the blows rained down. “And another...”

      At first his mind was fuzzy. Images ran through his memory, but none of them connected to why his body hurt and his hand felt like a lead weight.

      “In my chest, right?”

      Ava hesitated, and Logan felt unease roil inside him.

      “Tell me,” he insisted.

      “Yes. The blade entered below your right clavicle. Thank God, it missed your lungs.”

      She tried to look away, but he captured her chin. “And?”

      A long sigh escaped on the tail end of a sob. “The doctors think you used your hand to block the blows. There are defensive wounds to your right hand and forearm.”

      “Oh,” he breathed. Superficial wounds shouldn’t interfere with his ability to return to the operating room. “Then, I will be fine.”

      The room fell unnaturally silent. Why hadn’t Ava agreed with him? “What else?”

      “Logan, please.” He heard the pleading in her voice. “Let me call for one of your surgeons.”

      “Fine.” Wait, had she said surgeons? His wounds had required emergency surgery. “Surgeons,” he parroted.

      With unblinking, watery eyes, she nodded.

      The air in his lungs froze. His hand had required a surgeon.

      “Logan, let Dr. Pierre talk with you about your prognosis.”

      Prognosis. Why did he need a prognosis for superficial wounds? Wait… Nariah Pierre, the only surgeon more skilled with a blade than Logan had been consulted on his case?

      He remembered pushing Ava out of the path of the blade. The pain of the sharp metal plunging into his flesh ignited. Strong. He had wrestled with his opponent. The guy was strong and comfortable with a blade. He wielded the knife with some skill. More memories began to surface. He’d said something to Logan, but what had it been? Frustrated with the effects of the drugs circulating through his system, Logan ran his left hand over his face.

      “How long was I under?”

      Ava understood the question. If he’d had surgery, how long he had been under anesthesia would give him some clue as to the seriousness of his injuries.

      “Eight hours,” she whispered.

      What? Unless he’d been cut with a machete, it didn’t take eight damn hours to repair a laceration. “How long have I been out?”

      Sympathy stole the last of Ava’s control and her face crumbled. His first instinct was to comfort her, but he needed to hear her answer.

      “About ten hours.”

      From Thursday to Friday, he’d lost almost a full day, a big hole in his conscious memory. Logan didn’t hesitate. He grabbed the call bell and started pounding on the button. When he shifted, black spots swam in front of his eyes. Wiggling his fingers had him wincing in pain. What did this mean for him holding a scalpel again?

      “May I help you, Doctor Masters?”

      He didn’t take his eyes off Ava. “Get whomever operated on my hand in this room in the next sixty seconds. Someone needs to explain what the hell was done to my surgical hand.”

      The nurse stammered a response, “Yes…yes, sir. I’ll page the physician right now.”

      He turned to Ava. “Call Lina. Tell her I want to talk with that cop brother of hers.” His family knew law enforcement officers who were higher up in the pecking order, but Logan trusted Bishop Cardar. Ava was his sister’s best friend. Bishop would understand Logan’s need to destroy the person responsible for the fear in his woman’s eyes.

      “Why?”

      He looked at his Ava. The thought that he’d failed to protect her was more painful than the wound inflicted in his chest.

      Logan glanced down at his bandaged hand, determination straightening his spine. “The attacker is not done.”
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      Logan hadn’t mentioned the baby. Either the drugs had dulled his memory or, Ava swallowed, the head injury had robbed him of the memory of the life they’d created, that he would be a father in five months. Inwardly her heart ached, knowing the precious gift had been ripped away, like a treasure chest robbed of its contents. Logan would want to hunt down their attacker the instant he was reminded of the pregnancy. She looked up, taking in each face, all of them creased with concern for them. Asking everyone who cared about Logan to leave the room could be considered rude. Considering how angry he appeared at his parents for depriving him of a relationship with his maternal aunt, she had to tell him…soon.

      The door opened behind her and everyone turned to see Bishop Cardar, dressed in his Shell Cove PD uniform enter the room.

      “You made a personal request?”

      Bishop and Lina were half-siblings. He was Lincoln James’s oldest child from his first wife. Lina, not knowing of her brother’s existence until three years ago, had worked diligently to foster the relationship. The former Marine was the epitome of tall, dark, and mouthwateringly handsome.

      “I did.”

      Logan’s voice held an edge that bordered on a growl. Ava understood how raw his emotions were. She felt the same jagged rush of pain, fear, anger over the attack coursing through her nerve endings. Ava stroked Logan’s left hand, using light touches to calm the anger rolling off him in waves. “Thanks for coming, Bishop. That was fast.”

      He smiled down at her, his gleaming white teeth as striking as his impressive build and clean-shaven head. “I was already in the parking lot when you called.”

      Logan gave him an assessing stare. “Why? Is Ava in danger?”

      She stiffened. The possibility of the attacker following them to the hospital never occurred to her.

      “Lina had already called me,” he said, in response to Logan’s comment. “My shift is over for today. I would’ve arrived earlier, but I wanted to review the surveillance camera footage. One of our best detectives, Lance Stevens, processed the scene. I talked with him on my way over.”

      Logan nodded. “Sarah’s husband?”

      When Maribelle scowled, Ava went into defense mode. Their financial planner’s ex-husband, Gardner Johnson was the former Shell Cove Police chief. The corrupt cop had been found guilty of human trafficking in the Sky Faraday scandal. Though innocent of any wrongdoing, Sarah had been ostracized by the Shell Cove elite. When others had abandoned her, Logan and now Ava were loyal clients.

      “One and the same,” Bishop confirmed. “Good cop, too.”

      “What do you know about the guy who attacked us?”

      Ava inhaled a deep breath and braced a hand over her stomach to quell the rising anxiety. She watched the man she loved, unshakable even in this weakened state, plow forward, digging for answers.

      Bishop ran a hand over his bald head. “That’s just it, Logan. From what the eyewitnesses said the attacker was focused on Ava until you intervened.”

      The blood stilled in Ava’s veins. Time rewound, catapulting her back to the front of the club. Memories poured through Ava’s mind. She began to tremble. Squeezing Logan’s hand, she pulled on his strength, willing her mind not to succumb to the terror at seeing that blade.

      “Ava?” She couldn’t respond, too overwhelmed with the fear she’d felt before. The sense that she was again helpless to stop someone from hurting her, only this time he’d injured the man she loved. “Sweetheart, you’re crying.”

      Ava looked up through the tears filling her eyes. “I’m sorry. You’re the one injured, and…”

      Okay, not what she had planned. Ava needed to be the one to reassure him.

      “Shh. Come here.”

      She looked into his emerald eyes, darkened with concern and immediately calmed. Instead of cowering, Ava came to her feet, standing at Logan’s beside. She sucked in a ragged breath, pulling on a courage she did not feel. She was scared of losing Logan, of losing the baby.

      “I’m okay. Bishop ask your questions.”

      “Ava if you need me to come back at a different time I can.”

      She looked down at Logan, the bruising had spread across his jaw. The right side of his upper body had to hurt, yet here he was fearlessly seeking to catch the man who had done this to them. She would do her part and stand boldly at his side.

      “Ask your questions.”

      Bishop nodded. “Before tonight, was there any indication that either of you were in danger?”

      “No.”

      “Maybe,” she said at the same time as Logan’s reply. She thought about the bouquet of flowers she’d received at the office. The ominous message, I’ve been waiting for you.

      Maribelle sucked in a sharp breath. “I knew it,” she began.

      Logan leveled his mother with a quelling glare. “Knock it off.” Then he turned shrewd eyes on Ava. “What?” he growled.

      Ava shifted, locking her knees to steady her shaky legs. “I think someone’s been watching me, ah… not watching, maybe targeting me.” Ava could feel the tense aggression radiating from the man in the bed. She kept her focus on Bishop knowing what she’d see when she looked at Logan. He was pissed. Before Logan could ask, she rushed out with an explanation. “I haven’t seen anyone, but a flower bouquet was in my office yesterday when I arrived. And then, before we left the Tower club a waiter handed me a single flower—” she trailed off. She must sound like a crazy person. Bishop needed facts not fiction.

      “I didn’t send the flowers, Bishop.”

      “I gathered that,” Bishop stated.

      “When did it start, sweetheart?” Logan asked the question, but Bishop gestured with the pen in his hand and a small white pad in the other for her to answer.

      “About a week after I returned from deployment. And, about two weeks ago one of the guys working the repairs to my clinic attacked me.” Ava suddenly began to perspire, the dampness adding to her anxiety. Gliding her palms down her thighs she wiped away the moisture and continued. “He was under the influence of Galaxy, so I didn’t make a big deal of it.”

      “I did,” Logan growled. “I followed up with the military base security office. The bastard vanished without a trace.”

      Bishop ran a finger underneath his chin in concentration. “I’ll need the name of that officer. And your co-workers, Ava. We’ll start there before interviewing the staff here at the hospital, Logan.”

      He did a slow tap of the ballpoint pen against the tablet as if he was formulating a question he didn’t want to ask.

      “Ah,” he paused. “Anything unusual happen during your six months away?”

      Darwin coughed and averted his gaze. Robert Lee frowned. Ava knew people hooked up while underway, but Logan had captured her heart and no other man held the appeal that he did.

      “Bishop,” Logan growled. “If you’re implying Ava cheated on me, you need to start another line of questioning. Now.”

      Bishop’s quiet authority seemed to physically balk at Logan’s mandate. Where his posture had been relaxed, he stood straighter, his six-foot two-inch frame like a tower planted in the floor.

      “Someone tried to hurt Ava, Logan. Lance and I need answers, not ego,” he stated in a matter of fact tone. “And, the question was meant for both of you.”

      Ava swung her eyes back to her fiancé. Bishop’s question never occurred to her. Logan was the poster child for a devoted, protective, possessive lover. He could no more share her than he could himself. He was an all-in kind of man. This attribute, along with countless others, had won her heart.

      Bishop continued to scribble into his notebook. “I need each of you to recount what you remember leading up to the attack.”

      Ava closed her eyes trying to picture the scene, but all she saw was Logan. She remembered him shielding her with his body, making himself the target. At some point, she must have hit one of the support pillars and fell. She tried to recall who reached her first, Logan or the attacker.

      “When I pulled the car to a stop, that’s when I saw him approaching her. I called out, but I wasn’t sure if she heard me.”

      “How did you know that Ava was in danger?”

      Logan didn’t move, yet the air pulsed with menace.

      “It was the way he moved. Even in the dark, I could tell that his sole focus was aimed at Ava. My only thought was to reach her. I realized he had a weapon…and that he was too close. I had to protect her.”

      Bishop’s pen paused on his pad. “Logan, did he move like a younger man, or was he older?”

      “He was strong as hell,” he adjusted his position with a grunt. “He’s a mature man in better than average shape.”

      “Did you see any distinguishing marks? Smell anything? Did he say anything before he fled?”

      She had been preoccupied with surviving and getting them away from the sharp end of that wicked blade.

      “No, I don’t think so,” Ava said.

      Just thinking about what she could’ve lost, scared the hell out of her. Their baby had to be protected.

      “Yes,” Logan said, his voice distant. “He said he wasn’t done.”

      Ava processed the words. So, this was the beginning. A mad man wanted to hurt, maybe even kill them. She scrubbed a hand over her face, staring out the window behind Bishop. The heat had dissipated with the afternoon breeze. The attack didn’t make sense. Who would want to destroy Logan? It was true she appeared to be at the center of whole thing, but she’d seen the focus in the attacker’s masked features as he aimed his blade at Logan’s hand.

      “Anything else? Even the smallest detail you might recall could help us get an early start,” Bishop offered.

      “If you’re here, instead of out there apprehending who did this to us, then we are already too late,” Logan rasped, a furrow between his brows.

      Without a motive, a suspect, or more details, they were behind in finding the culprit. The question preoccupying Ava’s mind was how far ahead of them was this adversary? Again, she hit replay on the crime scene. Whoever he was, he remained calm, moving the blade with a practiced confidence. One minute she was alone, and in the next moment, Logan had been running toward her. Into danger. If he hadn’t reached her, she and their baby could’ve—

      Logan stroked her arm. “Sweetheart, what is it?”

      Her voice quivered, and she battled to keep her emotions under wraps. “I didn’t even realize I was in danger.”

      She felt foolish. How could she have been so gullible? The sun had set; she should have been more observant instead of making herself an easy target.

      “Why don’t we take a break?” Bishop said.

      “That’s a good idea. Ava and I need to talk.”

      “The wedding needs to be postponed. Logan,” Maribelle interjected. She didn’t look at Ava. “You need to focus on healing, not honeymooning.”

      Something snapped inside of Ava. Fire ignited in her chest, and she had the urge to torch every vicious word Maribelle hurled her way. Logan had been injured requiring surgery and this one didn’t have an ounce of compassion.

      Ava bristled. “Maribelle, our wedding is no longer your business. It’s ours. Now, if everyone would leave, Logan needs his rest.”

      Logan stilled his eyes wide in disbelief. Well, believe it. Ava had had enough of people telling her what she was going to do.

      Marianne chuckled. “Guess she told you, Belle.” The woman urged the room’s occupants to move towards the door. “Let’s go everybody.”

      Ava smiled, happy to know Logan had an aunt who would do battle on Logan’s behalf. Not that Ava wanted to war with any of her future in-laws, but it was nice to know Darwin, and now Marianne supported them. Yeah, learning Maribelle had a half-sister who happened to be melanin-rich gave Ava some new insight into her personal struggles with the Masters’ matriarch. Logan’s mother was jealous. It didn’t escape Ava’s notice that she and Marianne Hollister had similar features. but Ava’s attention was reserved for her immediate family, Logan and the baby.

      Maribelle and Robert Lee departed followed by a tight-lipped Darwin. Rebecca Lynn gave Ava a kiss to the cheek before joining her husband on the other side of the door.

      Tyson lingered. And Ava tensed wondering if he’d picked this moment to reveal his true identity.

      “We’ll talk when you’re up to it, Logan. Just us brothers,” the Irishman said, his accent made heavier with exhaustion. Ava looked at Logan wondering if he noticed how often the man had referred to him as a brother. Ava pitied Tyson’s situation. The man obviously wanted a relationship with Logan. “Take care of each other.”

      “Sure thing,” Logan said. “This injury won’t impact my research.”

      In truth, Logan was an expert with hand injuries.

      Marianne was next. She touched Logan’s injured hand. “It’ll be fine.”

      Logan smiled at his aunt. “You sound so sure.”

      “I should know,” she winked. “I was the first surgeon in the family, Logan.”

      “Truly?” he asked, baffled that his mother kept him from this accomplished career-minded woman. Marianne looked to be in her mid-sixties. Logan imagined the challenges she faced as a woman pursuing a surgical subspecialty. His curiosity piqued at this branch of the family now open to him.

      “When you want to get your mother spun up, ask her who gave you your first toy medicine bag?”

      And then she was gone.

      Logan actually chuckled. “Will do.”

      Bishop flipped the cover of his notebook closed. “I’ll be in touch, Logan,”

      Logan went to offer his right hand, but the splint limited his movement. “Good deal,” he muttered, dropping his right hand, a furrow between his brows.

      To Ava, Bishop said, “We’ll find this guy, but until we do,” he paused, “be careful.”

      He departed with steps way too quiet for a big man. Once they were gone, Logan took her into his arms, pulling her in close with his uninjured hand. Ava crawled onto the bed. Safe. They were safe.

      “Kicking everyone out. That was a pretty bad ass move,” Logan began.

      Propping her head on his shoulder, she tilted her face up to him. “Well, I’m kind of a bad ass now.”

      He laughed; the sound hoarse. “True, but talk to me, sweetheart. You’ve been worried. Not just about the attack.”

      He yawned, letting his head collapse into the pillows. It was probably the drugs. She wanted to tell him about the baby. Could she wait until he was fully awake? Maybe. He needed to rest instead of fretting over her. She would be fine.

      “I like your aunt.” The statement was designed to gauge his thoughts on the newfound discovery.

      “Me too. She seems to be a needed addition to the family.” His easy acceptance surprised her. How much Demerol had he received? “My mom has met her match. Now stop stalling. Talk.”

      “I don’t understand why this happened to us.” She should tell him. But he needed to focus on healing and leaving the hospital. Was she selfish for wanting the moment he learned of their child to be special? If Logan knew their baby had been in danger he would be up and out of bed ready to defend them. He was that type of man.

      He dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “We’ll figure it out. I promise.”

      Logan was always sure of his success. The man never considered failure. His hand slid to her derriere and squeezed. Glad his interest remained unaffected, she thought with a smile.

      “Pack up our stuff, sweetheart. We are going home in the morning.”

      Ava lifted her head. He couldn’t be serious. Eighteen hours ago, he was bleeding out in the emergency room.

      “Logan,” she chided. “You can’t be serious.”

      “You’re my nurse. You know how to take care of me, sweetheart.”

      Warmth spread through her. This was her Logan. In his mind they could conquer anything, together.

      She shrugged. “You’re crazy, but I love you.”

      Logan nodded and held her tighter. She untangled the bedcovers separating them, seeking his heat. The adjustable bed, entirely too small to hold them, groaned when she shifted, but she didn’t care. Like in the emergency room, she was reluctant to leave his side.

      “I have one question, sweetheart.”

      She wrapped her arms around Logan’s waist. “Yes,” she sighed, snuggling into his solid chest.

      “Where were you when I woke up? Is our baby okay?”

      Ava gave a sharp intake of breath. Of course, he would remember their baby. Logan never forgot anyone who was important to him. He meant the world to her too…him and this baby. He had battled pure evil and won. She wanted to celebrate that they both were still alive. Logan would push until he had his question answered. Opening her mouth, she said the three words that would paint the past twenty-four hours with a fresh stroke of horror. “I started bleeding.”
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      The Barren Mother slammed both palms down on her boardroom table. Her trigger finger itched to grab the Sig Sauer she kept holstered under the tabletop in front of her executive chair. Her organization was at critical mass. After more than twenty years of meeting Shell Cove’s demands for recreational drugs, her entire enterprise was in jeopardy because the men in her employ couldn’t keep their egos in check. In a matter of three years, she’d lost Bluton “Sky” Faraday, the head of Operations, Chief of Police Gardner “Eagle” Johnson, her protection, and Morris “Falcon” Tucker, her enforcer.

      Hawk and his three-man team were the last of her lieutenants. But her number one lacked the viciousness she needed in the field. His refined air was best suited in the mansions of Shell Cove’s elite, the corporate boardrooms, and the black-tie fundraisers.

      “Which one of you imbeciles attacked Ava Walters?”

      Even though she was of petite stature and dressed in her Dolce & Gabbana crocheted collection, the men surrounding her table all averted their eyes. It was a harsh reality but power and money commanded fear, and she had a ton of both. Her weapon lay hidden from most behind a painted smile, designer labels, and private clubs.

      “Look at me,” she said, voice barely above a whisper laced with deadly intent. “My orders were to leave those women alone.” She did nothing to suppress her fury. “No one was to touch Logan Masters or anyone connected to him. What the hell happened?”

      All at once, the tension skyrocketed up. Beads of perspiration popped on one of her lieutenant’s forehead. The acrid stench of fear wafted from his pores, polluting her air. He was scared. As they should be. Disobedience demanded punishment. A swift, yet bloody affair she rarely had the need to exercise.

      “Stop,” she commanded. “I don’t want excuses, gentlemen,” she said reaching for one of the decorative metal pins securing her thick tresses in a chignon. “Now, recount what happened at that club…in vivid detail. The biggest shipment of my career has been held up for weeks. My supplier is scheduled to meet with us at that damn club in eight weeks and now it’s crawling with cops.” She smiled.

      “Hawk.” She swiveled to face the calculating gaze of the man on her right. “Who authorized the attack on Ava?”

      Nothing happened — of a criminal nature — in Shell Cove under her unblinking stare, Hawk didn’t flinch. She would have to watch him. Hawk was a highly effective tool in the right hands, but he was cunning. If she wasn’t careful, she would find herself behind bars like Sky, Eagle, and Falcon. The man was not to be trusted. Though there was honor among her thieves, Hawk was not a thief. He was a predator who thrived on inflicting pain.

      With little more than a raise of his brow, he said, “It wasn’t us.”

      Menace rolled off him, and she silently felt a swell of admiration. Hawk held contempt for people like her. She could walk in a room and be invisible, whereas he would instantly draw suspicion if he asked too many questions or seemed too eager.

      “How can you be sure?” She bared her teeth, ready to tear off a strip of flesh to get the answers.

      He relaxed his posture, his straight shoulders dwarfing the chair back. “I was at the party.”

      As a businesswoman, she’d learned that men appreciated a firm hand. Keeping her eyes fixed on her lieutenant, she raised her hair spike and plunged it into the hand of the soldier on her left.

      His screams echoed around the room. Hawk was no longer relaxed. He sat ramrod straight. Four ashen faces stared at her, and then the room chilled with anger. And just like the Incredible Hulk, no one fared well when she was angry.

      Where Hawk had been relatively mute before, he joined the rush of voices. It had been years since she’d unleashed her aggression on her trusted circle, but too much was at risk. If she failed to maintain a reliable distribution network, her supplier may deem it necessary to eliminate her. Unacceptable.

      Glancing at the bloated face of the idiot next to her, she ignored the blood seeping onto the table. “If one drop stains my rug, I’ll slit your throat and have your over-sized body sliced in steaks for my dogs.”

      The man pivoted cradling his hand away from the table’s edge. Good boy. She might delay his death by a month or two.

      “Hawk,” she raised her voice, “why were you at that party?”

      Immediately the room quieted. True power came not with money or influence. It came with the ability to control behavior.

      “No one saw me,” he said in his defense, “but we have a problem with Victor.”

      Victor was a psychotic pedophile with a brilliant business mind. Unfortunately, Sky, before his incarceration, had managed to tangle her business with a very dangerous man. Sky had promised Victor that he would supply him with a new flower. In the human trafficking world, a flower was a young girl untouched by any man. Victor had unwittingly requested Sky’s niece, a nine-year-old by the name of Cassidy. At the time of his arrest, Cassidy had been discovered with Sky, but in her heart, she knew the guy would never turn over his own flesh and blood to a twisted madman like Victor. Fortunately, the girl had escaped with her older sister Estrella, and Sky had been captured by the Shell Cove Police Department.

      She stood, and then walked casually to the window. Penthouse views were the best. She could see the beauty of the outside, but no one could see inside. It was a parallel of men and women. Men coveted the fragile outward beauty, yet ignored the strength contained in the petal. Underestimating women were their weakness. “What’s the problem?”

      Hawk uncurled his meaty fists. His hands were like cement blocks on the table. “Sky made promises that Victor is expecting us to fulfill. He still wants a girl.”

      “Well, Cassidy is in the wind.” She lifted one manicured hand, waving off the comment. “We have no intel on her or the sister’s location.”

      “Understandable,” he breathed, the sound rough and forced. “But…he’s made another selection.”

      She spun to face him. “I don’t deal in women,” she hissed. “You know that.”

      Hawk ran a hand over his mouth, stroking his beard. “If we refuse, it would mean war.”

      Unwilling to admit defeat, she snapped, “Who is it that he wants?”

      “Though I didn’t think he was serious at first, he wants the girl that’s been on the news.”

      What kind of clue was that?

      With a roll of her eyes, she sighed in irritation. “Could you be more specific?”

      Honestly, men could be so simplistic at times. For the amount of money she paid her staff there was no need to stroke their egos.

      “Monique Faulkner. Logan’s star patient with the bionic arm. His exact words were ‘I want to add a medical miracle to my collection.’”

      What? Mentally, she stumbled. She forced herself to place one foot in front of the other, not letting on how the veiled threat unsettled her. It was an impossible request. Victor had to know kidnapping a young girl with the weekly media attention put them all at risk of exposure.

      The Barren Mother started tapping her foot. How the hell were they supposed to reach a girl adored by the entire city with the media watching?

      She ground her molars in frustration. Victor wanted to destroy her business. If she failed to meet his demands it made her appear weak. She couldn’t allow that to happen. Right, she needed a plan to stall Victor while protecting Logan and Ava.

      “Find out who attacked Logan and his fiancée. Eliminate them. And then, I want a contingency plan if we don’t have the girl in our custody when Victor arrives.”

      When voices started overlapping each other, she held up a hand, silencing them.

      “Let me establish the ground rules. No one leaves this room until I have back up plans to the back up plans. That applies to finding the attacker, getting the girl, and moving the drug shipment.”

      “Susan,” her oldest and most loyal lieutenant uttered her name. She’d earned her title with true sacrifice — her life, her blood, her love. Four decades of building her network from the ground floor. No one had the right to strip away her title, her birthright into the criminal underbelly of society. She was the best of the worst. So the moral majority cursed her existence, but let’s face facts, they couldn’t dream of living her lush lifestyle. So, who gave a shit about the little people? Not her.

      The Barren Mother returned to her seat. Slow and deliberate, she pulled two more decorative pins from her hair, placing them side by side on the table.

      “If you ever say my name again while we’re in this room, I’ll bury this dagger in your throat.”

      He nodded. She smiled when he lifted one hand to absently adjust his collared shirt. She relished the power. Men loved when women could dispose of them. It called to the predator inherent to the male species.

      “Now,” she stroked one of her pins, meeting the cautious stare of each man in the room, “who wants to take a stab at our problem?”

      The room fell silent.
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      The attack had a lingering effect, like the breathless sensation after a well-placed gut punch. For the first time in his life, Logan felt a shift in power—away from him. An unknown opponent had intruded on his home field, executed an illegal play, and scored. It didn’t bode well when he felt out of control. His well-planned life was in a fumble and gathering speed. Now Logan needed to get himself and Ava back to their safe zone. Their normal began and ended tangled together in sweat drenched sheets.

      Six days of sleeping solo in a hospital bed, followed by a bumpy transition home left his frustration high and his muscles bunched and tense. Like a tourniquet, his drive to avenge and his need to protect Ava and the baby had tied him in a knot. If anything happened to her or the baby, he would cease to exist. Even with a night of rest in their bed, and he used the term loosely, neither one of them had slept well. Uncertainty had kept him awake last night and on edge this morning. Ava had to feel the tension radiating from him. Logan expected her to try to calm his rage or soothe his inner beast.

      She hadn’t.

      Instead, his little rebel had completed multiple online searches on second trimester pregnancy, firearms, and self-defense. Seems Logan had underestimated her protective instinct. She’d caught him off guard with the mention of the military renovation project. After a week out of the office, Ava prepared to return to work. Logan was having a hard time processing the surprise. He hated surprises, especially when it involved his desire to keep her safe. The stubborn woman thought she would leave his sight. No way would that happen.

      Since his discharge from SCMC, his sweet Navy nurse had transformed into an Army drill sergeant. A chalkboard with magnets mounted to the refrigerator outlined in dusty pink letters his diet, medication administration, and daily finger exercises. Logan would heal better with sex. At least, his carnal thoughts told his brain getting lost inside his woman was a miracle cure. Sex-starvation had elevated his blood pressure. That wasn’t exactly true, but it had erased his good humor. He’d insisted sex be included as one of his activities of daily living, but Ava had dosed him with two Percocet pain pills, and he had drifted back to sleep before he could make his closing argument. His brain had started to play trick or treat with the details from that fretful night and beyond. Maybe Ava was uninterested in sex with him because he’d failed to keep her safe?

      Stepping onto the back patio, a twelve-ounce water bottle in his unbandaged grip. Ava knelt in her garden. She enjoyed working with her hands. As she tended to her plants and vegetables, adding moisture, feeding seedlings, cutting off the dead limbs, he envisioned her worries flowing from her fingertips into the earth. Bulky yellow gardening gloves covered both hands, a scattering of lawn tools were stacked next to her on the rear porch, and there was a half empty bag of potting soil next to the grape tomato vines. A messy waterfall of curls fell forward over one shoulder. Beads of perspiration dotted her forehead and brows. She looked peaceful, but exhaustion clung to the dark circles underneath her eyes. He inhaled the warmth. The air held the sweet scents of gardenia, rose, and lavender. Her talents for making things grow was evident in the four-foot tall violet hydrangeas and rose bushes lining the length of the scaling wrought-iron privacy fence. Their home, yard included, reflected the gentle beauty of the woman he loved.

      He smiled, watching as she gripped the trowel handle in both hands and plunged it into the soil, once, twice, three times. Logan had always appreciated Ava’s calm to his hotter temperament.

      “I’m going to kill you,” she hissed at a spindly green weed invading the baby carrots.

      Okay, he frowned. Maybe, peaceful wasn’t the best adjective to describe her mood. A red flush fanned out from her chest and rose to her face. He watched in silence as she continued to swing the trowel, axing through the offending vegetation. Obviously, the last nine days had been a silent hell for both of them.

      “You mad with me?” he asked, coming to stand over her. Ava looked up from her kneeling position momentarily distracted from her pruning.  Like her garden, Ava’s strength lay buried beneath the surface. Those tiny seeds she nurtured to maturity, people like Maribelle assumed they could trample her with ease. Similar to the garden she showered with care and attention, Ava always sprang forth, pushing against the resistance until she triumphed.

      “Depends,” she rasped, her tone flat. It was Saturday morning. The sun heated his skin faster than Ava’s air fryer. It was too hot for her to be outside on her hands and knees toiling in the dirt. She delayed seeking his gaze. He could hear her forcible exhaling, the anger applied to the tiny weed dissipating.

      “On what, sweetheart?” He moved closer, blocking the light.

      Finally, eyes shielded from an intrusive sun, Logan watched as her penetrating gaze swept over him with ample amounts of appreciation and concern. He felt his blood heat as her gaze lingered on his groin, before journeying higher.

      “Is Jared lurking in the bushes with an icy tube of sonogram jelly?”

      Okay he’d gone nuts when she mentioned vaginal bleeding. Even without physical trauma, women suffered miscarriages routinely. Ava’s side and hip were a geography map of fading yellow and green bruises. Fury cut through him every time he spied the damage that bastard had caused. Logan would make him pay in blood. Darwin had volunteered to use his resources in search of the attacker. Logan wasn’t much for accepting help, but the danger they faced required, to use one of Ava’s military terms, all hands on deck.

      “Three is my lucky number.” And, after listening to their baby’s strong and steady heartbeat during the third procedure, he was confident his son or daughter hadn’t been injured. The crushed grip encircling his chest had loosened, but it wasn’t gone.

      Ava’s eyebrows soared skyward. “Your father has called three times to talk with you.” Her brows dropped, pulling in a deep furrow. “You should call him back. It has to be important.”

      Her voice sobered, losing some of the playful notes. Why was she so adamant? Logan had debated on returning the phone call, especially after receiving a rare text message, but he couldn’t focus on Masters’ family drama. Ava had to be his priority.

      “I’ll see him tomorrow at Sunday dinner.” Yes, they had extended invitations to both families to announce the baby’s fall arrival. Because Ava’s period had continued, Jared determined via the ultrasound that their baby was healthy and would arrive in four and a half months.

      “Fine,” she sighed. “But I’m not finished.”

      Damn, how much anesthesia had he received? What else had he said or done while under the influence. He might need a priest if the atonement continued.

      “Need I remind you, three is lucky for a reason.”

      She gave him a slow smile, the corners of her lips pulling up into a wicked grin. “Are you going to bully me into staying home, doctor?”

      Tension rolled through him. He also had a commitment. She and the baby were his priority. They were in danger. He didn’t give a whip about her patients or his until the threat had been eliminated. Her eyes widened in shock when she noticed he’d removed his right arm support sling. The support sling for his right arm lay on the bed. He needed to convince her his pain control had reached a tolerable level. The sling had to go if he had any hope of communicating his condition had much improved.

      “Bully is a strong word, Ava mine.”

      “You’re an incorrigible man. What would you call it?” She dropped her hand, shucking the gloves. “And why did you remove the sling?”

      He relaxed as the lines bracketing her mouth softened. A serene expression softened her face subtracting another five years off her youthful appearance. He relaxed; glad she wasn’t poised for an argument. “It’s called persuasion. The sling interferes with my art form.”

      He had every intention of enticing her to wrap a soft palm around his length until he grew long.

      “I’m an active duty nurse, Logan. I swore an oath to support and defend. This attacker won’t sabotage what I’ve built,” she challenged. “I am going back to work.”

      Determination colored her every word. Pride swelled in his chest. He reveled in how quickly she’d risen to leadership within the military system. He was glad she took her career and his recovery seriously, but a man with injuries as extensive as his required a recommended daily dose of good loving. Kind of how some people needed coffee.

      “Drink,” he said, thrusting the frosty plastic bottle in her direction.

      How could he make her understand he would be a dead man walking if anything happened to her or the baby? Last night Ava had cried in her sleep. She’d clawed at his chest, seeking his protection and comfort. Logan had remained silent, holding her in his arm. His heart ached with each body-shaking sob. He was pissed off that she hurt, and he couldn’t stop the pain. He liked control, but this situation had rendered him helpless at protecting his woman. He knew she buried her fear for their safety, trying to be strong for him.

      Taking the bottle of water, she smiled to herself noting he’d loosened the cap for her. Yes, loving a woman made a man do crazy shit like opening twisty caps and insisting on carrying the one grocery bag even if it’s only a loaf of sponge cake and a chewing gum pack.

      “Ah,” she sighed, sealing her lips around the bottle neck for a long draw. With her fingers she stroked the ribbed length of the plastic. Slowly she inserted her fingers in her mouth, licking the trails of dew from her digits. She audibly gulped and his cock hardened.

      “We can talk later about your job,” he said, trying for a nonchalant shrug. Logan crouched down in the soil next to Ava. He should’ve said he loved her. He should have said I’m sorry for being an ass. Instead, he said, “I have something for you.”

      “Is it handcuffs?” Ava gave him a twisted smirk, “Because I am volunteering at the Second Chance House today. I’m not going to be a prisoner until this guy is apprehended. So, if you need something—”

      He lifted his right hand to remove a dirt smudge from her forehead, before he remembered the hand wasn’t in a cooperative mood.

      “I need something,” he interrupted.

      “Okay,” she sighed. “I’ll bite.”

      Using his left hand, he licked his thumb and removed the dark streak from her face. “I like the sound of that.” Her skin was so soft. It reminded him how fragile she really was. How he could have lost her. “Any more spotting? Do you feel okay?”

      “No,” she said, her voice soft. “Except for the bruising, I’m myself.”

      Lowering his hand to her nape, he angled her head. “Good, sweetheart,” he rumbled, doing nothing to disguise the raw hunger in his voice.

      She gasped in shock. “We shouldn’t.”

      “I can go slow,” he growled. Logan pressed his mouth to hers. He took full advantage, gliding his tongue over her bottom lip before slipping into her warm mouth. This kiss wasn’t meant to be gentle. It cut through unshed tears, silent fears, and unspoken guilt. A groan, his and hers, sounded and Logan pulled her deeper. When she tried to speak, he cut her off, tilting her head back, knowing she needed his control.

      “Logan,” she sighed. “Don’t stop.”

      “Demanding woman,” he chuckled. Reaching behind his back, he pulled the small paperback from his jeans pocket. He held the book in front of her face, waiting while she read. “I’ll do this now. Then, I’ll give you what you want?”

      Ava cradled the book as she read the title. “Popular Baby Names for the 21st Century.”

      After reading the title, Ava’s lips split into a broad smile. Logan reached for her. “We got this parenting thing, sweetheart.”

      She threw her arms around him, holding on as if he would disappear if she let go. She was going to be a great mother.

      “I love you, Logan Masters.”

      He gripped Ava’s chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Do you remember what I told you the second time you tried to refuse to date me?”

      Meeting his eyes, she nodded. “I said that I was a tornado looking for a place to land.”

      “I’m still your storm chaser,” he whispered. “No matter how bleak things may seem, I’ll always be with you, a shield against the dark clouds.”

      “You’re going to make me cry,” she sniffled.

      He waggled his brows. “I’d rather make you scream.”

      Ava stood to her feet, facing him. His breath hitched. She was braless. Great balls of fire. Her full breasts swelled before his eyes, the nipples ripening into taut buds with each passing second.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for all this?” she asked, her tongue gliding out to wet her lips. Logan imagined himself sucking her full bottom lip into his mouth.

      “Damn sure,” he growled.

      When she moved to open the slider leading into the house, Logan stopped her.

      “What?” she regarded him over her shoulder.

      He tugged her back into his arm. “Let’s enjoy the sunshine.”

      She pivoted, flattening her breasts against his chest. “What are you up to?”

      “Just want my woman happy.”

      And unafraid. After everything she’d been through, he had to push past her selfish insecurities. Ava loved him. Nothing would change the fact that they belonged to each other.

      Ava leaned against the glass at her back for a second. Logan’s heart began to pound. Don’t mess this up, Masters. Give her a chance to express her feelings.

      Finally, she said, “I am.”

      He led her to one of the lawn chairs shaded by the lanai’s eave. He took a seat and then tugged her into his lap.

      “Logan, I’m too heavy.”

      “Not yet,” he chuckled.

      She shifted, trying to rise. “Not funny, daddy.”

      It was if she thought her gaining weight would detract from her appeal. Ava had more than enough to hold a man’s interest. A fact rooted at the forefront of Logan’s mind when other men came sniffing around. He never hesitated to broadcast loud and clear that Ava belonged to him.

      Needing to touch her, to maintain their connection, he hauled her back down. “I like when you call me daddy.”

      Logan wondered if Ava heard the waver in his voice. Damn, they’d created a baby, the most miraculously terrifying event of his life. And there wasn’t a woman in the world he’d rather share this moment with besides her.

      She settled back, wrapping both arms around his neck. “Hmm, a sweet talker.”

      “More than talk, sweetheart. I can deliver.” He hoped he could make love to his woman without losing consciousness. The sling had rendered his arm immobile. Now, a dull throb beat a steady drum through his right hand. Thank goodness his hard head had healed. His chest wound hadn’t given him trouble in the last three days.

      Leaning forward, he placed a kiss on her nose. “Ava mine,” he paused, gathering his thoughts, “I want you to focus on our wedding and the baby.”

      The whole attack had rocked them both to the core, but he wanted her happy, not toiling away in the garden seeking solace she hadn’t found in him.

      “I am,” she muttered.

      Not completely, he knew.  How could she when someone was hunting her? Glancing down, he said, “I’ll keep you safe, sweetheart. I promise.”

      Ava stayed quiet, the statement not requiring clarification. Logan had given his word, and she trusted him to see the job done to completion.

      “I know you will, Logan.” Relief flooded him at the confidence she had in him. So many times in his life the lack of commitment and security he needed from a woman left him with an intangible vulnerability. Ava’s confidence in his ability to meet her needs had fortified his foundation, strengthened him.

      He rubbed one hand over her derriere, “How about we start with you on top?”

      “How did this digress into sex, Logan?”

      “Nothing digresses to sex. Everything includes sex,” he grinned.

      “What about your hand?” she asked.

      “I totally don’t need it for what I have in mind.” He brushed a thumb across her nipple, then smiled when it pebbled before his eyes. Yes, that was just the kind of answering response he needed from his woman. He pulled her top over her head, and reclined in the lounger, pulling her down on top of him.

      Over the next hour they came to an agreement in between several full body jerking orgasms.

      “So, I think I heard you scream Logan Kendric if it’s a boy or London Presley if we have a girl.”

      “Yes,” she said, using a very lax hand to slap his chest. “And, I didn’t scream.”

      He kissed her lips. “You’re right. You roared like a Tiger King capture.”

      “Excuse me, that was all you. I have to leave. I don’t want to be late for the kids.”

      He tightened his grip on her bare waist. “Not without me.”
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      OMG, making love under a sunlit sky should be on the Top 10 list of things to do while pregnant. Her face had to be aflame. The images of her riding him, the harsh staccato of their breathing, the rocking motion of the chair beneath their combined weight played on a continuous loop in her brain. The idea of laying bare, with the sun and air caressing her body, while Logan pleasured her had been one of her secret fantasies. She never imagined her overprotective man would risk discovery. Ava fanned her face with one hand, sure her cheeks were aflame. Ava’s body still tingled with the electricity of Logan’s touch. The skillful way he coaxed her body to multiple releases with the use of one hand, she would have sworn her fiancé was ambidextrous.  Allowing Logan to accompany her to the Second Chance House was an utter and complete distraction. He removed his sunglasses, sliding the arm of the glasses into the “v” of his button-down shirt. A little dusting of blond chest hair came into view and Ava’s mouth watered. Gosh, even with his arm in a sling, he carried himself with a masculine confidence. His ruddy locks were damp, and his beard could use a trim. He’d ditched the business white dress shirt, for a casual blue button down with the sleeves rolled up at the elbows, a pair of well-worn jeans, and old work boots he usually wore when mowing the grass. The man was Mr. Goodbar, Almond Joy, and a Sugar Daddy all wrapped up into one delicious sculpted piece of —

      “How long do we have to stay? Exactly.” Logan whispered into her ear.

      That happened to be the second time he’d asked Ava the same question in the past sixty seconds. The facility, an old Victorian divided into quarters for a myriad of functions, was a cross between a women’s shelter and a private community center.

      He pushed his still hard erection into the cleft of her derriere. Ava’s body trembled with growing awareness. She bit the inside of her lip, quelling a whimper.

      “I have to stay until I’m done helping the kids. The moms get to enjoy a little me time, knowing their children are safe with the volunteers.” Having found the courage to escape abusive and neglectful circumstances, the Second Chance House residents sought a new beginning. Ava could relate.

      “What if I’m not done with you,” he rasped, dropping a kiss to the top of her head.

      The temptation to disappear in the art supply room was there, but Ava couldn’t neglect her commitment to these women or their children. Once upon a time, she had been more fool-hearted than focused. She’d chosen the wrong man. Though she never carried Marcus’s child, she bore the scars he’d inflicted on her self-worth. The emotional abuse had been insidious. An eighteen-year-old, Ava lacked the maturity and experience to free herself from his grips before the physical abuse began. At the time she’d questioned what she’d done wrong. Thanks to the counselors on staff she’d learn to place the blame where it belonged… with Marcus. For years after the relationship, Ava had doubted her judgement, doubted that a man could love her without criticism. The counselors at the Second Chance House had helped her. Logan had healed her.

