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      “This is a fine spread you have here Mason.” Walt Hitchman pushed his sturdy frame and round belly up from one of the brown club chairs in the corner of my home office with a groan. “Your paperwork is in order but I’d like a tour.”

      I nodded because I would give this man anything he wanted that I had to give. My first born named after him, hell half the family billions would be his if he wanted it. As the Chairman of the Texas Pure Breed Association his word carried plenty of weight and I needed his opinion of me to be nothing but positive.

      “Sure. Let’s grab a coffee first.”

      Walt clutched his belly with a laugh. “Boy you must’ve read my mind.”

      With a smile, I led him out of the office inside the main house on the M&M Ranch, a huge spread of land that’s been in the Manning family for five generations. We turned down the hall where photos of my family hung on both sides of the wall, then turned left into the open kitchen with a large butcher block table that sat ten. Twelve when we needed to accommodate more during busy summer months and holidays. “Maybelle what smells so delicious?” The woman had to be close to sixty because she’d been cooking for the M&M since I was a kid.

      “I’m working on supper, but I got some coffee and cookies for you boys.” She smiled and set a plate of my favorite, peanut butter chocolate chip cookies, on the table beside two thermoses of hot black coffee.

      “You truly are an angel,” I told her, loving the way she still blushed at words of praise. “Walt, you won’t find better cookies in all of Texas.”

      “Oh hush,” Maybelle said and turned back to what smelled like her lamb stew.

      Walt groaned after the first bite and quickly finished the cookie. “I gotta agree with you Mason. Mind if I take one for the road?”

      “Take two,” I told him, grabbing a few myself along with the coffee. We both thanked Maybelle and let the hot Texas sun hit our faces. “You want to see the land by horse or by Gator?”

      “My knees ain’t what they used to be so let’s go with the Gator if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all.” We started off on the east side of the property where several barns were located. “These buildings are for housing the horses, separated as needed. As you can see, we’ve different paddocks for grazing and the training rings.” The ranch had plenty of open space that had been used for generations for cattle we used to raise and sell. These days my little brother Tanner handled about two hundred head of cattle far on the back end of the ranch property.

      Walt walked up and down the stalls, admiring the horseflesh with a small smile on his sun kissed face. “Impressive, son.”

      “Thank you Walt. Want to see the therapy building?” It wasn’t officially a therapy building but for now that’s what we used it for.

      His face twisted into a frown of confusion but he nodded and ambled back to the utility vehicle. “You offer equine therapy?”

      I didn’t, and I hadn’t planned to, but my buddy’s little sister needed a couple hundred hours of animal time to officially complete her degree so now, I did.

      “Not yet but I’m thinking about it,”

      “This building could use some TLC son.”

      “I know,” I smiled through clenched teeth. I explained the situation to him as we made our way into the barn on the other side of the property.

      Walt continued to talk about I don’t know what because I was completely distracted by another sight. Sage Winchester, little sister of my bestest friend in the world, was bent over Cookie rubbing the horse’s hind legs and giving me a front row seat to her heart shaped ass and mile long legs in her painted-on jeans. Damn the woman wore denim like nobody’s business.

      “This must be your intended,” Walt said and motioned to the stall at the far end of the barn. At my look of confusion, he went on. “I heard there was a beautiful young single woman in your employ, and I figured she must be your betrothed since this is a small town and all. Unless I’ve got it wrong?”

      I heard what he hadn’t said. Walt was a traditional and conservative guy and he wouldn’t approve of anything—or anyone—bringing scandal to the TPBA. He wanted us engaged, or Sage gone. Neither of which was an option. “You’re not wrong Walt but we’ve kind of kept it under wraps.” I felt a twitch grow in my eye at the blatant lie but it was too late to turn back.

      “For the love of god, why?”

      “She’s my best friend’s little sister, and he’s an Army Ranger off saving the world so we haven’t told him yet.”

      The old man’s entire expression softened. “I always wanted to be a Ranger, but it wasn’t meant to be. I understand. Now introduce me to your lady.”

      Without another word, I approached Sage and Cookie and placed a hand on her shoulder. She turned and smiled at me and hot damn I almost swallowed my tongue at the sight she made. When had Sage Winchester turned into a babe?

      “Hey darlin’, how’s it going?” I pulled her in for a hug and whispered, “Follow my lead, please,” and turned so we both faced Walt.

      Big blue eyes asked several questions but she’d kept her smile on. “Great. Cookie is feeling much better, aren’t you girl,” she gave the horse a gentle rub. “What brings you…both by?”

      I kept my arm around her, ignoring the hum of awareness her proximity created. “I want to introduce you to Walt Hitchman, Chairman of the-,”

      “Texas Pure Breed Association,” she finished and stuck out her hand. “It’s great to meet you, I’m Sage Winchester. Rumor has it you have one of the most gorgeous pure Arabians in all of Texas.”

      Walt’s face turned a peculiar shade of red at her praise, but he accepted her hand with a gentle shake. “My pleasure Ms. Winchester and I have to say that my Inkspot is a beauty.”

      “Call me Sage, please. How do you like the M&M?”

      “It’s an impressive operation.”

      “Mason’s been working this land since he was knee high to a grasshopper. He’s been playing cowboy for nearly as long. Haven’t you babe?” The look in her eyes and her emphasis on the last word told me she was wondering what I was up to.

      Damn now I was blushing like a teenager in front of his first crush. “What she isn’t telling you is that she used to be right beside me and Jack, going faster than the both of us.”

      “A beautiful woman who knows horses, how’d Mason get so lucky?”

      She looked up at me, eyes shining with something I couldn’t identify and grinned. “He finally saw me as something more than his best friend’s kid sister.”

      Her words were loaded but I knew she was just following my lead as I’d asked. She’d had a crush on me as a kid, but that was years ago. Wasn’t it?

      “Better late than never,” I told her and felt a rush of male pride at the reddening of her cheeks and the slight shiver that went through her.

      “You were a smart man to scoop her up before some other fellow did. When’s the wedding?”

      Sage opened her mouth and closed it. Twice. I stepped in and tucked her under my arm. “We haven’t set one yet. Says she won’t make it official until I get her a ring.”

      Walt chuckled and pulled out a handkerchief to dab the sweat beading on his forehead. Even late spring in Lucky Flats, Texas could be blistering. “Well maybe Houston will have the perfect ring for her. You can go shopping together in three weeks when you come up for the get-to-know-you dinner we like to do with prospective members. June first.”

      “We’ll be there,” Sage promised and stepped forward, shaking Walt’s hand again while