      “Today is arts and crafts day for the boys and girls. You should pair up with one of the younger boys?” She patted his chest, then leaned in close to whisper. “Maybe, you’ll expend some excess energy on the paper cut-outs.”

      “I’m saving that for you, sweetheart,” he said, before strolling away.

      Ava watched Logan stand back while the other volunteers paired with the school-age kids in the Helping Hands program. When she gave him a ‘get in there’ look, he actually grimaced.

      “What?” he asked with a furrowed brow. “I’m a surgeon; not an artist. I sucked at art.”

      Ava gave her man a gentle push. “You’re also brilliant,” she teased. “I’m sure you can find a couple of construction paper squares to cut and staple back together.”

      She could tell the idea of playtime with an actual healthy child had knocked him for a loop. She understood. For a woman without a child of her own, the first few years were intimidating, but Lina, Janna, and Rebecca Lynn had been there to guide her. Her three best friends had volunteered at the House to some degree since their college years.

      “You’re laughing at me,” he pouted.

      “With you, baby,” she corrected. “I’m laughing with you.”

      A jar clattered against one of the eight rectangular tables; a tower of different sized paint brushes went scattering to the floor.

      Ava jumped to her feet. “Oh, I should help with that.”

      Logan curled his fingers around her forearm. “Careful, sweetheart.” He leveled her with a concerned gaze. “Don’t cut yourself handling the glass. How long before we vacate this danger zone?”

      “We usually wrap up in a few hours.”

      He took in her wanton stare. “You look hungry. Quantify a few.”

      Biting her lip, she said, “Three hours.”

      Logan muttered under his breath.

      Ava noted Logan’s scowl had returned. “Play nice, big boy,” she whispered. “One day our son or daughter will be on the receiving end of a very nice volunteer couple.”

      Logan swept her up in his arms. “Oh,” she yelped in surprise.

      “Three hours and we’re going home for hot butt naked sex.”

      Olivia Tan, the lead volunteer coordinator shot Logan a warning glower, and Ava winced.

      “We’ve got to work on your inside voice,” Ava swallowed. “Cold and butt naked works too.”

      He laughed.

      “Hey, you two lovebirds.” Olivia smiled. “Little people are watching.”

      Logan released a low groan. It was Ava’s turn to giggle. “Get used to it.”

      As much as she wanted to feel Logan’s hands on her body, she enjoyed the time with the kids. Unfortunately, while she’d been coaxing Logan out of his shell, most of the kids had gotten started on their projects.

      “Come on. I’ll introduce you to some of the boys.”

      Logan’s green eyes narrowed, zeroing in on one lone little boy working by himself at the end of the table.

      It was Thadeus. He and his mom had been to the Second House at least three times in the past year that Ava could recall. His father, a well-known alcoholic to the staff and volunteers, enjoyed getting physical with Thady and his mom. At seven, the kid had a protective streak when it came to women. Not to mention, he didn’t take kindly to being bullied. It saddened Ava to admit it happened even among these kids who were in a situation very similar to Thady’s. The fact that Thady’s right arm was significantly shorter than the other meant the kids targeted him a lot. It was common for him to complete his projects alone. Even when volunteers offered to help, he refused.

      “That’s Thady,” Ava whispered.

      “Go,” Logan winked at her. “I’ll take care of him.”

      “Wait,” Ava said, wanting to explain the boy was a special case, but Logan being Logan barreled into his introduction leaving her to watch in awe.

      “Thady, I’m Logan. I’ll be your partner today.”

      Without lifting his head, Thady dismissed Logan, “No thanks.”

      Ava moved to intervene, but Logan cut her a reassuring glance. He had this under control. Of course, he did. Logan always created a pathway to success. She smiled. Their baby was lucky to have this brave, confident, and compassionate man for a father.

      She could busy herself with the girls, but she stayed close, ready to assist.

      “Didn’t ask, Thady,” Logan said, swinging his long legs over the plank bench to take a seat.

      Thady’s head shot up, his dark eyes fixed on Logan’s bandaged arm. “What’s wrong with you?”

      His tone was one of curiosity rather than criticism.

      “I was in a fight.”

      Ava watched as Thady’s eyes lit up like a bonfire. “Really? Did you get beat up?”

      Logan scowled. “What? Hell—I mean no. I did not get beat up.”

      “So, what happened?”

      Ava stilled, not sure how Logan would answer the question.

      Logan tossed his head back, his eyes looking heavenward. “How about you tell me about your project first.”

      She tried not to think about the blade coming at her, but she couldn’t help it. Her breathing became difficult. She could hear the pounding of her heart in her ears.

      A faint sound must have escaped because in the distance she heard her name.

      “Ava, you okay?”

      Before Logan could intervene, a train of little girls bombarded her, circling her legs with tiny arms.

      “Ms. Ava. Why are taking too long. Come play with us.”

      The haze cleared from Ava’s eyes. Giggling little girls, some with gapped-toothed smiles started leading her away.

      “I’m fine, Logan. See you in three hours.”

      Three hours passed in a flurry of construction papers, scissors, and glue. Ava helped the girls clean up, putting their leftover supplies back in the plastic storage bins. Logan and Thady weren’t at the table where she’d last seen them. She stopped Olivia to ask their whereabouts. Before the woman could answer, Ava heard Logan’s laughter. She looked up to see Thady and Logan posing for a selfie both of them touting their bandaged hands.

      She smiled. Now what were the odds of that? Logan was good for the little boy. It brought tears to her eyes noting that Thady might be even better for Logan. Caring for a child’s need of acceptance, focusing on their future beyond the madman who wanted to hurt her, was a path to recovery for them both. Her man would be an amazing father. She knew it even if he seemed unsure.
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      “I enjoyed today, Logan,” Ava angled her head, briefly resting it on his bicep. “You’re a natural with the kids.”

      Like teenagers they strode hand and hand up the cobblestone driveway to the side entry door. The drive home had been an exercise in self-control. His right hand ached. Their two-story Avondale home, situated on a sprawling one-acre lot, glimmered like a desert mirage to a dying man. A couple of Percocet, straight, no water chaser, would be a dream made reality right about now. But first he needed his legs to lose the ‘metal stakes in the ground’ feeling. Every step jarred his injury.

      He knew what she hinted at. The connection with that kid — Thady, had been instantaneous. The mental energy generated from the interaction still hummed in his veins. But there was a very real physical side effect, exhaustion. Three hours of constant motion and rapid-fire questions had Logan ready to sag against the wall like a champion couch potato sentenced to a 30-day triathlon training camp. He’d caught Ava watching him with Thady more than once, a concerned expression on her face. She had suggested they cut short their visit to the Second Chance house, but no, he had to be the best at everything. Gritting his teeth against the rock band drumming on his fingers, he’d pressed past the discomfort. Now he knew he’d made a mistake. Why hadn’t he listened to Ava?

      Logan had been watchful too. He knew his woman, could feel her on a soul deep level. How had he missed how great she was at caring for everyone? She was excited about the pregnancy, and her joy was infectious. If ever there was a woman ready for motherhood, it was his Ava. He felt like a rookie-freshmen after his first keg party.

      “It was a good day,” he said. “The kids loved you.” The instant his butt hit the passenger seat, he’d powered down faster than a generic D-cell battery. Those things never lasted more than a few hours.

      “Think so, huh?” He liked that something he’d done had pleased her. It was a feeling of satisfaction he wasn’t familiar with before Ava. Maribelle constantly changed the rules on his father and her sons. He’d never figured out why she seemed to prefer misery as a companion.

      Lazily pulling her along Logan gave Ava’s fingers a squeeze. Man, he loved this woman. Which meant he would do just about anything to make her stay. He wasn’t an easy man to love. But when Ava looked at him with adoration in his eyes, his chest nearly burst open from the sheer magic of having her love.

      “I love this kid-friendly version of you.”

      Was she trying to stroke his ego because she knew he wasn’t daddy material? As it stood, they’d have the first child in the next generation of Masters offspring one month after the wedding. That’s if Ava carried till full-term. Even though the pregnancy had surprised them both, she was all about the next generation. Okay, Star Trek’s Next Generation musical score popped into his head. Man, he really needed to get this pain under control. Even though he was the pediatrician, it was because of Ava that he participated in community programs like the Second Chance House. He’d been trained to fundraise, campaign, and donate to the programs that financially supported such initiatives. With Ava, she invited him to roll up his sleeves and become an active member engaging with families.

      Even Thady, with his quiet steely resolve, held a soft spot for her. The six-year-old had almost single-handedly erected a model helicopter, disabled hand be damned. The kid wanted to be a pilot. The possibility of his acceptance into a flight-training program was close to zilch, but Logan admired Thady. Years from now, that kid would reap the rewards of defining his own destiny beyond what others expected of him.

      “Are you implying I’m questionable in the daddy department, sweetheart?” Fatherhood at this juncture in his life would change all his plans. As the primary male figure, Robert Lee had been attentive, patient, and present. Had Logan inherited his father’s parenting abilities? He wasn’t sure he could measure up to the example.

      “No,” she drawled. “I’m used to seeing you in doctor-mode with your patients. It was nice, watching you have fun with a child. I like it.”

      It amazed him how quickly his brain had crossed circuits to include the new addition. But there were many unanswered questions. Could Logan be a great father and a world-renowned surgeon? How was he going to keep Ava safe, protect his unborn child, and build a career? He cut a glance to his aching hand. But first, he needed a fully functional limb. That black hole in his psyche spread another nanometer, advancing into new territory. Logan refused to give voice to his fear. To do so would unlock a box that had never been airtight.

      “What’s not to like? I’m smart, handsome, and have great taste in women.” Rifling through the keys on the Lexus fob, Logan reached for the doorknob with his injured hand. Pain sliced through each finger before shooting a piercing arrow off into the center his palm. Taking a step back, he gestured for Ava to enter.

      “Because you’re probably in pain, I’m going to ignore that last comment.”

      Ava glided past him, her step light. In the past, he had a terrible habit of leaving the side entry open. That ended when his then pseudo-girlfriend, Rebecca Lynn, misled Ava into believing an intimate relationship had developed in their family alliance.

      “Who said that?” he questioned, discounting the agony that gripped his body. When he moved to retreat, she stayed his hand, stroking across his knuckles. Even the slight touch felt like a sledgehammer. Now he was just playing tough guy.

      “Real men cry, daddy.”

      “The hell they do,” he scoffed. Before Logan could close and lock the door behind them, he heard footsteps on the second floor. A rush of adrenaline flooded Logan’s bloodstream. Someone had entered their bedroom.

      Instantly, Ava stumbled back, causing him to slam into her. He moved to push her behind him and winced.

      “Careful, your hand,” Ava whispered.

      Logan reached in his pocket, withdrawing his phone. Before putting it in her hand. “Go back to the car. Lock yourself inside.”

      No way would he allow her to be hurt, ever.

      “I’m not leaving you,” she said.

      Beneath the layer of blatant defiance, at the most inopportune time he might add, there was an overflow of another powerful emotion he felt from Ava — fear, but not for herself. With the phone pressed tight against her belly, she reached in her purse, searching for something. Did she have a weapon? Her fingers must have hit pay dirt because a black handle appeared, and then spokes and a swirl of pleated nylon fanned out before collapsing on itself. It took Logan a second to recognize the intruder slayer. An umbrella.

      Really, an umbrella.

      “Put that away,” he scowled. “Even with one hand I defend you better than a damn umbrella.” The woman he loved resorted to rain gear.

      “I know that,” she said with a lift of her chin. “We fight together.”

      Something crashed to the floor. Logan gripped Ava’s shoulder. The time for debate had ended. He needed to take action before it was too late.

      “Get out of here,” he growled. “Now.”
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      Ava tried but failed to regulate her breathing. Fear and rage battled within her. In that moment, the realization that she might have to hurt someone in defense of her family dawned. Whoever had entered this house would leave on a stretcher. Logan, honestly, the man thought she questioned his manhood by staying at his side. Nothing could be farther from the truth. His size alone intimidated most men. Add in that charging bull attitude, and sane folks steered clear of her man. The noise above their heads grew louder.

      “You and your Mary Poppins defense system don’t move,” Logan murmured, his tone hard with finality.

      This was no place for a singing nanny. Ava’s mind veered more towards the 2015 Kingsman spy drama’s chestnut handled, bullet proof canopy umbrella. Footsteps moved, closer, closer. Ava tightened her grip on the base of the umbrella, counting down to a possibly deadly encounter.

      “Ava?” A female voice called from the top of the stairs. “Is that you?”

      At the musical sound of Janna’s voice, the tension bled from Ava’s muscles.

      Lieutenant Janna Williamson Wright, bestie since college, mother of two beautiful children, and beloved wife to one fierce Marine appeared at the top of the landing. Face bare of makeup, her inky strands hung needle straight past her diamond-studded earlobes. Brown skinned with almond shaped eyes, Janna’s usual shade of brownish green stared back at her.

      Ava gulped in a breath. Gemma Noelle’s chubby limbs sprouted from the Baby Bjorn carrier strapped to Janna’s chest. They were safe.

      “Oh my Todd.” Ava exhaled a ragged breath, relaxing her batter’s grip on the umbrella handle. “It’s you.”

      With one hand on the railing, the other curled around Ava’s Vera Bradley print weekender, Janna smiled down at what had to be a wild-eyed Logan and an equally crazed Ava.

      “Oh,” she said, tilting her head. “When did it start raining?”

      Logan snatched her would-be weapon, tossing it aside. He pulled her into his chest. She crashed into the hard planes of his chest, inhaling the fresh-cut pine scent. Instantly, his potent masculinity and steady heartbeat calmed her. Logan being the skilled communicator chose more colorful words.

      “What in the hell are you doing in our house?” he demanded.

      She wasn’t sure he was aware of it, but the arm around her waist tightened, crushing her to him. Heavens, had his thoughts mirrored her own? He’d been ready to risk his life to save her, again.

      “Obviously scaring the s-h-i-t out of you, Mr. Manners.”

      Dawson and Janna’s nine-year-old adopted son, Jonah was a walking listening device. Both parents had taken to spelling words they didn’t want him to repeat in the company of others. Parents were often the last to know, so Ava wouldn’t break it to her fellow Nurse corps officer. Jonah knew how to spell ‘bad’ words.

      Ava looked up into the hardened planes of Logan’s face. Lips thinned into a straight line. A visible tick pulsed in his jaw.

      “Logan,” Ava whispered, “we’re fine.” Thinking of the baby growing in her belly, her voice cracked. Already they were worried parents.

      The thud of something hitting the floor drew their attention. Janna had dropped the tote she carried. One hand pressed to her forehead.

      “Oh, Ava. I shouldn’t have let myself in,” Janna cried, suddenly processing the impact of finding her in the house following the attack. “It was a last-minute decision to swing by here and move your things downstairs.”

      “It’s okay,” Ava replied for Janna’s sake.

      “I’m so sorry. I can’t believe I did this,” Janna stammered. “I thought relocating you two to the first-floor suite would save you and the patient a few trips up this wicked staircase.”

      Ava gave an audible sigh. “Don’t apologize.”

      With hardwood floors throughout, the five-bedroom, four bath Victorian boasted an impressive grand iron-scroll staircase, an upper and lower floor master suite, and a kitchen equipped to feed a football team. Ava remembered the first time Logan had invited her inside. With the size and breadth of his house, it was as if he’d built his life around a future family.

      Stooping to grab the bag in one hand, Janna waved her off with the other. “I should have called and cleared it with you when you didn’t answer my text.”

      “Agreed,” Logan interjected. “Until they catch the guy, we all have to be more vigilant.”

      Ava released him. “Well, everything is alright for now.”

      She motioned for Janna to join them. “Let me grab Logan’s pain med, and then I’ll help you.”

      Janna descended to the bottom floor. “No worries. I’m almost done relocating your love den. It’ll make Ava feel better to know you are at ground level when she’s away.”

      “What?” Logan frowned. “I can get my own medicine and manage a flight of stairs without falling on my ass.”

      Possibly, Ava thought, ignoring his brash comment. He looked to be in considerable pain.

      “Thanks, Janna. We appreciate your help. Don’t we, Logan?” When he didn’t say anything, Ava nudged him with an elbow. “Be nice,” Ava whispered. “She’s our future babysitter.”

      “Thanks,” he mumbled, sounding something other than grateful.

      She nodded towards the sectional to their right. Logan glanced at the chocolate brown leather, pure nirvana reflected in his pain-hazed stare.

      Just then Lina James Rice sauntered into the living room from the direction of the kitchen. “What did I miss?”

      Logan craned his neck, surveying both her friends. “Is anybody else in this house who doesn’t pay the mortgage?”

      “Logan,” Ava chided.

      Lina arched a perfectly manicured brow, giving Ava and Logan a saucy smile. Her signature berry colored lips rarely sported a frown. She and Lina had been best friends since tin lunchboxes and Puma shell toes sneakers.

      “Let’s see,” Lina mused, placing one hand on her full-figured hip. At five nine in her bare feet, Lina looked like a runaway model in her red stilettos boots and matching leggings. “Janna, Janna Junior, and little old me make three.”

      Logan dropped to the couch. An airy whoosh sounded as his big body sagged into the cushions.

      “Does your husband know where you are?” Logan asked.

      “Of course. He gave me the key,” Lina beamed using two fingers to snap the fluorescent stretchy band on her wrist.

      As a wedding gift, Lina’s husband and his four brothers, one being Janna’s husband, had custom designed the couple a thirty-five hundred square foot sprawling ranch style house in Avondale. Ian, Thane, Caleb, and Phoenix lived in Waverly Falls, West Virginia. The waterfront condo Lina’s former lover Troy Lawson had financed for her had been on the market for less than twenty-four hours before a buyer recognized the bargain and jumped at the offer. Her husband, Gideon, had been relieved.

      “Keep up the witty banter, Lina. I’ll be right back.” Ava bustled into the kitchen. The open floor plan boasted a large center island with dual-inlayed sinks and swivel bar stools. Logan’s favorite spot, other than the bedroom, was here. It certainly was hers. The first time he had tasted her taut buds happened on that counter. Her breasts tingled at the memory.

      “Hurry, sweetheart. Lina’s voice sounds very close to Charlie Brown’s teacher.”

      Laughing, Ava grabbed what she needed from the overhead cabinets. “You are so extra right now, Logan Masters.”

      Pretty soon she’d need cabinet locks and outlet covers. She should start a list of items to purchase before the baby arrived.

      Ava joined Logan on the couch. Janna walked back into the room; her hands now empty. “Ignore her, Logan” she laughed, shaking her head.

      Crossing the space, she sat in the recliner seat facing Logan’s monster one-hundred-inch projection screen. A startled Gemma Noelle shifted in her carrier, before she settled in sleep once more.

      “Logan,” Janna said, stroking her little girl’s silky tresses. “Should I postpone this little one’s nine-month well-child visit?”

      Ava knew Logan didn’t make it a habit of performing well child exams. Janna had asked him as a trusted friend. He’d agreed. Her man was more compassionate than he gave himself credit for. Ava marveled at how Janna had fallen in love with motherhood. The repeated kisses and coos were a dead giveaway. She doubted Janna was consciously aware of how much her tougher-than-a-warship personality had softened in the last year.

      “Consider it done,” Logan said with a smile.

      Before Dawson and the kids, Janna’s career advancement had been priority number one. Now, her family, Dawson, Gemma Noelle, and Jonah were the most precious treasures in her life. Ava hoped to role model her friend’s example of marriage, motherhood, and a military career with grace.

      “Since you both broke into my house. I need a favor.” He gestured to the Second Chance House flyer on the coffee table. “There’s a kid at the Second Chance House named Thadeus.”

      Janna’s green eyes sparkled with interest. “Oh yeah, I know the boy genius. He’s a whiz with his helping hand.”

      Ava chimed in, “Yep. Thady and Logan are best buds. They took a selfie together at the end of the day.”

      Lina grinned. “Sounds like somebody has a new play date.”

      Logan’s eyes strayed heavenward. “Lina, tell your husband he violated the bro code. The Rice family’s access has been revoked.”

      Ava’s friends were pretty resourceful. A scenario where Logan’s dictate was followed failed to materialize. No way would Lina surrender her only access to their refrigerator. Unlike Logan, Ava appreciated the benefits of having friends who loved her cooking. She could try new recipes and Logan never got nagged about eating leftovers. Win-win.

      “Hmm, yeah,” Lina tsked, dropping the key down the front of her tank top. “That’s not going to happen.”

      “I want Thady to meet Jonah. Ava and I can swing by your house and pick him up for the next Saturday before craft time starts.”

      “That would be great,” Janna agreed. “Now that we have Gemma, Jonah shouts for joy when he gets boy time without his little sister’s wails. What about Notso? Can she go with you?”

      Notso Wright, the kitty formerly known as Notso Williamson was Janna’s not so cute, not so cuddly, not so friendly feline companion. Literally, Notso was the only cat Ava had ever seen with male-patterned baldness, a wandering eye, and a clipped tail.

      “Logan,” Lina stood, cupping both hands around her mouth forming a pseudo-megaphone. “Just say no. Trust me.”

      “Notso is sweet…under the right conditions,” Janna said, stifling a grin.

      Lina started clapping her hands. “No,” clap “No,” clap. “First of all, your cat needs LASIK and corrective lenses.”

      “Oh, Lina” Ava sighed. “That’s just wrong.”

      “So is breaking two jar candles and doing her four-pawed Macarena over my fresh pedicure.” In true Lina fashion, she detailed a list of Notso’s finer attributes. “And she snatched a bacon strip off my plate when I put my plate down.”

      As if a thought had just occurred to her, Lina snapped her fingers. “Enough about Janna’s pet cemetery reincarnation. Back to business. There’s a ton of vegetables and raw meat in the refrigerator. What happened to the pulled pork Mrs. Ariss dropped off?”

      “Lina, our kitchen is not open to the public.” Logan tossed up his hands. “This is why Gideon had the key and not you.”

      “We ate it,” Ava added, handing Logan a water tumbler and two pills.

      Lina sighed. “How am I supposed to provide you and Logan with a nice dinner for two when you’ve eaten everything I was planning to reheat and serve on your fine china?”

      “Lina,” Janna shook her head, “when are you going to learn how to cook?”

      Not that Gideon Rice complained. He clearly stated his wife had talents in other areas that outranked food every day of the week.

      “When I stop making enough money to buy a fabulous meal,” she grinned. Tapping one finger on the tip of her nose and then snapping her thumb and index fingers together as if coming to a conclusion, she said, “Or when Trapper Bo’s and Apricot Apron declare bankruptcy, or my husband refuses to cook another Pinterest recipe.”

      Gideon had been adopted into a large ranch family in the West Virginia hill country. Lina, on the other hand, was Bernadean James’s only child. Lina grew up with a silver spoon, albeit tarnished, following the murder of her father, Detective Lincoln James. Gideon furnished her with the latest tech gadget, fashion trend, or sports car. Her husband spoiled her terribly.

      “We both know Gideon would take down Isis by himself to keep you happy.”

      For a psychiatrist trained to help others maintain a healthy life balance, Gideon catered to his wife’s every indulgence.

      “Yeah, he would,” Lina cooed, her voice totally smitten with her man.

      “What you saw were the ingredients for tomorrow’s Sunday dinner. Both families are coming.”

      Janna looked away, while Lina pressed her open palms together in a prayer position.

      “Girl, you sure you want to do that?” Lina gave her the side eye. “I can bring BETAS over tonight.”

      BETAS aka Lina’s beat that ass stick was the two by two baton she kept handy. Again, Ava was reminded of the oil and Perrier water mix. In the past when she’d tried to bring the families together, something happened to widen the divide.

      “No,” Logan rasped. “I on the other hand will need a drink.”

      Logan’s features relaxed and his skin color had improved. The pain must have ebbed. “Need I remind you that you’re taking narcotics. Neither one of us can have alcohol.”

      Both Lina and Janna came to an abrupt stop. “Why can’t Ava drink?”

      Ava looked to him. Well, eventually they’d have to share their good news. Without taking her eyes off his, she gave a slight nod.

      “Ava’s four months pregnant.”

      Janna stared, her eyes wide with shock. Lina’s smile slipped but only for a second. She and Gideon had been trying to conceive since their wedding three years ago. Ava hadn’t considered how her friend would take the news of her pregnancy. For the first time Ava understood the depth of pain Lina must have experienced with the miscarriage. Even though Ava had recently learned of her pregnancy, she was connected to this baby in a way she never could comprehend. Poor Lina. Now that she was married and struggling with infertility, it had to be a private hell for her friend. A single tear slid down Lina’s cheek before she closed her eyes.

      Janna recovered first. “Congratulations you two,” she cheered. “We’re going to need another trip to the bridal boutique. And Gemma Noelle will have another boss baby to play with real soon.”

      Lina wiped away the dampness on her cheek and walked up to Ava. Pulling her in a warm embrace, Lina said, “Congratulation, my sister. You know when Auntie Lina gets finished picking your baby’s wardrobe, the he or she will be the headliner for the Real Boss Babies of Shell Cove.”

      Tears sprang to Ava’s eyes. She hoped when the families heard the news they would recover as fast as her friends.
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      The rear entry door to the house closed with a soft click. Two car engines, Janna’s and Lina’s, turned over with a smooth hum before headlights cut two dancing beams through the first floor and disappeared. Ava dropped to the couch and removed her heels. She’d told her friends of her pregnancy. Instead of tears of celebration, Lina had been devastated. Ava shared everything with those two women. Hugging herself, she wondered if she should reconsider. Lina’s friendship had remained one constant in Ava’s life. Tentatively, she cut her gaze in her fiancé’s general direction. Keeping secrets from Logan would never be an option. She wanted to talk about her mixed emotions to share their good news, but not now.

      Logan deposited his empty glass into the stainless-steel sink. And then he stood, unmoving, watching her.

      “You okay, sweetheart?”

      Ava lifted her chin, determined to focus on her own issues rather than someone else. “Yeah, I’m good. Maybe, a little on edge.”

      Rounding the corner of the bar, Logan came to stand in front of her. “I can help with that.” His eyes were half-lidded, but she recognized the lustful gleam. “I’m still thirsty, Ava.”

      She swallowed, body already softening to the coded suggestion in his voice. Logan curled his fingers around her nape. Feeling the safety and security of his hold, she exhaled, releasing the pinned energy gripping her muscles.

      “So am I,” she replied, sinking her teeth into her lower lip. Leaning forward, with one hand she gripped his belt.

      Ava pulled on the soft leather of Logan’s belt, the metal lock slipped free of the grommet. She felt a similar release of tension across her shoulder blades.

      He captured her chin, gazing in her eyes. “You sure you want this?”

      It was as much a statement as a question. With her history, Logan always sought her permission, never wanting her to associate his touch with that of Marcus. Ava would always want Logan. More than the air she breathed. She needed this man. Craved his love. The button on his slacks was next, followed by the familiar “hiss” of a zipper.

      She raised a brow. “You sure your pain medication can hold up under pressure?”

      Stroking his thumb over her bottom lip, he chuckled. “Even if they don’t, I will.”

      She nodded in silent agreement. “Then, yes. I’m sure.”

      Ava had never been more sure of herself, of Logan, of their future as a family.

      Russet blond hair formed an enticing trail down his six-pack before playing hide-and-seek behind his boxers. Ava’s mouth watered. She wanted his taste on her tongue.

      “You’ll need a pillow,” he rasped.

      She raised a brow at that. “Oh really?”

      In a smooth motion, Logan slid his digits into her hair, giving the strands a gentle tug. “I want you on your knees.”

      Some would condemn Logan’s possessive tendencies, but Ava welcomed them. He knew what she craved, and he gave it to her without conditions or criticism.

      “Okay,” she said breathlessly, looking up to meet those green eyes.

      “And Ava, you and our baby are what’s important.” He caressed her chin between his fingers, his hold sure. “No one, not even me gets in the way of our family.”

      He should’ve kept his comment to himself because a fierce need to protect all that was hers rose inside. Okay her first priority was to keep their baby safe, but Logan was a part of her too. He was her solace, her refuge.

      “We made this baby together. I decide how I protect my family,” she challenged, gliding his boxers off his hips, to grip his shaft. “Now, relax, while I bring you to your knees.”

      A low growl vibrated up from Logan’s chest, a fierce predator ready to attack. She could handle him. Ava prepared herself for a rough claiming, but Logan surprised her.

      “Right you are, sweetheart,” he said placing a long string of soft kisses down her neck. Ava tilted her head granting him full access. Without lifting his head, he whispered, “First, let’s get you that drink, and then we make plans for tomorrow’s announcement.”

      They would definitely need to map out a strategic approach to navigate the questions from both families. Neither of them had disclosed Logan’s Singapore visit.

      Seems they needed to talk about expectations, for each other and their child. Logan pulled her dress over her head and she sank to her knees. For now, they were in perfect alignment.
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      “Did you walk to the orchard for the apples?” Logan whispered when Ava waltzed up next to him. This Sunday, a warm body occupied every one of the fourteen chairs surrounding the formal dining table. The tradition of rotating the family dinners had started five years prior when Ava had purchased her first home. A two-bedroom 1940’s style bungalow in the waterfront community of Marek Park. Ava still owned the house, but Logan had insisted she move in with him after returning from deployment. The formal dining room with its contemporary fleur-de-lis buffet table, china cabinet, and serving butler made the Walters family Sunday dinners a breeze to host. The appetizers had been removed, the main course served, and now it was time for the dessert. Literally and figuratively.

      “Nope. I was hiding out in the kitchen,” she grinned, both hands covered in bulky red oven mitts. She playfully bumped his chair with one hip as she reached forward placing the hot caramel apple pie with scalloped crust on the table. Ava had hand-rolled the dough this morning, carefully shaping the lattice work before sealing the edges with an egg wash. A delicious blend of tart apples, cinnamon sugar, and butter crust assailed him. His mouth watered just watching Ava slice triangular wedges and smother them with fresh churned vanilla ice cream. He made the decision to feed the savage beast within before telling both sets of parents to expect a stork delivery in four months.

      “You should’ve told me. I would’ve followed.”

      She took her seat next to him at the head of the table. Next to Ava, sat her parents, followed by Granny Lou and Deacon Hill. The self-proclaimed holy man was absolutely wicked when it came to a free meal. Ava’s brother, Aron chatted with his Zari about football, of course. The oldest of the Walters offspring, Shayla had arrived last week for the announcement party, but decided to stay close by Ava after the attack. Marianne occupied the seat opposite Logan, in the middle. Next to him, his mother cleared her throat.

      “How much longer is this culinary adventure,” Maribelle rasped. “I didn’t realize Shell Cove was a dry county. I would’ve brought my own bottle.”

      Ava winked. “Your monkeys. Your show.”

      “Everything will be fine,” he reassured her. “They’ll be happy.” His mother’s attempt at civility was painful to watch. Her responses, most of them on a time delay, had the rhythm of a wounded bird trying to get airborne, but falling flat. His father’s face held a blank expression. While Aunt Marianne—well, Logan thought her a rockstar. She laughed at Deacon Hill’s attempts at seduction, joked with both Ava’s parents, and shared her love of romance novels with Granny Lou.

      “One can hope,” she said, shrugging her shoulders.

      One, not two. Interesting choice of words. Ava had reluctantly told him what happened between her and Maribelle in the emergency medicine department. Logan thought he had witnessed his mother at her worse, but after Ava’s depiction of that night, he hadn’t.

      “Ava,” her mother said, “you’ve barely swallowed a bite of this delicious meal you prepared.”

      “I had a big breakfast,” she nodded, picking at the pie filling with her fork.

      Logan had noticed the loss of appetite too. Ava had told her mother the truth, with one exception. More of an omission really. Not a single morsel had stayed in her belly for long. Not the milk, the juice, and definitely not the cereal.

      “Good for you, Ava.” Robert Lee smiled. “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”

      “Yes,” Maribelle added, tipping her glass in mock toast. “With your boyish figure I’m sure all that muscle burns through calories.”

      Logan shoved his plate aside, his head ringing from the direct hit. Beside him, Ava jerked as if she’d been punched. The color drained from her face. Why did he hold out hope that his mother would accept Ava? Because he’d always felt like he had to perform and excel to get her attention. He’d exceeded every standard—academically, financially, and politically—she’d set before him. He’d been fine with her demands, but not when applied to the woman he planned to live the rest of his life with. In this, his was the only standard that mattered.

      “Damn it, mom,” Logan swore. “This is the last time you step left and swing that right hook.”

      Underneath the table, Ava gripped his right knee, squeezing. His signal that truce between her and Maribelle had gone the way of the Pinto, up in flames.

      “That’s interesting,” Ava said, voice level, “I’ve read that aging eyes struggle to distinguish figures. But, I’ll keep that in mind since I’m eating for two.”

      Silence fell over the room’s occupants.

      “A baby,” Ariss covered her mouth with both hands. She blinked several times as if to ward off tears. Moisture gathered in her eyes. “We’re going to be grandparents, Drew.”

      “Yes, mom,” she sighed, a smile on her face. “I’m four months along.”

      The entire Walters family stood to their feet, encircling him and Ava. Logan looked on as his future in-laws, hugged each other.

      “Congrats, big sister,” Aron said from the far end of the table.

      Granny Lou, hugged Logan. “I’ll select the pattern for my great grandbaby’s first quilt tonight.”

      “And I’ll get my niece or nephew a set of custom storybooks,” Shayla beamed. “Have you two decided on a name?”

      “Wait. Wait,” Maribelle interrupted. “Who’s the baby’s father?”

      “Of course, it’s my baby,” Logan grumbled, taking the offense personally.

      “Oh no this old heifer didn’t,” Ariss Walters snapped. “You sorry excuse for a mother. I will snatch the blonde out of your head through your pampered behind.”

      His mother drew her spine tall and military rigid. “Lay a finger on me and I’ll have you arrested.”

      Ariss gave his mother a bored expression. “Bring it on, Karen.”

      His mother totally missed the verbal set down. Logan understood the term to mean Ariss Walters would not be intimidated by threats to involve the authorities.

      “Damn it, Belle,” his father raged. “That’s it.”

      “Four months pregnant,” his mother scoffed. “She’s wasn’t even in the country. We spent a helluva lot of money for you to go to medical school. You should understand how babies are made. You have to be there.”

      “No, she wasn’t,” Logan growled.

      “See, she’s trying to trap you, Logan.” Maribelle smirked at Ava. Everyone turned to look at Ava. Waiting for an answer.

      “What, exactly, are you accusing me of,” Ava challenged, both arms crossing her chest.

      “You’re scared he’d come to his senses and leave you. Getting pregnant to steal a man who shouldn’t be yours,” Maribelle rolled her eyes. “So cliche.”

      All of a sudden, Ava started screaming. “I hate this. And for the record, Maribelle. I fell in love with Logan. I didn’t trap him.”

      “Didn’t you? You have ruined his life. All his plans are derailed. You can’t understand what it’s like to have a purpose for your child’s life. This whole wedding is a mistake.”

      Drew Walters spun on Logan and his parents. By the fire blazing in his dark eyes, it was clear he did not separate Logan from his family.

      “My daughter doesn’t have to marry your son. She has a home,” Andrew bellowed. “My child doesn’t need your money, your connections, or your son to be happy.”

      A chill fell over the room. All at once, chair legs scraped across the hardwood flooring, everyone scrambled for added distance.

      “Lawd Jesus, open up the windows of heaven,” Deacon Hill screeched, “‘cause we need an escape route.”

      Even Maribelle plugged a cork in her endless bottle of Ava insults. A hush fell over the table as he and Ava’s father faced off.

      “Logan,” Ava warned, squeezing the bulging muscles in his forearm. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Fundamentally he understood Drew’s position. Fathers instinctively protected their children. Ava leaned in closer, using her nearness to calm him. Drew’s eyes held a possessive gleam. Logan was sure his looked similar. They both had entered protect and defend mode.

      “Don’t,” Logan growled, “ever tell Ava to leave me.”

      Drew Walters stepped closer. Logan could smell the coffee on his breath, could feel the warning signals in his bunched muscles.

      “Daddy,” Ava reached for her father’s hand. “Logan is my fiancé and the father of my baby. He’s family too.”

      Logan tightened his hold on Ava. She defended him.

      “I don’t give a damn what you and your family think you have of value. That little girl in your arms means everything to me. You and your family will not continue to hurt my child,” her father snarled. “She’s carrying my grandchild.” Drew pointed at Ava’s belly. “That’s my family. I defend my family against anybody and anything who poses a threat. Can you say the same?”

      Logan sucked in a breath, fighting against the rage he felt. Damn his mother.

      “I love Ava,” Logan breathed. “She and this baby are my life.”

      His mother would never understand the depth of love between him and Ava.

      “Then your life may be cut short. Get your priorities in order, Logan,” Drew grabbed his shoulder, his grip unrelenting. “Getting a woman pregnant doesn’t make you family. And, your ring on my daughter’s finger, doesn’t make you her husband.”

      What was Drew saying? Would he actually advise Ava against going through with the wedding? Logan regarded his mother. Any childhood notions he had of her just loving him without any conditions vanished. She didn’t want his love. Control and obedience seemed the only two settings she oscillated to and from. He had to let go. Maribelle had to make the decision to be a part of his and Ava’s life.

      “If she,” he pointed at his mother, “doesn’t want Ava in my life, then she won’t have a relationship with me, my wife,” Logan emphasized, “or my child.”

      Maribelle gasped. “Logan, don’t listen to this nonsense,” Maribelle hissed. “I’m your mother.”

      “Exactly. Yet you insist on berating my fiancée. Sabotaging my wedding. Questioning my child’s parentage. I’m done.”

      He turned his palm up, waiting for her to release the grip she had around herself.

      “Come here, Ava,” Logan extended his hand.

      Holding his gaze, she placed her hand in his. Though his stare was fierce, he folded his fingers around hers. He pulled her into his side, shielding her.

      “Don’t say anything you’ll regret,” she whispered.

      Her scent, her warmth, weight and his warmth calmed the beast inside threatening to break free.

      “I got this, sweetheart.” Logan lowered his head, placing a kiss to the crown of her head. Afterward he raised his head, speaking their private truth.

      “I joined her…in Singapore. Ava conceived while we were abroad.” Logan had been a basket case during the deployment. The rare moments Ava could access an overseas telephone connection from the ship, he’d spouted quotes from infectious disease reports and the World Health Organization pandemic statistics. While he worried, she’d been fearless. Halfway through their separation, he’d surprised his salty sailor by greeting her on the pierside in Singapore. The three-day visit had begun with an impromptu berinai henna ceremony. That first night, they’d stumbled blindly to their Raffles Hotel room with their ornated-stained hands tearing away each other’s clothing. Not exactly a Crazy Rich Asians affair, but they’d been memorable guests.

      Letting his eyes ricochet to each of their dinner guests, that the verbal attacks would end now, Logan felt as if he could take a breath without choking on the acrimony. Well, that was until his father dropped a bomb in the melee.

      “Belle, I want a divorce.”

      Maribelle paled. Her expression blank in a momentary shock before she regained her wits. “Not this again,” she intoned, but Logan heard the slight tremor in his mother’s voice.

      “I’ll move into the guest house tonight,” his voice, clear and determined.

      In the silent room, Maribelle’s humorless laugh seemed wildly inappropriate.

      “You’ll divorce me for stating the truth. I raised my son to be a leader in this city. To dominate in his profession. To one day be the head of this family. Instead he falls for the wrong woman again. Oh, and then puts a Masters baby in her belly. Two times a charm,” she seethed. “Like father, like son.”

      Logan stiffened, not believing his mother would drag Brooke into this. The woman had lost her life and… Logan had lost his legacy. He steeled his resolve.

      Robert Lee looked at his wife, and then nodded. “Oh, darling. That’s just the beginning on your sins. I’m going home to pack. Call a car to pick you up.”

      His father spun on his heel and walked out of the house.

      “Robert Lee,” his mother called. His father kept walking. “Really, Lee? This is beneath you.”

      Logan heard someone mutter, “Don’t leave her here with us.” It sounded like Shayla.

      “Leave, mother. Stay away from us.” Logan growled.

      “Listen to me, Logan,” his mother whispered. “I’m doing this for your protection. I love you.”

      He shifted Ava against his body. “And, I love her.”

      Maribelle looked at her sister. “You did this,” she screamed. “I wish you had stayed away from us.”

      Marianne kept her voice level and her eyes fixated on his mother. “I did, honey,” she said, her voice filled with pity. “You destroyed the family without any help from me.”

      The room erupted into raised voices before descending into an all-out yelling match. Red rage swam in Logan’s vision. What in hell was she talking about? He slammed his hand down on the table. A heavy “thump” rang out in the room; plates bounced and iced teas sloshed over the rims of glasses. The entire table shook along with his rattled hearing.

      “Dinner’s over,” Logan said, his voice rising above the chaos. “Everybody get the hell out of our house.”

      With everyone gone, Logan watched Ava collapse into a chair, hanging her head.

      She ran a hand through her hair. “That was a helluva lot worse than expected,” she said, releasing a weighted sigh.

      Would it always be a war zone when the Masters and Walters clans were in the same room? Would his child grow up with grandparents who despised each other? Worse yet, would Ava ever consider her father’s words? Would she leave him?

      “Agreed,” Logan muttered, coming to stand behind her chair. Ava’s disappointment was palpable between them. Logan dropped his chin to the top of her head. “I love you, sweetheart.”

      The chasm between the families had multiplied exponentially. He wondered if one had opened between him in Ava.
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      “Sorry I’m late.” Ava rushed through the doors of Storybook Layne’s Bridal Boutique. Mendelssohn’s Sharp Bass Wedding March remix thumped behind her. On a normal day she would’ve stopped to ogle the runway custom-designed gowns. On her left, the new editions to the wall of sequined tiaras and satin wrapped pumps caught her attention, but Ava quickened her steps. She had exactly three hours to decide on a gown. Oh, she’d picked a little lacy mermaid number a couple of weeks back. Now that she knew her stomach problems were a baby blessing, she needed a gown that would flatter her future figure.

      Lucy Layne, the shop owner, appeared from behind the register. “Ava,” she smiled. “Your friends have been waiting. There’s four dresses that will grow with you already in the room.”

      Her very ripped, extremely friendly husband saddled up behind his full-figured wife, wrapping his arms around her pregnant belly. “I need your help with a package, Dimples.”

      At the overt innuendo, Ava blushed right along with Lucy. You go, girl! Ava certainly need to get a hustle in her bustle.

      “Got it,” Ava said giving the amorous couple two thumbs up. She planned her day down to the nanosecond. This evening she and Logan had a date with the Baby Box Store specialist named Courtney.

      Ava burst into the private consultation room she’d reserved this morning. She stumbled to a halt.

      Whoa.

      Two Louis XV Provincial Style Bergere wingback chairs framed the cream-colored space. A terracotta chandelier with teardrop crystals hung overhead casting a crisp, white lighting on the assembled gown collection. Ava felt warmth and elegance as she drank in the pride Lucy had infused in the decor. Care and beauty reflected in every detail.

      With a flourish, Janna spun from the three-way mirror to face her. Ava drank in the sight. Janna’s caviar black locks were twisted into an elegant updo. A waterfall of ringlets cascaded down framing her face. She wore a pale green lace illusion body suit gown with swiping layers of white scalloped tulle. Her mint green eyes brimmed with unshed tears.

      Lucy Layne and her husband, Ramsey Tadeo, had an unconventional inventory. With her seamstress skills and his graffiti artist talent, the couple had added an eclectic and at times, electric, color palette to the bridal selection. Her personal favorite hung on the wall, a jeweled turquoise, teal, and emerald peacock-feathered veil.

      “Hey,” Ava said unmoving. Considering her friend had tied the knot two years ago, she wasn’t quite sure if she should broach a question.

      Janna’s cheeks flamed with color. “I…I am sorry,” she stammered. “It’s just, the Marine and I got married in a courthouse ceremony. I guess,” she sighed, “I wanted to experience the feeling of a real bride.”

      At the last word, Janna darted her eyes away in embarrassment. Ava swallowed the need to rush that had accompanied her during the car ride. Dawson and Janna might have skipped the traditional fanfare, but their commitment to each other was the real thing. But Janna was right. Selecting her wedding gown was a special occasion, a cherished moment for years to come. One day her daughter may walk down the aisle in the same dress she chose today.

      “You look beautiful, Janna.”

      “Thanks,” she said, fanning her face with one hand. “You hot?”

      “No.” In fact, the acute smell of hickory smoked bacon hit Ava at lightning speed. Her mouth watered a second before she gagged.

      “Oh, boy. Do you need a trash can?” Janna asked, eyes frantically searching the brightly lit bridal boudoir for a receptacle.

      Studying her friend, Ava waved her off the search. “I’m fine,” she breathed, sucking in more than a few big breaths. “You sure that’s all?”

      Janna’s nature leaned more to Teflon than tears. Marriage and motherhood had ushered in some changes. Mainly, the happily married mother of two had adapted her career-driven perspective to include family and fun. Two aspects Janna had minimized in the past. Her mother, Genevieve Bordelon Scott, had concealed the identify of Janna’s father for twenty-six years.

      “Notso delivered her litter,” she sighed. “One of the kittens might not make it.”

      “Oh no,” Ava gasped. “Are you okay? Should I pick up Jonah? Where is Lina?”

      Janna cocked a thumb to the closer curtain behind her. “Trying on her dress. Crazy, right?”

      “Not at all,” Ava said, giving her friend a hug. “And, Dawson would bust his zipper if he saw you looking all pretty woman.”

      “Gurl, speaking of zippers,” she winked. “Did Logan make you late?”

      Ava crossed her arms over her chest and winced. Her breasts were sore. Since learning of her pregnancy, she’d begun to notice the subtle changes in her body. Changes she’d attributed to general fatigue and not the miracle of life growing inside her.

      “How much of that champagne,” Ava gestured to the flute in Janna’s left hand, “did you drink?”

      Janna laughed. “You know Lucy’s limitless happy hour rivals Drury’s. Lina ate the last bacon-wrapped scallop.”

      The brothers, Gage and Rourke Alexander, had a table in reserve for Lina, their favorite psychiatric nurse. The sound of metal curtain rings scraping against well-worn metal sliced through the conversation.

      “Stop discussing my eating habits,” the woman herself exclaimed. Lina sauntered over to Ava. “Where have you been?” Even in bare feet, she looked formidable and confident. “This dress was calling me like the bridal whisperer. How do I look?”

      Lacy with delicate appliqués, the modern cut accented the curve hugging beaded gown and the flowy lace train looked so delicious Ava’s mouth watered. Lina turned, her back to them. Cultured and elegant at first glance the dress’s keyhole back added an unexpected touch of seductress.

      “Fabulous.” Ava and Janna echoed their voices breathy.

      Lifting one pinky to stroke her threaded brows, Lina blew an air kiss at her reflection in the mirror. “Of course, I am.”

      Janna frowned. “How’s Logan?”

      Ava dropped her voice into a conspiratorial whisper. “I think he’s scared. Everything has changed. He doesn’t complain, but I can tell his hand still hurts.”

      “When’s his follow up visit?” Janna asked, downing the last of her bubbly liquid.

      First appointment of the day for them included an evaluation and then physical therapy. Logan seemed underwhelmed by the idea of returning to the hospital. He hated being a patient. For a man like Logan, injury meant weakness. Ava disagreed. He’d saved her.

      “It’s been a week and he hasn’t received a call about the chief of surgery position. He’s a little nervous about the job, but I think my being pregnant is the scariest of all.”

      Ava didn’t understand why, but Logan worried about the baby. She thought it weird. Why would a pediatrician be anxious about his baby? Ava had no history of physical illness and the ultrasounds were normal. All three of them.

      “Where’s your mom, Ava?” Lina asked aloud.

      Ava’s smile slipped. “Granny Lou wasn’t feeling well,” Ava plopped into an armless chair. “I really wanted them here with us.”

      When Ava reached her parent’s house her mother and father were ushering her eighty-one-year-old grandmother out of her blue sequined sneakers and back to bed. Guilt assailed Ava. What if all the excitement from yesterday had contributed to Granny Lou’s illness?

      “Oh Ava,” Janna rubbed her shoulder. “I’m sure she’ll be bright as rainbows tomorrow.”

      The inquiry dredged up the crap that had hit the proverbial church fan. Robert Lee’s announcement along with Logan and Maribelle’s meltdown had turned Sunday dinner into a major choke fest.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” Ava slumped in her chair.

      Lina bent and slipped off Ava’s shoes. “Do tell why your man called my Gideon late in the midnight hour for an emergency psyche consultation?”

      There were three pairs of shoes, slides, pumps, and sandals in front of the mirror.

      “Got more of that champagne?” Ava asked, sure she would need a stiff drink to get through the retelling.

      “That’s for the grown & sexy people. Baby’s mama gets water,” Lina said, pushing the drink cart out of reach.

      Ava recounted the blow-by-blow details of the big announcement. When she mentioned Maribelle’s accusation, Ariss’s threat, and her father’s declaration, gasps and oh snaps abounded.

      “Oh my God,” Janna yelped. “I know Logan about lost his damn mind when Mr. Walters said you could come home.”

      He had. Not that her father implied that Logan had failed in taking care of her, but Logan had received the message.

      “Huh,” Lina rolled her eyes. “I’m surprised you’re not in a tower writing letters to Shrek and donkey asking them to come rescue you.”

      “Seriously,” Ava chided. “My dad would not Fiona me.”

      Lina gave them a sideways glance. “Let me ask you a few questions.”

      “Sure,” Ava said dropping her purse on the side table.

      “Did Mr. Walters crack a smile? Did he stutter? Did he retract his statement?”

      No. No. No. They burst out laughing. Count on Lina to find the silver lining in every thunder cloud.

      Janna went to the rack holding the gowns Lucy had pulled for Ava. “Try this one on, Ava.”

      Lina clapped her hands together. The sound cracked like a sudden pop of lighting, startling Ava.

      “I have an idea,” she said rifling through the purse hanging on the single rack of white gowns. “Let’s make a video of you trying on your gowns for Granny Lou and your mom,” Lina exclaimed.

      Ava disappeared behind the curtain. Shucking her sundress, she slipped into an off the shoulder, strapless satin dress. The empire waist tastefully showcased her fuller breasts while the soft folds of elongated ruffles draped over her belly before disappearing in an embroidered train.

      “Do the police have any new information on the attacker?” Janna asked, from the other side.

      “No,” Ava called back, reaching one hand behind her back, to shimmy up the zipper.

      Lina passed the satin sandals underneath the divider. “I hope you requested more vacation time. Between your daddy’s warning and real threat. Logan is going keep you at home.”

      He’d said as much last night. And, this morning during breakfast.

      “My commander approved another week of leave.” Ava stepped from behind the curtain. Though she hated to admit it, she considered the impact of not returning to the office. This project demanded her full attention. Her superior had reassured Ava that her position as the project lead was secure. She’d talked with Ash. He’d allayed her fears. After reviewing her instructions, he promised not to burn the project to the ground floor in the next seven days. When she’d ended the call, she exhaled in relief. One thing she knew for sure about Ash, he acted with passion, precision, and purpose. The man was relentless in his pursuits.

      Ava opened the curtain. “What do you think?”

      Lina tilted her head, steepling her fingers in concentration. Would Ava’s selection pass a fashionista’s scrutiny.

      “That dress was meant for you, Ava.” Lina snapped.

      Beside her Janna did a fist pump, and an admirable cheerleader jazz hands maneuver. Not bad for a thirty-year-old mother of two. It shocked Ava to see genuine tears from the fellow sailor.

      “You look stunning. Say yes to that dress,” Janna screamed, dancing around the room. “That’s an order.”

      Ava laughed, her spirits soaring for the first time since Logan’s discharge. Somehow finding the perfect dress moved the wedding from abstract to multidimensional. It’s just a dress she thought. But she felt an internal shift. She’d read on one of the blogs she subscribed to that every detail seemed monumental to a bride. This was her moment to revel in all that belonged to her. The dream lover. The dream career. The surreal dream of motherhood. Sure, Maribelle’s banishment spoke to the strained family dynamics. Ava expected a full-scale revolt by way of canceled caterers and suddenly unavailable live bands. But she had everything she ever wanted with Logan.

      Lina eased closer, brushing Ava’s hair from her shoulders with trembling fingers. “You are a gorgeous bride.”

      Ava struck a Beyonce-ish pose, arms above her head, one hip cocked. “I’m so happy,” Ava shook, and she felt a rush of heat. She felt silly.

      Lina sniffled. “Logan will kill someone for even looking at you.”

      In her heart a sense of power, destiny, desire, and love pumped through every cell, healing, repairing, building. This version of herself was who she was meant to be. Confident, she squared her shoulders inhaling her truth. She belonged with Logan. History warned her to distrust the emotion. Instead, she chose to embrace the ray of light, welcoming the calm like a long absent friend. Counting her blessings, Ava whispered a silent prayer that Lina’s prediction would never come true.
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      Logan’s brother rented a second-floor corner office suite in historic downtown Shell Cove. Scrolled wrought iron lamp posts reminiscent of a Norman Rockwell painting lined cobblestoned streets. At city center, sat a small park complete with shade benches and a duck pond. This part of the town screamed insert wife and baby here. Ava’s father had tossed the word value at him. Logan wondered at his declining shares. An image of Brooke broke into his thoughts. Quickly it was replaced by a small square of ultrasound paper with a grainy black and white outline.

      Maribelle had almost revealed his secret. The past he never revisited resurged, a reckoning, the only way to describe the deluge of painful memories.

      He’d spent the better part of last night distracting himself, and Ava with his mind, body, and his soul. No way would he survive her cutting him and his non-friendly ban of misfits out of her life.

      Here he was trying to get married, while his father dropped explosives with anti-marriage tripwires like divorce, packing, and moving out. Neither of his parents were a ringing endorsement for Logan’s upcoming nuptials. Logan glanced between his brother, Tyson, and Maximus O’Connor. Together the two Irishman looked formidable. Not that they dwarfed him, but he’d think twice before tussling with the pair in a dark alley.

      Logan snatched a bottle of water from the mini fridge behind the massive oak chair his brother rarely occupied.

      “I’m done with family gatherings until after the wedding,” Logan declared.

      He’d arrived at Masters Security Incorporated surprised to find the three men in deep discussion. No one spoke, allowing the rhetorical question to fill the gap in conversation.

      From his position on the couch, Darwin watched him, his blue eyes brimming with concern. “Have you spoken with dad?”

      He may have imagined it, but all three men seemed to tense. Logan’s spidey-sense tingled. Had something else happened between his parents? If it had, how did it involve the O’Connor brothers?

      Leaning against the remaining chair, Logan shook his head. “No. Dad has called a few times. But my woman and unborn child are priority.”

      Logan had made that clear to Drew Walters and Ava. Sunday had gone off the rails. Keeping his mother away from his family ensured that wouldn’t happen again. He’d over-reacted. When he’d looked at Ava, her stricken expression had torn the heart from his chest. His reaction to the idea of Ava leaving him had been incendiary. Granny Lou provided a note of calm as everyone filed out of his door.

      Darwin lifted one hand, rubbing at his forehead. “True that…but, can you believe he dropped the D-word?”

      “No,” Logan whispered, unable to disguise the disbelief in his voice. His father loved his mom, of that he had no doubt. Maribelle was stubborn, demanding, self-serving, and the fiercest ally he’d ever known.

      “There’s a serious power imbalance in their relationship. Mom has to give more than she takes. And Dad, he needs to come clean about the past.”

      His brother’s face twisted into an unreadable mask. In a fight, Maribelle Masters served as a powerful ally. She investigated her opponent, always had her details confirmed before a confrontation, and she never attacked without a plan. His father had lived with the woman’s flaws and perfections. What could she have done to force his hand? And Logan was sure his mother had done something. But, what did Darwin mean about cleaning up the past. He frowned. There was something his brother wasn’t telling him. A secret between his mom and dad. Logan’s gut churned. He opened his mouth to pull the thread but was interrupted.

      Tyson leaned forward in his armchair, placing his tumbler on the center console. “It’s good to see you up and out of the hospital.”

      “How’s the hand?” Maximus asked, his brogue more nuanced compared to the older brother.

      Logan gave the ace wrap covering his right hand a casual glance. “Fine. I removed the splint this morning.”

      Guilt nagged him. Dr. Pierre hadn’t explicitly told him to keep the limb immobile. The pain had reached a tolerable level and… last night Logan had needed his hand for more pressing needs. Ava’s pleasure would be any future punishment.

      “How’s Ava?” Maximus asked.

      “She’s freaking amazing. How she keeps smiling through all the crap thrown at her because of me…she’s destined for sainthood.”

      “Spoken like the man who loves his woman,” Tyson raised his glass in salute.

      Through the second-floor window, Logan overlooked Shell Cove’s historic downtown district. On the corner of Main Street and the Boulevard, Gage and Rourke Alexander’s second restaurant, Drury’s café, served the last of the lunchtime crowd.

      “She’s the air in my lungs.” Logan aimed the now empty plastic bottle at the recycle bin. He took the shot, smiling when it hit the rim before sinking into the circular basket.

      Tyson nodded. “Nice. You know how to handle a ball?”

      Logan smirked. “I’m my father’s firstborn son. He taught me every sport known to modern man before that one,” he pointed at Darwin, “could walk.”

      Next to Maximus, Darwin leaned back on the couch, arms folded behind his head. “You talk a lot of trash for a man with a bandaged hand.”

      Logan chuffed. “Yeah, well. As soon as I finish physical therapy, I’ll take on all three of you.”

      The conversation drifted into a comfortable rhythm of comedic ribs and masculine exaggerations to rival the Guinness Book. Time passed quickly and the stress of mettlesome mothers, changes in life plans, and stork deliveries faded.

      The lobby elevator dinged. Two polished panels slid open with a soft swoosh and in walked a third pair of brothers, Lina and Janna’s husbands. When they spotted him, Gideon and Dawson gave each other a conspiratorial wink. Six years ago, when the former Marine, now combat psychiatrist had joined the SCMC staff, he’d told Logan of his five adopted brothers. According to Gideon the bond of brothers was stronger than blood because they had chosen to be a family.

      “Just the surgeon I was looking for.” Dawson’s diabolical laugh boomed in the cavernous space.

      A screaming Gemma Noelle flailed against her daddy’s chest, her cheeks puffing like a red balloon seconds from bursting. Dawson held Jonah’s hand, while the little one twisted like a top ready to bang into every object in its path.

      Logan and Darwin glanced at each other, not believing their eyes. Would this be him in a few months? Logan was almost afraid. Dawson looked like he’d been through a car wash…without the car.

      “Man,” Logan laughed. “Where’s Janna?”

      “Daddy,” Jonah sniffled. “Will Notso’s kittens be okay?”

      Dawson patted his son’s head. “What do daddy Marines do?”

      “They protect their families and the country,” Jonah shouted.

      Oh, the crazed kitty had given birth. Janna must have stayed home to make the new mommy comfortable. It still didn’t explain why Dawson had both kids.

      “That’s right. Me and your mommy will do everything we can to protect Notso and the kittens.”

      Dawson glared at Logan. “Thanks to your Sunday dinner my football free time has been usurped by daddy daycare. “Here,” he said, thrusting Gemma Noelle into Logan’s free hand.

      “Whoa,” Logan said. A rainbow of food colors covered Dawson’s Polo shirt. “Gideon, help your brother.”

      Gideon started backing away. “I’m allergic to digested food particles.”

      Logan cradled the cherubic infant like a football beneath his left arm. “Shh, princess. Uncle Logan has you.”

      Gemma hiccupped her disagreement. Slowly she piped down, her little belly expanding with each staccato breath.

      Darwin laughed. “Look at you,” he praised. “You have the magic touch.”

      “What can I say,” he smiled. “Ladies love me.” Gemma jibber jabbered with the conversation. “Listen to all those coos of agreement,” Logan translated.

      Suddenly a rumbling, wet sound erupted from Gemma Noelle’s diaper covered bottom. Where her now gushy bum rested against Logan’s forearm, a spreading warmth heated his skin.

      “Yep. The message of what she thinks is loud, clear,” Dawson laughed.

      “And fragrant,” Gideon chuckled.

      “Yuck.” Jonah wrinkled his nose. “Gemma made a stink stink.”

      All the men laughed.

      “It’s probably the chicken,” Dawson sighed.

      Logan lifted the little giggling baby girl away from him. “I can promise you whatever is in this diaper is not a part of any chicken I’ve ever eaten.” He had a lot to get used to before the baby arrived.

      Logan’s phone chimed an incoming message. He read it and his jaw fell slack.

      “Logan?” Darwin called to him. “What is it?”

      “Bishop apprehended the man who attacked Ava at the clinic.” Logan’s mind reeled.

      Tyson’s breath hitched. “Was he the man at the club that night? Are you still in danger? I can have a private security team for you and Ava before sunset.”

      Talk about protecting an investment. Though he appreciated the sentiment, Logan didn’t need Tyson’s private hit squad.

      Logan met his newfound friend’s piercing stare. “I can keep my Ava safe. Bishop believes he’s our man. He had the florist’s business card in his trailer.” Inside emotions bounced around, ping pong balls of relief and fear colliding. Ava and the baby were safe. Could the nightmare be over?
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      Logan hated dolls. He stared at the twenty-foot tall baby, its spread arms and legs beckoning him into a creepy embrace. Alice In Wonderland must have served as the design consultant for the Baby Bundle Megastore. Mini-Cooper sized feet, a movie theater projection doubling as a diaper, and safety pins large enough to pin the north and south poles together.  Seriously, what sane adult filled a showroom with Jurassic Park babies? The only reason he remained in the store; Ava wanted him to share in the experience.

      Glancing at his watch, he guessed they could select a crib, stroller, and car seat in less than an hour.

      “Let’s set a timer,” he suggested. “Say forty-five minutes.” Bishop hadn’t called with an update. When Ava had returned from the boutique with the brightest smile he’d seen in days, Logan withheld the information about the arrest. She deserved a day to relax and enjoy planning for their wedding and the baby.

      “What, no.” Ava walked beside him, her honey-colored eyes wide with excitement. “This place is magical.”

      As they passed a fifteen-foot stuffed bear with huge motionless brown eyes and a red “For Sale” sash across the belly, Logan fought the urge to mimic the sign of the holy cross. The whole Willie Wonka meets Santa’s workshop vibe made his skin crawl.

      “As in opening a portal to a dark universe.” An army of employees with painted on smiles and BORG-like headsets hovered by the checkout lanes with barcode scanners in one hand and clipboards in the other.

      Ava regarded him. “Really? How can you not be in love with this place, Logan?”

      She practically sprouted wings and took flight. His first official duty of fatherhood and he was ready to sprint for the exit. Just tell her, he thought.

      “Sweetheart, there’s something you should know,” he said slowly, not sure how to broach the subject with the spawn of cyclops in the center of the floor gawking at him.

      All of a sudden Ava twisted around, a doll in hand, she lunged for him. “You’re afraid.”

      He caught her around the waist. She laughed, her eyes glittering with amusement. Tossing the tiny nemesis aside, he snuggled Ava closer.

      “I’d battle my demons for you,” he admitted. Her body softened in his grasp.

      She trailed her knuckles over his cheek. “You would?”

      “Now and forever. I’ll even endure Chuckie’s clubhouse for our baby furniture.” She licked her lower lip and he tracked the movement like a hunter desperate for prey.

      Ava shot him a wanton smile. “I could cancel our design consultation. We can practice mommy-daddy time,” she whispered, sinking her white teeth into her bottom lip.

      A jolt of need shot through Logan’s body at the sensual suggestion. Ava must have sensed the shift because he felt her nipples stiffen and elongate against his shirt.

      “Let’s go,” he growled, grabbing her hand.

      A young woman pushing a Ford Explorer-sized shopping cart pulled a Maria von Trapp, halting their departure with a gleeful, yet strategic smile. Logan positioned Ava in front of him. She could deal with Chuckie’s handler better than he.

      “You must be Mr. and Mrs. Masters,” she said, with an odd, hiccup-giggle. “Welcome to your Baby Bundle bonanza.” Insert giggle. “Thanks for being on time for your appointment. My name is Courtni with an ‘i,’” she giggled like an exuberant ball of energy. “I’m your baby bundle builder.”

      Wow. Logan turned his head, half expecting a chorus line of dancing Oompa Loompas to appear.

      Ava gave a warm smile. Why? Because that was his Ava. A pink construction hard hat covered Courtni with an i’s natural locks. A plastic tool belt hung around her waist. Logan frowned at the miniature furniture replicas dangling from the belt—cribs, changing tables, car seats, rocking chairs, bassinets.

      “Hello, Courtni. I’m Ava.”

      Logan smirked. They had a master salesperson on their hands.

      “Ah, what a kind mommy voice you have,” Courtni said, applying the first layer to closing the deal. “Your babies are going to be so happy. I have a second sense about these things.”

      What?

      “That’s baby, as in singular.” Logan corrected.

      Courtni just stared eyes wide in amusement. “Whatever you say.”

      Okay, that was just weird. With her silver braces and pink headset, she looked young enough to be in one of the many cribs. Yet, her confident gaze said she held the expert opinion. Even his always-knows-the-right thing to say fiancée stammered for a response. Ava extended a hand backwards, flapping around in search of his. Logan moved in close, relishing the feel of her curvy backside pressed against his always ready erection.

      Ava squeezed his fingers. Logan choked back his laughter. The college student schooled him, the licensed pediatrician. “This is my fiancé Logan.”

      “We boarded the train to crazy town,” he whispered.

      Forming a cradle with her arms, Courtni said. “Hello, daddy.”

      A blast of humor hit Logan square in the face. “Just call me Logan.”

      Red crept up Ava’s neck and her little frame began to tremble. She found this amusing.

      Turning her head, Ava looked up at him. “Be nice.”

      “You owe me sex, sweetheart,” he rasped. “And lots of it.”

      “O-okay, Logan,” Courtni said, leading them down an aisle with a blue striped zebra and the number one painted on its flanks. “When is your little baby bundle due?”

      “We have about four and a half months till my due date,” Ava shrugged, slipping her arm through the bend of Logan’s left elbow.

      Flummoxed by the reality of her statement, Logan held onto her rather than respond. The more he heard it, the more it sank in. He was a father. Beneath the joy that he and Ava had created a life, fear spread through his chest. They had mere months to arrange their lives, home, and careers to accommodate a child. Nothing in his plan had a contingency for parenthood.

      She spun and hugged his waist. “We’ll hold our baby in four months,” she sighed. Ava sniffled again. “I’m so happy,” she laughed, using her free hand to wipe the tears clinging to her lashes.

      He wanted to pull her back into his arms and keep her there. Logan could practically feel the weight of fatherhood settling onto his shoulders.

      “We’re expecting our first.” Ava smiled up at him. There was so much love in her eyes.

      Courtni giggled. “Are you having a boy or girl? We can build storybook rooms. Ariel’s shell, Cinderella’s ballroom, Snow White’s bed, even the Black Panther’s Wakanda. We can plan for the next baby too.”

      Logan felt his knees buckle. The next baby? How many kids did Ava want? The number of children had never come up in their discussions. Now she was talking in firsts? That implied a second and a third. He stopped moving, suddenly more afraid than he’d ever been of failing.

      “Logan?” He looked down to find Ava’s eyes shimmering with laughter. “Come on. Courtni is escorting us to the furniture department.”

      “I’m here, sweetheart.” In reality he was alone in a place too scary to contemplate. His mother had a horrid non-maternal streak. His father had plans to file for a divorce. And Logan, lacked a game plan for fatherhood. Ava hadn’t delivered their first child, and now he worried about the second.

      As she walked, Ava talked about how she wanted to set up the room. A rocking chair that also reclined took priority. There was talk of convertible cribs and changing tables.

      “Well, keep up,” she laughed. “I have to protect you from Chuckie and friends.”

      That’s when Logan looked up to see a giant doll with the name BROOKE on her pink t-shirt. He froze, not wanting to take another step on this path. This secret needed to end. Ava deserved the truth about Brooke, how her death had robbed his child of life.

      Three hours later, Logan added the last of their items to the checkout conveyor belt.

      “That will be nine-thousand, eight-hundred and forty-three dollars including our Baby Bundle delivery service.” Courtni hiccup giggled.

      Why did she have to smile so big? Damn braces blinged in her mouth like a fourteen-carat gold Rolex. Some baby convertible crib paid for that smile. Logan produced his credit card without a word. Ava slipped her arms around his waist. He stiffened.

      “Hey,” she frowned. “You sure you’re alright? Does your hand hurt?”

      He slid his left hand around her nape. “I’m good,” he lied. “Anxious to get you beneath me.”

      She hugged him tighter. “Get ready for wild woman, she-beast sex.”

      Logan hardened like cement in his pants. That sounded like the perfect treatment to tame the growing panic crushing his chest.
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      Ava’s back hit the closed door. The delicious weight of Logan’s chiseled body scraped against her erect nipples sending a zing of pleasure down her spine. She inhaled his woodsy scent, letting his natural pheromones drive her arousal higher. He captured her mouth with his, the softness belying the strength of his control. With practiced ease, he parted her lips with his tongue slipping inside. The nip and bites increased until she surrendered, giving him full entry. What he did to her mouth, she wanted him to do a repeat performance on every part of her body until she begged him to stop.

      Ava’s breath quickened, her body softened, and her knees threatened to give way under the assault of his demanding kiss. He snaked his fingers along the inside of her thigh and under her dress. Before she knew Logan’s intention, he tangled his fingers in her thong and yanked. The material fluttered to the floor along with her inhibitions. Was he using her body to erase whatever had unsettled him at the store? She too had noticed the name Brooke scribbled in white calligraphy across the onesie. She would do anything he wanted to vanish the haunted look in his eyes.

      Ava wasn’t naive.

      Logan had dated other women before her. So, why did this one woman maintain a hold on him from the grave? During the ride home, it had taken every ounce of her military bearing to not probe him for answers. He caressed her taut peaks and she released a sigh.

      “Stop thinking, Ava,” he growled. “Be here…with me.”

      At the need in his voice, her heart skipped a beat. With him was the only place she wanted to be…forever. In this moment she needed a reminder that this man belonged to her. And she, to him. If he escaped in her body to ease the mental anguish inflicted by everything that had happened to them, she’d willingly give.

      “You feel so good, Logan,” she groaned between hungry kisses. They both groaned when he broke the kiss. He wasn’t done. Warmth spread through her veins as he licked a damp trail down the column of her neck. He rolled her nipples between his talented fingers adding a bite of pain. She gasped. Between her legs moisture bloomed in her core.

      “You feel better,” he chuckled, cupping her bottom in his big hands. When had he removed his sling?

      “You are so bad, Logan Masters.”

      Logan smiled. “All for you.”

      The final remnants of anxiety relinquished the lock on her mind, opening the door to pleasure. She let his talented mouth eat away at her negative thoughts. They were fine. Logan’s hand bothered him less. The wedding plans were underway. A healthy baby grew in the safety of her womb.

      He pulled away, grabbing her hand in the process. She grumbled her displeasure. “I want mine now,” she protested.

      Over his shoulder he gave her a roguish smile. “Trust me. You’ll need the added support.”

      Striding behind him, Ava appreciated Logan’s long legs, his powerful and elegant gait. Watching his firm backside, she appreciated that he usually started his days with a four a.m. run. Logan was a masterpiece of sculpted muscle and solid mass. Crossing from the side entrance of the house, Logan bypassed the hallway leading to their temporary master suite, and then the staircase leading to the second floor. Ava pulled up short, sure that Logan wasn’t about to do what she thought. No way would he, on second thought, he would.

      “Outside again?” Ava quizzed. Shivers raced down her spine at the possibility of them engaging in exhibitionist fantasies.

      “Close,” he chuckled, turning around to wrap her in his warm embrace.

      Ava swallowed at the realization that Logan would decide what pleased her. The excitement that the choice belonged solely to him only heightened her desire to surrender. He knew her, didn’t require her voice to understand how she needed to express her commitment to him by relinquishing control.

      Her breath hitched, but her blood heated in her veins. “The kitchen.”

      “It’s your favorite room,” he replied, using his imposing mass to trap her between his body and the center island.

      She loved him that she never had to hide from him. Good girls shouldn’t want the things she craved. But, she did. In the past, she felt vulnerable, over-exposed sharing her true self. Marcus’s voice echoed in her head. You want to be used like a whore. Ava shivered at the terrible memory. With Logan she experienced a sense of liberation and safety. He used his strength to protect, not intimidate. She no longer felt shame for wanting to surrender to the man she loved.

      Logan captured her chin, lifting until her gaze met his. Their eyes locked, and she lost her heart in his emerald depths. Need, pulsing and achy, burned deep inside.

      “What happens between a man and his wife is a beautiful gift.” She tried to turn away, not wanting him to witness her rising emotion. He wouldn’t allow it. “You are my treasure, Ava mine.”

      She nodded, clearing her throat. “It’s my second favorite location,” she whispered. “Our bed is first.” Their bedroom gave her solace. No one could touch their world. It was their private sanctuary.

      Logan smoothly untied the straps securing her sundress at the shoulders. The stripped material pooled around her ankles. Along with her sandals, she kicked them away. Bare except for her bra, Ava stood still. His eyes darkened as he roved over her fuller breasts, her rounding belly, her shapely thighs.

      “I love your body, Ava mine.”

      Admittedly, she felt a swell of feminine power when his erection lengthened under her watchful gaze. “Actions, babe…scream louder than words.”

      Reaching for his hand, Ava placed his hand on her breast, and hers over his. Together they moved in slow, concentric circles.

      “Yes,” she moaned. “More,” she demanded.

      Quickly, he divested her of the lacy covering revealing her mounds.

      “My naughty nurse wants to play doctor?”

      Logan snagged her around the waist, Ava felt her feet leave the floor.

      “Oh,” she yelped, when her warmed skin made contact with the cool stone counter. Ava reached up, settling her arms around his neck.

      “I absolutely love your exams, Dr. Masters.” He bent his head, sucking one brown nipple inside his heated mouth. Ava tightened her grip, cupping his neck, urging him to take more. Logan didn’t disappoint. He worked her heavy globes, kneading and sucking one bud, and then the other, harder. Ava writhed against his talented tongue, the wet pop of him feasting on her turgid flesh pushing her dangerously close to orgasm.

      “Ava,” Logan rasped, “Don’t come.”

      No, she wanted to scream. Don’t come. That’s like saying don’t look at a rainbow. Well, she was about to go over it.

      “I want my orgasm, now,” she insisted.

      “What is it that you want me to do?”

      Logan pulled back his face amused. “Who’s in charge?”

      She clamped down on his neck. “Then what do you want me to do?” He had to give her something.

      “I want you to be good,” he said, sinking his teeth into his lower lip. Damn, the level of intensity of his stare had her squirming.

      “How good?” she winked, undulating her hips.

      He grinned. Taking his time, he slowly removed his shirt. He toed off his shoes, and then made quick work of ridding himself of pants and boxers. Ava licked her lips. No matter how many times they made love, seeing him like this in all his naked glory spiked her blood pressure.

      “Logan,” she breathed. More words came to mind, but her throat was too closed off to release them.

      He leaned over the tiniest bit, allowing her fingers to make contact with the hard muscle covering his abdomen.

      “Yes, Ava mine.”

      She reached for his erection, closing her grip around the shaft. The heat of his member scorched her palm while the pulsing throbbed in tune with her quickening pulse. His lids dropped to half-mast. She watched as his throat worked. Ava loved that he battled his urges…that he forced her to wait. But that didn’t mean she played nice.

      “Touch me,” Ava pleaded. She practically begged Logan to take her. She loved egging him on, especially when she saw that predatory glint in his verdant gaze. There was a time when she never imagined she could hold the attention of a man like Logan.

      “Or what?”

      She loved his cocky attitude, the confidence that preceded him into every room. She’d learned her man in their years together. The way he wanted to be touched.

      “I’ll be very bad.” Ava shifted her hips, edging closer to rub her sex against his naked erection. He moaned at the moist contact. “You like that, doctor?”

      The way his eyes darkened to the richest forest green told her that he did. Eager to have him inside of her, Ava eased her heated core onto his length, impaling herself.

      Logan gripped her hips. “I’m in control.”

      Ava laughed. Clamping her spread thighs around his trim waist, she said, “Not for long.”

      Logan gave her a crooked grin. “Easily remedied.” Reaching down, he pulled a drawer open, extracting several silk cloths.

      Ava gasped. “You don’t play fair.”

      “True,” he slapped her thigh and she jumped. Her core grew wetter. “Lay back, open your legs, and obey.” He growled the last word, grabbing the tops of her thighs in a possessive hold.

      “Don’t get it twisted. That’s only in the bedroom”

      Her body would carry visible signs of possession by morning. When she reached for him, Logan captured both of her wrists in his one hand.

      “Oh, sweetheart. You are begging for it.”

      They had dabbled with restraint on occasion…at her urging. Settling back on her elbows, she bent her knees and planted her feet. Slowly she let her thighs part.

      Logan’s eyes widened, and he sucked in a breath.

      “Wide enough for you, babe?”

      Logan stared at her feminine center. She noticed it was something that he enjoyed doing a lot more of lately. During pregnancy some women felt unattractive. Logan worshipped every new ache, every change. Knowing she carried a part of him inside of her, she felt empowered, beautiful, and desirable.

      “Yes, sweetheart.” Smooth silk encircled her ankles, the delicate slide of fabric against her sensitized skin heightened her arousal. Ava tried to remain silent but failed. A low moan escaped. He chuckled and she felt the sexual energy down to her bones. He regarded her. “You okay with this?”

      She knew he thought about the abuse she’d suffered at Marcus’s hand. Ava wasn’t afraid of Logan. He watched her for any signs of distress. Unlike the past, everything she shared with Logan was safe and consensual.

      She nodded. “Use the drawers as supports.”

      When he spoke again, his voice was filled with quiet possession and needing.

      “I love you, Ava mine.”

      “I know, babe.” Their love cut away all the pretense, leaving honesty, vulnerability, and a mutual addiction of primal need.

      Logan stood admiring his handiwork.

      “You’re even more beautiful when you’re totally mine.”

      His voice was gentle, a little warm breeze, on a summer night. Ava’s stomach clenched at Logan’s declaration. It was rare that he showed his tender side, but when he did…wow, he rocked her world.

      “Forever, I’m yours,” she muttered.

      He slid a single digit over her slick folds, she bit her lip to hold back the groan. And then he plunged deep, burying two thick digits to the knuckle. “Don’t hold back. Let me hear you.”

      “Logan…”

      He planted one hand on her belly holding her still, while he drove into her wetness. Pressing into the soles of her feet, Ava tried pumping her hips, needing him deeper.

      “That’s it, sweetheart. I want you dripping wet when I take you.”

      “Me too,” she panted. “Logan, please,” she heard the edge of desperation in her voice. She begged him to split her wide, and plant himself so deep, that they tangled like the fine hairs covering his chest. Maybe she gave too much. Isn’t that what a woman did for the man she trusted with her love? When it came to Logan, none of the other reasons mattered.

      “You feel me, Ava mine. Say it.”

      He would always protect her. With him, love transferred with every look, every touch, every word. Logan mastered her body to the point that she was addicted to his touch, to his voice.

      “I do,” she whimpered. The pleasure he coaxed from her body could be deemed criminal activity.

      “Now you’re ready.”

      Logan’s head disappeared between her quivering thighs. He latched onto and tongued her clit and she lurched into his mouth. He held on. Tonguing, sucking, teasing, nipping, soothing her pleasure center until she was mindless and lost in ecstasy.

      “Oh, oh, oh,” she whimpered. “Please, don’t stop. Don’t…ever…stop.”

      Emotions soared. Love. Lust. Passion. Possession.

      “Never stop,” he growled. “Lost without…you.”

      She cried for more. She screamed for mercy.

      The tension built. Muscles clenched. Spasms racked her limbs. Her moans climbed, and his groans roughed. She tittered on the edge of orgasm, and then he stroked one damp digit over her forbidden rosebud, and she toppled right over the cliff into rapture.

      “Logan,” she screamed, and cried his name. He remained relentless in his pursuit.

      Suddenly, Logan shoved her legs farther apart, and impaled her slick heat on his steely erection.

      “Damn, Ava,” he groaned. “So tight.”

      “Oh, my,” she gasped, struggling to catch her breath.

      He didn’t give her a chance to adjust to his girth. He thrust deep, over and over. His power and size dwarfing her ability to regroup.

      “Let go,” he demanded, pulling her upright. “Ride,” he growled.”

      Sensation bombarded her. “Yes. Yes,” she sobbed or maybe begged.

      Ava felt Logan everywhere. In her head. In her heart. In the deepest part of her.

      Logan powered into her harder, faster, deeper. “I’m coming. Come with me.”

      The clang on utensils banging together in the drawers added to their escalating groans and echoes of pleasure. And then Logan, slammed in her, burying himself deep. His hold suspended them in a moment, robbed her of time, lost her in space. Under the onslaught of pleasure and pain, she broke.

      “I love you,” she bellowed.

      Logan stole every doubt, every barrier, every insecurity, until she cracked open. Everything in her illuminated in his light, his love for her.
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      Logan and Ava lay in bed, slack and satiated in their post-sex haze. His conscience continued to pile on the guilt. Ava deserved the truth about Brooke and the baby. Outside the window, the sun catcher fashioned into a blue and gold replica of the Navy Nurse Corps Oak Leaf insignia swayed in the breeze like two lovers in the night. The landscaping lights served as a flameless candle, bathing their tangled limbs in a warm glow. This once masculine suite with its massive oak and leather bed had lost its earth tone comforter. In its place, Ava had purchased a diamond quilted white coverlet with blue anchors. Sheepskin rugs complimented the dark hardwood floors. This room smelled like his Ava-vanilla, warmed spice, and love. Home. Logan smiled every time he walked in their sanctuary.

      There were little touches of Ava everywhere in his home and in his life. To an onlooker, him being a doctor, his family name, and his wealth made it appear as if Ava had gained the world through him. But in reality, having her here made Logan wealthy beyond measure. The love and trust of this woman had changed him from a workaholic to a man looking forward to a future filled with love, laughter, and a child. Reclined with a pillow behind his head, Logan enjoyed the feel of his woman’s naked body, against his. Glancing down, he just watched Ava resting quietly. She shifted, bringing her tight and toned bottom in contact with his groin. No question he’d satisfied her sexual appetite, but she looked pensive.

      “It smells like sex in here,” she murmured.

      He dropped a kiss to her temple. “Wrong. It smells like great sex. I should bottle your scent.”

      “Yes,” she cooed. “Naked sex goddess…I like it. You think it’ll sell?” she mused, a hint of amusement in her voice.

      Logan smacked her bare bottom. “It had better not,” he teased, hugging her tighter to his chest. “You’re all mine.”

      “You ready for round two?” he teased.

      “Not quite,” she replied, her voice sounding far away.

      He sat up. The coverlet slipped, and Ava adjusted it hiding her breasts. Logan frowned.

      “What’s wrong, Ava mine?” She hesitated. He gripped her shoulders. “I hurt you. We’re getting another ultrasound in the morning. We can go before my follow-up appointment.”

      She shook her head in denial. “You’d never hurt me physically. I’ve had three ultrasounds. The baby is fine.”

      He took that to mean he’d hurt her in a less tangible way. “We’ll get another scan. Just to be safe,” he added, not wanting to alarm her.

      “No,” she insisted, trying to push his hands away.

      His jaw tightened. “Don’t tell me no. You and the baby are my responsibility. Now, will you tell me what has you upset.”

      She toyed with his chest hairs, tugging too hard to be mistaken as playful. He didn’t flinch.

      “At the store tonight,” she began, “something happened when you saw Brooke’s name.”

      She appeared calm, but then he saw it. That telltale sign of her tongue stroking that damn scar to her lip. This subject made her nervous. Was she actually scared that he could somehow wound her?

      “It caught me off guard,” he admitted.

      Her lips thinned. “Okay,” she muttered, her tone conveying the opposite. “So, was it seeing Brooke’s name that had you spooked?”

      “I don’t scare easily.” Logan had run the gamut of emotion in that over-the-top baby showroom, but he had never spooked in his life. “Speaking Brooke’s name is not a problem.”

      When he’d met Ava, things had been different. Coming to grips with his past had been a process. One he thought he’d completed…then Ava told him about their baby. And, insert bad mixtape, press play.

      Ava rolled her eye’s heavenward. “Fine,” she snapped. “There’s a part of you that still belongs to her. Why?”

      Logan swallowed. “Every part of me. Everything that I am. It’s yours,” he growled. “You have me.”

      “Do I?” Ava turned her gaze from his, but not before he recognized the vulnerability. Seeing the hurt in her eyes cut him deep. She’d given him a safe haven he’d never experienced with another woman, yet she didn’t feel the same when it came to his past. That’s the thing about loving a smart woman. She called him on his crap. Another reason why he cherished his connection with Ava. From that first day, he knew she would upend his life—for the better.

      He gave her shoulders a gentle shake. “Yes.”

      Silence stretched between them. He watched as the wheels turned behind her eyes. His gut tightened. Tell her. What if she misinterpreted why he’d kept the information a secret? Would she use it as a weapon against him?

      “If, and that’s a big if,” she rasped, “I have every part of you.”

      “You do,” he assured her.

      “Then what does Brooke have that belonged to you?” Her voice shook, and he knew admitting that truth landed a bruising blow.

      Logan’s gut twisted. Ava’s ability to dissect his defenses to uncover his past failures was uncanny. “I’m a pediatrician. Pregnancy is a temporary condition with lasting consequences for mother and baby. I’m cautious.”

      Ava’s gaze met his. The question and answer session would continue.

      “Three fetal sonograms in a week,” she shrugged. “Even for you, that’s crazy.” When she took his hand and placed it over her belly, he let her. He felt the warmth of her skin, the added tautness where his baby grew in safety under the pads of his fingers. “Why do you fight me on returning to work?”

      When he opened his mouth, she placed one finger over his lips.

      “What, Ava mine?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t you dare try to use the attack to excuse for your behavior. Give me some credit for knowing the man I pledged my love to.”

      He sighed, letting his hands slip for her shoulders. “You’re right.”

      She smiled at his admission. “Why are you so afraid for this baby, Logan?”

      Logan took her hands in his, holding on. He studied her face. Hopeful she’d understand why he’d kept this secret for years. He eyed her closely, ready to comfort her or defend himself if she lost it on him.

      “I was a dull blade with love before you, Ava,” he exhaled, the sound harsh in the stillness. “I can’t lose you.”

      Ava’s brow furrowed, as if she doubted his words. “I’m healthy. The pregnancy is going well. You’re my strong tower, Logan Masters” she said placing a hand to his cheek, stroking his scruff. “You’re perfect in my eyes. Whatever it is, you won’t lose me.”

      He should had known she’d decipher the true meaning behind his words.

      “Tell me what’s really bothering you, Logan.”

      Her eyes pleaded with him. Logan scrubbed a hand over his face before sawing the lid off the vault containing his deepest failure. “Brooke was four months pregnant with my daughter when she died.”

      Ava gasped. “Oh my God. Oh my God.”

      Logan brushed his finger across her belly. “I should’ve been able to save them.”

      Ava jerked as if he’d struck her.

      “No. You are not at fault, Logan.” she protested. It was her turn to grip his shoulders and give him a shake. “The accident. The miscarriage. Brooke’s death. In that moment you were not her doctor. You stayed by her side.”

      He hauled Ava up into his arms. Pulling her into his chest, burying his nose in her hair. For so long he’d viewed his inability to save Brooke and the baby as his ultimate sin. What good were his skills if he couldn’t save his own child? They stayed locked together, time and old hurts fading.

      Logan stroked his hands down her back, feeling her slender thick waist and firm backside. His mind drifted away from the past, focusing on the woman in his arms. A familiar and welcomed lust stirred his loins.

      “Thank you for understanding why I never told you the full story.”

      She leaned away, regarding him. “What I said was, you were not at fault.”

      Logan frowned. “Same thing.”

      She raised one index finger. “Not even close.”

      Slowly she increased the distance, moving closer to the edge of the bed.

      “You are the man who can’t tolerate secrets” she breathed, “yet, you kept a child conceived with your former fiancée a secret.”

      When he reached for her, Ava scrambled backyards on her hands away from him.

      “Come here, Ava,” he said, his voice more stern than he intended.

      “No,” she said, getting to her feet. “I meant what I said. You are blameless in Brooke’s death. You’ve had time to process all the events surrounding that part of your life. I haven’t.”

      He sat up, leaning towards her. “Meaning?”

      “It means, Logan. I’m going to need space to process what you’ve told me.”

      Logan’s pulse ramped up while his erection exited the expressway. Damn it. “How much time and space are we talking?” Ava walked out the room without a response. Should he have kept his mouth shut?
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      Ava clamped one hand over her mouth, quelling the rising tide of bile. Nausea tossed her stomach like a tiny boat in a big ocean. Or was it the worried look in Logan’s eyes. Tuesday ushered in a slew of unanticipated events. The most important, her morning sickness. She breathed in through her mouth, the sharp scent of artificial citrus clung to the air adding to her discomfort

      “I’m sorry,” Logan muttered.

      Was he still apologizing for keeping her in the dark or her rebellious belly? After the illusion of being the first woman to carry Logan’s child faded, Ava tried to see the discussion from his point of view. She tried to imagine the pain he must have felt. To lose the woman he loved and his child. He’d been young and the loss devastating. His resiliency amazed her. But she didn’t excuse his decision to hide such an important part of his life from her.

      “Shut up and pass the trash can,” she said from the examination table.

      It had been a silent night, but far from holy. How could he keep something as important as a baby? Was she being unreasonable? He hadn’t known about the pregnancy until the accident. For unknown reasons, Brooke had concealed her condition. According to Logan, the medical team had worked admirably to save the baby while Brooke remained comatose following the car accident.

      Beside her, Logan pulled her hair to one side, while she dry-heaved into a circular can.

      “I love you, sweetheart,” he choked out.

      She gagged. “Now is not the time, Logan.”

      “Let’s stop fighting. The baby would agree.”

      Ava looked up from her puke basket, fixing Logan with a hard stare. “Did I not just say, not now.”

      Logan scrubbed his fingers through his hair. Again, he’d managed to leave home without his sling. Normally, she would redress his injured hand, but they had an appointment with Franklin Xavier following her ultrasound.

      “I heard you,” he complained.

      She nodded. “Then you need to obey.”

      “Ava,” he growled, warning. “You’re going to get your ass spanked.”

      Dr. Jared Pierce picked that moment to appear. “Hey, folks. Wouldn’t want the baby’s doctor and a dear friend to hear another word about ass spanking.”

      “Oh, Jared,” Ava smiled. “I love you for working us into your schedule on short notice. Logan has a follow-up with Dr. Pierre after this.” In his stark white lab coat, his dark hair and eyes looked more striking. His wife, Vivianne, had a sex therapist practice in the SCMC Women’s Health complex. Ava thought it interesting the practice had been reassigned under women’s health. Of course, men wouldn’t have issues with sexual dysfunction.

      Logan mumbled something under his breath. “It’s unwise to tell another you love him in my presence, Ava mine.”

      Jared cut them both a quizzical look. “Do I need to leave you two alone?” he asked, rolling the portable ultrasound machine closer.

      “No,” they said in unison.

      Ava wasn’t upset… not really. It was more disappointment that Logan hadn’t trusted her with his loss and pain.

      “Better not say that again, Ava,” Jared raised a brow, while scrubbing his hands at the corner sink. “I heard something about feral fiancés losing it in the hospital.”

      Ava cut a stoic Logan a glance. “I have a question about sex during pregnancy.”

      Logan turned wide eyes on her. “Seriously, Ava?”

      “What? He’s a doctor, Logan.” She smiled. A burst of red colored Logan’s cheeks and spread up to his forehead. Was he embarrassed?

      Jared pretended to focus on his gloves, coughing to conceal his amusement. “Go ahead Ava. It’s common of a partner to defer to the expertise of her physician.”

      “I am her expert in all things, Jared.”

      Their friend held up both hands in mock surrender. “No argument here. Just trying to answer my patient’s questions.”

      “As my pregnancy advances, should we be concerned about our sexual frequency, toys, or soft restraints?” Ava was so out of her comfort zones, but the health and well-being of her baby came before her insecurities.

      Jared appeared non-plussed by her question. “Contractions and pre-term labor are always a concern, but pregnancy shouldn’t interfere with an active sex life.”

      “It won’t,” Logan interrupted.

      “Fabric bonds, not ropes are fine. Monitor your body more closely for fatigue or stress during strenuous foreplay. As always, communication with your partner is critical. If there’s no cramping, spotting, or bleeding, I say continue with your normal sexual routine.”

      Jared looked pointedly at her. “Any more questions for me?”

      She looked at Logan. His narrowed-eye gaze promised that spanking he mentioned. Ava shrugged. “Nope.”

      “Okay, then. Let’s see your baby.” The crinkle of a paper gown sounded, and then Ava felt cool gel on her belly. The sudden blast of cold sent a shiver down her spine. Goosebumps erupted on her skin. She reached for Logan, threading her fingers through his.

      “I’m here, sweetheart,” he said, squeezing her hand.

      “Apology accepted,” she whispered. Tension lines around his mouth that she hadn’t noticed relaxed.

      “Thank you,” he rasped.

      Why did he sound so relieved? Did he think she would abandon him… the life they had built together? Man, his parents had been married four decades, but Logan had no concept of unconditional love. She would show him, every day of their lives together.

      Logan smiled down at her. Ava mouthed, “I love you.”

      “There’s the fetal sac. And baby should appear on the monitor in 3-2-1,” Jared announced.

      Ava and Logan kept their eyes glued to the screen. The rapid sequence of lubs-dubs, their baby’s heartbeat filled the room.

      “Oh, Logan, that’s our baby’s having a concert in there.”

      When he didn’t say anything. She cut her eye’s away from the monitor.

      “Jared?” Logan said, clearly alarmed by something. “Is the baby?”

      There was some unspoken medical doctor communication happening. Was something wrong with the baby?

      Panicked, Ava moved to sit up, her heartbeat rapid. “What’s wrong?”

      Logan bent, placing a kiss to her forehead. “It’s fine, Ava.”

      His words were calm, but his gripped tightened around her fingers.

      Jared said nothing. He continued to maneuver the corded transducer around her abdomen, looking at the baby from different angles.

      “Ah, and mystery solved. Everything is fine.” The gynecologist said before he turned off the machine and wiped the gel from Ava’s stomach.

      Ava breathed a sigh of relief, while Logan looked as if he needed to sit down. “I feel much better. Thank you.”

      “The twins look great. Congratulations.”

      What? Ava shot her eyes to a paled Logan. “Two babies. Oh my God,” she breathed. “This is amazing.” Tears welled. Ava couldn’t contain her joy.
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      Two babies. Two car seats. Two cribs. Logan had full use of one hand. Seriously, he felt as if he’d been relocated to another planet. What if he disappointed Ava as a father to their children? He needed this appointment over.

      “I’m the one carrying two babies,” she smiled, “yet you look ready to deliver.”

      Ava had texted the news to every contact in her phone list. He could barely remember his own name.

      Logan reached for the little imp, but she scooted her chair out of reach. “Brat.”

      Forming a pout, she blew him an air kiss. “You look terrified, babe.”

      This road detoured one hundred and eighty degrees off his plan for their lives. How were they supposed to manage two careers with twin newborns?

      “A little,” he lied. He was absolutely freaking terrified. Not that he was concerned with the job, not really. Truly, he wasn’t sure he could be a good father to one child. What if he messed up their kids? He was hoping their first child would be a test run of his parenting skills. Ideally, he’d be better when the second baby arrived. But now, there would be two little people depending on him to get everything right. Gripping his forehead, he winced. This could be painful. His worst fears started to churn. What if he disappointed Ava and she left him?

      “Don’t worry,” she said, brushing her thumb across his knuckles. “We’ll have plenty of help.”

      Sighing, Logan let his shoulders fall away from his ears. They would figure out a plan together. The door opened and Logan’s competition for the chief of surgery position walked into the room. Ava rose from her seat, color still high in her cheeks. Logan laughed. He hadn’t thought it possible, but elation poured over her like fresh morning rain.

      “Dr. Xavier,” Ava breathed in, and then took a step back, covering her mouth.

      A deep side part separated his classically trimmed brown hair. He looked too put together in Logan’s opinion. What guy had every strand in place?

      “Are you okay?” Franklin asked, his tone sedate, but concerned.

      “Ava mine?” Logan leaped to his feet prepared to intervene, but she quickly recovered.

      She swallowed, and then squared her shoulders. “I’m fine, morning nausea. It’s wonderful to see you again.”

      “The pleasure is mine, Miss Walters,” he said, extending his hand in greeting. Over his wire-rimmed glasses, the slender man smiled at Ava, a telltale blush spreading beneath his white collared shirt. “No need for formality among former staff members. Call me Franklin.”

      Logan had a few choice names in mind for Franklin. He would never get used to other men flirting with his Ava. She had the same effect on them as she did on him. Because of Ava, his life had sunshine on the cloudiest of days. But, after Brooke’s infidelity he’d readily mark his territory when necessary.

      “Oh,” she giggled. “Call me Ava.”

      “Lovely, Ava,” he repeated, with a boyish grin. “Will you be joining us for the entire visit?”

      Ava angled away from him, facing the dopey sap. The guy even smelled like molasses. And, what did he mean for the entire visit? How long did his surgical team plan to hold him hostage?

      “Actually,” Ava winced. “I received a text from my co-lead on a project. I may have to step out.”

      Logan frowned, irritated that Ash couldn’t manage two weeks without Ava’s direction. “Yeah, that’s not going to happen,” he barked.

      Ava cut him a sideways glance. “Not here,” she said in a singsong voice.

      To the sweet-smelling Franklin with his fruity cologne, Logan asked. “Where’s Dr. Pierre? When can I take this splint off?”

      Franklin’s smile fell away.

      “Well?” Logan prompted his arms crossed over his chest.

      The other man cleared his throat, obviously uncomfortable with Logan’s posturing. Franklin glanced down at the chart he held.

      “Unfortunately, Dr. Pierre has been called away on another high-profile case. I will discuss the follow-up plan with you. Please have a seat, Dr. Masters.”

      Dr. Masters was it? Logan pushed the chair with one foot. “Maybe later. Get on with this.”

      What he wanted to hear, that the injuries to his hand, though serious, had healed. By Franklin’s lengthy introduction, this visit would be another deviation from his plan.

      “What Logan means is we’re eager to hear about his progress. I love having him at home, but I know he’s needed here.” Ava stammered.

      Logan followed the curve of Ava’s belly. He thought about the added support they would need with two babies. When he returned to work, his operating room OR schedules would be demanding. A steady rotation of last night feedings and early morning cases. He and Ava already started their day at two hours before sunrise. Carting the babies off to daycare or her parents’ house would shave off another forty-minutes minutes of sleep. In four short weeks, he’d be in the office and Ava would enter six month’s gestation.

      “I’ve reviewed your current and previous radiographs,” his colleague began, a nervous wobble in his voice. “In Doctor Pierre’s opinion, and I have to agree with her—”

      Logan interrupted, “Stop stalling. Tell me what’s going on with my hand. How soon till I have run of my operating rooms again?”

      His international platform was dependent on his surgical portfolio as well as his wound care research. He was more than an expert in pediatric medicine and surgery. Logan had successfully implemented and evaluated every component of his research on a patient. The combination of surgical skill and clinical research made him highly valuable to companies like Tyson Adventis. To surrender his life’s pursuit to his assistants was incomprehensible.

      Ava gripped his forearm. “Franklin was just about to explain. Let’s listen, shall we.”

      “He hasn’t said anything,” Logan snapped. He’d practiced enough years to recognize the signs that bad news hid around the bend.

      Perspiration dampened Franklin’s forehead. He stood and ran a hand across his brow. He adjusted his glasses—more than once.

      “Let’s review your radiographs,” he said, pointing to the blank box that would display the films.

      Pivoting, he waited for the images to appear on the wall-mounted digital screen. Logan stood shoulder to shoulder with the doctor that he’d trained on wound care and tissue salvage.

      The sepia colored before and after snapshots of his hand materialized. Regarding his pre-surgical x-rays with an experienced eye, he examined each one of his fingers going from the outside moving in with the image. Taking a slow perusal, he made sure to capture the minuscule details. When he got to the lateral or side-angle view of his fingers prior to the repair, he froze. The dislocated joints looked like a candy cane broken in several places. Beyond the examination of bony structures, radiographic studies were limited. A magnetic resonance image or MRI would come later. Logan was well aware the tendon in question allowed him to close his grip on a scalpel.

      “The area that runs on the palm side of your hand has been sliced through with surgical precision,” Franklin’s voice boomed in the silence.

      “The surgery repaired it?” Logan scrolled through his memory of anatomy and physiology, deconstructing the complexities of dexterity and coordination required to grip a scalpel. The flexion required through the palm and thumb to grab and hold an object.

      “Correct, and your hand has improved, but the injury. Wow,” he scratched his head, “if I didn’t know it was a freak attack, I’d think the cut was deliberately inflicted. Either way, six weeks of protected immobility to the area will allow extra time for tissue repair. Then, we will have to reevaluate.”

      Logan scoffed. “Six weeks? I have a new endowment that will require some actual work if I want a renewal. I have a patient that I’m monitoring in my wound care clinical trials. Should she require another surgery, I want to be the surgeon holding the blade.”

      “Monique Faulkner, right?”

      Logan nodded. “Correct.”

      “I’ve been told that your prognosis is excellent. But…” Franklin didn’t meet Logan’s gaze. “A complete recovery will take time.”

      “You’ve been told?” Logan muttered. “You don’t know?”

      Logan could feel the fear building, churning in his gut. “You’ve worked with me. I don’t suffer uncertainty. Is this your best answer, Dr. Xavier?” he snapped.

      “Dr. Masters,” Franklin said in a steadier voice. “You have received the best care available. As I’ve said you’ve made remarkable progress. If you’d like, Dr. Pierre will be available tomorrow to review the options I’ll present today. Please have a seat so that I can explain the plan of care moving forward.”

      Logan’s head jerked back. “Don’t tell me what to do, Franklin. I’m still a damn good surgeon. I know what has to happen.”

      He heard Ava suck in a breath. He felt before he saw disapproval glimmering in her eyes. Anger swelled inside him. This was his livelihood. More importantly, he’d spent more than half his life preparing and training his hands to save.

      “Logan…baby, have a seat. It’s two additional weeks. We have plenty to do in the meantime.”

      Franklin removed his glasses and wiped perspiration from the bridge of his nose. “Excuse me for a minute.”

      The moment the doctor exited the room, Logan focused on Ava.

      “Ava, enough about the wedding,” he groused. And babies. A tightness took up residence in his chest. Logan cautioned himself not to unleash his pain on Ava. Somehow, he’d lost control of his life. Powerlessness to stop the derailment, he stated the one constant in his world. “You’re mine.”

      Ava wrapped her arms around his waist, resting her head against his beating heart.

      “Logan, I know this changes your plan.” She fell quiet for a second. “Your hand will heal. I have faith you will use all that locked away talent to save lives again. You still have your research.”

      He breathed in her conviction. Applying it like a sealant to all the cracks in his foundation. He appreciated his research, but he felt real power with his blade in hand. “You’re the best part of me, Ava.”

      She tilted her head back, giving him a clear view of her golden-brown peepers. Her unshakable faith that he would make the best decisions for them, led him to offer her everything he had. He would give her the heart from his chest if she needed it. And she wanted the fairytale.

      “The ceremony isn’t a huge deal, but it’s important. For me and my family, a church wedding is a dream come true.” She squeezed his mid-section. “This is important to me. My mother listens to every bridal podcast. My father has somehow forgotten how to ambulate. He’s actually practicing how to walk me down the aisle. I’ve reminded Granny Lou a half dozen times the reception is catered, but she’s taste-testing recipes.”

      She gave a ragged exhale. “I know you’re brilliant. Franklin knows you’re brilliant. But,” she added with a touch of attitude, “I need you to listen and comply. We have a wonderful life ahead of us.”

      Logan struggled to muster up the same enthusiasm.

      “Sweetheart, I’m listening.” He wasn’t. How could he? Strategy, plans, that’s how he stayed in the winner’s circle. The doubts about his ability to be a good father quadrupled.

      “It’s just… who am I if I can’t operate? I had my life mapped out. Now, every road is murky and boobytrapped.” She’d have to forgive the lack of elation for a ceremony. In reality, it didn’t add or subtract one ounce of his love or commitment to Ava.

      “Did you know I can tell when you’re lying to me?”

      He bent, placing a kiss to her forehead. “Would I do that?”

      She laughed. “Yes, if you thought it would protect me and the babies.”

      He opened his mouth to protest, but Ava held up one hand.

      “Don’t deny it. Your pitch drops and your lips turn up on the right side.”

      Logan grinned. “Your accuracy is uncanny.”

      “What can I say—nurses rock. But serious business, I want these memories for us. For our families.” Slowly she guided his hands to her belly. “For our children.”

      But… his plan for providing for their family had been excised…with a well-placed cut. How ironic. The very instrument he depended on to save lives, would destroy his.

      “If this doesn’t happen, your folks will be disappointed with me?”

      “Of course not, Logan. My family loves you. But I’ve been accused of impulsively making decisions that exclude my family from important moments,” she said shyly. “They still feel like I ran off and joined the Navy.”

      “You did,” Logan chuckled.

      Ava shrugged. “Did not. I went after the life I have always wanted, and then I ran back to Shell Cove looking for you.”

      Logan brushed a finger along her cheek. “Good thing you did,” he rasped, “before I hunted you down and hauled you back.”

      “Brute,” she laughed.

      “Beauty,” he grinned in reply.

      “And now we’re expecting twins, Logan.” she squealed. “This is a scary time for us, but it’s six weeks out of our lifetime together.”

      The door opened and Franklin stepped inside. Ava’s conversation came to an abrupt stop.

      “Thanks for waiting,” he said while maintaining a safe distance. “The weeks in the splint is our first step. We’ll add six weeks of physical and occupational therapy, then another surgical follow-up.”

      Logan nodded. Ava reached for his hand, interlocking their fingers. Under normal circumstances, everything about Ava warmed his insides. Right now, he felt an unrelenting cold penetrate into his marrow.

      “What do we need to do, Franklin?” Ava’s tone grew serious, her back straight, her voice stern. “He’ll do whatever it is you advise.”

      The rest of the conversation happened underwater. He knew they talked about what would happen in the coming weeks. All he heard was he might never hold a scalpel again. He needed time to think, reformulate his plan.
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      From behind her desk, the Barren Mother glared at her lieutenant. Hawk stank of syrupy sweetness and excessive cologne. She suspected his physical dependence on her product had grown beyond his control. Too bad, she thought. He was a decent surgeon. His skill didn’t match Logan’s, but who’s did? On the other hand, his Galaxy addiction had opened the door to their working relationship. A connection she would have to sever in the near future. Having insider knowledge of private health information for influential Shell Cove citizens had benefited and shielded her interests. But, addicts on the payroll posed a risk. “Unless this involves my money and Victor’s meeting you’re wasting my time.”

      She didn’t bother to look away from the Second Chance House brochure in her hand. Another worthy cause she could exploit to launder her income.

      Hawk stood erect, waiting on what, an invitation?

      “Speak,” she demanded.

      “It’s about Dr. Masters and Ava,” he said, his voice pitched higher with anxiety.

      She gave up the pretense of reading. “You’ve located his attacker?”

      Monitoring Logan’s progress from afar, meant she had to keep her concerns private.

      “No, but I have it from a reputable source that Ava Walters is pregnant.”

      There was no way she saw that coming. A baby to love and protect. What wonderful news. But Logan and Ava’s attacker remained elusive. And, her team had failed to supply even one lead. Maybe she could stay calm, get her point across.

      “Do I stutter Hawk?” she began.

      “No, of course not.”

      She nodded. So, he did understand when she spoke. With men, she couldn’t be sure.

      “I’ve told you and everyone in this organization that I want the person or persons responsible for the attack. If anything happens to Logan, Ava, or the baby…I will personally bury a bullet in your gray matter.”

      He nodded vigorously. “I understand, but that may be easier said than done. I found this on the dark web this morning.”

      The dark web, the level of the Internet where illegal marketplaces like hers could only be accessed by a specific link and password. Social media had revolutionized the drug market by lowering the risk and multiplying her customer reach. Cryptocurrency as payment offered an advance over traditional currency. After all, it couldn’t be seized in a raid. Every organization looked for a more efficient way to do business. The Internet served as a neutral party, was there to serve them equally.

      The Barren Mother read over the printout and then frowned. Seconds later she slammed her hand down on the desk.

      “How dare Victor imply that we can’t get this done.” In her hand she held the equivalent of a contract for Monique Faulkner. Victor promised a one-million-dollar bounty for anyone who could bring him the girl with the bionic arm.

      Placing the printout on her leather-bound calendar, she sat. Victor thought to make her appear weak. Not in this lifetime. The old demented pervert would get a taste of his own medicine before this was over.

      “This is a mess,” the Barren Mother snarled. “Here,” she said shoving a stack of papers across the polished surface. “Now we actually have competition. Where are we in securing the girl?”

      “No closer than we were on day one.”

      She opened a center drawer, lifted out a letter opener, and placed it in clear view. Hawk’s eyes widened behind his studious spectacles.

      Smiling, she let menace seep in her eyes. “Why is that?”

      “She’s rarely alone,” Hawk replied, his voice steady. “There’s always nurses, doctors, and all these teenagers in her room. Her father, who looks like he could kill you with a gem clip, is in and out of the room all day long.”

      “So,” she challenged, picking up the letter opener. “I’m very good with a blade,” she glanced up at him. “Did you know that?”

      Hawk began to fidget. She liked it when men begged. Some would say she craved it. The power, the attention, the control. Being able to control another human being gave her a high beyond that of the Galaxy she moved from continent to continent.

      “Barren Mother, please,” his hands trembled. No doubt, he remembered what she’d done with the hair clip. “Unfortunately for us, this young lady has been in the hospital repeatedly. She recognizes the regulars on staff. Any new faces that enter her room stick out like a sore thumb. In some ways, she’s almost impossible to get close to.”

      “Nothing is impossible,” the Barren Mother corrected.

      “When it comes to that girl it seems pretty damn close.”

      Profane language in front of a lady. Now, that was unacceptable. He’d have to apologize for his crude language in her presence. But first, business.

      She thought for a second. “I want an eye on Logan Masters. We could use him to get Monique out of the hospital. She’s very comfortable with him and Ava.”

      Hawk’s eyes brightened. Why was she paying these fools? If she had to come up with all the ideas? Of course, men did have their uses. The occasional special assignment led to unexpected surprises. Sometimes.

      “Once I leave here, I’ll make the phone call.”

      Must she explain the simplest of tasks? Why, yes, she did.

      “No,” she said through pursed lips. “I don’t want any additional people involved in my affairs. You’re paid a lot of money to give me alternatives, Hawk. I suggest you get to alternating.”

      “Yes ma’am. What do you want me to do about Victor and the contract out on the girl?”

      “Double the contract amount. If someone gets to her before we can, we’ll just have to take the bounty off their hands.”

      “You’re going to steal Monique from the kidnapper?”

      She leaned back in her chair, pleased with the brilliance of her plan. If Victor had people combing the hospital, attempting to take Monique, why not outbid him. Greed drove men to their own foolish end. It was their own fault. Why join the race when she could patiently wait at the end of the line with a loaded gun?

      “Absolutely,” the Barren Mother smiled. “There’s no honor among thieves, Hawk, only dollar signs.”

      Not that she needed any more money. Actually, she’d gotten bored with the money two decades ago, but she loved the thrill of pitting her wits against homeland security, against the authorities, against customs and border patrol, against them all.

      She had spent a lifetime learning how to outsmart men. How to downplay her abilities. Ironically, she’d been rewarded handsomely for her efforts.

      She thought about her family. In some ways she knew if Samuel and Rebecca Lynn discovered the truth about the role she played in drugs trafficked through the city, they would be devastated. She hoped they would be able to appreciate what she’d accomplished. She’d built an empire under their noses. And one day she intended to slam her brother’s nose in her success, and hopefully break it off.

      “I want to test you out on a new assignment.”

      Hawk adjusted his glasses. She thought it more out of nerves, than a visual deficit.

      “Of course.”

      Poor man, he had no idea.

      “Come here,” she said pushing away from the desk. She watched as his long legs made quick work of the distance. Still seated, she swiveled her chair to face him. “Get on your knees.”

      “Ah,” he hesitated.

      “Now,” she ordered. Slowly he sank to his knees.

      Oh, he was manicured…the wire framed glasses and perfect mane added to his handsome features. She’d always preferred them on the tender-side.

      “Lift my skirt,” she said. When he moved to touch her leg, she halted him. “If you disappoint me, getting your next fix will be the least of your maladies, Franklin. I’ll use my hair pin to saw off your finger.”

      The first glide of his talented tongue through her tissues and she knew he would be hard to replace.
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      Ava worried. The timeline for completion of her project had accelerated. With deadlines looming, she spent long days at the office. In her absence, Logan had taken to a rather strenuous physical and occupational therapy routine. He tried to hide his extra activities, but she noticed the laundry hamper loaded with sweat-soaked gear.

      If she had a magic wand, she would abracadabra the last two months. Six weeks had come and gone. Logan still hadn’t been cleared to return to the OR. The road to recovery had been riddled with incessant calls from Kylie Rivers, Maribelle, and general frustration. As the weeks dragged on, Logan’s commitment to his daily exercise routine intensified. He’d tried everything to speed up his healing—protein shakes and sex, massage and sex, mineral water and sex. All the bed play helped Logan sleep like a baby.

      Ava felt like crying.

      Logan had taken to a whiskey chaser after dinner. She inhaled a calming breath and tried not to compare Logan’s indulgence to Maribelle’s alcohol dependence. It pained her to watch him suffer in silence.

      She needed to do more. Maybe, her grandmother could help.

      Removing her personal cellphone from the desk drawer, she scanned the digital display for message alerts. She held her index finger against the biometric control button, waiting. Seconds later the black screen glowed two missed calls.

      Dialing Logan’s number, she unlocked her computer.

      “Hey,” Logan said.

      As if hearing their daddy’s voice, the babies increased their kicks and giggles in her belly. His voice, deep and rich, always gave her an internal shiver. They responded too.

      “Hello, yourself.”

      As the text edit box uploaded on her desktop computer, she scanned the list of email messages with a critical eye, mentally prioritizing them by subject. An orange flagged subject line caught her attention.

      “Where are you?”

      In the background, she recognized the voices of Women on Words literature and lifestyle podcast co-hosts she listened to on her morning commute.

      “Still at the office. Listening to anything fun?” she asked teasingly. Grabbing a scratch pad, she started to jot down a checklist for tomorrow’s briefing, dividing them by project managers. The podcast replay stopped abruptly.

      He laughed. “Shouldn’t you and my baby bundle be headed across the border by now?”

      If only, she wished. Tonight made four days straight of after-hours briefings and working groups. She’d love to curl up in Logan’s arms and let him massage away the stress of the past four days. After the meeting with the medical equipment vendor, it would be three hours before she finished with the contractual landfill littering her desk.

      “Not yet,” she sighed

      Logan gave an exaggerated exhale, his frustration obvious.

      Well, she was frustrated too. “Logan, I have to finish my work.”

      “You don’t have to work at all, Ava mine.”

      “With twins on the way, two incomes are better than one.”

      “I provide for you and our children,” he groused.

      Ava bit back her retort. She would never challenge his pride by insinuating he needed help in caring for their family. But Logan struggled to curtail his anger, hiding his resentment at his slow recovery. Logan wanted back in the OR. He pretended to enjoy being Mr. Homemaker, but he missed the surgical suite. Lunches contained apples with the skin surgically removed and sandwiches with sculpted edges. Yeah, things had gotten that crazy. One ray of sunshine, no one had been selected for the chief position.

      “Give me until twenty hundred,” she said.

      “English, Ava mine.”

      She could hear his frown through the phone line.

      “That’s eight o’clock tonight for you civilian types.”

      He chuckled and some of the rightness that existed between them spread in her chest. When she had left home this morning, he seemed desperate for her to stay. Guilt rode the forty miles in the passenger seat. Wrapping up her plans early might work.

      “I could shave off an hour,” she offered.

      A knock sounded on her door before it opened. Ash stood in the doorway, a tall cup with visible steam in his hands. Ava smiled and gestured him inside.

      “There’s my work wife. Here’s your treat. Black and strong just the way you like it.”

      Ava’s mind reeled. Oh, my Todd why in the name of all things holy would Ash refer to her in such a ridiculous manner? Logan reacted before she did.

      “Ava mine?” Logan sounded more alert than she’d heard him in days. “Who is he?”

      “Ah,” she waved Ash away. Logan trusted her, but he was in a weird, insecure place with his health and career. The last idea he needed in his head was a threat of the masculine variety.

      “What’s that bastard’s name?” Logan’s voice cut through any gratitude she would’ve expressed. She pulled the phone receiver from her ear, covering the microphone with her palm.

      “Give me a minute,” she whispered to her colleague.

      “Sure thing,” Ash mouthed, backing away with an apologetic grin.

      “Ava,” Logan snapped. She stiffened at the change in his tone. “What asshole is serving you coffee and innuendo?”

      Ava waited till she heard the click of the door closing.

      “Answer me,” Logan demanded.

      She rubbed at the pinch that formed between her brows. Logan didn’t like secrets, especially when it pertained to her. Still there was the fact that he had not met all of her coworkers, a point of contention between them. She tried to explain that the military staff rotated at unpredictable intervals and there was no way that he would have the opportunity to meet every person that she worked with. Furthermore, she didn’t see the need for him to police her colleagues.

      “Logan,” she kept her voice calm. “That was, Ash. You’ve heard me mention his name before.”

      He grunted. “I thought you worked late nights. Not you and Ash the Asshole.”

      She laughed. “I never said that. We just finished a long meeting. He was considerate enough to bring me my one and only cup of coffee for the day.”

      “You never mentioned that some guy calls you wife and brings you coffee.”

      “Hello…, Logan. That’s just office talk.” Ava frowned. Ash had acted out of character. She wondered why. “Really, it’s not a big deal,” she laughed it off, trying to deescalate the situation.

      The line fell quiet. Ava pulled the receiver from her ear staring at it. Had he disconnected the call?

      “Logan, you there?”

      “Yes. I don’t like him.”

      Ava released a sigh. She relaxed back in her chair. “You don’t know him,” she said, sighing at the thought. “Let me finish here. I’ll be home before your bedtime. I promise I’ll make you forget all about the coffee,” she said playfully.

      Logan grunted. “My hand is strong enough to whip his ass.”

      “Oh, stop,” she exclaimed. “I am so hanging up this phone.”

      He grumbled something incomprehensible before giving a brisk, I love you, and then hanging up the phone.

      Ava sorted the contract folders, standard operating procedure manuals, and the questions from the legal officer into three separate piles. She took one sip of the last cup of coffee she would accept from Asher and hummed in satisfaction. “Farewell, good coffee.”

      Forty minutes later, her office door opened again. Fully expecting to see Ash with a second offering, she poised her lips to decline. Anything beyond two cups would be entirely too much for the baby. She’d have to wrestle sleep into submission with that much caffeine at this late hour.

      Ava looked up and then threw a cupped hand over her mouth in shocked disbelief. She couldn’t believe who stood before her. Logan’s broad shoulders filled her entryway. Dropping her hand, Ava came to her feet. Before she could round her desk, he stepped inside the small office, closing the door behind him.

      “Logan, what are you doing here?” Her fiancé stood, legs braced apart, dressed in a black T-shirt, denim jeans, and black boots. He looked ready for war and gorgeously badass. She almost ran up and hugged him until she noticed he wasn’t wearing his sling.

      She thought to take a step back, but he snatched up her hand before she’d even processed his next move.

      “Introduce me to Ash.”

      “Logan,” she warned. “Be reasonable.”

      “Calling you his wife. This is the reasonable me,” he muttered. “He wants something.”

      Ava gave her drop dead gorgeous caveman an incredulous look. He wore an expression that would prompt a nun to cross her heart.

      “I can’t believe you would do this on my job. Lower your voice,” she hissed. “Someone might hear you.”

      Logan drove dozens of miles to confront a totally harmless guy. There was a time, after Marcus, when Ava questioned her judgment with men. Not anymore. But, one look at Logan’s stern face and she anticipated the words before he even said them.

      “Good,” Logan growled, his legs braced apart. “Because I’ll only tell him once.”
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      The doorbell chimed. Logan stayed on the couch. Not that uninvited guests should be ignored, but he refused to expend the energy. Why bother? Nothing had changed. Ten weeks after the attack and Ava’s pregnancy announcement, Logan remained on the injured list. Sidelined. He’d complied with advice, medical, spiritual, and unsolicited. Being eager to return to SCMC and his destiny hadn’t worked either.

      Yes, his grip strength had improved. But the mending tissue remained fragile. One wrong move could result in permanent fine motor damage. Game over for a surgeon. Seeing the inside of an operating room as the one holding the blade as opposed to the one under it had descended into imaginary thinking. Give it time, Dr. Pierre had advised. So, outside of his appointments, Logan limited his adventures to home and the Second House. He’d declined Kylie’s request for additional interviews. What purpose did it serve? He had nothing to say…about anything.

      The doorbell chimed…again. If he wanted to be bothered with guests, he would have extended an invitation. In reality, he wasn’t fit company. He wanted Ava, but she was at the clinic. While he lounged around at home with his arm stuffed in gauze bandages and elastic wraps, his fiancée worked.

      The provider.

      Bringing home the bacon.

      Providing for the family. Okay, it was an exaggeration. He had enough money invested to cover them and the babies for the next decade. Ava had a career, a purpose. While he drifted aimlessly, from one appointment the next. This was life as a patient with a chronic condition. It gnawed like a pit bull on his man card, but he got it now. What use did she have for him?

      Ding-dong.

      He sighed in frustration. Somehow one of the physicians on staff thought it a good idea to send a home health nurse to his house. Sure, he told the entire team to kiss his ass. He wasn’t coming back for another follow-up. They need to figure out how to get him back in the operating room. End of story. What the hell was he supposed to do without a scalpel in his hand?

      He knew how to save lives.

      Soldiers had their weapons. Well, Logan’s weapon was a one-inch blade. That’s how he fought and conquered his demons. Without his work, he had too much time for old shit that he didn’t want to deal with to creep back into his thoughts.

      “Logan. If you leave me on this porch a second longer, I’m calling my granddaughter.”

      Oh shoot, Granny Lou was here. Logan jumped from the couch unseating a half-eaten bowl of popcorn. The contents hit the hardwood and scattered like jackstones.

      Shit.

      While he looked for a napkin, he grabbed the empty bottle of bourbon from the table and his glass.

      He called, “The side door is open, Granny Lou.”

      In the kitchen he disposed of the bottle and put the glass tumbler in the dishwasher. Cupping his hands in front of his mouth, he exhaled. Damn, he smelled like a distillery.

      “Don’t sass me,” Granny Lou snapped. “Get up and open the door.”

      Okay, do not upset your woman’s grandmother. Logan loved Louise Stanton.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Fumbling in the kitchen drawers for the breath mints, Logan threw contents on the counter. The red and white rectangular box with the hinged lid came into view. Without counting, he dumped a handful of peppermint disks into his hand, then tossed them into his mouth. One of the mints went left instead of right. He choked.

      Eyes watering, he coughed out, “Hold on.”

      Coughing, he slapped his chest grazing the old chest wound. “Shit.”

      “What was that?” Granny Lou called out.

      Back in the beginning when he was trying to win Ava, Granny Lou had been his only supporter. Thank God she’d convinced Ava to give him a chance.

      Pulling the door wide, Logan stepped back. Granny Lou, dressed in a pink cotton tee shirt, blue loose wide-legged pants, and her signature gold-sequined tennis shoes, walked in the place like she paid the mortgage.

      “What brings you by?” he asked, trying to keep his inquiry casual.

      She looked at him with a critical eye. “My granddaughter asked me to help around the house.” She stepped around him, entering the house. “Grab my knitting bag from the porch.”

      Logan did as she asked. The cloth satchel weighed a ton.

      “There’s no need,” he said, closing the door. “I keep the place tidy.”

      She glanced at the blanket strewn across the couch and the spilled popcorn.

      “Bless your heart,” she said, handing him a floral print tote bag from her shoulder. “Just set that in the family room. I’ll let you know when we’re ready for it.”

      Without giving him time to object, Granny Lou padded into the kitchen and turned on the coffee maker.

      “How do you take your coffee?”

      Logan glanced at the blue light on the cable television box. The time read eleven. “I’ll pass.”

      She turned to stare at him. “My grand baby will not come home to find her fiancé five sheets to the wind.”

      Logan frowned. “Pretty sure that’s three.”

      Granny Lou placed a hand on her ample hip. “Even with the mints,” she paused, “I smell more than three sheets on you, Logan Masters.”

      How much had he drank since Ava left for work? Somewhere between breakfast and mid-morning he must have lost track of his intake. If Granny Lou made these drop-ins on a regular basis, he would have to be more careful.

      “Black. One sugar,” he replied. Why had Ava put him on an intercept course with the Walters family matriarch?

      “Logan, come in here.”

      He found himself tucking in his shirttails and running fingers through his hair. He took a seat at the counter. A steamy cup of morning Joe materialized in front of him.

      “Thank you,” he said, raising the mug in a toast.

      “Have you eaten?”

      He’d planned to, but the morning had come and gone with him vegged out on the couch.

      “I was just about to grab a sandwich.”

      Granny Lou narrowed her eyes.

      Logan cleared his throat. “Ah, no ma’am. Not yet.”

      “Ava mentioned assembling the furniture for the babies’ room.”

      The little woman had put him on report. Granny Lou adored him, but she’d follow Ava’s dictate.

      “Yes, I…I need to get the right tools.” He hadn’t even looked at the instructions.

      “While I make us some lunch, you go on in the nursery and start figuring out what equipment you need to get started.”

      Now, wait a minute. Never had he been dictated to in his own house. He told Ava the crib would get done. He meant it.

      “Go on now. Ava could use a nice surprise when she gets home.”

      The thought of Ava smiling at him warmed his insides more than a bourbon shot.

      He downed the last of his coffee and tapped the counter. “I’ll do that.”

      “Okay, I’ll call you for lunch. After you eat, you can help untangle the yarn in my bag.”

      As Logan tidied the couch and picked up the popcorn from the floor, it occurred to him that Granny Lou had schooled him. On the way to the guest room, Ava had designated as the babies’ nursery, Logan grabbed a JB Daniels miniature off the bar. In the back of Logan’s mind, he wasn’t sure he was receptive to the lesson.
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      The Saturday before the wedding, Logan and a very round Ava relaxed on the family couch taking in a movie. Logan curled his long body behind and around her expanding frame, his hand lay over her round belly. She used his bicep as a pillow for her head. God, he was so lucky.

      Suddenly, Logan felt a wave of movement beneath his palm, and a swell of pride burst within him. His child.

      “Do you feel that?” he asked in a rush, amazed at the thrill he experienced at the touch of his child.

      “Yeah,” Ava groaned, “I’ve felt it all day.”

      Some might have thought her statement a complaint, but Logan heard the awe in her voice. Ava loved being pregnant. He sat up.

      “I should grab the camera.” Yes, they were those parents-to-be. Following Janna’s suggestion, they created a weekly chronicle of Ava’s pregnancy. Neither of them had made the leap to posting weekly belly snapshots to Facebook, but they could.

      “No, stay. I’m too lazy to move,” she sighed.

      He chuckled. “It is nice to have the house to ourselves,” he said relaxed, and pulling her bottom closer.

      Granny Lou had decided to stay home, thank the heavens. Logan swore she jumbled her yarn bag on purpose. It seemed every one of her visits, he had to untangle fibers and re-roll each ball. Or, worse, thread tiny pearl beads onto silver-plated wires. The job took three hands and at least an hour. His fingers ached like crazy after completing just one of her many daily chores. Yesterday, she had the audacity to bring her latest sewing project…Logan’s job-threading needles. Supposedly he got the job because he had what Granny Lou called ‘young eyes.’

      Angling her face over her shoulder, Ava smiled up at him. “How was it with you and Jonah joining Thady’s Helping Hand group?”

      Logan looked down at his woman. She always wanted everyone to be okay, including him. Logan knew she worried, but he was better. His fingers had regained some of their strength. His fine motor coordination had improved.

      “To use your military jargon, I like the camaraderie. Thady is gifted and the cockiest kid I’ve ever met. He competes with me. And losing is never an option.” Logan thought of how the kid amazed him with his dexterity. His hand deformity seemed to propel him to try harder, rather than retreat.

      Ava twisted around, regarding him. “Yeah?” she prompted.

      “It’s just, he challenges himself. He jumps in with all the activities, using his ‘helping hand’ without considering he may fail.”

      Ava gave him a curious look, eyes crinkled at the corners in confusion. “Are you scared he’ll fail?”

      Logan paused, hearing the double meaning even if it wasn’t Ava’s intention. “I have faith in Thady’s ability to devise a plan that protects him and accomplishes his goal. He’s a marvel.”

      He remained silent for a moment, watching Ava. He probably sounded crazy, in awe of a kid with a permanent disability.

      “I’m so proud of you, Logan.”

      Her words surprised him. “For what?”

      “How you volunteer your time to help those boys. The effort you put into helping Thady meet new friends.” She giggled. “For smiling through all of Granny Lou’s little projects.”

      “Yes,” he said. “Just maybe some afternoon delight,” he snuggled her closer, “is in order to thank me for rolling thirty balls of biscuit dough for Sunday dinner.”

      He kissed her neck and she giggled. “Or, how about all the pennies I stacked and rolled before our drive to the bank.”

      Ava giggled, turning in his arms, and then straddled his hips. With his sling no longer needed, it felt good to grip Ava’s hips in both hands.

      “Hey,” someone called, “am I interrupting anything?”

      “Ugh,” Logan grunted. “You have the worst timing, Graham.”

      Logan looked up to find his best friend, Graham Hamilton the Third, in his living room. Born into power and prestige, the man was as down-to-earth as they came. Well over six feet tall, dark hair, and even darker eyes, women flocked to him, but his heart belonged to Shayla. “With you two, of course I’m interrupting some red room kinky shit.”

      Ava giggled, and then attempted to scramble off of him.

      Close to her ear he whispered. “He’s joking.”

      Hands on either side of her back, Logan assisted Ava to an upright position. Graham was one of the best OB/GYN physicians in the country. He spent entirely too much time on the guest lecturer circuit. They had left Shell Cove for a medical school at Johns Hopkins in Baltimore.

      “Ava, you look due at any day now.” Dark brown eyes danced with mirth, and a smile formed on Graham’s face. “I grabbed the mail,” he said handing Logan a stack of white envelopes.

      Easing out of Logan’s hold, Ava stood. “You two catch up.”

      She gave Graham a knowing smile and she moved away. “How’s my sister?”

      The skin around Graham’s eyes crinkled. Logan wasn’t sure if it was humor or heart-palpitations that marred his friend’s face. Probably both. Shayla, three years Ava’s senior, had an assertive streak ten miles long. She helped Graham with his son from a previous relationship.

      “Brilliant,” he beamed, “and stubborn.”

      Ava lifted her hand, giving Graham a reassuring rub to the shoulder. “That’s my big sis,” she winked conspiratorially.

      Graham chuffed. “Logan, you have no idea how vicious the Walters women can be when they want something. Shayla has us looking at mini-vans.”

      “Oh,” Ava piqued up. “Which one.”

      Logan stiffened. “Don’t answer that, Graham.”

      Ava hit us with a steely gaze. “Talk with your friend. I need to starch my uniforms, Carvana a minivan, and a few other things before Monday. The wedding rehearsal is this Wednesday, Graham. It should be no more than a few hours.”

      Frowning, Logan called to her, “I won’t be long.”

      What the hell was she up to now? So much had happened. Could it be the babies, her project, Ash? Logan inhaled. The calming breath did nothing to diffuse his thoughts.

      “Hell, Logan. I came to check on you and I’m already being kicked out?”

      Graham crossed to the kitchen counter, pulled out one of the bar stools, and took a seat. “How are you?”

      Logan lifted his bandaged hand, which throbbed a little. Grinding his teeth, he muttered to himself. “Where did I put that damn sling?”

      “What did they say about your hand?” Graham’s voice softened, and the deference to his weakened state grated…big time.

      “Stop with the pansy voice,” Logan ground out. “Complex dislocation of the second and third digits plus, a partial split to the thumb tendon.”

      Graham stayed quiet. Logan waited for him to say something witty. His best friend, much like Lina, could be counted upon to lighten the mood in the most dire of situations.

      “Shit,” Graham hissed, “are you going to be able to perform a surgery again?”

      Well, wasn’t that a kick in the wrinkled sac? Logan did not feel giddy in the least.

      Holding up a half empty bourbon bottle, Logan gestured to Graham.

      “Why not?” came the response.

      Reaching for two tumblers, Logan poured them each a finger of the amber spirit.

      Being a little taken aback to have yet another physician question if he’d ever return to the operating room, Logan tipped his glass. “Here’s to the unknown.”

      They both downed the liquid in one continuous swallow. Logan gave a slow release relishing the burn, while Graham frowned.

      “I don’t know how you and your mom drink this stuff. Its battery acid minus the jumpstart.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Logan jibed, pouring himself another finger or two.

      Graham’s expression sobered. “How’s Ava and the baby?”

      Logan gulped his drink, and then slammed the glass on the counter. “Babies.”

      “No way.” Graham said, eyes wide.

      Logan tilted his head. “Oh, there’s definitely a way. We found it and deposited not one, but two babies along the trail.”

      Graham choked. “Oh man, talk about rub a duck, duck. Congratulations, Logan. You deserve this.” Yeah, right. “How you doing with the news? Any old skeletons rearing their head?” Logan heard the concern in his friend’s voice. “Does Ava know about Brooke, the baby, and the rumors?”

      Logan knew where the conversation was going. Brooke and Dusty. Not wanting to engage or be drawn into a discussion about former lovers and friends, telling her about Brooke’s infidelity would only raise more questions. Questions no one could answer.

      “Not going there with you.” The bourbon kept the lid tight and sealed on all that old garbage. Logan scooped the mail from the counter and started thumbing through the letters.

      Bill, bill, bill. Ava managed all the household accounts, so he rarely noticed which bills they had or what needed to be paid. It amazed him how dependent he’d become on having her in his life. Shit, what would he do if he ever lost her? He’d die. Even if he still drew breath, he’d be a dead man walking.

      He stopped. One letter was addressed to him with no return address. Curious he opened it, unfolding the single eight and a half by eleven. At first the message didn’t make sense, and then the message became crystal clear. Slowly ice formed in his bloodstream.

      “Logan?” The air began to burn in his lungs. Blood pounded in his veins. “What is it?”

      He turned the letter so Graham could read the one line.

      YOU CAN’T HAVE HER EITHER.

      Graham jerked like he’d been punched. “Shit, man. This have something to do with what happened between you and Dusty?”

      Could Brooke’s lover, his former best friend, have had a hand in the attack?

      “Graham stop bringing up old shit. People barely remember I was with Brooke.”

      “Well, somebody clearly does.”

      “There’s another explanation.” There had to be. Otherwise, who would come after Ava because of his tragedy with Brooke?

      “Dusty disappeared after those rumors surfaced, he was a suspect in the car accident. What if the rumors were true, Logan? You need to figure out the connection between the past and present, my friend.”

      Logan thought the same thing. He’d lost Brooke, but no one would take his Ava.
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      She and Logan should have eloped.

      Ava walked into the Blessed Life’s sanctuary, the urge to squat low to avoid friendly fire seizing her muscles. Maribelle and Robert were engaged in a heated battle of Married with Children: Mortal Combat Edition. Raised voices created an acoustic echo that mimicked a full orchestra. Strange, she’d arrived before Logan. Afraid she’d be late Ava had traversed the intercostal waterway in lunchtime traffic skirting the speed limit. With the project coming to an end, Ash spent more days at the other area hospitals laying the groundwork for future projects. He, and his coffee contributions, would be missed in the office.

      “I’m your wife. He’s my son. Logan has no need for your other offspring,” Maribelle insisted to an unmoved Robert Lee.

      Logan’s father raised his chin, stubborn and defiant. “They’re all my sons. Darwin knows the truth. So should Logan.”

      Ava stared at the scowling faces gathered around the altar. Temptation to pull a Logan and toss everyone out nearly overwhelmed logical thought. Marianne and Granny Lou occupied the front pew, knitting needles in hand, a half-knitted pink blanket across their laps. Her mother sat on the bench in front of the church’s ancient pipe organ, fingers tapping a silent tune on the cords. Scanning the room, Ava stilled when she spotted the O’Connor brothers.

      Whoa. She winced. How would her future father-in-law explain their presence?

      Robert Lee and Logan needed to have that father son talk soon. Maximus, in all his brooding quietness, saluted her from the back wall his phone at his ear. Tyson watched her approach from the pulpit, his eyes missing nothing. Thank goodness Paster Stewart spent Tuesdays out of the office. The first lady had purchased the acrylic podium for his seventieth birthday. He polished it himself and didn’t trust a soul not to scratch his gift.

      “You need to eat more, lass.” he ordered, his brogue thicker than with the general public.

      Ava refused to fidget. “Trust me, I’m trying,” she smiled.

      “Have you tried small meals more frequently. Or fresh ginger? If your symptoms are worse in the mornings, I read taking your prenatal at bedtime can help.”

      Perplexed, Ava stared open mouthed. Who was this wonderful creature? “Why do you know so much about pregnancy?”

      Tyson’s lips slit into a dazzling grin. Of course, his roguishly handsome features took on Adonis qualities with that rare smile.

      “Logan’s the first of us to have children, lass.” His grin turned sheepish. “Max downloaded a ton of books for us to read up. You know, because we’ll be uncles.”

      Ava crossed her arms over her chest. Careful not to compress her breasts. In addition to increasing a full cup size, the sensitivity bordered on painful. “You are a good brother, Tyson.”

      He nodded. “I’ve had a lot of years to prepare. Max and I have always known about Logan and Darwin. The time has come for us to unite as one family.”

      How could Logan have missed that these two men shared the same blood in his veins? Her man loved hard, but he guarded his territory. Ava hoped Logan could open his heart and mind to Tyson and Maximus. By the looks of it, none of the brothers could be easily dissuaded.

      Drew Walters came alongside her. “How’s my grand babies?”

      “Daddy,” Ava chided, hugging the first man to role model how a woman should be treasured in a relationship. “What am I? Chopped chicken patties.”

      He wrapped her in his embrace. “I thought that was liver?”

      Ava gagged. “Don’t say it. Honest,” she said rubbing her protruding belly. “If you mention the word, I smell it. I’m dropping to my knees in a one-way love affair with the trashcan for the next hour.”

      Jared worried that Ava’s morning sickness persisted. More than seven months pregnant, the elevated blood pressure and the ten-pound weight gain had earned her weekly visits. Luckily, she didn’t have pre-eclampsia, a form of pregnancy-associated high blood pressure. But the amniotic fluid surrounding the babies was lower than the healthcare team expected for gestation. Oligohydramnios though more common with twins, still had Ava worried that the babies were too small, or that a vaginal delivery would stress them thus mandating a cesarean delivery.

      “My lips are sealed,” her dad smiled. “But what are you going to do about the emotional cripple and the blue blood beefing at the altar?”

      “Nothing,” came Logan’s baritone. “I’ll handle this.” Ava gasped when Logan pulled her up against his body. Threading his fingers into her hair, he tilted her head back and claimed her mouth. Tingles waltzed down her lady parts and her breasts began to ache. Cheers and cat calls rang out. Ava pushed at Logan’s chest, face flaming.

      Logan’s green eyes gleamed in delight. “I’m having sex with a pregnant woman tonight,” he whispered.

      Though she thought it impossible, more heat infused her face. But then reality intruded.

      “I’m your wife. You should walk me down the aisle,” Maribelle insisted, to an unmoved Robert Lee.

      Logan’s father raised his chin, stubborn and defiant. “You’ve walked over me for years. You can march your well-worn steel-toed boots down the damn aisle.”

      For the first time since meeting Maribelle, the woman’s mask of superiority slipped. Robert Lee’s rejection had to hurt.

      “No, Darwin can’t,” Ava insisted, a false smile in place. “When he arrives, he has to escort his wife,” emphasis on the matrimonial bond, “down the aisle.”

      Where were the two lovebirds anyway? Logan took Ava in his arms, placing a kiss to the top of her head. “Where were you?” she asked.

      “Don’t let them get to you,” he whispered, not answering her question. “Our wedding will be perfect.”

      She looked up at him. Eyes filled with love. “Are you saying this rehearsal is a bust?” Thankfully with all the recent turmoil, the final rehearsal would happen the day before the wedding, on Thursday. She lowered her voice. “Who knew Robert Lee could be a stubborn mule.”

      Logan regarded her. “You look tired. I’ve got my parents, Ava mine. You sit. Put your feet up,” he ordered.

      And that was why she loved him. From that first night in the Towers ballroom, he’d come to her rescue.

      “Dad be reasonable,” Logan grumbled, approaching his parents.

      Robert Lee held up his hand to stop Logan. “No. I’m done with your mother.”

      It was painful to witness the troubling turn the relationship had taken. Ava couldn’t imagine her life without Logan’s love. His parents had been together for forty plus years. Though there was no affection lost between she and Maribelle. Ava certainly didn’t want to see the older woman starting life over without her husband.

      “I’ll be more than happy to escort you, Mrs. Masters,” Tyson winked.

      Fire lit in Maribelle’s eyes. Ava braced for impact. At the last minute, she cut her eyes to Logan and tempered her comments. “No thank you,” Maribelle said in a clipped tone.

      The doors to the sanctuary opened. In walked her brother and his wife, Zari. Aron still sported his Baker’s Pharmacy logo lab coat. Since completing his doctorate in Pharmacy, Aron had assumed the position of pharmacist at Baker’s in Old Town Shell Cove. He and Zari had built a comfortable life, close to family, in Shell Cove.

      Ava inhaled. The sweet scent of fresh bread and warm sugar wafted past her nose. Zari must have baked one of her signature cakes.

      “What’s up big sis?” Aron asked, placing a kiss on her cheek. Zari, dressed in a flowered yellow blouse with a red pencil skirt and neutral wedge heels, followed behind him. Voices grew louder as the two made their way down the aisle, smiling as if the surrounded chaos were on mute.

      “You,” she grinned. Sometimes, she thought her parents still struggled to support her decision to join the Navy. She knew a part of them wanted her to stay close to home, like Aron.

      “Zari brought Death by Chocolate cupcakes,” he whispered. “Here’s to soothing all the fantastic beasts.”

      The deployment had been hard on them and the thought that she might be transferred out of the area to another assignment weighed heavily on both her mom and her grandmother. Granny Lou was well into her 70’s now and Ava didn’t want to miss a moment with her, but at the same time all her dreams for her future were finally coming true. She’d been promoted to Lieutenant in less than the customary four years.

      “Can’t get any worse.”

      Zari, Aron’s wife of five years, stepped in front of him, throwing one arm wide, and embracing Ava in a bear hug.

      “How you holding up, lady?”

      Zari was the best sister-in-law. A teacher at the same school where Ava’s mom had served as principal before retiring, Zari’s entrance into the Walters’ family was seamless. Unlike Logan, she grimaced.

      Ava gave an unladylike snort. “Knot in rope, palms burning.”

      “Yay,” she cheered, “that’s the spirit.”

      Ava gave her a doubtful look. “I hope so, Zari,” she said glancing at the disgruntled crowd.

      Aron snapped his fingers and then pointed at her. “Your prescription popped into my processing queue today. Dr. Jared ordered your three-month supply of prenatal vitamins and the Zoloft.”

      “Keep your voice down,” Ava whispered.

      The antidepressant was precautionary. With the wedding and the project wrap-up fast approaching, Ava wanted to be at top performance. She’d be Mrs. Logan Masters by the end of the week. And, she’d be a mother before the end of the year. Her life was perfect, more extraordinary than she’d dreamt possible. So why did she feel like she was on the verge of physical and emotional collapse?

      “Do you need help with anything, Ava?”

      It was so like Zari to offer a helping hand. Like a flag flapping back and forth in a fierce wind, she would moor to the pole, hold strong lest she be ripped to shreds and taken away on a slight breeze.

      “Yes,” she said taking her sister-in-law by the arm. “Let’s stuff a cupcake into everyone’s mouth, and then shove them into position.”

      Just then, the sanctuary door swung open and in walked Darwin, Rebecca Lynn, and Susan Holbrook.

      Their eyes met and the bottom fell out of her stomach. Why did Darwin bring Susan, a woman Logan greatly admired, to this crazed family gathering?

      Susan had made herself scarce since Logan’s endowment funding and discharge from the hospital. As awful as it sounded, she’d been grateful. Maribelle did not like the woman, and Ava did not want any more fuel added to the pre-wedding dumpster fire.

      Logan, standing close to Maribelle, tried to calm his mother down at Susan’s presence. Her fiancé’s eyes darted from her to Susan, and then he frowned. He too realized some unpleasant history existed between his parents and Susan. No doubt, questioning why Rebecca Lynn’s aunt decided to attend the wedding rehearsal was more drama than she could stomach. While everyone else looked on, Robert Lee boldly approached Susan and they exchanged a longer than appropriate hug.

      “Robert,” Maribelle snapped, “That is quite enough.”

      Ava’s gut started to churn.

      Darwin, who’d been quiet of late, strolled forward. He gave Ava a kiss on the cheek. When he tried to move away, she grabbed him by his wrist and pulled him back.

      She whispered, “Your parents are already arguing about your brothers, so why did you bring her here?”

      Darwin gave her a twisted grin. “You don’t bring Susan anywhere.”

      Ava knew exactly the character traits he referred to. Trying to stop the heiress was like trying to stop the wind, the rain, and rising floodwaters. She had the feeling they would all need lifeboats once the truth hidden under decades of Masters family secrets came crashing down. “The woman is a human tornado—smart, fast, and vicious.”

      And that frightened Ava. Susan had the power and influence to blow in the direction of her choosing. Ava just hoped she didn’t barrel into her life and inadvertently destroy the man she loved.

      Darwin gave her a weak smile. “Dad wants to tell Logan the truth.”

      Ava agreed that keeping Logan in the dark about anything was a mistake, but it wasn’t her place to tell him. Well, she really didn’t know much. Tyson wanted a relationship with his brothers. After what he’d done to save Logan, the man had her support.

      “I think he should sooner rather than later,” she whispered. “Logan hates secrets.” The last she wanted was to be on the receiving end of his wrath.

      Darwin grunted. “Have you met my mother?”

      Yeah, Maribelle wouldn’t be happy about it, but the woman always had a reason to be ill tempered with someone. Truly, since Robert Lee had announced he wanted a divorce, Ava noticed her mother-in-law seemed a tad bit off-kilter.

      Rebecca Lynn took charge, ushering Graham and Shayla in and away from the back corner to join the melee. Ava was happy for her sister. She and Graham hadn’t begun to contemplate marriage. Maybe, Shayla had the right of it.

      “Before we get started, I would like to make an announcement,” Robert Lee said, signaling for Tyson and Maximus to join him.

      Logan frowned. “What’s going on dad?”

      Ava sucked in a breath, moving quickly to stand by Logan. He would need the support once he learned the truth about his brothers.

      “Logan,” Robert Lee looked his son in the eye, “I should have told you years ago, but—,”

      “We think the wedding should be postponed,” Maribelle blurted out.

      “Damn it, Belle,” Robert Lee bellowed. “You know that’s not what I wanted to say.”

      “What,” Logan bellowed simultaneously.

      Ariss stormed forward blocking Ava’s transit to the altar. “Why did you invite that awful woman to the rehearsal?”

      The fire in her mother’s voice shocked her. The altercation at Sunday dinner had thrown a big fat monkey wrench in between the Masters and Walters families, but her mother was known for her diplomacy. How could she and Logan raise healthy, well-adjusted children when their in-laws couldn’t stand to be in the same room together? Her mother and Maribelle would probably jab each other in the eyeballs on her wedding day.

      “Son,” Robert Lee plead, “that’s not what I had to say.”

      “Save it, dad.”

      Her mom pulled her lower lip between her teeth. “Ava.” A furrow formed between her brows.

      “Mom, what is it?”

      “Drew and I think you and Ava should come home, rest, eat, get away from this stress,” her mom rushed on, “just till the babies are born and you’re back to work. We’ll help you, of course.”

      A hush fell over the room. Ava felt Logan stiffen at her back. Tears welled in her eyes. Granny Lou stood to her feet.

      Logan pulled Ava into his chest. Glaring at her mom, he said, “No one asked any of you what you think.”

      An unnatural hush fell over the sanctuary. Oh no, not in God’s house, Ava thought. This was going to be bad. Her stomach roiled with unease.

      “Logan,” she warned.

      He spun to look at her, his eyes filled with anger and maybe sadness. “Is this how you want us to start our life together, Ava mine?”

      She opened her mouth, but the words wouldn’t come.

      “We don’t need this wedding. We could just—”

      “No,” Ariss protested. “Our daughter deserves the wedding she’s always dreamed about.”

      Ava could hear the petition in Logan’s voice. The plead for her to what? Tell her parents, sorry mom and dad about the thirty-five thousand dollars sticker price for our wedding and reception.

      “Logan,” she whispered. “This is what I want.”

      He huffed out a resounding sigh and hung his head.

      Her grandmother came to her rescue. “Ariss that’s enough. The course is charted.”

      “No Mom. Ava is exhausted. She’s running herself ragged trying to work, plan a wedding, and fit into his family.” Tears pooled in Ava’s eyes. Why did her mom spell everything out? Things would get better, right? “She’s pregnant. She should be taken care of.”

      Logan kept his arm around her waist. Shivers overtook Ava’s body and she felt sick. Her head swam, her breath came in quick pants, and her knees felt weak. Would she lose consciousness again?

      “Ava mine?” She could hear the panic in Logan’s voice.

      She gripped his hand tighter. “Fine. Just need to eat something.” It was a lie, but in this instant a half-truth would cause less damage than the truth.

      “I realize that our situation may be less than your ideal for Ava. But we are having this damn ceremony because she wants it,” Logan ground out. “We want you in our children’s life, but if you’re not, they will still know love.”

      Well said, Logan. Well, indeed. She loved him so much. He was strong, where she was weak. She tightened her grip on his hand. Looking up, she fixed and held his stare. I love you, she mouthed. A hint of a smile spread across his lips, arrogant, and knowing. For a moment, everyone else disappeared and it was just them, in love and happy.

      “I think she should move home,” Maribelle huffed. “In fact,” she said giving pointed glares to Marianne, the O’Connor brothers, and Susan Holbrook, “You all should go back where you came from.”

      Susan stepped up to Maribelle. “Does that mean you’re crawling back to that South Carolina swamp Robert Lee dragged you out of?”

      Maribelle gasped, while Susan smirked.

      “No one is going anywhere. Ava and my babies are safer with me.”

      “Enough with the theatrics, Logan,” Maribelle rasped. “It’s been months. Ava’s not in any danger.”

      “That’s not exactly true,” Logan said.

      She turned to face him. “What are you talking about, Logan?” Ava felt the dry toast and Ginger root she managed to keep down an hour ago rebel.

      Logan frowned. “A threat was mailed to the house.”

      What? Ava froze. Their home. The attacker knew where they lived. Home that should be a safe haven for her unborn children had been breached. Her heart thudded beneath her ribcage. Logan had intentionally kept information from her. An overwhelming sense of vulnerability slammed into Ava. Oh God, she was going to be sick.
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      “I’m protecting you,” Logan insisted, to a very pissed Ava. A furrow pulled her brows low, and she had her petite fingers, fisted on one hip. Anger lurked in her fixed gaze, but she looked sexy as hell. When she caught him looking at her full lips, she snapped.

      “Logan, focus.”

      He had planned to tell her about the letter under less contentious circumstances. Not that he wanted an audience, but they family needed to know. Their chances of success increased if everyone understood the threat. But, damn. With the news he and Darwin had learned at the police station, more bodies than in this room would be needed. He would’ve said hands, but the time for feeling sorry for his situation had passed. He hated asking for help.

      “Sorry, sweetheart.” He should’ve connected the dots sooner. The attack had been about him all along. Graham had the right of it. Dusty the man who had wanted Brooke to be his? The past didn’t matter. The only thing that did, danger had come too close to Ava and his unborn babies. The reality that someone from his past would target his future—his life with Ava—cut through him like a dull blade.

      Ava sighed; her lips pressed into a thin line. “Why am I just finding out about this, Logan?”

      He could hear the hurt in her muted tone. Somehow with one look she could detect his flaws, expose his failings. Shit. How long before he lost his new car smell? Without his career, his hand, had he become the human equivalent of a junker? Even as they stood in this chapel, vows memorized, he could feel the light in her eyes when she looked at him, dimming. Or, was it his imagination? Hell, could it be his projection of his value? Because of his mistakes, Ava had a target on her head. That much he knew to be true. “The attack happened because of me. I believe a man I once called a friend in college may be behind the attack.”

      Maribelle gasped. “Dusty Wilbeck?”

      Logan looked up, surprised his mother had readily recalled his former mentor. His mother’s voice held a note of genuine fear. He believed her animosity towards Ava was fueled by jealousy, but this news seemed to rattle her. She would’ve remembered how inseparable he and Dusty had been in the early days of medical school. Back then, Maribelle would travel via train from Florida to Baltimore for her quarterly visits. All his friends, Brooke especially, had spent time with beautiful and charitable Mrs. Masters.

      “Yes,” Logan nodded, curious about his mother’s reaction.

      At this, Ava curled a protective hand over her belly. Whether she recognized it or not, she had taken to the role of mother. At the mention of harm, Ava’s instinct was to protect their babies. “Why would Dusty be after you?”

      He glanced at his mother. The separation had cost Maribelle, but she still refused to bend. God, she looked pale. Her makeup, usually flawless, looked like she’d touched up yesterday’s application. This rift between her and dad had gotten to her. Oh, she tried to hide her pain, but Logan felt it. He suspected Darwin did, too. What the hell had gotten into his father? Family, wife and children, came first. Everything else was secondary.

      “A letter came to the house.”

      “When?” something close to a growl escaped his father-in-law to be. He guessed being a grandfather had caused some changes here too.

      He watched as Ava’s parents gave one another worried glances. At least the Masters had knocked off their bickering.

      “Two days ago,” Graham said.

      Ava sucked in a breath. “Logan.”

      Well, damn. Thanks for throwing him under the baby carriage. He smoothed his thumb over her knuckles. “I know. I know,” he grumbled. He had a long night of pleading ahead of him.

      “What did the letter say,” Tyson asked, stepping down from the pulpit.

      Logan arched a brow. The O’Connors had infiltrated his family like a creeping vine. Logan didn’t understand their presence here. Why had his father and Darwin welcomed the two brothers like family? Suspicion nagged in the back of his mind. Maximus kept to himself, his eyes told a story of loss and longing. Tyson…Tyson O’Connor made the earth spin to his orbit. Logan admired the hell out of the mogul, but he’d been too visible in Logan’s life of late. Did he have anything to do with what was happening? Logan couldn’t shake the feeling he missed something vital. He was missing something. He thought about asking the other men to leave, but then one of them made another offer he couldn’t refuse.

      “I can have our security person on board within the hour. MaKenzie Young is one of the best in the business,” Maximus interjected.

      Logan paused, “A woman?”

      “Why not?” Susan questioned. “Men oftentimes don’t view women as a viable threat.”

      His father nodded his head in support. He noticed his mother’s scowl.

      “Thanks, Maximus, Tyson. I appreciate it.” Logan looked to Darwin. “Think you can get Caleb to do some of his fancy computer snooping?”

      “Done.”

      Ava, being brilliant, noticed Logan hadn’t divulged anything about the contents of the letter. Shit, he didn’t want to say the words aloud. He admitted, he was afraid the words may be true. They certainly were in Brooke’s case. He’d never felt for Brooke what he had for Ava, but she was his and he’d lost her.

      Ava turned her attention to him, her voice stony. “What did the letter say, Logan?”

      “It said,” he swallowed. “You can’t keep her.”

      Ariss gasped, “Are you implying someone is going to try to kidnap, Ava?”

      Logan pulled her closer to his chest. “No one will touch Ava. I’ll keep her safe.”

      “We will help” Drew cut in. “You can’t be with her twenty-four hours a day. She can move back home with us.”

      “Let me make this clear. Ava is not leaving our house. Her protection is my responsibility.”

      Of course, Drew pointed to the obvious. “What about your hand?”

      Logan ground his teeth. “What about it, Drew?”

      “From what Ava told us one wrong move and your career is over.”

      He felt her go rigid. So, she’d told her family her fears, but not him.

      “Don’t believe everything you hear,” he growled.

      “Logan, that’s not how I meant it.”

      The truth sucked. So, all the while she’d been feeding him an optimistic line of bull. When they got home, he’d make her lie down and rest. Afterwards, he needed her to understand his hand would be fine. He, on the other hand, would be lost without her. Maybe, her doubts were more than at his healing ability. Was she having second thoughts about him? Was that the reason she challenged him?

      “Logan,” Susan smiled. “Know that I will employ all my connections to ensure your safety.”

      Now wasn’t the time to sling his bravado. His position hung in the balance. His SCMC promotion might be slipping away; Ava and his unborn children were in danger. Oh, and for no apparent reason, his parents were getting a divorce. Logan didn’t need another surprise dysfunctional thing to go off the rails.

      “Thank you. Whatever influence you can weigh in with the board to secure my position would be helpful.”

      “Of course,” Susan smiled.

      “Name dropper,” Maribelle lobbed the insult.

      Susan rose to the bait, exceeded it really. “If Logan were my son, I’d bury anyone who tried to hurt him.”

      Maribelle gave a cruel smile. “You don’t have a son…or daughter, do you, Susan?”

      Susan shook her head. “Be careful, Maribelle, You’re not the only one with claws.”

      Ava interrupted. “Where’s the letter. I want to read it.”

      Logan had read it a dozen times. Looking for clues on the page, between the lines, a freaking old school handwriting sample.

      “Bishop has the letter,” Logan informed them all.

      “When did that happen?” Ava’s tone dripped with displeasure.

      “Darwin and I visited him at the station.”

      Ava turned narrowed eyes on Darwin. Logan shot his brother an apologetic look. “I appreciate everyone here rallying to help us. But Logan, you’re making decisions about my safety without me knowing is not going to work for me.”

      He sat her away from him, so he could see her face better. “You’re seriously going to balk at me trying to keep you safe?”

      She pulled free of his grip. “That’s not the issue and you know it. You don’t get to make decisions for me. You should’ve told me the second that letter arrived.”

      He pushed fingers through his hair. Why was she upset? It drove him crazy to know someone wanted to hurt her. “I’m telling you now.”

      “Next time tell me immediately,” she warned. “The woman I was…the one who let other people make decisions for her is gone.”

      Fury lit his insides. Did she miss the part where everything in his life revolved around her? He would never apologize for putting her and their unborn babies first. “Do you tell me everything?”

      She froze as if the truth was too much to process.

      He gave her a knowing smirk. “Thought so. Now, you go home and rest. I’ll go to my appointment, and then meet you there later.”

      “Maybe. How did the guy who attacked me at the office send a letter from jail?”

      “Bishop discovered he was paid to scare you and send the flowers.” Logan rubbed a hand down Ava’s shoulder. “Relax, sweetheart. I told the police about Dusty. He’s considered a person of interest. They’ll find him. Don’t worry.”

      He did that for the both of them.

      “Someone from your past knows where we live and can reach out and have someone rough me up on a secure military base?” She stumbled backwards. Without thinking Logan reached out with his right hand, curling his fingers around Ava’s arm as momentum, pulling her weight in the opposite direction. Pain gripped him and he grunted, albeit briefly, before sealing the sound behind gritted teeth.

      “Don’t hurt your hand,” Ava cried, grabbing a pew to steady herself.

      Silence fell. No one acknowledged that as a surgeon with an injured hand, he could be more high-risk than his pregnant fiancée. He heard what they were thinking. How would he keep Ava safe when he harbored a real fear of permanent damage to his hand?
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      Logan sat alone in the SCMC clinic. The temporary distance between him and Ava unwelcomed. He considered giving her a call, but the look she’d given him as he walked out the chapel said he should appreciate this cease fire. He glanced at the Rolex on his left wrist. Franklin should have arrived fifteen minutes ago. His pulse thrummed with chained up excitement. The decision made during this appointment would determine if he could return to the operating room. If he could clear this hurdle, then the board would have no reason to withdraw his package for chief surgeon.

      Loud footsteps and rushed conversation could be heard through the adjacent wall. Whoa. Whatever was going on had the hospital staff on high alert. Rising from his seat, Logan moved toward the exit. Something had happened.

      Suddenly, the door was opened. He pulled to an abrupt halt to avoid a collision with Franklin. He guessed Dr. Pierre was too busy to see him, yet again.

      “Dr. Masters,” Franklin rasped, as if he’d been running.

      The healthy warm olive color of his skin had disappeared. His eyes were widened, the look of a spooked gelding. A pale, ashen look marred his normally stoic features.

      “You need a minute?” Though technically the patient, his attending physician needed the medical attention.

      Franklin blinked a few times as if seeing Logan in the room was an aberration.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Franklin muttered, clearly distracted. “Did she tell you about me?”

      A rock formed in Logan’s gut and started rolling around. Had his recent MRI revealed a problem with the healing tissues?

      “Franklin,” Logan growled. “Tell me what’s going on with my hand or get someone who will.”

      Logan inhaled a note of calm but frowned when he got a whiff Franklin’s syrupy-sweet scent. A second ticked by before the doctor acknowledged his comment. Okay, this was more than a difficult patient encounter. Logan recognized the emotion for what it was, fear.

      Taking a cautious step forward, Logan took the chart from the other man. “Doctor Xavier,” Logan noted the thin sheen of perspiration to the doctor’s face, neck, and hands. He was under the influence of a drug? Maybe, insulin or a blood pressure medication. “What did you ingest?”

      The man took a few deep breaths and Logan braced his feet apart prepared to catch him if he lost consciousness.

      “I’m not going to hit the floor, Logan.”

      Thankful for that, Logan relaxed. “But, please have a seat.”

      Logan felt a sense of foreboding settle in his chest, a crushing weight. Braced for the final blow to his career, Logan leaned against the sink counter.

      Franklin sat at the computer terminal, but he didn’t log on to show Logan his films. “Your latest MRI.”

      Logan forced himself to relax, leaning casually onto his elbow. He probably looked foolish, but better to be remembered an arrogant fool than a blubbering coward. He would deal with the prognosis. Would Ava? She’d fallen in love with a surgeon. Now, who was he?

      “Tell me,” he barked, steeling himself for the blow.

      “The hospital suffered a security breach,” he began.

      Logan forcibly exhaled. “Seriously?” This fool had scared ten years off his life because some visitor walked out the emergency exit door.

      “What about my hand?”

      An electronic chirp sounded. Franklin reached into his pocket and withdrew a cell phone. Logan waited, impatiently, as his doctor read an incoming message.

      “Oh, that,” he said distractedly.

      Logan didn’t think it possible, but Franklin looked downright ill. What the hell? Oh that, like his career was of little consequence. If the guy wasn’t such a good doctor, Logan would level him flat.

      “Yes, that,” Logan frowned, “the reason why I’m here.”

      “The hand has healed quite nicely. Your rehab will continue, but you can resume a limited role on the surgical staff.”

      Logan tracked shaky fingers through his hair. He’d done everything asked of him. All his hard work, now he could protect Ava, his family. Normally, Logan didn’t do limits, but this was a win.

      Logan shot to his full height, pacing. “This is great news.”

      “It is,” Franklin insisted.

      So why was the fellow surgeon looking like he was about to be disemboweled. And, he wasn’t even listening to the freaking patient, him. “Can you stop with the phone,” he bellowed. That got his attention.

      Franklin jumped. Quickly, he pocketed the phone, and adjusted his glasses.

      “Dr. Masters I must warn you not to stress your repair site. No hitting, blocking, lifting more than ten pounds. You must protect the tendons from any and all trauma. Continue to work on your range of motion exercises and your grip strength. If you’re compliant, I can’t find a reason that you won’t have a full recovery.”

      “That’s more like it,” Logan gave a fist pump. He would call Ava as soon as he finished up here. “Thanks,” he said, preparing to leave. But then he turned back. “I’m headed home to my woman, but can I call one of the staff members to help you?”

      Dark circles rimmed Franklin’s eyes, his lips appeared cracked and dry. He had a malnourished unhealthy look. Maybe he had a chronic condition Logan wasn’t aware of.

      “No. No. And…I’m sorry about the breach,” Franklin said, genuine remorse in his voice.

      Why was Franklin being melodramatic? And what could be more important than his hand and returning to the staff with full credentials?

      “Yeah me too,” Logan murmured. “Hopefully no one was hurt.”

      “It was more than a physical security breach,” his gaze slid beyond Logan. “Your research lab was targeted.”

      Logan came to an abrupt stop, his rubber-soled shoes squeaking on the wood flooring. “What the hell happened to my lab?”

      “The…the breach…your files and several of the departmental records have been corrupted.”

      Logan sucked in a breath. “It’s okay,” he reassured himself. “My staff is meticulous about computer backups.”

      Franklin tensed and Logan felt the next words would bring him to his knees. “Somehow, the computer files were hacked and scrambled.”

      Logan felt his lungs seize up. All his work was gone.

      “Why wasn’t I called.”

      “The lab’s owner was notified first thing.”

      “That’s me. It’s my lab.”

      “No, the security officer contacted your brother.”

      Logan stared in confusion. “Darwin is here.”

      “No, your other brother, the one that supplied your blood transfusion. Mr. Tyson O’Connor.”

      Logan didn’t sit, as much as collapse onto the nearby exam table. They had lied to him. All of them. His father. His mother. His brother. His Ava.

      The phone rang. The caller ID flashed Ava Mine, Home. He didn’t answer. Without a word, he stood, and then walked out of the office. The lab could wait. It would take him thirty minutes to reach the Preserves Country Club Estates. His parents owed him some answers.
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      “Did you cheat on my mother?”

      Logan stormed in the sunroom of the guesthouse where Robert Lee Masters sat with a dinner tray in front of him. White linen drapes hung beside four-foot windows; the room too bright for the conversation to come.

      Logan’s father, the man he’d trusted his entire life looked up from the Shell Cove Courier, his face relaxed. He didn’t deserve comfort. No, a man who betrayed his wife, and lied to children should never have a peaceful second.

      His father tossed the paper aside, rubbing his eyes. “You’re so much like Belle that it’s painful to watch.”

      Logan jerked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’ve been drinking.” That was true, but he’d only had two shots at Drury’s before making the drive from the city to the beaches. “Which means you’ll probably say or do something that’s damn near impossible to take back. Go home, Logan.”

      “Don’t lecture me. All these years you’ve been pretending to be about family. Are you divorcing mom because she won’t accept your bastard sons?”

      Robert Lee came to his feet. “Of my three sons, you hold the title of bastard,” his father shot back.

      “Me! Have you looked at mom?” Logan said, refusing to lose ground. “She’s hurting.”

      “About time she joins her own club. You and your mother are drowning in your own illusions. You are selfish and blinded by ambition. You and all your great plans. How’s that working for you? Get the hell out of here,” he spat. “If you still have her, go take care of your wife-to-be.”

      Logan stiffened at the insult. He wouldn’t lose Ava. Not like his father had done. Approaching the solid wood table with six upholstered chairs, he faced off with the man he called dad.

      “I take care of Ava just fine,” he rasped.

      Robert Lee pulled the half-moon glasses off his nose. “So, you noticed how tired she looks?” Yeah, he had. She was pregnant. Most women complained of fatigue during pregnancy. “She’s what,” his father questioned, “seven and a half months pregnant? You’re a doctor…has the woman carrying your children gained enough weight? I can tell you I took care of both my wives when they held a piece of me inside them. Can you say the same?”

      Logan swallowed, not liking how the conversation had somehow turned to his failings.

      “Ava is fine,” he growled. She would have told him if she wasn’t alright.

      “And, you know this to be true how? You finally stopped whining about your hand and gave her some support.”

      Robert Lee’s fist connected with the table. Utensils tumbled to the tile floor, clanging loud like a gong. Logan stood paralyzed. Having never witnessed his father’s wrath, he wasn’t sure how to react. “Or how about you wrap your head around the fact that you have two children on the way. Two human beings who are totally relying on you to chart a path for them beyond what’s in your plan.”

      Whoa, when had his father started throwing punches? He couldn’t remember a time when this man wasn’t in his corner. In the back of his mind, Logan questioned if he’d taken the right course of action. This felt wrong, but he wanted answers. As the eldest son, he should have been told about his father’s indiscretion. Logan steeled his resolve.

      “I came here to talk to you about Tyson and Maximus.”

      Just then Maribelle burst through the door.

      “What’s going on out here?” Then her gaze shot from his father to him. “Logan,” she breathed. “You know about your brothers?”

      “Yes, I know about Tyson and the blood transfusion.”

      Logan stared at his mother. How had she learned the truth about her unfaithful husband? Had she caught him in the act? Or had one of the country club minions taken pleasure in gossiping about her humiliation? Probably the former. Was this the fuel for his mother’s explosive temper and chronic drinking? When he and Darwin were boys, his mother missed nothing when it came to their exploits. As they grew into adulthood, time had changed little. She’d known of her husband’s sin, yet she’d stayed. Logan thought of Brooke Tyler, a shard of pain sliced through the memory. He’d often compared her calloused treatment of his love, to Maribelle’s open hostility with Robert Lee. His father had earned a woman’s scorn. Logan had not.

      He turned hard eyes on his father. “So, about your sons?”

      He knew the answer, but he wanted to hear his father’s acknowledgment. See the, what…remorse at having another son.

      “Your brothers,” Robert Lee hissed. “You afford them the same respect they have always afforded you.”

      “And their mother?”

      “Came before I met your mother. She remarried after Maximus’s birth. Her husband gave the boys his last name. But they have always known they are mine.” Logan watched as pride, not remorse, glimmered in his father’s eyes. How could he betray his family this way? “Tyson is my firstborn.”

      Logan felt the blow like a headshot from Iron Mike Tyson. He physically stumbled, the hit so devastating it rocked more than his balance. The very foundation of his existence tilted. It was all gone. He was the first son of Doctor and Mrs. Robert Lee Masters, who was he?

      “He’s the oldest?” Logan heard himself ask.

      How could that be? Logan held the mantle as the firstborn son. He held the responsibility of securing the Masters name. “How?”

      “You know I studied abroad for two years. I met and married, Therese. The marriage didn’t last, but they are not bastards. If anything, you and Darwin were the secret babies.”

      A shaky breath escaped Logan’s heaving chest. He was a damn secret baby. His father had remained true to his mom. So, why had she lied to him? Anger replaced outrage.

      Logan turned to Maribelle. “You knew…all this time that I had an older brother? You let me believe I was first.”

      She approached, but he pulled back. His mother halted, but the pain in her eyes grabbed ahold of him and refused to let go.

      “You are my firstborn son, Logan.” His mother reached for him. “That’s what matters.”

      “No,” he shook his head, trying to rid himself of the pain. “You screwed me up with your crap.”

      The last part came with a loud rush of emotion. He was yelling now. “My responsibility, the Masters legacy was on my shoulders. I’m the little brother to Tyson O’Connor, the billionaire. He funded my research,” Logan bellowed.

      “That’s not true,” his mother protested. “I know how it feels to be the afterthought. My father poured all his hopes and dreams into Marianne. She even dated your father first. There was nothing expected of me. I did it to make you strong.” So, this was about his aunt.

      Robert Lee scoffed. “Damn it, woman. I married you. I loved you. Not Marianne. Not Susan, but you.”

      Logan didn’t feel strong. He rounded on his father. “Did you all have a laugh at my gullibility? Big, rich brothers had to rescue the pathetic little brother.”

      “Unlike you, Tyson and Maximus don’t see everything as a competition to be won or lost.”

      “So, they are better than me?”

      Robert Lee shook his head in disgust. “Instead of getting in my face about birth order, did you look your own flesh and blood in the eye and thank him for saving your crumbling life?”

      “Saving,” he railed. “He stole my life.”

      “You came here to pick a fight you can’t win, Logan. I love you and your brothers.” Robert Lee pointed to Maribelle. “Love has the capacity to grow, to encompass everything and everyone we care for Logan. It’s something that your mother could never accept. That I can love my children, all of them, and her, without neglecting any of you. I’m sorry that I didn’t protect you from our poison, Logan. But, you’re a man now. Make better choices than I did.”

      “Why should I listen to you?” Logan snapped.

      “Because you are not behaving like the man, I raised you to be. You have a woman at home that’s worrying herself to death trying to keep you off a ledge or rehab. Instead of being the man she deserves, you’re tearing apart your family. For what? Defending your imaginary rights to the mantle of first to exit the birth canal. Unscramble your brain before you lose the most important person in your life, son.”

      “I’m not that drunk,” Logan defended.

      Tears filled his father’s eyes. “No, you’re a coward. What did you miss out on because your brothers exist? If anything, you and Darwin had a childhood with both parents, every day.”

      “Robert,” Maribelle hissed.

      “You don’t get a say anymore, Maribelle. Our entire marriage, I’ve kept my sons apart to make you happy. You knew what it was doing to me, yet you persisted in your threats to take Logan and Darwin away. Well, they are men now. Look what we’ve created.”

      “Logan and Darwin are just as accomplished as Tyson and Maximus,” she defended.

      Robert Lee smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

      “Yet,” he pointed at Logan. “This one feels like he’s lost something. How’s that for ironic?”

      Maribelle threw her arms around Logan, a protective stance he knew. “There’s no need to be cruel. We’re not ungrateful.”

      Robert Lee scoffed. “Aren’t you? Ungrateful is punishing your husband for loving his children. How could I have loved Tyson and Max, without loving the children I had with you? Ungrateful is refusing to thank the man who shed his blood to save your life.”

      His father held him in a critical stare, disgust carving new lines in his face. “Your brother gave you a second chance. But you’re too stubborn, self-absorbed, or both, to accept the blessings of love that life has given you.”

      “Don’t tell who I should—,”

      Yes, Tyson’s blood had saved him, but Logan, hadn’t he lost something? His place in this family was an illusion. His belief that he’d built his career from the ground floor.

      His father cut him off. “I’ll say it once more, get out. Don’t come back here. Either of you.”

      “Robert,” Maribelle sobbed, “he’s your son. Your family.”

      “They are all my children.” His father rose and pushed past them both. He never looked back. The weight of Robert Lee turning his back on them formed a sucking chest wound, the hole in his heart growing. Soft sobs came from the trembling woman beside him.

      Just then Marianne stepped out of the house and pulled Maribelle into her arms.

      “Shh, now.” His mother clung to Marianne as the tears fell.

      “Oh, Annie. He’s not coming back to him.”

      His aunt stroked his mom’s back. “Accepting his boys is accepting his love, Belle.” Annie chuckled. “After forty years it’s about time you learn to love your husband and your family.”

      By rejecting Tyson and Maximus, had Logan somehow told his father that he didn’t love him? Damn all this turmoil in his family. It was all the O’Connor’s fault.
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      Ava heard the front door open. Good, Logan was home. She’d been trying to contact him for hours. Her hair hung in loose ringlets down her back. The floral print maternity lingerie ordered for her honeymoon clung to her pregnant belly, barely brushing her thigh. She’d elected to forego the panties tonight. A silky layer of amber pear-scented lotion, Logan’s favorite, had been applied to her skin after a long shower. The warm striations of sunset flowed through the window before landing on her wedding veil hanging on the closet door. Beside it on the fireplace mantel a framed collage of their five-year courtship looked back at her. Their first date at Disney World, Logan held her hand in his. A grinning Logan with his face surrounded by a cardboard daisy cut-out at the botanical gardens was one of her favorites. Above the hearth, a suspended wood and bamboo frame captured shared joy during their secret Malay wedding ceremony. They hadn’t declared the marriage with the US Embassy, but in their hearts, they were wed. Pure elation filled Ava’s heart. Their five years of loving Logan would culminate in a beautiful wedding with their families and friends. She couldn’t wait to see their wedding photos among the others. What was taking him so long to come to bed?

      “Hey babe. You received an email message about trouble in your lab. You should give the hospital a call. How’d it go at your clinic appointment today?”

      Nothing.

      “Logan, come to the bedroom, I have something to show you.” Ava called.

      She heard his grunt. What she did not hear were his footsteps.

      “That’s going to be difficult considering I’m at the bar. Oh, and my hand is fine.”

      Frustrated, Ava maneuvered off the bed, shoved her feet in non-skid slippers, and headed to the clothes valet. Logan could help her make a decision between the two pieces of bridal outerwear.

      Logan sat on the couch, his eyes hard, red-rimmed, and unyielding. Finger tracks separated his ruddy blonde locks into sloppy clunks. He met her gaze.

      “Hey,” she said, a little breathless, and then leaned over to give him a quick kiss. “You like?”

      She spread her arms wide, so he could look his fill. Which he didn’t. Okay, maybe he needed time to get in the mood. Pregnancy equaled seven months of raging horny beast for her, so she was a sure bet. No time like the present to handle some last-minute details.

      “Which wedding cape do you think I should wear?”

      With both offerings on display, she presented one, doing a little Vanna White pose for style, and then the next. Logan didn’t bother to look at either.

      Something was very wrong. “You okay?”

      He smirked. “Maybe, maybe not.”

      She paused, “Want to talk about it?”

      “Nope, I want to sit here and drink,” he tossed back his head, downing the brown liquid in the tumbler he held.

      “Okay,” she sighed, “while you’re just sitting here, can you tell me which bride cape you like?” She demanded holding up one short drape and then the other by her pregnant belly.

      “I thought it was bad luck for me to see the bridal crap.”

      “Hey,” she frowned, “play nice with the pregnant lady. That’s only if you see me in it,” she went on. “Besides, these are wraps, not my fabulous dress. Help me decide.”

      He gave a cursory glance in her direction. “Start over.”

      Ava’s smile slipped. “Excuse me?”

      He dropped the glass onto the carpet. “Go back to the drawing board.”

      Ava’s jaw followed the tumbler. Why was he being so calloused to her? “Seriously, Logan? What is going on with you?”

      “You wanted my opinion. I gave it. They’re both ugly.”

      Ava forced herself to stand still. Okay, he could have meant compared to her beauty the plain white waist coats could go the way of Goodwill. But she didn’t think so. Everything inside worse. But he was being an ass. Should she walk away and let him cool off? Maybe. He was obviously in pain and she wanted to support him. But she’d promised herself not to hide her feelings. At this moment, the man she loved had trampled on them. He needed to know this.

      “I can’t believe you just said that to me. It’s about to be my freaking wedding day. Does that mean anything to you?”

      Logan cut her off. “Did you know?”

      Ava’s heart began to pound. Those three words were loaded with pain, anger, and betrayal.

      “What are you asking?” She knew, but the choice to withhold the information until he and Robert Lee could talk was a mistake. This discussion needed to occur, but not two days before their vows.

      “Did you know that the O’Connors, that my father,” he stammered, “that we are related?”

      The last phrase seemed to cut him open. Ava’s heart broke seeing Logan’s despair. Slowly, she began to walk towards Logan. Anguish, not just anger, filled his eyes.

      “Not until Ethan called for your blood transfusion. That’s when your aunt and brothers volunteered.” She reached out a hand, touching his forearm.

      Logan yanked away from her. Her heart skipped a beat. Him rejecting her offer of comfort hurt.

      “Darwin is my brother. My own mom lied to me. I trusted her. She set me up to play the fool. Brooke lied to me. I trusted her. She cheated on me with my best friend. She withheld knowledge of her pregnancy. My whole life women have manipulated, lied and hid the truth from me.”

      “Logan, please. I know your upset.”

      “You sound so much like her,” he muttered shaking his head.

      “Who?” she rasped, not sure how to reassure him when she didn’t fully understand the head space he’d entered.

      “Brooke. We argued the day of her accident. She said I was blind by my own ambition. I was trying to love and protect her,” he bellowed. “I couldn’t. Know why? She wouldn’t let me.”

      Logan’s features contorted in pain, the anguish he felt visible.

      “Logan, let her go,” Ava whispered, her heart splintering farther, “Forgive yourself.” This was the problem. Logan battled the demons of the past and felt the blows too. They couldn’t keep falling into this deepening hole. Eventually, solid ground would be out of their reach.

      “I have,” he grumbled, anguish in his voice.

      She shook her head. No matter how she tried, she just couldn’t reach this part of him. The hurt from the past directed his future. “You did what you could to save Brooke and the baby. Tyson did what he could to save you.”

      “No,” he insisted. “This is different.”

      “This is scary territory, but the truth is we’re all family. It’s been a horrible few months. Let’s try to be happy that we survived all this madness. I know you’re shocked,” she hesitated, “but what does it really matter? You have two brothers who love you.”

      “Everything has changed. I always knew my place in the world, in the family. Now, everything I thought I was, has been chewed up and consumed by them, my hand, my parent’s divorce. Everything I trusted has been torn apart, swallowed. Where do I fit among the scraps?”

      “Babe,” Ava grabbed his face with her hands, caressing his cheek, “you belong with me. I know it seems overwhelming—my deployment, your hand, the promotion, the wedding plans, the pregnancy. It’s a lot. We can get help if you’re having trouble coping with this.”

      “You think I need a shrink?” He gazed at her as if she were a stranger. “That I’m too weak to deal with my own shit,” he boomed.

      That wasn’t it at all. She wanted to help him. At the moment, she really wanted to smack him.

      “It’s just… this is hard and scary, I’m saying that I understand if you need help,” she retorted.

      “As long as I have a choice between talking about my feelings and a drink, I’ll take the drink every damn time.”

      She realized this was a touchy subject. So did he. Logan didn’t take kindly to anyone questioning his ability to command his own destiny. But, that didn’t negate that Ava had to state her truth. “I need your help. With the wedding, with this house, and the pregnancy…” she trailed off.

      “Tyson is my freaking older brother. He’s been bailing me out. I didn’t build this,” he spat, pointing to his chest. “He did. Do you get that?”

      “Logan be reasonable. Tyson didn’t attend medical school. He didn’t spend hundreds of hours as an intern or resident. He’s certainly not an internationally recognized surgeon and wound specialist. Please, just stop obsessing over this. You have two brothers who care about you,” she plead.

      “Tyson will be the head of this family. It’s his responsibility to direct our legacy. Not mine. I don’t have to do shit.”

      What was this, a highlander clan in need of a chieftain?

      “Logan, he and Max are great brothers to have. Tyson has been very supportive. And Max’s security woman, Detective Young, arrived hours ago.”

      “What? Where is she?”

      “To use her words, outside somewhere. Tyson’s blood saved your life. His endowment helps you change people’s lives. Think of Monique and all the patients you’ve helped. We have so much happening. Tyson and Maximus have taken some of the stress off our plates.”

      “They made our lives better?”

      He tried to corner her with words, but Ava pushed back.

      “Yes,” she said, unrepentant. “And I’m grateful.”

      Logan angled his head, giving her a masculine scowl of outrage. “You’re on their side, aren’t you? You think it’s in my best interest to let go of Brooke. Then turn around and accept two men I barely know?”

      “Yeah, babe,” she released a breath, the tension easing from her limbs. “That would be nice. And let’s not pretend that you didn’t like both your brothers before you learned they were family.”

      “Do you realize I haven’t held a scalpel in months. That my fucking lab has been shut down. I don’t even know my place in my own family. Everything that’s important to me is gone.”

      “Not everything,” she retorted. Ava thought of all the disastrous events they’d overcome. Logan was so wrapped up in what he wanted, that he minimized what they had accomplished…together.

      “What?” he snapped.

      Ava flashed her palm in warning. “Logan, let me just say this. You are pissing me off. This,” she gestured wildly with her arms, “has been hard on all of us. Let’s just stop before one of us says something we don’t mean.”

      “I never do,” he growled.

      “Whatever,” she mumbled under her breath. She couldn’t have another argument with him in this state. “You haven’t lost what’s truly important in life.”

      They had each other, their parents, and siblings. She looked up to find him glaring at her.

      “How the hell do you know what’s important to me?” he asked, a cruel twist to his mouth.

      “Because I’m your partner,” she bellowed. “I love you. Job. No job. Two hands. One hand. We’re in this together,” she screamed. “You don’t have the right to trample on my damn love for you.”

      “I would never do that,” he waved off the comment. Ava felt blindsided by Logan’s callousness.

      “Oh but, you are.” Had he ever seen her? He trampled on her contribution, her very existence in his life. Or was she merely an extension of his success…a trophy.

      “I’m in a living hell, Ava.”

      Oh my God. This darkness pouring out of Logan felt too heavy to lift from him or herself. Pulling on everything she learned from her parents’ marriage, from her well of faith, from her love, she pushed against the chasm threatening to come between them.

      A moment later, Ava sat beside the man she loved. “And I’m living through this hell with you,” she pleaded raising her voice. “You…we have so much to be grateful for in all the turmoil.”

      “Bullshit.” Logan came to his feet. The swift movement temporarily throwing him off balance.

      “Damn it,” he bellowed, his voice rough with frustration. “My life. My career. My parents’ marriage. The very foundation of who I am is wrecked. A couple of billionaire brothers waltz in town and you’re grateful to them? Have I not protected you?” he asked, incredulously.

      “Of course, you’ve been there for me,” she stared unbelieving at a version of Logan she’d never dealt with. “But, acknowledging Tyson and Maximus as family takes nothing from you. You’re my hero, Logan.”

      He leaned over pulling her into his arms. Ava turned in the warmth of his body inhaling the scent of him. She couldn’t believe how undone Logan felt because of this revelation. He had chided his mother for rejecting Marianne. Ava circled her arms around his waist, squeezing. “You can handle this, babe.”

      He gave a humorless chuckle before placing a kiss to the top of her head. “Like I’m handling your pregnancy?”

      Ava stilled. Silence blanketed the room. Tiny spindles of ice began to form in her veins, her limbs suddenly rigid. A light extinguished inside her.  In a burst of fury, she shoved him away from her. “What the hell did you just say?”

      Logan stumbled back. He caught his balance yet fell on his sword.

      “I had a plan for us,” his tone distant, almost reflective. “A plan, Ava. You were pregnant with my babies on that damn warship. I never wanted you in harm’s way. For sure, they should have never been in that environment.”

      Ava met his anger with her own righteous fire. “I get that you’re angry, scared, and feeling sorry for yourself. At this point, I don’t really care which. But there is nothing ill-timed about my babies.”

      Those warning bells, the one’s she’d ignored with Marcus blared to life. She couldn’t repeat the same mistake. This time had to be different. She’d matured, knew better, made the right choice in a man. Ava had followed her heart and her instinct. Logan couldn’t have fooled her like Marcus had. Yet, the longer he talked the more she felt the familiar sting of a man using her heart as a punching bag.

      “My hand is better. You need to make some decisions.” He raised his right hand to his ear as if he hadn’t heard her correctly “Your first job is to us.”

      He meant to him. What he wanted for them. It had always been about his plan. Not their plan. Logan wanted the perfect life of his adolescence.

      “Grow up, Logan. It hurts me to seeing you unhappy; to see the life you want being threatened. But, we’re not children anymore. Real life happened. It’s happening to both of us. Everything isn’t just about you and your feelings. I’ve been by your side. I’m still standing with you.”

      Her lip scar started to pulse. The impact of that first blow making contact, the electricity of her nerve endings firing with pain, and the salty taste of blood filling her mouth. If his end game was making her hurt, he had won the game.

      “Babies and brothers.” He gave a humorless chuckle, gripping his head like it hurt. Ava’s heart crumbled. “I suppose this is why those wedding vows add for better or worse.”

      Knowing her man was self-centered was infinitely more tolerable, than witnessing it. In the end, she couldn’t be sure if emotion or hormones fueled her response.  Like Logan, the results and winning was what mattered. She had herself and two babies to protect. And where she had failed herself by giving love to the wrong man, she would never fail her children. Ava did what Logan seemed incapable of doing. She let go of her illusions.

      “You win,” she yelled. “The wedding is off. That is my contribution to making your life better. Get back to your plan,” she spat, looking him in the eye.

      Ava’s chest ached with every word. A beat passed while she struggled to suck in oxygen. She’d actually cancelled her wedding. If she expected Logan to plead with her, it didn’t happen. He actually smiled, kicked off his boots, and unbuttoned his shirt. Grabbing a nearby throw pillow, he perched it on the sofa arm, and laid his head down.

      “Good,” he said. A note of hopefulness filled his voice. Ava fought launching her foot in his gut. She’d probably twist her ankle “We can file everything at the courthouse, have a small reception and be done with it.”

      The perfect guy and the fairytale wedding were stories best left to the romance novelists. If she lost the man she loved because she refused to follow him into the darkness of his soul, she’d land on her feet. She would not hate because he hated. She might bend in the bedroom, but she would stand in a battle. Her children would need their mother, not a hollow shell of a woman. She could be courageous for them. In an odd sense, Logan had given her that as a parting gift. The rest of what he offered, she would leave behind.

      “I am done,” Ava said a second before her stomach rebelled. She closed her eyes, swallowing back bile, devastated that the man she loved considered his winning plan more important than her love and commitment.

      Logan didn’t see the tears streaming down her face. He probably didn’t care. Neither did she. Not anymore.
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      Cracking an eyelid, Logan grimaced at the bright light. “Ava mine.” He called not expecting a reply. Her final dress fitting with Lucy was scheduled for eight. “Alexa, what time is it?”

      Logan rolled his neck, massaging the cramp from his muscles. He still wore his black button down, wrinkled from sleep, and his jeans. Why the hell had Ava left him on the couch?

      “It’s eleven o’ three am,” came the automated feminine reply.

      He heard the rush of cars outside. The neighborhood was alive with activity, but he ached worse than the living dead. The stale taste of bourbon coated Logan’s tongue and he groaned in regret. His skull rang in a musical discord of drums, horns, and cymbals. How much had he drunk?

      “Granny Lou?” Making his way into the kitchen, Logan frowned at the stillness of the house. He was sure Granny Lou had agreed to stop by and help him stitch the finishing touches on Ava’s wedding gift. Expecting to find a pot of coffee waiting for him, he froze when he spotted Ava’s personal cell phone. The military had provided her with an I-everything for official business, but she always carried both devices.

      He brewed a single French roast K-cup taking a sip. The warm liquid normally soothing, soured his stomach. He deposited the full cup in the sink, bewildered by a plaguing sensation. A wave of panic washed through Logan. He sensed more than saw a disturbance within the quiet. He surveyed the countertop looking for something, anything out of place. That’s when he saw it. The baby bottle warmer Ava had been so excited to have on display was gone. His heart began to race.

      “No.” Logan sprinted across the floor. Reaching the bedroom, he threw open the door. Ava’s perfume bottles sat on the dresser, undisturbed. He breathed a sigh of relief. When she’d left him once before, she’d taken clothes, shoes, the very air out of the house. He chuckled, trying to ignore the shaky undertone in his voice. But that didn’t explain where Granny Lou was? Padding on bare feet back into the living room, Logan lifted newspapers, peer journals, and bridal magazines until he found his phone. Even though nothing seemed out of place, an eerie feeling still rode him. He quickly dialed Ava’s cell phone only to get the voicemail.

      “It’s me. Sorry if I said anything crazy last night, sweetheart,” he said, straightening his shoulders. She couldn’t see him, but he wanted her to hear how damn sorry he was for shifting his anger and disappointment to her. Oh man, he’d made false comparisons, told her about Brooke and the baby. He and Brooke would have never worked. They both took from each other, neither willing to be vulnerable enough for true love to flourish. Had he projected sincere regret at the awful things he’d said? “Give me a call.”

      She probably had details to finalize. He’d give it an hour and call again. Decision made; Logan formulated a plan. Today he would do something just for the two of them before their guests started to arrive later this evening. Maybe a surprise foot massage followed by a bubble bath. He grinned already working his plans in his head.

      Replaying everything that he said the previous night Logan realized he needed to get a better control of his anger and his drinking. Ava shouldn’t have to pay the price for his dark mood.

      He dialed another number. The phone picked up at the Walters family house. Logan raised a brow in question when the person on the other end of the line stayed quiet.

      “Hello?”

      “Logan, you shouldn’t have called.” It was Granny Lou and she sounded like she’d been crying.  Blood began to roar in his ears. “You sound upset. What’s going on over there?”

      “What happened last night between you and Ava?”

      “Nothing.” What did she think he’d done? “I called because I want to run out and grab some fresh roses for Ava. Save the final stitches for me. I want to do them myself.”

      “A trinket won’t fix this, Logan.”

      Why was she being so cryptic? Ava was always chastising him about being more considerate of other people. Granny Lou would arrive with her knitting project, needing his help. Instead of leaving her without a second pair of hands, he wanted her to be prepared.

      “I’m treating Ava to a special night.”

      A heavy silence fell on the other side of the line. Fear, real and gripping, wrapped around his spine. “Did something else happen?”

      The protector in Logan thought of Ava being hurt. Had something happened to Drew or Ariss? No. She would have called him.

      “Logan,” Granny Lou sniffled. “Ava called last night. She told us that the wedding was off.”

      The family must have misinterpreted what Ava meant. How could they think that he or Ava would call off the wedding? Nothing, not even death itself could make him leave Ava or his babies. A little snag of hurt dropped in his chest. Did his future in-laws think so little of him? They could trust him with Ava. He would always take care of her. No matter how angry he appeared, he loved her.

      “Granny Lou.” He adjusted the phone at his ear, grabbing the empty bourbon bottle and glass to deposit in the kitchen. He frowned at the dry bottle. No more of this shit for a while, he thought. “We decided to do the courthouse ceremony. Like Dawson and Janna.”

      He could hear Granny Lou’s breathing rate increase, but then the rumble of a truck engine pulling into the driveway drew his attention.

      “Logan there won’t be a wedding.”

      He frowned, pulling the phone away from his ear. He’d asked her granddaughter to marry him.

      “Of course there will.” Maybe not in the traditional sense, but she sounded too emotional at the change in venue.

      “Ava told us some things you said to her,” she continued. “You want a prize wife, Logan. A trophy to follow your star, listen, and obey. Ava is a woman of faith. One of God’s treasures. She is not for sale or sport.”

      “That’s not true. I love, Ava.”

      He heard Granny Lou’s sorrowful sigh, filled with pain and resignation.

      “Your ego wants a worshipper, but Ava already has a God. Now I’m gonna tell you this and hear me good, Logan. If you can’t love my granddaughter and respect her choices as much as your own, I want you to leave her alone.”

      He interrupted. “I do.”

      “Don’t lie to appease me with fast, easy answers, Logan Masters.”

      The thunder between his ears grew louder.

      “There’s been a miscommunication between me and Ava. I need to go,” he ground out. “A truck just pulled—,”

      Granny Lou began to speak, continuing even as he tried to get her off the phone. The doorbell rang.

      Ring. Ring.

      Damn it. He heard something about moving her things.

      Ring. Ring.

      “Hang on,” he called out.

      “Granny Lou, please—.” He couldn’t hear her above the racket at the door.

      “Ava’s not coming home,” she stated.

      The words cut through him like a sickle. His heart stopped. His knees gave way and he crumpled to the floor. No. He refused to believe Ava would betray him.

      “It’s not true.”

      “Yes,” she whispered. The pain in her voice echoed the ache in his. For the first time since the accident, Logan felt real terror. “She told her parents she’d find a new place and let us know when she was settled.”

      Settled? As in long-term? No fucking way. He’d get down on bent knees and crawl before he lost his family.

      “Where is she?”

      He heard some rustling, and then Drew Walters’ voice came through the line. “We don’t know where our daughter is thanks to you. Don’t call again. Ever.”

      The line went dead.

      Ring. Ring. Shit, he’d forgotten about the door.

      Pushing to his feet, Logan opened the door.

      A small man with dark hair, dark skin, and jeans that had seen better days lifted his eyes from the clipboard in his hands.

      “Good morning, sir.” His accent, thick with long ‘r’ sounds. “We have a work request to pick-up some furniture.”

      Of course, with a renter in her house, Ava would need a few things from the house. Logan wanted her and the babies to be comfortable.

      “The master bedroom is at the top of the stairs. Turn left. It’s the first door on the right. Take everything.”

      Gripping the doorknob, Logan squeezed until the metal cut into his injured hand. She loved the way their mattress cradled her body. And he loved seeing her in his bed. Soon enough, he’d have her back in his arms.

      A thought occurred to him. “Give me the delivery address for the furniture.” He would get dressed and arrive before the movers.

      The man gave him a quizzical look. “Sir, the furniture is going back to the warehouse.”

      Logan felt his vision dim. “What are you saying?”

      “We’re here to return the infant furniture to the Baby Bundle Store.”

      Ava had truly left him. But what plunged the blade deeper was that she was cutting the one thread that irrevocably connected him to her. It hit Logan then. He’d promised to cherish her love, to protect her. The opposite had happened. More focused on his perceived loss, he’d lost sight of all he’d gained with Ava’s love, a chance to wake up with his woman and babies in his life. This was true powerlessness.

      She had taken the babies away from him. This time when his heart stopped beating, he welcomed the loss of sensation, yet he still felt the pain.
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      Dark shadows blanketed Ava’s office. She’d walked out on the man she loved and her children’s father. How could they come back from everything that had been said and done over the past four months? A dim glow radiated from her computer monitor. Not that she minded the darkness, she just didn’t want anyone else to see her like this. Her heart still ached at the thought of what Logan had said to her. He all but told her that she and the babies didn’t matter. His career would always come first. From the moment she met him, she’d always admired his strength and confidence, but the attack had changed him.

      Brides were supposed to be happy. To wed the man she loved and share children with him should have been the best part of her life. Career came and went, but family connection superseded great jobs and big checks. Somehow the attacker had warped Logan’s reality. And with him, her life had become twisted into this ugly carnal mess that even she didn’t understand any more.

      She wondered if this had been the madman’s intention. She thought about the note mailed to the house. Logan’s attacker hadn’t mentioned the injury or Logan’s career. His target had been to splice Logan and Ava’s connection Had the plan been to destroy their relationship from the inside out?

      The hand wound had unleashed an insecurity Logan was too blind to appreciate. His own betrayal consumed his future. Ava loved him, but he would have to release the anger and bitterness to fully love her. Could a man who refused to love those who loved him, truly love her? As a father, could Logan provide a balance of love, empathy, hard work, and ambition? She wasn’t so sure anymore.

      In the shadows, someone moved. Ava jerked. Tyson O’Connor, the omnipotent billionaire who always seemed to be in the right place when something went terribly wrong, stepped into view. His scent was understated, yet potent, like the man himself.

      “Ava, please,” he said, green eyes so like Logan’s, filled with compassion. How had she missed the resemblance at their first meeting? Like in all things, she saw what she looked for. “Let me help.”

      That pulled her up short. “You’ve done enough,” she gave him a narrow-eyed glare.

      Unlike Logan, she had nothing against the man…until a few hours ago.

      “I had to intervene. My security team called. You left the house in the middle of the night.”

      His voice dripped with disapproval. The possibility of her staying in the house until morning, and then packing to leave would never have happened. Logan would have stopped her. Well, the old Logan would’ve wanted her always. Once he discovered her gone, would he want her back? Did she want that? Of course, she did.

      “You sicked your Girl Scout on me?”

      Tyson gave her a twisted smirk, “Only you would consider MaKenzie Young a friendly face. She’s a detective and my friend.”

      As soon as Logan’s swallow of bourbon took effect, she’d packed her suitcase.

      “Friend didn’t come to mind. She’s a blocker,” Ava said, her voice loud and clear. If she’d had extra uniforms in the office, she never would have taken a suitcase.

      “And, she’s standing right here.”

      Mac, as she told Ava to call her, was tall for a woman, maybe five nine or ten, with cocoa skin and twisted locks that hung past her shoulders. Standing with one shoulder resting on the wall by the door, the unassuming pose belied the detective’s speed and strength. Before Ava had reached the Jeep, MaKenzie Young had carried out a stealth approach to secure Ava’s upper arm in a sure grip and commandeered her belongings.

      “And, you’re angry why?” Mac retorted her face amused. “What was I supposed to do?”

      She narrowed her eyes on her would-be savior. “Let me go.”

      Mac pointed at Tyson. “He flew me here from San Diego. You got a complaint, talk with the man who pays my fee. I’m out,” Mac said, heading for the door.

      The billionaire didn’t ask. Mac didn’t tell where she was heading.

      Tyson plopped down in the chair in front of her. “I get it,” he sighed. “Logan’s an asshat, no question about it. I’d bail on his ass too, if he weren’t family. But Ava,” he paused, “why the middle of the night?”

      She still hadn’t told Tyson the reason she left. Yes, he was family, but Logan didn’t trust him, so she wouldn’t betray him in this.

      “Logan and I need some time apart.”

      Even in the low light, Ava could see the change in Tyson’s expression. His large hands curled around the arms of the chair, squeezing tight until all the color had drained from his knuckles. Beyond the door, she could hear the front desk staff arriving. Hear the click and hum as computers were turned on getting ready for a long day of checking in patients.

      “What did he do?”

      She probably should’ve kept her mouth quiet, but she could tell by the strain in his face that Tyson was genuinely concerned, not just for her but also for Logan.

      “You really do love him, don’t you?”

      “My whole life I’ve known about Logan and Darwin. My father never hid the fact that we have brothers. In some ways, my stepfather felt the same as Maribelle. He married my mother and gave me and Maximus his last name. My father was furious. I can respect his position, even though he and my mother had gone their separate ways. I understand my stepfather’s perspective too. No man wants to share his kids with another man, but our mother wouldn’t have it any way but hers. When Robert Lee came to me after Randall had Logan’s research funding suspended, I jumped on the opportunity to make a connection with him. I know he’s angry, right now. I don’t regret it, Ava.”

      “What if Logan never bends? What then?”

      Tyson gave a tight smile. “Give him time.”

      Ava glanced down at her round belly. Time had become her enemy. She wondered if she’d be around to see the reunion when it happened. This was life at a crossroads. She was afraid their previous actions would take them on very different paths.

      “Yeah,” she whispered, not meeting his eyes. Tyson was being very kind, but she wasn’t family. She needed to figure out how she’d take care of herself and her babies. Tyson seemed to read her mind.

      “Children need their fathers, both natural and acquired. A man needs his woman. I don’t want my brother to lose you, Ava. So,” he breathed, “what can I do to help?”

      Surprisingly, she realized she didn’t need his help. With her salary and the money from her house rental, she could buy a house for her and the babies. It’s wouldn’t be Masters or O’Connor caliber, but it would be safe, and the babies would be loved. She heard her mother’s tear-filled voice then. Ariss had begged her to come home, but Ava needed to make a home for herself. She wanted Logan to be a part of her life, but if he insisted on pursuing his current goals, she couldn’t go back. Not now. Not ever.

      “Nothing. I need to find a place that’s large enough for me and the babies. Just until my next set of orders.”

      Tyson leaned forward in his chair. “Babies are a blessing.”

      “Yes,” she smiled, “Logan might think differently,” she corrected.

      “He was drunk and stupid. He’ll regret every word. You’ll see.”

      But would she regret her choices if she accepted the life plan ala Masters. “Can’t promise I’ll be around to hear it.”

      “Are you leaving Shell Cove?”

      Was she? Caring for the babies were her priority. Her job provided the means, so she’d go where she had to. If the Navy transferred her away from Shell Cove, family, and Logan—she’d figure it out. Did she want to leave him behind, no. But would she leave to provide for and protect her children?

      “I think it might be best…yes.”

      “Where will you go?”

      “I’ll figure it out.”

      Tyson came to his feet. Standing, his powerful frame dwarfed her office. The Masters men were impressive.

      “Come stay with me, at the Towers, until you have some answers.”

      Ava recoiled. She didn’t get down with the brotherly love thing.

      “Stop that,” he chided.

      “What?” she defended, putting more space between them.

      “The wary eye thing,” he said, running fingers through his ginger mane. “The attacker is still out there.”

      The words were like cold water to her plans. She would be more vulnerable alone. Had the attacker been watching when she left home? Could he, even now, be looking for his opportunity to strike again.

      “What about Logan?”

      “Trust me, Ava.”

      What choice did she have? She couldn’t watch her back twenty-four seven.

      She came to her feet. “Okay, I’ll move in with you, but I need to call my friends first.”

      For the first time since the conversation started, Tyson smiled. Why did she get the feeling she’d negotiated exactly what he wanted?

      “Already done,” he grinned sheepishly.

      “What?” How had he gotten the names and numbers of her friends?

      Tyson held up a hand. “Don’t worry. I have enough staff to cover you and my brother. Now, let’s shake on it.”

      She rounded her desk, and he pulled her into a bear hug. “Thank you, for this. I know Logan will come around.” Eventually he’d see how lucky he was to have a brother who would love him enough to look after his unborn babies.

      “Now, I’ll rest better knowing you are safe.”

      Her door opened and they both looked up.

      “Good morning, sunshine. I have your morning java.”

      Ash walked in. Seeing Tyson, he froze. Tyson had no such problem. The man sprang into action.

      As if by instinct, Tyson turned to face Ash, while simultaneously tucking her behind his broad back. She peered around him.

      “Who are you?” Tyson demanded.

      Before Ash could answer, a voice sounded in the room. Distinctly female, definitely unwanted. Maribelle Masters stood in the entryway, a weary, yet determined expression on her face.

      “You left my son.”

      Ava rolled her eyes. This had to be the worst day ever. Maribelle took a fleeting glance at Ash, and immediately dismissed him. Her gaze fixed on Tyson.

      Maribelle raised one brow. “What are you doing here?”

      Ava felt Tyson relax, rather than stiffen. He enjoyed their sparring matches.

      “Taking care of my sister-in-law,” Tyson rasped.

      She strode inside. Ava had gotten used to the smell of alcohol preceding Maribelle. This morning the air surrounding her scented of Chanel No. 5 and nothing else. Interesting.

      Maribelle snapped, “You’re not family.”

      Ash turned to go.

      Ava spoke up, “Leave the coffee, please.”

      He frowned but did as she asked. Was he concerned that stress, caffeine, and baby hormones were a bad combination? He placed the coffee on her desk and quietly slipped from the room. She wished she could follow suit.

      “I’ll see you later tonight.”

      Tyson’s eyes narrowed on the man.

      Ava was quick to interject. “Ah no, I promised Monique I’d visit her after work, so no late nights for me.” She managed a smile.

      Ash gave a nod, his expression pinched, and disappeared. With him gone, Ava focused on the glare-down happening between the big Irishman and Commando Barbie. If she’d known this would happen in her office, she could have sold tickets.

      Tyson stepped closer to Maribelle, crossing thick arms across his broad chest. “I am, who I say I am.” He bent low, getting in Maribelle’s personal space. “She’s my family.”

      Tears sprang to Ava’s eyes. Tyson stood his ground for her. God, Logan should be proud to have this man as his brother. This was twice he’d come to her rescue. Granted, the first time, with Logan’s research funding, happened before she was aware of his connection to the family, but still she was grateful. This time, there was no doubt he was protecting his brother’s family.

      Maribelle waved a dismissive hand. “You can go now.”

      Tyson laughed. The sounded bounced around the room like a pinball machine hitting the high score. Then he stopped abruptly. “You don’t command jack with me.”

      Whoa. Talk about a titan against a titan. Ava didn’t have to fight in this cage match. She wouldn’t concern herself with Logan’s family anymore.
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      Logan had to find Ava. The woman had hidden her tracks well. He called the job first. According to her staff, she’d been in the office earlier that day but had left with a man after a brief meeting with a female civilian. What man had Ava left with? Did he even have a right to question her choices? He’d made the wrong decision one time too many. Hiding the truth about his past with Brooke. Cheating was the worst form of betrayal and the fear of it happening again had stoked his insecurities. It had stolen his peace, his esteem, his confidence that he could build a lasting relationship with a woman he loved. He’d tried to fill the holes with control and selfish ambition, leaving a hollow chasm of never-ending doubt. Somehow his need to control a past he couldn’t change, had tainted his future. Rather than protect Ava, he’d chosen to shield his past.

      After driving to her parent’s house and not seeing her car, he banged on the door until her father threatened to call the police. From there, he’d gone to Baker’s Pharmacy to see Aron who had the cops waiting by the register to escort Logan off the property. Damn, couldn’t they see he was trying to fix this? Did they care that Ava would be vulnerable to a second attack without him by her side? Bishop and Lance, the new recruits, had asked Logan to go home.

      “Hell no,” Logan bellowed. Pointing at Aron, he said, “Would you do this if it was Zari. Huh, Aron?” Logan blew out a frustrated breath. “If it was your woman, would you want me calling the damn police.”

      Bishop put a hand Logan’s shoulder.

      Logan snatched away from his friend. “Get the hell off me. You’re helping him?”

      Bishop’s lips thinned, his expression darkening. “I’m helping you too, fool. We could’ve arrested you the minute you became belligerent.”

      Logan felt fire roar through his veins. “Arrest me then,” he challenged.

      Before Logan could anticipate the next move, Lance grabbed his left arm, swung it behind his back, and twisted.

      “Shut up,” Lance growled.

      When Logan thought to resist. Bishop shot him a look. “Don’t be stupid.”

      “Too late,” Lance muttered.

      Logan met Bishop’s gaze. That’s when he recognized the concern in the other man’s eyes.

      “Let me get you out of here, Doc,” Bishop whispered.

      It was then Logan looked up to see customers staring at him, some with their cellphones out recording the entire scene. Shit. He must look like a lunatic. Ava would be so ashamed of how he handled her leaving. No doubt if he were arrested, the SCMC Foundation would be made aware.

      Looking to Bishop, and then shooting a glare over his shoulder at Lance, Logan nodded.

      “I’m calm.”

      To Aron and the store customers, he muttered, “I apologize.”

      Flanked by the two officers, they headed for the exit. His arms unrestrained, Logan massaged his sore muscles. Turning, he saw a grin cross Lance’s face. Officer Friendly his ass, that Lance was stronger than he looked.

      With his eyes fixed forward, Bishop whispered, “When we find Ava, I’ll give you a call.”

      Once outside, his neighborhood police force hung around till Logan unlocked the Lexus, climbed inside, and pulled away. What had he been thinking? His worst nightmare had come true. Ava had discovered he was a fraud and had left him. Using the touchscreen menu, Logan called up his phone directory. He’d saved these last calls until he visited everyone else.

      Janna answered the phone on the first ring. Not only did she deny knowledge of Ava’s whereabouts, she threatened to give Notso first dibs on his dangling parts. She cut the line after issuing her threat.

      He dialed Lina next.

      Gideon picked up the phone. “You messed up,” was his only greeting.

      “I know,” Logan breathed, hopeful that she was there.

      “No, you don’t. If I were you, I wouldn’t call this home for like the next millennia. My woman is on the war path.”

      Just then Lina’s voice cut through the air.

      “Is that Logan Masters calling on my phone?”

      Logan hissed.

      “I told you,” Gideon warned.

      Seconds later Logan heard the phone being fumbled around, then Lina’s voice, angry and filled with venom, came in loud and clear.

      “How dare you call my house,” Lina snarled.

      Dang, he thought he might have heard thunder roll in the background.

      Logan shook off the venom in Lina’s voice. She was concerned for her friend. And he was concerned for his woman. What if the same person who attacked them all those weeks ago had gotten to Ava? She was vulnerable on her own.

      “Where is she, Lina?”

      “Where is she,” Lina screamed. “I hope she’s somewhere far away from you. How dare you make her feel unimportant. Who cares if you’re the world’s greatest surgeon and has a billionaire brother, huh? You and your first-world problems care more about your ego than my best friend’s heart.”

      Damn it, Lina was right.

      “Lina,” he called, hoping she would listen.

      “Don’t you Lina, me. I ought to have Gideon rip your stupid little arm out of the socket and beat you to death with it.”

      “It’s my hand.”

      “Whatever,” she hissed.

      “This thing with Ava is a misunderstanding. I’m sorry,” he rushed to say.

      “Don’t I know it. Too bad Ava had to suffer for you to see it.”

      “I’ll make it right.”

      “Don’t call back until you do. If I see you at my door, me and BETAS are going to Justice League and End Game your self-important ass.”

      The line went dead.

      After dealing with everyone’s censure, Logan closed his eyes and breathed. What the hell had Ava done while he slept? It was as if she’d broadcasted an amber alert that he’d messed everything up between them.

      “Darwin, I need your help.”

      His brother remained quiet.

      “Did you hear me. I need help.”

      “With what?”

      “Ava. I need to find her.”

      “No. You’ve hurt that woman so bad I don’t think I can look at you right now.”

      Logan was flabbergasted. “Listen, I’ll explain.”

      “Don’t want to hear it. All you’ve done since the accident is drink and brood.”

      “I know. I’ve been in a funk,” he began. “I’m done with that.”

      “Yeah, until your next drink.”

      “Done with that, too.”

      “Ava’s pregnant with your children. Ever consider they might be better off without you?”

      Pain crept through Logan’s heart that he’d been so focused on his own tragedy that he didn’t realize the train wreck he’d engineered in his own family.

      “Darwin, please. There’s so much you don’t understand. I have to tell you something about me and Ava.”

      He wasn’t sure he understood everything Ava had done overnight. But he knew enough to be really afraid.

      “I looked up to you. Always wanted to be like my big brother. But after the way you’ve treated dad and the callous attitude toward the man who saved your damn life is piss poor. Hell, it’s his security team that’s keeping you and Ava safe.”

      Tyson. Tyson’s people would have seen Ava leave last night. Why hadn’t he thought of it before now? Because he didn’t want anything Tyson had to offer.

      Without hesitation Logan said the two words he had been saying a lot today and would continue to into the future.

      “I’m sorry, Darwin. I’m sorry that I failed you. God knows, I love, Ava and my babies. I’d sacrifice anything to have them back home.”

      His telephone signaled an incoming call.

      “Hold on, I have a call coming in from Sarah.” Sarah Jones Stevens managed Logan and Ava’s financial portfolio including the land acquisition for his and Ava’s future house. Had something gone wrong with the purchase? He clicked over. It would have to wait. Before she could speak, he said, “Sarah, I can’t talk money with you right now.”

      “You’d better,” came her curt response.

      “What is it?”

      “I just got a call from Ava to stop her contributions to your joint accounts.”

      Logan audibly swallowed. “She would not do that.” Ava would not cut him out…unless.

      “That’s not all, Logan. She requested I withdraw all her available cash.”

      His breath seized. “What? Why?”

      Why would she need to withdraw lump sums of her cash?

      “Logan, when I asked Ava what was going on—,”

      “Yes,” he heard the tremor in his voice.

      “She said she may be leaving Shell Cove with her next assignment.”

      “Shit,” he bellowed. “Sarah, did she say where she was?”

      “No, I’m so sorry, Logan. I really thought you two were good together.”

      He ignored the hopelessness in Sarah’s voice. If Sarah could open her heart again after the public humiliation she’d experienced being married, Logan could let go of Brooke’s betrayal. Hell, the one person who meant more to him than his own life was liquidating their life together.

      “Thanks, Sarah. Did she say anything else?”

      “She didn’t, sorry. I wish I had better news. Oh…wait, I heard beeping in the background when Ava called.”

      Logan frowned. “Like when a truck is in reverse gear?”

      Was she at the Baby Bundle warehouse?

      “No, like from machines…you know…medical stuff.”

      Logan inhaled a breath and shook his head in relief. Ava was at SCMC, probably visiting Monique.

      “Sarah, you’re the best.”

      “Hey,” she called. “What do you want me to do with your accounts?”

      “Give her everything she asks for.” He heard Sarah’s breath hitch.

      “But, Logan.”

      He interrupted. “Everything, Sarah.”

      “Logan, you could end up broke.”

      “Without her…without my babies, I’ve already lost everything.”

      Logan swapped calls. “Darwin?” he asked, hoping his brother hadn’t disconnected.

      “I’m here, you pathetic simpleton.”

      Logan exhaled, appreciative that Darwin had his back. “Thanks, brother.”

      Darwin chuckled. “What can I do?”

      Logan took a deep breath, and then uttered the words that he knew would betray the last of Ava’s trust. “Help me find my Ava.”

      Logan waited for Darwin to process what he’d just confessed. During his visit to Singapore, he’d convinced Ava to say, I do. Their babies had been conceived on his honeymoon, and four months later, his dream lover had left him.

      “Find,” Darwin repeated. “She left?”

      Logan sighed. “I overreacted to the news about Tyson and Maximus.” What if she decided not to come back to him?

      “Let me guess,” Darwin rasped. “You started in on your plan. Your life of I and me with no room for Ava and the babies.”

      “Yes,” Logan snapped. “I fucked up. Will you help me now?”

      Darwin chuckled, but the sound was coarse and sorrowful. “I will because I for damn sure don’t want to nurse your broken ass through AA and restorative yoga.”

      If he didn’t get his family back, that was a definite possibility.
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      Ava glared at her nemesis. Since she and Maribelle Master’s first meeting, the woman resented Ava’s relationship with her son. She wore her signature St. John’s knit, complete with a double-breasted jacket and brass military-style buttons. Commando Barbie looked battle-ready.

      Not today, soldier.

      Now, with the decision made to leave Logan to his precious career, she saw no reason to confront his mother on anything.

      Maribelle’s blonde mane, usually coiffed to perfection, looked a step above bedhead. A smudge of eye makeup shimmered on her cheek, and her blue eyes looked cloudy, like a window that had gotten too much salt spray. Ava lifted her gaze to her in-law’s face, uninterested in whatever conversation Maribelle could start up. She was tired and ready to go home. Then she remembered she no longer had a home.

      “Maribelle. I don’t want to argue with you. Logan and I are no longer together. So,” Ava sighed to camouflage the sob threatening to escape, “so…there’s no reason for you to be here.”

      Nudging Tyson with an elbow, the ice-blue commando said, “You can stay.”

      Tyson pinched the bridge of his nose. “She’s my father’s wife. She’s my father’s wife,” he muttered.

      Ava almost laughed at the big man struggling to hold his tongue.

      “You’ll have to do that a lot,” Ava offered in sympathy. And then she picked up the cup of coffee and handed it to him. “Here, you’ll love it.”

      Tyson laughed, taking the cup and drawing a long pull of the contents. Admiration for Logan’s brother had her smiling back. Wow, how many siblings wished for a brother like Tyson? She had Aron and Logan had Darwin, but Tyson and Max O’Connor were more than worthy to join the Masters family. She hoped Logan acknowledged the truth before it was too late.

      He raised a brow in surprise. “Hmm, that is good.”

      “Told you so,” Ava said, glad someone else could appreciate Ash’s skills with the brew machine.

      There was a levity to Tyson that reflected the balance in his life. Strong, but gentle; demanding, but compassionate; stern, yet loving. He’d make some woman’s heart go pit-a-patter one day. But, Ava’s stupid-in-love heart belonged to Logan.

      “I disagree with you, Ava,” Maribelle sniffed. “I can be flexible once you get to know me.”

      Ava and Tyson spoke at once. “We know you.”

      Five years. Five, long arduous years and she was just as cantankerous as day one. In typical Maribelle fashion, she pressed forward with her agenda.

      “You’re carrying my grandchildren, Ava. I have every right to fight for their future.” Reluctantly, she looked at Tyson. “And, I suppose you and I will have to work something out so Robert Lee can come to his senses.”

      Ava could hear the uncertainty in Maribelle’s voice. It sounded as if she was extending an olive branch, shaky, but still an offer of peace with Tyson. To echo Robert Lee’s words, was she done with making everything worse? Too battle weary to assume anything, Ava looked from a contemplative Tyson to Logan’s mother. Peering closer, the older woman’s eyes were puffy and red.

      Too afraid she’d misinterpret; Ava chose the direct method. “What is it that you’re trying to accomplish here, Maribelle?”

      “Do you love my son?”

      She did. “How does that matter now?”

      It was never a question of whether she loved Logan. The question was, did Logan love her enough to let go of his past and trust that she wouldn’t hurt him? He would probably see it differently since she was the one to walk away.

      “Has Logan ever told you about Brooke Tyler?”

      After what had happened between her and Logan, could she bear to hear about Logan’s former fiancée? She knew the woman had cheated on Logan. Ava understood that a lot of Logan’s control issues stemmed from Brooke’s betrayal.

      “She was never right for him,” Maribelle began.

      Maribelle had said the same thing about Ava in the beginning. Obviously, no woman was good enough for her son.

      “When Logan first brought her home, when he announced that they were getting married, I knew he’d made a mistake.”

      “Sounds familiar,” Ava drawled, trying to maintain a grip on her anger.

      “When he brought you to the club… I knew the moment that I met you I had made a mistake by filing that complaint against you.”

      A new anger rose in Ava. She’d forgotten about the false complaint Maribelle instigated because Ava refused to provide refreshments from the stock reserved for patients.

      “I’ve miscalculated Logan’s love for you for some time now. The way I have treated you has damaged my relationship with my sons.” Meeting Ava eye to eye, Maribelle Masters said, “I am sorry. I truly apologize for my behavior.”

      For a second, Ava stood mute, unable to respond to an apology she never hoped to receive.

      “Why are you telling me all of this?”

      “Because my boys deserve to be happy. It’s not easy growing up in a household where your mother starts the day with a glass of bourbon and Xanax.”

      Maribelle’s skin paled. Everyone knew of her daily indulgence, but in Shell Cove society, personal flaws weren’t mentioned in public. In fact, they were ignored. “When Logan was two, I had my first admission to an inpatient alcohol rehabilitation facility. Logan raged out of control the day I left. His father had to sedate him that night. I think I’m the real reason he doesn’t trust women. Why he’s so afraid the women he gives his heart to will leave him. Marianne came and took care of him while Robert Lee worked,” she gave a humorless laugh. “When I returned, he didn’t know I was his mother. Marianne bought Logan his first toy medical play set. She was his first make believe patient.”

      “She sounds like a good sister to have,” Ava said.

      “Better than me,” Maribelle gave a weak smile. “When I moved back home, Logan had changed. He hugged me, but with a leery approach. Like I was a stranger,” she said in a far-off voice. “Marianne and Robert let my son forget me,” she cried. “I allowed my rage at them to drive me back to the bottle. Robert threatened to file for a divorce. I told him to do it.”

      Ava couldn’t imagine the pain Maribelle must have experienced viewing her life through sober eyes. She had not doubt that a two-year-old Logan loved his mother. Most likely, Maribelle was the one who felt unsure of her place in the family following rehabilitation.

      “Logan loves you,” Ava said. Ava thought of her babies. How hard it must have been for Maribelle to see a young Logan in pain.

      “Logan went to Marianne. I went to rehab. Robert went to Ireland. He came back with another son. And me,” she mused, “I came back with both guns blazing at my betrayers. I resented Marianne for years for taking my son from me. She’s a doctor who never drank. And, I was a housewife who couldn’t keep her husband or stay sober. Ironic really, that Logan is the best of her and the worst of me.”

      Now that surprised Ava.

      “Why are you sharing this with me now?” Had Maribelle given up alcohol again? She prayed to God that she had. “Has something else happened?”

      “Too much,” she whispered. “I think I’ve lost the one man, the only man that I’ve ever loved. I don’t want the same thing to happen with Logan. I wish sometimes he was more like his father and less like me. He’s stubborn, bullheaded, ambitious, and so scared that he’s going to lose the person that owns his heart. And that’s my fault.”

      “I don’t think you should be telling me—,”

      Maribelle smiled and lifted a hand in protest. Ava stopped talking. Might as well let her get it all off her chest because she wouldn’t give her another opportunity.

      “Now back to Brooke. At first, you reminded me of her.”

      Great. Not only did Logan not value her place in his life, she was a substitute for his dead lover.

      “I think he feels shame that he could never fully make her love him. To Logan, committed love equals protection. He carries the guilt, that somehow, he failed her. Her infidelity, her hiding and sneaking around behind his back wounded his pride.  Brooke not allowing him to protect her is what ultimately killed her.”

      “Oh my God, I can’t imagine.”

      The pain Logan must have dealt with for years had to be crippling. How can one man bear so much responsibility for sin that was never his own?

      “Why are you telling me this now? Logan, Logan and I are not at a place where this information can heal us.”

      “I believe you can give him another chance. Please, forgive him.”

      “I don’t know that I can. I want more for my life and for my children’s lives. Logan’s career will always come first. He told me so himself.”

      “But it is not true. His career is all about him saving Brooke over and over again. Following the accident, Brooke lay in an intensive care unit, body broken and riddled with road debris.”

      “Her wounds got infected. It spread through her blood stream into her bones. He felt so helpless at her bedside holding onto her lifeless body. He never wanted that to happen to anyone else again. He started studying wounds.”

      Shock must have shone on Ava’s face. Tyson stood unmoving. Maribelle had his attention too. So, Logan’s drive, his research had stemmed from Brooke’s accident?

      He must’ve been terrified to learn that she was pregnant especially following the attack. Why hadn’t he told her this part of the story? But then Ava knew the answer. Logan was a protector and she was his to protect.

      “I don’t want him to be like me. To realize what he had, after they are gone, is a high price to pay. He’s lost so much already. Ava,” tears swam in Maribelle’s eyes, “marry my son.”

      Ava shook her head so sorry that at the end of all things, Maribelle would be her ally. “I would lie to you.”

      “I know Logan doesn’t like to talk about Brooke. You and his former fiancée seemed to have a lot in common but there’s one distinct difference that I never shared with him.”

      “What’s that?” Ava asked, suddenly feeling exhausted with the whole let’s be friend’s routine.

      “The baby Brooke carried when she died wasn’t Logan’s.”

      Ava gasped, cupping her belly. “Oh my God. It was Dusty’s child.” They all were still in danger.
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      Logan collapsed back into the leather desk chair in his home office. Staring at the blank computer monitor, he let Sarah’s words filter through his splintered brain. Ava had initiated the process to separate their financial assets. She was making plans to leave him forever.

      The heater kicked on, a gush of cold air rained down from the overhead vent, chilling his skin before he felt the first warm wave. Not only was she leaving him, Ava might vanish from Shell Cove and his life. She’d move away and would take with her his children and his heart. A cold reality of his life without Ava cut all the way to the bone. Stripping him of everything he was. In a word, he would be lost, a shell of his former self. Maybe she thought her actions would be best for their babies. Was she right?

      The knowledge that she’d abandoned their house this morning and proceeded to cut him off physically, financially, and emotionally drove home how much he’d hurt her. His betrayal of her trust tore his heart out. This was a fresh kind of hell he never saw coming. He probably should let her go. Instead he dialed Monique’s cell phone. Ava would contact her favorite patient no matter what. He waited, the instant connection seeming too slow. Laughter, light with adolescent frivolity flowed through the receiver.

      “Monique, Dr. Masters. Put Ava on the phone.”

      When she hesitated, Logan said. “Now,” then he added a “please.”

      Silence. Had Ava told Monique about the breakup?

      “You messed up, didn’t you?” She whispered her accusation. Logan saw no reason to deny his failure.

      “Yes. Put her on the phone.”

      Again nothing.

      “Moni—,”

      Seconds later, Ava came on the line. “Stop badgering, Monique. What do you want, Logan?”

      The love for him that usually softened her words had vanished. This was a momma bear in protection mode on the other end of the line.

      Logan released a sigh of relief. She was safe. No one could get to her in the hospital.

      “Ava, I’m so damn sorry,” he said immediately. “I promise I’ll never disappoint you like this again.”

      Love was more than words and feelings. It was action, daily action that proved his love and commitment to Ava. His selfish ambition had cost him his family.

      “Not my business,” she snapped. “Me and my babies are fine, so don’t worry about our for better or worse.”

      “Ava, I was talking about my worst. Never you. Never the babies, sweetheart. You have to believe me.”

      He heard rustling and the grind of mechanical parts.

      “I’m not a med school graduate, but I know I don’t have to do anything where you’re concerned.”

      “Listen to me.”

      “No,” she snapped. “You listen. I won’t be coaxed or manipulated into taking you back. I’m not that easy. Not now, not ever.”

      He knew Ava’s location. Why was he wasting time on the phone? He needed to be with her.

      Logan grabbed his keys. “What the hell does that mean? You married me. I don’t care if it wasn’t recorded in some US Embassy. That has to mean something.”

      She laughed. “I also left your ass in the middle of the night. Why don’t you decipher that message?”

      “I did,” he growled. “I’m on my way to you and my babies. Stay at the hospital.”

      “No,” Ava said in a rush. “Monique and I are enjoying some girl time at the cafe. I don’t want you here.”

      Damn. Never did he think Ava would utter those words to him.

      “You said you belonged to me.” He repeated her words not to guilt her, but to remind her that the love they shared was worth preserving.

      “I do, Logan.” He inhaled, some of the pressure in his chest easing. Thank God, she knew their marriage was salvageable. But then she dropped the bomb.

      “I just don’t belong with you anymore, Logan.” The line fell silent, like his too still heart. “I’m hanging up now.”

      “Ava, please don’t—,”

      Logan heard a male’s voice and froze.

      “Glad I ran into you.” Logan knew that voice. “I saw you from the latte stand. I wanted to surprise you with this.” As he listened, warning bells and alarms blared between his ears. “Hi, Monique, right? Here’s something special for you too.”

      Dusty Wilbeck. Brooke’s lover had found Ava. Logan would recognize his former best friend and mentor’s voice anywhere. Once upon a time, Logan had trusted this man with his life and with his woman. The man who’d slept with Brooke had somehow crossed paths with Ava. Could it be a coincidence? Logan didn’t think so.

      The last time he’d seen her whole and healthy, she’d been walking from Dusty’s campus apartment. He’d given her an ultimatum. Before they could talk out their problem, the hit and run crash had happened so quickly.

      “Ava,” he said in a panic. “Get away from that man, now.”

      “Who?” She exhaled, a long sigh of frustration. “Logan, it’s just Ash. I’ve been working on this project with him for months. Stop with your jealous crap. I’m done.”

      Logan’s mind began to spin. Ash was Ava’s co-worker? Ash was Dusty.

      “Ava, sweetheart, listen to me. I know, Ash. He’s dangerous, sweetheart. Please,” he begged, his heart hammering in his chest.

      “Logan, don’t do this.” A strangled sound escaped, piercing Logan’s heart. Shit, he’d messed this up. He’d pushed Ava right into Dusty’s hands.

      “Ash, Dusty, whatever the hell that nut tart is calling himself, isn’t who you think he is.”

      “I get it now. You need to be the hero number one in my life,” she sniffled. “Being mine will never be enough for you.”

      Shit, shit, she meant everything to him.

      “Ava, I’m trying to protect you. You’re mine. I love you so damn much. Can’t you see that?”

      He could hear muffled conversation in the background, Dusty’s voice no longer distinguishable.

      “Could you see how much I loved you?” she whispered.

      God, he’d broken a fundamental rule. Telling his woman, he loved her wasn’t the same as showing her.

      “Goodbye, Logan.”

      The two whispered words took him down faster than a headshot.

      She hung up the phone.

      People he loved had betrayed him in the past, but not this time. He’d betrayed Ava’s trust. And, now she was unprotected and vulnerable. Logan’s brain struggled to process what he should do first. Grab his wallet, drive to the hospital. Call Bishop and Lance. Try Ava’s number again.

      Just then, the side door to the house opened, his brothers, Darwin, Maximus, and Tyson strode in. Tyson’s normally steel-eyed green gaze looked like he’d just woken up from a winter-long hibernation. Logan came to his feet facing off with his older brothers.

      Logan spoke first. “Ava was on the phone. You look like shit.”

      Tyson rubbed his forehead, as if clearing away a mental fog. “Says the pot to the kettle. You looked in a mirror, brother?”

      His phone dinged an incoming text message.

      “Tyson was drugged,” Darwin grumbled, his tone gruff.

      Logan opened the file attached to the received message. Who would drug the head of a medical supply company? It didn’t make sense.

      “The drug was meant for Ava,” Tyson said, a grim expression on his face.

      That got Logan’s attention. “The guy she works with…I think he’s your attacker.”

      Dread snaked down Logan’s spine. Nausea rolled in his gut. He gazed at the phone he held and froze.

      A picture appeared in his text messages, Ava and Monique smiled for the camera. His old mentor, Dusty Wilbeck, had his arm draped around both women. The caption underneath read: I TOLD YOU, BROTHER. YOU CAN’T KEEP HER. SHE’S MINE TOO. YOU CLAIMED MY BABY, NOW I’M TAKING YOURS.

      Logan’s heart stopped. Dusty had never been his brother. Every piece of the puzzle fell into a horrifying frame. Brooke’s baby had never been his to claim. The lies and pain of the past sought to rob him of his future. Never again. Fury and fear in equal parts boiled in his blood. Dusty represented a life and a love that no longer bound to his thoughts or self-worth. Logan would excise the cancer threatening to consume his and Ava’s life…forever.
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      The SCMC Cafe normally bustling with staff, held a few circular booths for customers to enjoy their lunch inside or in a private outdoor courtyard. Ava and Monique joined by Ash shared the table with the most sunlight. The elevator ride down had been quiet, both her friends aware that she and Logan had argued on the phone.

      “Here you go,” Ash said, placing one medium latte in front of Ava while handing a fruit smoothie to Monique.

      Ava gave Ash the warmest smile she could muster. “Thank you, but you don’t have to stay.”

      Monique hadn’t met Ash before, and Ava didn’t want the young woman to feel uncomfortable. Though Ava and Logan were probably over, Monique’s loyalty lay with Logan. Besides, she would never jeopardize his relationship with a patient.

      Ava needn’t worry. She listened as Ash turned his natural charm on Monique.

      “The girl with the bionic arm.” Then he smiled, giving the teen a courtly bow. “How does it feel to be famous?”

      Monique shrugged. “Okay, I guess. It’s kind of weird that people know about me even before I meet them. It’s strange, you know?”

      Wow, Ava never thought of the notoriety Logan’s research had brought to Monique. Public attention was something she would not want for her own children. After she separated from Logan that wouldn’t be a problem. Separated. She never could have imagined she and Logan wouldn’t go the distance. The attacker had severed more than the tendon in Logan’s hand. Somehow, he’d damaged a vital part of the man she thought she knew.

      As Ava sipped her coffee, the warm sweet brew dancing across her taste buds, she thought about her next move. Should she stay in Shell Cove or start over someplace new? Would Logan want a relationship with his children if she filed for a full custody? Contemplative, she chewed her lip. That’s when she noticed the numbness to her mouth. What was going on?

      She looked up to find Ash watching her.

      “You okay, Ava?”

      Clearing her throat, she willed herself to stay calm. All of a sudden, Monique slumped forward in her chair.

      “What have you done to us?”

      Ash rolled his eyes. “Me,” he said innocently, flashing a bright smile. “Logan warned you, but you didn’t listen,” he teased.

      Ava’s breaths came faster. Her mind spun, and she struggled to remain conscious.

      Two people, a man and a woman, dressed in hospital staff attire appeared. Something was very wrong. Why was Kylie Rivers dressed like a nurse? And why was Franklin helping her? Panic gripped her when Monique’s limp body was lifted into a wheelchair. A white sheet was draped across, covering her from hip to toes. As the man wheeled her away, it occurred to Ava that she looked like a patient, resting quietly en route to a procedure.

      Ava screamed, but the sound erupted from her throat low and garbled. What drug had Ash put in their drinks? Would it harm the babies?

      “I love your fighting spirit, Ava. It will destroy Logan when I break you.”

      Just as quickly, Ash and the accomplice shuffled her into a waiting chair. Her last thought was of Logan, as she used the last of her waning strength to curl into a ball, protecting their babies.

      Please, let him find us, she thought, as her lids slammed shut with a deafening click.
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      Logan blasted his own version of an all-points bulletin on the way to the hospital. First calling Bishop and Lance. His thoughts stayed focused on protecting and defending. Maybe some of Ava’s military training had rubbed off on him. He had to get Ava back. Ash, shit Dusty, had been crazed and enraged when Brooke died. Logan had been too engulfed in his own grief to care about the man who’d betrayed him. After Brooke’s death and Dusty’s disappearance, Logan had erased his former best friend from his life. Instead, he should have faced his past. Now, Ava and their unborn babies were in danger. She and their babies were the very air he breathed. He’d kill or die to get her back. To whatever end, he thought.

      Darwin and Tyson stayed close by his side. Graham, who’d been with Shayla, had agreed to take care of Ava’s family. His final call had been to his brothers-in-arms, Gideon and Dawson. Luckily with the wedding planned for tomorrow, the Rice brothers were in town. Phoenix, Ian, Thane, and Caleb were onboard with whatever needed to happen to get Ava back.

      Darwin pulled his Hummer to a stop in front of the hospital’s circular drive. Logan sprinted for the first-floor café. God, he hoped Ava and Monique were there.

      One thing puzzled him. Why would Ash be interested in Monique? It didn’t make any sense why his former friend would target Logan’s patient. Funny, the old pain and guilt that would normally pierce his heart at the thought of his best friend’s betrayal with the woman he loved didn’t hurt anymore. Why did it take Ava leaving to realize his heart belonged here in the present? It was time to close the door on the past insecurities, fears, and guilt. He couldn’t have saved Brooke. Truthfully, Ava had shown him love. He recognized what he had with Brooke was a mirage of his own creation, a trick of light, he mistook for love.

      “Split up and find them,” he called to Darwin and Tyson.

      Please, Ava. Please be here, baby.

      Reaching the SCMC cafe, Logan ran past each circular booth. Each time he saw staff members garbed in scrubs and white lab coats, but no Ava. Some people recognized him and called out greetings. He ignored them.

      He searched around the open dining area checking each circular booth and the tables tucked away for more privacy, including the computer nook, there was no sign of Ava or Monique. Where could Ash have taken them that quickly? Just then his phone signaled an incoming call from an unknown number.

      He answered on the first ring “You signed your death warrant, fucker,” Logan growled.

      “Whoa, Logan. It’s Caleb.”

      Logan scrubbed a hand over his face. Had the computer hacker found Ava’s location?

      “Whatcha got?” Logan demanded, dispensing with the pleasantries.

      “I think your Dusty Wilbeck aka Asher Wilherm took Monique because there’s a two-million-dollar price tag on her head.”

      Logan listened trying to make sense of what he heard about a contract on Monique and the deep web.

      “Who paid Ash to take my patient?”

      “Not sure of the buyer’s identity, yet. These people use screen IDs and multiple servers so it’s hard to pinpoint a fixed location. After doing a search, this person’s signature has been on several old-school Silk Road kind of Black-Market contracts. This guy, and I’m pretty sure it’s an older man you’re looking for, has a lot of activity dating back three decades. Some transactions link him to the Barren Mother and drug shipments.” Caleb paused, “He a has long transaction history involving human sales. Specifically, the purchase of young girls.”

      “Damn,” Logan choked out.

      “Give me another fifteen minutes. I’ll rip this guy’s life apart. I’ll find your answers.”

      “Monique’s mother is deployed out of the country. Call her stepfather. The Admiral needs to know about this.”

      “Have you located Ava in the hospital, Logan?”

      “Not yet,” but he would. “I’m going to my office. I need my access card to search every inch of this place. If he drugged them, he needed help to move them.”

      Logan and his brothers worked as a team scouring each floor. The higher they climbed; the more dread built in Logan’s gut.

      When they reached the floor that held his office, he said, “I’ll grab my key and meet you upstairs.”

      From there, he separated from the group and entered his corner suite. The pride he felt when he’d first been offered the office with the million-dollar view had vanished. The title, the position, rang hollow against the reality that he could lose Ava and the babies forever. What difference did he make in the world, if he failed to care for the one woman who loved him most?

      He’d thought his work fulfilled his purpose in life. How wrong he’d been. Sharing the work he loved with the woman who made his life worth living gave him true purpose.

      Logan’s door opened. Franklin peeked his head in.

      “Hey, I thought I saw you come in here,” he smiled, adjusting his glasses.

      Unlocking his desk drawer, Logan grabbed his key card, in case he needed access to the secured wings within SCMC.

      Closing the desk drawer, Logan frowned.

      “Franklin, have you seen Ava?”

      “You need to come with me.”

      “Either help me locate Ava or I don’t have time to—.” The words stalled in his throat.

      Franklin held a gun in his right hand. The barrel, long and sleek aimed at Logan’s chest.

      He smiled, but it seemed forced. “There is something in the world capable of silencing your big ass ego.”

      “Franklin, you better not be a part of Ava’s disappearance.” he warned, eyes narrowed in confusion.

      “Please keep talking,” he sneered, “I want to shoot you and her so fucking bad. I’ll make your egotistical, everybody kisses my Masters ass disappear.” Logan expected to see unease in Franklin’s eyes. Maybe a nervous hand. Nope, his colleague’s expression was eager.

      “I don’t repeat myself, either. Listen up. If you want Ava and your babies to remain in one body, come with me.”

      Logan snarled at the threat to Ava. Franklin crossed the room, jamming the gun into Logan’s gut.

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” Franklin breathed, the smell of his breath sickly sweet.

      Galaxy. That was the scent that preceded this crazy drug addict. “You smell like Parfum De Junkie.”

      “Give me trouble and I’ll carve you up in front of her.”

      Logan took a calming breath, the metal of the gun digging into his belly. He thought of Ava scared and alone. He’d save her and the babies.

      “How can you talk about her as if she’s a stranger?”

      Franklin laughed. “I’m not the one who ran her off, am I? Seems you have a knack for losing the ladies.”

      What? How could he know about Brooke? This wasn’t making any sense.

      Franklin’s phone rang. Keeping the weapon trained on Logan, he answered the call.

      “This is Hawk.”

      Shit. Logan remembered some members of Sky Faraday’s criminal network had similar call signs, Eagle, Falcon, Moon, and Star. Franklin was involved with Sky and the Barren Mother’s network. What was the connection between Franklin, the Barren Mother, and Asher Wilherm?

      “I understand,” Franklin said, before replacing the phone in his trouser pocket.

      With his called ended, he met Logan’s puzzled gaze, seeing the turmoil rolling through his mind.

      “To answer your question, I moonlight,” he shrugged, “for a couple of bad guys. Well, and gals,” he laughed at his own joke. “Like you, I’ll sacrifice anyone to get what I want, Dr. Masters. You taught me well.”
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      A firm blow across her face yanked Ava from a drug-induced haze. Throbbing pain pulsed through her right cheek. She blinked, opened her eyes, and took in her surroundings.

      A trio of floor-to-ceilings cathedral-style windows overlooked Shell Cove. In the distance, the Queens Bay shimmered in the afternoon light. The Tower. She was on the floor in one of the Coastal Towers penthouses. The opulent suites had been a Shell Cove Courier feature story for New Year’s Eve.

      “Hello, sunshine,” called a man’s voice.

      That voice invoked a painful stimulus. Inside, her heart began to pound. Why?

      “Come on Ava, shake it off.”

      With one hand she rubbed her forehead, as if physically clearing off the mental web shrouding her brain. Memories came flooding back, Kylie and Franklin appearing. Ash had drugged her and Monique. She tracked the voice, and then lifted her eyes, fixing on the face. Warm eyes, tanned skin, charming smile, Ash stood over her. Using her left hand, Ava pushed herself upright, leaning on one elbow.

      “Ash? You’re the one who attacked me and Logan that night.”

      She didn’t have to ask. His smug expression told her the statement rang true.

      “Yes.” Ash’s lips drew into a sinister smile. In that one syllable, his tone held a chilling amount of evil and anticipation. “And, my name is Dusty.”

      Ava’s skin crawled. Why would Logan’s former best friend take her and Monique?

      Ash tilted his head, regarding her. “Do you believe in destiny, Ava? Or the power of competition allowing the best man to win?”

      Ash glanced from her to a quivering Monique. In the corner of an expensive-looking cream sofa, she sat, knees pulled up to her chest. Music, low, but too loud for a place like this could be heard over Monique’s head. Terror shone in the teen’s watery brown eyes. There was a side door along the wall behind the sofa. Yes, the suite had the option of combining with the adjacent room to create a two-bedroom apartment. Who was next door? Could it be someone who could help them?

      Ava tried to move, but a sharp pain shot through her abdomen and she froze. Had she somehow injured the babies?

      “True destiny doesn’t involve hurting innocent people or harming children, Ash.”

      He regarded Monique. “Even if it serves a greater purpose?”

      Ava didn’t like the satisfied gleam in his eyes. Putting steel in her voice, she demanded, “Why did you take Monique?”

      Ash started to grin. Seriously?

      “You’re both safe, for now,” Ash said running a finger down Ava’s cheek. “I promised to wait until Logan arrives.”

      Stillness encompassed the penthouse for a moment, Ava refused to let him see her fear. After the attack she’d been so afraid. Ava didn’t think it possible to be more frightened than the moment she recognized a blade was headed for her belly. She was wrong.

      Ash drew his fist back again. Ava refused to flinch. He smiled.

      “So, you’re a tough girl now? My Brooke was fearless too. Did Logan tell you how he took my woman and child from me?”

      Ava’s breath caught. So, she’d guessed correctly. Ash was the father of Brooke’s child.

      She shook her head. It wasn’t a lie. Ava would never give him any power over her or Logan. He would not weaponize their love.

      “I knew Logan would keep his secrets. But.” Ash laughed. “I know your secret, Ava.”

      She stared. The man who’d greeted her every morning was insane. The flash of madness colored his gray eyes a dark shade of billowy smoke, the plume widening with every action.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “What you did in college,” he taunted. “You’re a naughty girl.”

      Ava’s eyes widened in shock, and then a ball of fear, hot and burning, deposited in her stomach. Steeling her spine, she shoved it away. She glanced at Monique not wanting her to witness what could happen next. Ash must have read the concern on Ava’s face because his lips twisted in delight.

      “Ash,” she said, prepared to beg if she had to. Another blow landed on her cheek. With a snap, Ava’s head torqued at a sharp angle. Pain, explosive and paralyzing shot through her cheek. The metallic taste of blood filled her mouth.

      “That’s what you like, isn’t it? You want a man to be rough.”

      She felt the lid crack on her old fears. Images of Marcus’s large hand striking out, his fingers closing around her neck. Instinctively she wanted to curl in on herself, blocking out the pain. No, no, no. Something inside her rejected the urge to emotional flee. She had to fight. For herself. For her unborn babies. And for Monique. With the back of her hand, Ava wiped her lip. Blood covered her knuckles. The cut from her time with Marcus had burst opened.

      “Don’t touch me,” she hissed.

      Ash laughed. The sound, harsh with menace, sent a chill down her spine. A squeak from the opposite corner of the room drew her attention.

      “I’d try not to upset him, stupid.” Kylie Rivers, the journalist from the Shell Cove Courier, called out from the executive chair behind a clear glass desk artfully placed in front of the high-arched windows. Ava had thought the chair empty.

      Ash pointed a gun at Ava. His kindness had all been an act.

      “Stand up and take your clothes off.”

      Please, God, don’t let him do this. Not in front of Monique. Exhaling her fears, Ava pulled herself up to stand. Meeting Ash’s lust-filled gaze, she spit the blood from her mouth at his feet.

      “No.”

      His eye’s narrowed at her unexpected defiance. Oh, there was more in store. Ava had no doubt he’d kill her and Monique. In fact, she could see he looked forward to the moment when he ended her life.

      Too late did Ava see the hand headed her way. Thick fingers grabbed a handful of her hair, and then he yanked hard, throwing her off-balance. Her blouse was ripped opened, the fabric snatched off her arms.

      With his eyes, he ogled her breasts. “Nice,” he crooned, making a crude gesture with his tongue. “No hiding now, Ava.”

      A series of knocks sounded against the side door, heavy with impatience. Kylie bounded from the chair.

      “That must be the buyer. Let the bidding began,” she cheered, her voice filled with delight as she winked at Monique.

      Monique sat rigid in terror, her lips trembling with a silent cry.

      Buyer? Ava shot a worried glance at the young woman she’d grown to love. Tears, thick and flowing, covered Monique’s cheeks. She’d heard Kylie’s comment.

      Ava turned her attention to Ash.

      “A bid for what?” she demanded, but the buzzing in her head already knew the answer. It wasn’t an object up for bid. Monique. Somehow, Ash planned to sell Monique?

      Kylie pulled the suite door wide. Ava recognized the man. Her eyes widened in shock. Her pulse skyrocketed as her body began to tremble in real terror. Randall Lester, the SCMC executive who’d sexually harassed her and later physically attacked her stood in the doorway sporting a dark blue suit minus the tie. What did he have to do with her and Monique’s kidnapping?

      He looked at Ava and frowned. He wore an expression to match hers. Shock.

      “Ava?” he questioned. He stalked towards Ash. “What is she doing here,” Randall Lester rasped.

      Unaware of Ava’s history with Randall, Ash missed the anger lacing Randall’s tone.

      Back when she worked at SCMC, this man had been her tormentor. As the Director of Operations, he’d utilized his vast influence to flatline her navy commissioning packet and tank Logan’s research funding. If Randall had business ties to Ash, he was more dangerous than she ever believed.

      “Ava’s not your concern.” He pointed to Monique. “There’s the merchandise. Check her out if you’d like,” Ash said wiggling his brows.

      A sob escaped Monique, ripe with desperation and fear.

      A shadow fell across the room, and they all turned toward the doorway for a second time.

      A man with a white-silvery mane combed back from his forehead and sun-weathered skin stepped inside, closing the door behind him. Ava felt as if she’d been sucked into a nineteen eighty’s Miami Vice episode. Who was this guy?

      Randall glared between Ash and the television cartel boss. “Victor, who invited you here?” Randall bellowed.

      With a tilt of his head, Ash started to laugh. “You didn’t think I was stupid enough to trust the second offer, did you? Once I have Logan Masters delivered here, the fun begins.”

      Ava stilled. Logan. So, Ash was using her and Monique to lure Logan. Ash may believe he had broken Logan, but he was in for the fight of his life. Logan didn’t tolerate being backed into a corner. Taking her had been a fatal mistake.

      Randall pulled out his phone. “So, you’re the one who attacked Logan?”

      A twisted smile spread across Ash’s face. “Ended his career.”

      “Never,” Ava hissed. “You will never beat Logan.”

      Ash raised his hand to hit her. Ava shrank back from the calculating glee that sparked in his eye. But then Randall’s next statement drew his fire.

      “Hey, psycho,” Randall called out. “You sure we can’t handle this transaction right now.” He shrugged as if bored with Ash’s aggression. “The room’s a little crowded.”

      A few months ago, Randall had been on Ava’s list of suspects for Logan’s injury. The look of genuine fear for Ava etched on his face told her she’d been wrong. In fact, she now realized he had diverted her captor’s attention. Pivoting to look at the man she’d known as Ash Wilherm, she shook her head at her poor judgment. Ash or Dusty, or whatever he wanted to call himself, hated Logan. He thought to exact his punishment on her and her unborn babies. Not in this lifetime.

      Ash gave Randall a sinister look, fury blazing from narrowed slits. He swung the gun from Ava to Randall. “Don’t ever insult me.”

      Ava could see Ash took supreme satisfaction in giving orders.

      “I need to call the boss,” Randall said through gritted teeth.

      Ash aimed the gun at Randall. “Make the call.”

      Dear God, Randall Lester was a cruel man, capable of inflicting pain at the slightest provocation. Whoever his superior was, that man had to be a monster straight from the pit of hell.

      “Good,” Ash beamed. “Invite the purse strings to the party.”

      The way Randall’s eyes filled with nervous energy; she didn’t think Ash would like the party favors.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      As soon as Logan was shoved into the Tower suite, his senses were on high alert. Franklin closed the door behind him. So, this is where he would get his woman back. Stumbling forward, he searched for Ava.

      She sat on the floor in the middle of the room. His eyes took snapshots of every change since he last saw his woman. Her legs were folded beneath her, bore scrapes and scratches, uneven and welling with blood. Logan’s body trembled. A dam broke unleashing a flood of fury. His teeth clenched so hard his jaw ached.

      “Ava.” He heard her name fall from his lips, but his gut fell faster, harder.

      Whether he realized it or not, Ash had dead man walking stamped on the center of his chest. Logan would kill him for hurting Ava.

      Her blouse, ripped in several places, revealed sweat-drenched skin beneath. He could hear his heart rate increase, the sound louder than a teenage garage band. Her chest heaved and her breaths came too fast. Pain. Ava was in pain. Her left arm was draped protectively across her belly. His warrior bride’s motherly instinct was to protect their babies.

      Blood thundered in his veins. A murderous red haze filled his vision.

      When she said his name, “Logan.”

      The one word seemed to cost her. Logan picked up the pace, eager to traverse the opulent suite “Ava, what did he do—”

      Slowly she looked up, the slight movement jerky and uncoordinated. The air in Logan’s lungs froze. Her face. A bruise covered her cheek. From her mouth, a bloody stream trickled down her chin from a jagged split to her upper lip.

      “I’m okay,” she said, lifting her head higher, that quiet strength burning bright in her eyes.

      “Who the hell hit you?”

      Out of nowhere Logan felt the blow come down on his head. He lost his balance, staggering a few steps.

      “I did,” said the friend he’d called brother, shaking his hand against the obvious sting.

      Logan shook off the blow, refusing to go down. “I’m going to kill you,” he growled.

      Ash laughed. “Not surprised by yours threat,” he shrugged. “But her,” he said, pointing at Ava. “Imagine my surprise when prim and polished Lieutenant Ava Walters put up a fight.”

      Ash moved to stand behind Ava.

      “Masters. Ava Masters to you,” Logan rasped. His family needed him. He needed them. Ash gave him a satisfied smirk as if Logan’s retort impressed him.

      “Whoa,” Ash grinned, “your head is as hard as it ever was, log man.”

      “I’m, going to kill you,” Logan said shaking off the blow.

      The man Logan knew as Ash smiled. The expression arrogant and cocky.

      “Not if I kill you first. But we have to stick with the plan.”

      “What plan is that?” Logan snarled.

      He gestured to Monique. “Offloading little Miss Betsy Wetsy over there for a cool two mil.”

      An older, scarier Mr. Fantasy Island-looking guy sitting next to Monique on the couch said, “I will take the girl off your hands, now. There’s no need for the bidding. The money transfer can be completed in minutes, Si,” the man responded in Spanish.

      No, Logan didn’t see a thing. Was this twisted freak trying to purchase Monique? The buyer.

      Logan snarled at his nemesis. “You selling women now?”

      Ash shrugged. “Kids got to eat.”

      “You have a family?” Logan asked, eyeing his opponent. “What woman was desperate enough to reproduce with you?”

      The question seemed to enrage him.

      “Had,” he snarled. “You remember, Brooke, don’t you Logan? The woman that you stole from me.”

      Brooke hadn’t belonged to either of them. His mother had tried to warn him away from Brooke, but he’d been too stubborn. He had a plan for his life. At the time, Brooke fit the image he wanted. Logan no longer wanted an image of a well-planned life. He wanted Ava and a lifetime of being well-loved. Valued for the man he was, arrogant, flawed, but teachable.

      “I distinctly remember walking in on you and my woman.”

      “Who do you think had her first? Me. She was mine until you came along.”

      Logan fell silent. Brooke had never mentioned being involved with Ash first.

      “I had no idea.” Ash’s head seemed to spin on its own axis. Pure insanity shone behind his stormy eyes.

      “Why would you, you self-centered prick?” Ash ground out.

      Ash grabbed Ava, hauling her upright. “You never noticed she was mine because you saw her and had to have her. You,” he spat, “have a one-track mind.” His former best friend looked to Ava. “Doesn’t he, sweetheart?”

      He yanked Ava’s hair harder. She cried out in pain. The sound grabbed hold of Logan’s heart and squeezed. It was his fault she was in danger. His fault that she’d walked away from him. His fault he’d lost the only woman he’d ever loved. Holding onto a past that never held the future he wanted. He met Ava’s watery eyes.

      In the pained-filled lines etched in her features, there was something there just as prominent, a resolute strength. He watched as her eyes slid lower, and then stopped at her exposed belly, rounded with his babies. In that one gesture, he knew what she wanted.

      The babies were her priority. Not herself. Not him. She would sacrifice herself for their children. And, Logan would sacrifice every drop of his blood for the woman who held his heart and family. He coiled tighter inside, ready to strike.

      He looked into Ash’s cruel face. “Let her go and I will kill you fast.” Logan tensed ready to defend his family. He couldn’t risk Ava and the babies, but he could give his own life to spare the woman who pulsed in his every heartbeat.

      His laughter was dark and haunting.

      “And risk your precious surgery hand?” Ash bristled. “We both know that’s a lie. Look at her beautiful face, Logan. I look forward to carving Brooke’s features onto her flawless skin, but you interrupted.”

      That’s when Logan noticed the stainless-steel tray holding the surgical supplies. The bastard was serious.

      “Sounds challenging for a med school dropout,” Logan taunted, thinking through a possible plan.

      “Asher,” a female voice called as the sound of a disengaging lock sounded in the suite.

      Kylie Rivers the reporter with the Shell Cove Courier walked through the side entry door. How was she involved in this?

      “Hi, Logan,” she waved.

      Logan turned back to Ash, and then to the reporter who’d eagerly interviewed him a half-dozen times.

      “Kylie, what the hell are you doing here?” he scowled.

      “You’re still demanding for a surgeon who can’t make a cut,” she mused before pointing at Ava. “She’ll pay for your abandonment of Brooke.”

      Logan jerked at the venom in her tone. “Who are you?” he demanded.

      “My real name is River. Ring any bells?” She smirked. “We were almost family, after all.”

      Logan studied her features, the deep blue eyes, and the high-cheek bones. Realization dawned. Why hadn’t he noticed before now the similarities between Kylie Rivers and Brooke Tyler.

      “You’re her cousin.”

      Logan remembered how close the two women had been. Kylie would have been in high school at the time of Brooke’s death.

      “Ding. Ding. Ding,” she yelled. “You just earned yourself a bullet.”

      Kylie pulled a handgun from behind her back and aimed it at Logan.

      Before she could fire off a shot. The door opened and in walked Susan Holbrook.

      What in green hell was happening here?

      Logan’s brain was still scrambling to make the connection when a big smile spread across Susan’s face. Susan lifted a Sig Sauer, aimed it at Kylie, and then pulled the trigger. A canon-like blast exploded in the room.

      “I love surprise parties. You did too as a boy, Logan?”

      “Ava,” Logan yelled, using the momentary distraction to move closer to her.

      “Oh God,” Monique screamed, as blood splattered across her face and neck.

      A bullet hole took up residence between Kylie’s lifeless eyes.

      

      To Franklin, Susan said. “You’ve been a bad boy, and to think you had such promise before you started using the product.”

      Another blast echoing the first sounded. Beside Logan, Franklin dropped like a cracked egg.

      The feminine face of polite society had just pulled the trigger and killed two people with chilling accuracy. Logan blinked away his disbelief. He glanced in Ava’s direction. Her eyes were fixed on his. A grim expression marred her ashen face.

      Susan’s face was blank, like she was a twenty-first century terminator. Whatever her role in this jacked up party, she’d danced to this tune before today.

      Seconds later, she took a graceful step over Kylie’s body. “Welcome to Shell Cove, Victor.”

      A pop sounded; the third shot hit scary old dude in the chest. A red river flowed, an endless stream down his chest. The scent of burnt flesh and gunpowder residue filled the air. His body fell forward, a still corpse on the carpet. Blood, red as fresh roses, spread across the cream Berber, like a tragic canvas of merging streams.

      Ash yanked Ava up by her hair, using her as his human shield. Bastard.

      “Stay back,” he yelled, pressing a scalpel to Ava’s throat.

      Susan kept her eyes on Ash. To Randall she said. “Get the kid out of here.”

      “No,” Monique sobbed, pushing away Randall’s hand when he reached for her. “Take Ava, please.”

      Tears ran freely down Ava’s face. “Go, Monique.” Ava’s breath hitched. “I’ll be fine.”

      Floored by Monique’s willing sacrifice, Logan shoved the emotion aside. He had to stay focused, ready for his opportunity to strike.

      Sirens, faint, but growing louder could be heard in the distance.

      With a shift of her eyes, Susan gestured to the door she’d entered. “Go, child. While you still can.”

      This time Randall grabbed a trembling Monique and led her away.

      Damn, in a grotesque twist, Susan had leveled the playing field.

      She turned the gun on Logan’s nemesis. “You asked to see the boss?”

      Ash seemed momentarily stunned into silence.

      “You’re the Barren Mother?” he asked.

      Shit. Nothing made sense. The heiress to one of the wealthiest families in the northeast was a drug trafficking murderer.

      Logan looked to Susan. “Why?” Logan asked.

      “Why have I protected you?”

      Logan recoiled at the thought. “You call this protection?” he growled. “There’s three dead bodies, Susan.”

      She laughed. “Would you rather they be you, Ava, and Monique?”

      “Hell no, but—,”

      “You should have been my son,” she rasped.

      What in the hell was she saying? Judging by her expression, Logan’s internal turmoil must have shown on his face. “Robert Lee was mine first. You didn’t know, did you?”

      “No,” he mumbled. This couldn’t be about who came first.

      Logan thought back to the rumors he’d heard as a young man about the Masters and the Holbrooks.

      “Men and their secrets,” she mused. “I’ve always watched over you, Logan. Keeping Randall from Ava,” she paused, “unlike Maribelle, I approve of her. That’s why I voted to secure your position at the foundation five years ago.”

      Logan tried to reconcile all the pieces of the past to this moment in time, but it was all happening too fast. So, he asked the question. “Why the killing and the drug trafficking?”

      Laughing, she shook her head. “Isn’t it obvious? Because I can. Like you I have a plan to be on top, Logan. The best of the best.”

      “I don’t kill,” he growled.

      “Don’t you?” she challenged. “You kill friendships. You kill professional relationships. You kill family connections. You’d kill this man if given the chance. Hell, you claim to care for Ava, yet you killed her love for you.”

      “Don’t listen to her Logan,” Ava yelled.

      Guilty as charged. Logan had taken Ava’s love for granted, thinking she would always be there for him, even when he neglected her needs.

      Ash threw back his head and laughed. “Cry me a river,” he said, “or better yet, a brook,” and then, he angled the blade at Ava’s throat. Logan lunged. But too late he realized Ash’s true target. The mad man pulled a scalpel from his pocket and sliced across Ava’s side.

      All movement ceased. His heartbeat stilled, even as his body moved on instinct.

      Ava screamed.

      Susan used the opening to scramble through the door behind Randall and Monique.

      Ava’s blood dripped onto the carpet.

      “Logan.” Ava’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Save…save, the ba—bies,” she trailed off.

      Logan saw the single tear stream down her bruised cheek, and then he saw the red stain spreading across her abdomen. He leaped catching her, before she crashed knees down to the floor. Instead of protecting her face, her forearms formed a barricade across her belly. Selfless. Ava sacrificed herself to save their babies, and now he may lose her.

      Like a wounded animal, Logan bellowed in pain, fear, and rage. Susan waved adios and walked out the way she’d entered.

      Ash grinned. “You can’t save her and the baby. Especially when you’re dead, brother.”

      “Caleb,” Logan spoke into the smart watch on his wrist, which had been open to Caleb’s listening ears the entire time. “Ava’s hurt. Where’s my backup,” he stammered. “She’s…she’s losing blood fast. Hurry.”

      Caleb’s voice sounded in the room. “Help is on the way.”

      Logan sprang into action. “That’s the difference between you and me, Dusty Ash. I can, while you never could,” he snarled, rushing forward in a clash of fists with the man who’d taken everything from him.

      Ash threw the first punch, landing a solid hit to Logan’s gut. When he tried to stab Logan with the blade, using the forward momentum he blocked with his right, and wrestled the scalpel away with his left hand.

      Ash paused and then grinned. “You still trying to protect that surgery hand, my brother.”

      With both hands up in a defensive posture, Logan beckoned Ash forward. “What you waiting for? And, you’re no brother of mine.”

      Logan slammed his left fist into the other man’s temple. “That’s my helping hand, asshole.”

      The move took the other man by surprise. He went down, dropping to one knee. Without waiting, Logan raised his foot and drove his heel into Ash’s face. The other man dropped, a lumbered log crashing backwards onto his back.

      With his heart in his throat, Logan dropped down pulling Ava’s limp body in his arms. Ripping off his shirt, he wrapped it around her wrist creating a tourniquet to staunch the flow of blood.

      “Ava,” he cried, fumbling with the medical supplies down on the floor. “Stay with me, sweetheart. Please,” he sobbed, ripping into the suture kit and threading the needle. Thank you, Granny Lou. His hands, covered in Ava’s blood, shook and tears blurred his vision. He’d closed wounds all his adult life. He could do this with his eyes closed. Logan willed his fingers on his injured hand to move. They didn’t.

      Ava covered his hand with hers. “Do your job. Save our babies,” she whispered.

      He relaxed his grip on the needle, trusting the skill he’d honed through years of application. He inserted the needle. “Don’t leave me, Ava mine.”

      “I’m with you, Logan.”

      He loved her. He couldn’t lose her now.

      A growl came from behind him. Logan spun around. Ash stood there, Kylie’s gun in his hands. Panic shot through Logan.

      “I win,” he smiled pointing the gun.

      Logan pierced him with his stare. “You can’t. Ava loves me and our babies will live. Brooke never loved you or she couldn’t have been with me.”

      Ash’s eyes hardened. His fingers tightened around the gun.

      “No,” a male voice roared.

      Logan turned just in time to see Tyson lunge in front of him. An explosion of sound shook the room. The bullet from Ash’s gun hit Tyson in the chest. The Irishman’s big body crashed to the floor. Logan’s breath sawed in and out of his lungs. His brother lay motionless. No, this couldn’t be right. Tyson couldn’t die.

      Logan, momentarily shocked, couldn’t believe Tyson had risked his life to save him. Without thought, Logan shot to his feet and slammed his shoulder into Ash’s gut. The move lifted the other man off his feet, turning he used all his strength to slam the body huddled over his onto the glass desk. Chest heaving, Logan didn’t stop until the glass shattered, thick shards embedded deep in Ash’s flesh.

      He leaned down. A triangle wedge of glass protruded from a gaping chest wound, likely lodged in his heart. Eyes fixed on the ceiling; Ash lay dead.

      Tyson’s grunt of pain had Logan spinning around. He looked at his brother. How was it possible he’d survived a bullet at close contact?

      “You took a bullet for me,” he said more to himself than Tyson.

      His big brother coughed and pulled up his shirt, revealing a Kevlar vest. Logan nodded; thankful he was okay.

      “Caleb,” he bellowed into the wrist monitor moving back to Ava. “Tyson’s down too. Where’s my help?”

      Tyson struggled to sit up. “Yeah, your arrogant ass is a lot of trouble.”

      “You helped to save my Ava.” Logan extended his blood-stained hand. “Thank you, brother.”

      Tyson motioned to Ava. “How is she?”

      “Ava mine,” Logan whispered, pushing the suture needle through her abdomen. “I’m never letting you and my babies leave the house again.” She didn’t respond and her pulse was weak. With shaky hands and tear-filled eyes, Logan took care with the wife of his heart and his babies. He laid each stitch, not thinking about his hand and that Ava needed more than he had available. By her side is where he would stay.

      “Someone needs to intercept Susan Holbrook and Randall Lester. They have Monique.” He heard Tyson say.

      “Copy all, Caleb,” Tyson grunted. “Monique exited the hotel. No one was with her.”

      Logan could hear footsteps, several pairs, approaching. “The paramedics are in the elevator headed to you. Hold tight, brother.”

      Caleb was right. They were brothers. Just like Darwin, Maximus, and Tyson. He could count on his friends to be there for him in good and bad times. Wasn’t that the definition of family?

      Sutures done, Logan pillowed Ava’s head on his biceps, before curling his body protectively around hers. “I won’t let you leave without me, Ava mine.”
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      Ava peered through the glass pane of the Blessed Life Sanctuary. Logan stood at the altar, her superhero. She and their babies were alive because of his love. Through her cloud of pain and darkness, she’d felt his heat, smelled his scent, followed his heartbeat.

      “Is she okay?” a little boy’s voice asked.

      Granny Lou marshalled a tuxedo clad Thady next to Jonah. “Don’t worry Thady. Mrs. Ava is just happy.”

      Ava sniffled and smoothed her trembling fingers down her wedding dress. Today she would say I do, to her king. Logan had saved their family. “Granny is right, Thady. I love everything about today.” She angled her head looking down at both boys. “Both you boys look so handsome. You sure you can handle the twins?”

      Lucy had procured two Silver Cross Kensington vintage baby carriages for the twins. Her mother had draped the strollers in magnolias and English ivy to match Ava’s bouquet.

      Ava bent and picked her daughter and kissed her cheek. “Mommy loves you, London.” The pianist struck a chord. Logan Jr. began to fuss. Next to her Granny Lou picked up her grandson, a word she loved saying to anyone who would listen.

      “Shh, your daddy’s waiting for you on the other side of that door,” her grandmother cooed. “He loves you so much.”

      The babies had been healing for both families. Ava had awoken from her cesarean delivery to find Logan in Papa Bear mode, both their babies in the fold of his left hand, her fingers in his right. The Masters, the Walters, and the O’Connors formed a semi-circle around her bed.

      “Come here, little attention lover,” Ava smiled, placing a kiss on LJ’s forehead. The wedding march began to play.

      Drew Walters appeared at her side with a proffered elbow. “You ready, baby girl?”

      “More than,” she smiled, as Jonah and Thady preceded her, each one pushing a secured baby in a buggy.

      “Well, let’s get you married.”

      Ava hugged her father. “Thank you, Daddy.”

      “The man makes you happy and a little bit crazy,” her father chuckled. “He even agreed to relocate if the Navy transferred for you out of state.”

      “He makes me want to conquer life,” she smiled. “And, the Navy has found another assignment for me in Shell Cove.”

      Her father quirked his brow. “Have you told him yet?”

      “Nah,” Ava grinned. “I will when he’s ready.”

      “Yeah, you’re definitely the wife he needs,” her father grinned, pushing open the doors to the sanctuary.

      Ava couldn’t agree more.
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      Fifty-two days. Twelve hours and ten minutes. Logan had counted the seconds since Ava had walked away from their life together. Standing there watching the blood drain from her body had been a living nightmare. Thankfully, Tyson’s security team, headed by one kickass female, had discovered a hidden door in the adjoining penthouse suite. Susan, being the silent partner funding the construction of the Tower, had added this feature just in case of emergencies. Detective MaKenzie “Mac” Young had located Susan and Randall in a room built between the walls of the twin penthouses. Both were in police custody.

      Now, standing at the altar in the Blessed Life sanctuary, unspeakable joy flowed through Logan’s chest as his bride stood next to him. The pianist keyed a soft melody of When God Made You.

      This woman was God’s perfect reflection of his love. Logan now understood that nothing, not success, money, or prestige, served as a substitute for true love. And thanks to the breathtakingly beautiful woman at his side, he knew the difference.

      “You’re a lucky man,” Darwin whispered. Logan looked over his shoulder to eye his best men. Darwin, Graham, Gideon, Dawson, Maximus, and Tyson had tears in their eyes. Logan found himself tearing up too.

      “I know.”

      He’d invited Bishop and Lance to serve as groomsman. Logan hoped both men considered him a brother because the dedicated cops were a part of his and Ava’s growing family. He couldn’t really say the exact moment he’d understood the importance of true family and great friends, but he remembered the vast emptiness he’d felt when Ava had cut him out of her life. No way did he deserve Ava, but God knew he was thankful for a second chance.

      “You ready, Doctor Amazing?” Ava sniffled and touched his hand.

      The board had selected Dr. Nariah Pierre to fill the chief position. Nariah was more than qualified. Susan had been right about him. Logan had underestimated the women in his life. He’d made the mistake with Ava and would spend his lifetime ensuring she would love every day of her life as his wife. The news of Nariah filling the chief position revealed another truth. Logan thought he would feel disappointed or cheated. All he felt when he received the call was respect for his colleague’s accomplishments and relief. Ava and the twins were his priority.

      “More than ever,” he whispered.

      Ava wore a full-length gown of delicate eyelet lace with three-quarter sleeves. The scoop neck enhanced her fuller breasts, but the part Logan loved the most, was the slim silhouette revealing her pregnant tummy. Yes, he’d said yes to this dress. To echo the song lyrics, she was so beautiful to him. His bride wore a pearl and crystal hair vine woven into her elegant twist. He laughed to himself. The head dressing was one of the many projects he and Granny Lou had worked on together.

      Logan watched as Ava dropped a kiss to her father’s tear-stained cheek. “I love you, Daddy.”

      “Remember, baby girl. I’m not giving you away.” He cut his eyes to Logan. “The Walters family is taking him in.”

      Logan grinned, grateful the invitation had been extended once more. Seeing Ava rushed off to surgery to stabilize the twins and staunch the bleeding had refocused both families.

      Ava angled her head to look up at him, and then her father.

      “I know, Daddy.”

      His father-in-law turned, fixing him with a hard stare. “You’ve found the right one, Logan. Don’t mess this up.”

      Slowly Drew took Ava’s hand and placed it in Logan’s larger grasp. Logan squeezed, relishing that he held his bride.

      Yes, he had been lost before Ava entered his life. Now, he’d found love, trust and acceptance in her arms.

      Not taking his eyes off Ava, Logan said, “No way, Drew. I was blind,” he looked down into Ava’s upturned sweetheart face, “but now I see.”

      He saw his whole life, filled with happiness, in his woman’s eyes.

      Drew nodded and took his seat. Then his mom and dad, walking hand in hand, came to stand at the podium. Maribelle spoke first.

      “We want to thank Andrew and Ariss Walters for allowing us to be a part of the ceremony.” She cleared her throat. “To my future daughter-in-law. I’ve learned a lot from you on how to be a wife. Thank you for being the Proverbs woman.”

      Logan hadn’t known the passage before meeting Ava, but he knew of God’s description of a woman who showed her love for the Man upstairs by honoring her husband in word and deed. The verses epitomized his Ava.

      “Wow,” Ava said, looking at him with tears in her eyes.

      This was what Ava had wanted all along. A family filled with love and acceptance to welcome their children.

      “Thank you,” he whispered to his mom.

      “I love you,” she mouthed, and then began reading.

      Finally, Pastor Stewart moved closer to stand before them at the podium.

      “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to join this man and this woman in the renewing of their vows.

      Ava blurted out, “I do. He does.”

      “Yes, he’s talking too much.”

      In one swoop, he hauled his wife in closer, and covered her mouth with his. She was his dream come true. He had lost himself after the attack, but with Ava’s love, he’d found everything he ever needed to be happy.

      Logan laughed, keeping her safe in the security of his arms. “I love you, Ava Mine.”

      “I know,” she grinned.

      From the first pew, both babies started to cry. Ava groaned. London and Logan Jr.’s call had triggered her breast milk let down. Dueling wet stains began to spread across her dress.

      Granny Lou appeared at his side. “Here’s the cape.”

      He smiled, knowing the future before them burned brighter than any dream he’d sheltered from the past.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The Sunday dinner table needed a third extender. Since Tyson’s extended stay in Shell Cove, Logan added another chair to the lineup.

      “We’re going to miss you brother,” Logan said extending a hand to Gideon. Ava’s best friend and her husband had made the decision to leave Shell Cove.

      “You can always visit us in West Virginia,” Gideon grinned, giving his hand a squeeze.

      Logan spent the first hour of this morning distracting Ava over the upcoming departure. Jacob, Gideon’s dad, was running for a House of Representative seat in their home state and the entire family was on the campaign trail.

      Ava entered the dining room, her curves still full after delivering the twins.

      Placing yet another Sage and Maple glazed Pot Roast on the table. They needed to charge admission. Between the babies and a revolving door of visitors he needed to cut his parental leave short.

      Deacon Hill grabbed the serving utensils, heaping a generous slice of meat on his plate. While Granny Lou, having finished her first plate, pulled out her knitting needles, working on the second set of blankets, theses ones in blue and gold for the twins. Seems his wife was serious about this Go Navy, beat Army stuff. He had already decided at least one of the kids was headed off to the Naval Academy. Logan was happy because his family was safe.

      When Ava moved to take her seat, Logan pulled his wife down onto his knee. In her ear he whispered, “Stay here with me.”

      Giggling she sank into him, her back against his shoulder. “Your parents are watching us.”

      His parents sat side-by-side. His father still lived in the guesthouse, but the “d” word hadn’t been tossed around in over twelve months. Like his mother, Logan hadn’t drunk a drop of alcohol since the day Ava left him. He and Maribelle had traded the bourbon bottles for infant NUKs. She and Ariss maintained an amicable grandmother sharing schedule.

      Logan prayed his mom and dad worked through their differences. He and his brothers had. With Caleb’s help, Tyson and Maximus had invested more capital into Logan’s SCMC lab security protocols. They both were regulars at the newly coined Masters Sunday dinners. It was a start.

      Logan rubbed Ava’s rounded belly. Baby number three would arrive in the spring.

      “So are yours,” he whispered back.

      These days, image didn’t mean much to either one of them. They were happy and comfortable with their place in life and it showed.

      Ava spoke, directing a question at Lina. “Will you at least come home for Christmas?”

      Rebecca Lynn, who’d been smiling more these days, Susan had been like a mother to Rebecca Lynn. It was evident she mourned the loss. Her aunt’s arrest had rocked the Holbrooks and their standing within the community. Not that they worried about public opinion. Logan had cancelled his subscription to the Shell Cove Courier. “Maybe we can come visit you.”

      Darwin gave a thumbs up. “We should partner. Create a new tradition between families.”

      Lina clapped her hands. “I think that’s a great idea. We can have a Waverly Falls Christmas.”

      Ava stood. “I need to feed the kids.”

      Logan walked over to the portable play yards, picking up both toddlers. They had the Masters green eyes, blonde curls, thicker and darker than his own, and a hint of Ava’s honey vanilla complexion.

      “So, brother,” Tyson began, his big body filling the doorway, “how’s it being a dad?”

      Logan looked over at his wife and down at his children, each one held secure in his arms. “I wake up early,” he grinned, “just to watch them sleep.”
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      Graham Alexander Hamilton, III. stalked across the Howard University yard looking for a specific piece of ass. The grassy knoll, flanked by the Founder’s Library, Blackburn Center, and the famous Douglass Hall, named after the social reformer and abolitionist, Frederick Douglass, had traded its lush green coat for an icy brown pelt. A chilling wind blew across the McMillan Reservoir. Graham, with a raised arm, shielded his face with the book in his hand against the jarring onslaught, maintaining a steady clip forward. Having served hundreds of internship hours training at Howard University Hospital a decade ago he knew this terrain, sight unseen, as well as his Shell Cove home turf. He was a thirty-nine-year-old obstetrician-gynecologist who spent half his day placating executive pansies in the board room and the other half talking to a rainbow of vaginas in the examination room. At home the only thing he had to sink into, in order relieve the tension, was a leather chair with an easy-rise foot lift. Today he was on the hunt for a different kind of high-of the sexual variety. Events of the past nine months had altered his life in unexpected ways. He needed the release that could only be found in the arms of his woman.

      His ‘piece of ass’ had an office space in the Lindsay Building closer to the school’s main gate. The derriere reference had come from Shayla, not him. The first time he heard the woman apply the term to herself, he’d been offended. However, she’d laughed at his outrage. A throaty sensual sound that haunted his dreams and stirred his body to life.

      The night they met he’d accepted Shayla’s invitation for a night of debauchery, with the expectation of decent sex with an intriguingly beautiful woman. Too late, he realized his propensity for easy women landed him in close quarters with the dull and mundane, but old habits tended to linger. Like a common cold, he could try a variety of treatments, but in the end it had to run its natural course before a full recovery. So, he’d been caught with his pants down—pun intended—with Shayla.

      Their arrangement had taken an illogical course.

      With a casual aloofness that fascinated and vexed him, she had injected him with different strain of feminine prowess. The first taste of her had eradicated the remnants of his previous lovers. What remained? A primal craving and Graham had no interest in a cure. He hungered for another dose of her. So, what could be considered the proper course of action when his sex toy refused to answer his text messages?

      Get on a five forty-five morning flight and find her ass.

      Shayla Walters, a fourth-year doctoral candidate, had picked him up in a trendy DC dance club on the worse night of his life. He shoved away thoughts of the old betrayal, ignoring the bitter taste clogging his throat. Women, they could be a man’s executioner or his sweetest escape. He recalled the moment he’d hooked up with Shayla. At the time, Graham had been drowning in regret and Irish whiskey. One weekend spent with her beneath him, and he was ready to pack up his shit in Florida and relocate to the political swampland, just to get a glimpse of her.

      Except Shayla had given him a fake name that first night. It had taken him months to find her after they’d left his hotel suite Monday morning. He had, but, fast forward three years of their “relationship”, and history had him repeating the process. She’d been his escape. Now… he inhaled through his nose, stopping the negative thought before it formed. The decision to purchase the plane ticket had sealed his fate. This time around when he found her, he planned to hold on—forever.

      Wiping the slush from his shoes onto the entry mat, Graham walked into the Department of Social Work, sighing when a gush of warmth hit his front and swiftly enveloped him. He enjoyed these bi-annual trips to the city, but he preferred the year-round Florida sunshine. His Oxfords, custom cut with the all-leather soles, echoed in the foyer much like the beat of his heart—hard and deafening. His plane had landed ninety minutes earlier. After grabbing his rental car, he’d driven straight to the campus without checking into his hotel.

      He ignored the squeal of ringing phones, the rhythmic drone of copy machines, and the staccato drip of the multi-cup coffee machine. His mission—to locate the woman he’d been sleeping with for the past three years.

      Why hadn’t she returned any of his calls?

      Anxiety had him cracking his stiff neck. Had she decided to end things between them without so much as a damn text?

      When he reached the graduate student office, he flashed his staff badge, identifying himself as an adjunct professor. A small waiting area with a beige fabric couch and two wing-backed chairs, separated the larger, brightly-lit room from the receptionist’s desk. Side-by-side portraits of two famous African-Americans men: maybe W.E.B Dubois and Booker T. Washington, hung on the wall behind the desk. The brown-skinned woman flashed a warm smile showcasing white teeth and full lips. Her round, expressive eyes roved over him from top to bottom, her smile subtle, but appreciative. Graham dropped his gaze to the desk. Perched front and center, sat a dark oak placard with the name, Tammy. He stood there, unmoving, waiting for Tammy to finish her one-look. Her hair bounced as she leaned forward to study his credentials. Pretty, interested, and not too innocent, he thought. Once upon a time, Graham would have offered his business card to a woman like Tammy. But that was BS: Before Shayla.

      “Good Morning, Professor Hamilton. Can I help you?”

      Nope. He needed Shayla. Nine months had passed since his last visit. It was the longest amount of time they’d been apart. Her calls had slowed in the past six months, and then the text messages stopped two months ago. Their relationship, though less than official, still had ground rules. The first, answer the damn phone. The second, respond to his sappy ass: “Call me.” or “Where are you?” texts.

      A voice in the back of his head registered the male whine, but he ignored it, he wanted answers. Graham had three pleasures in his well-constructed life: his ob/gyn practice, long-distance running, and getting lost in Shayla. And he was stunned and uncustomarily wounded that the most enjoyable of his escapes was avoiding him.

      When they had hooked up three years ago, he had no idea the woman would be so good for him. Being with Shayla had always been easy. He liked easy. Because of her, he’d added Howard University to his annual rotation, knowing he’d spend his after-classroom time in between Shayla’s thighs. They’d had an agreement, of sorts. He came to town. She made herself available.

      Simple. Neat. Tidy.

      If he had to track her beyond this campus, shit would get messy. He wanted them back. So, he needed ‘her’, to be considered a ‘them’.

      “Is Shayla Walters in her office?”

      Graham held his breath; not sure he’d be okay if the receptionist told him no. In a stupid assed “hook-up” move, he didn’t even have her home address. When she’d mentioned moving out of the city into a smaller place it never occurred to him, he might have to track her down.

      “Well,” he prompted with impatience.

      The woman either didn’t care or overlooked his rudeness. With a flurry of movements across a keyboard, she looked up at him.

      “You’re in luck,” her voice chipper. “She and Malcolm logged in about an hour ago.”

      The hairs on the back of Graham’s neck prickled. Who the hell was Malcolm? Why would he be with his woman at the butt crack of sunshine? Most of the Monday morning classes started at nine, but Shayla had always been an early riser, choosing to arrive at the office before most of the administrative staff. Why would this woman pair Shayla and Malcolm’s name together? Graham tightened his hold on the textbook in his right hand. Had Shayla stopped answering his calls because of another man? Malcolm: the trespasser.

      “Buzz me through,” Graham growled. He tried not to think about his damaged ego. That a woman who consumed his thoughts and satisfied every wicked craving of his body, could walk away from him. Lately, he’d questioned just what he brought to the relationship. Obviously, not enough. His plan once he stood face-to-face with Shayla was demand she come back to his bed. If that failed, he wasn’t above manipulation, mixed with a healthy dose of old school, Keith Sweat-style begging.

      “I’ll let her know you’ve arrived.”

      “No,” he interrupted. He wanted to roar for this woman to just open the damn security door. He glared at the lock keeping him away from Shayla. With the increase in school shootings, more campuses had increased their physical security measures to ensure student safety. He got that, but it was inconvenient for his purposes.

      “Well,” she stammered. “She might not be ready for you.”

      “I’ll take care of that,” Graham reassured. If Shayla thought she could walk away from him without a word, she’d learn differently today.

      The door release chimed, and Graham was turning the knob before he heard, “You have a nice day.”

      He intended to do just that, starting with Shayla bouncing on his-.

      Graham froze. The abrupt stop happened before his brain could fully comprehend what he saw.

      Shayla stood in the far end of the hall outside her office. The long, chocolate tresses he’d tangled around his fingers while he buried himself inside her, were gone. He noticed more changes. She wore a white collared shirt that hid her breasts, slim-leg steel gray slacks, and hot pink heels with a pointy toe. The Shayla who enjoyed showcasing every contour of her body, his Shayla, had morphed into an unknown creature. Graham compared the new with old. She looked studious, professional, and sexy as hell. He got an instant hard-on. The pants said: “come and get me,” but the top said: “there’s more than meets the eye.” However, what she wasn’t saying to the guy with his hands on her was: Step off, I’m taken.

      Her smooth, tan-skin was devoid of makeup, her body thinner than at his last visit, but still curvy in all the places that drew a male’s attention. Especially the one currently caressing her arms. Another man had his hands on Shayla. Had she altered her appearance for the hot dog of the hour? Not aware Graham looked on, Shayla lifted her face as if to kiss Malcolm: the trespasser.

      Graham was too far away to stop what he knew would happen next. Shayla had replaced him. Had she propositioned “MTT” at a club, too? Had she invited him to taste her sweet cream on the first night, too? Had she screamed his name at the height of her climax, too?

      What. The. Hell?

      Graham saw red. His vision blurred with flashing orbs. He swore he heard sirens in the background because he was ready to kill. What happened next probably saved two lives. His, and this interloping, trespassing, squatter there. The textbook he held went sailing through the air.

      There was a thud.

      The hands, belonging to another, came away from Shayla in a sudden jerk.

      A crashing sound cut through the space.

      A one-hundred-and-sixty-pound lightweight hit the floor.

      Competing sounds of chair legs—screeching on tile floors—and squeaky hinges—thrown wide—joined the chorus.

      “Ouch,” the man bellowed from his fetal position on the floor.

      Malcolm was a whiner. Wait till Graham put his head through a wall for touching his woman.

      “Malcolm.” Shayla exclaimed, her voice shrill, and full of concern.

      She dropped to her knees, cradling “MTT’s” big-ass-head in her lap. “What happened?” She asked no one and everyone.

      Graham strode forward, but several doors had opened along the hallway. Young men and women piled into the space, eager to see who caused all the commotion.

      He pushed through the crowd, to find Shayla still on her knees. Reaching down he snatched Malcolm to his feet. The man’s thick black brows drew tight together in bewilderment. Graham was sure the interloper wondered who he was to be dragging his theatrical-ass to his feet. Malcolm would have to wait. Shayla was his priority.

      “Who’s that?” Graham heard someone inquire. During his previous visits, he hadn’t bothered with introductions to Shayla’s friends or colleagues. That would change.

      He delivered a firm clap to Malcolm’s back. “You’re fine. Shake it off.”

      Having exhausted his medical advice, he turned his attention back to the woman staring at her empty lap.

      “Shayla.”

      At the sound of her name, she looked up and everything in him stilled. Her lips parted, and her skin paled. Eyes, round and wide, registered shock at his being here. Desire flashed behind her brown eyes, but then she masked it. Her lips thinned in an emotion he couldn’t pinpoint.

      “Graham, what-what are you doing here?”

      She had to know he would come for her. He may not have put a label on what they had, but she had to know he would come back... to her.

      He pulled her to stand, their eyes locked. “You know why,” he growled. The instinctive pull he’d felt at the first sight of her, intensified when they touched.

      “But, I stopped calling. And where the hell have you been for nine months?” Equal parts anger and suspicion laced her words.

      Shit, he winced.

      He felt like he’d gotten hit with a textbook. The tick in his jaw started to ache. She must have noticed it too because, she tried to pull free of his grip.

      “Don’t,” he snapped. “You haven’t seen crazy, yet. And, I can explain… everything.” At least, he hoped he could. In the past nine months, his whole life had been tossed in the wash and spin—on the extended cycle. It hadn’t been his plan to vanish for almost a year, but he had no idea how to explain how much he had messed up. Knowing that his confession could cost him what they had, he chose to stay away until he could gain some semblance of normal. The shock came when Shayla had done the same to him.

      Just then she stiffened. “The book,” she accused. “You hit Malcolm? He could’ve been hurt.”

      He entered an office, holding onto her hand, and slammed the door. In an instant he had her back pressed against it, caging her in.

      “Don’t say his name to me,” he growled. Before she could respond his lips was on hers. The sweet taste of caramel and mint burst on his tongue, fueling his hunger. He ate at her mouth, using his tongue to stroke her lips further apart for his impeding feast. He groaned when he felt the nip of her teeth on his lower lip. Have mercy, this woman knew how to kiss a man. What he’d planned as a chaste kiss boiled over into a steamy prelude of unbridled lust. Everything inside him roared to take her, here and now. Behind his zipper, his erection throbbed in anticipation.

      Damn, he’d missed her. Missed her taste, her warmed-brown sugar scent, the way she made him weak as a newborn colt. Holding her in place, he cupped one breast in his hand, and squeezed.

      “Graham, no.” She pushed at his chest. “What’s wrong with you?”

      Seriously? Like she didn’t know he was going insane for her.

      “You,” he blurted; his response harsher than intended.

      “Me?” She panted, her breathing labored from his kiss.

      “Did you let him between your thighs, Shayla?” he pushed out. “Did you give Malcolm what belongs to me? Is he the reason you stopped returning my calls?”

      Silence reigned between them at Graham’s question. He realized she might tell him to piss off; or that she was done with him, but that kiss? That instant connection that popped and sizzled between them still existed. It said she was his. But, something in her stare made him uneasy. His gut said Shayla was the type of woman who remained faithful to her man, but he felt the telltale sign of a woman who’d slipped away from him.

      “Graham, I don’t belong to you.”

      Well, he sure as hell belonged to her. What he shared with Shayla felt solid. The reality that what they shared had a sand foundation being washed from under his feet chafed.

      “You screwing that pansy-ass nerd rolling around on the damn floor?”

      He wanted to shield her, protect her. He damn sure wouldn’t be curled in fetal ball from a paperback book to the arm.

      “Says the pretty boy doctor wearing designer loafers.”

      There was that.

      Pounding on the frosted-glass pane in the door rattled the frame, causing Shayla’s back to vibrate. In a protective gesture, Graham pulled her into his embrace.

      “This room is taken,” he barked.

      He could hear more than one voice respond, none of them the receptionist, or Malcolm.

      “That you white boy?” A male voice asked in a low tone, the underlying threat obvious. “Bring your ass out here, and I dare you to throw another book.”

      Graham and his best friend, Logan Masters, had attended medical school at Johns Hopkins University in downtown Baltimore. Residency in the inner city had taught him a few things in the self-defense department. At six-foot-four inches and two-hundred-five pounds, Graham could double for Nick Bateman on screen. He would take a hit for Shayla and remain on his feet. The thought of a gang of male social workers ready to rumble failed to raise his internal alarm. Knowing that he might have lost her, however, had all of his warning bells going on high alert.

      Shayla curled closer to his chest. “Shit, Graham.” Her brow creased with genuine concern. “Look what you’ve started.”

      He tightened his hold. The seconds ticked by, the tension palpable. “Forget them. Answer my question.”
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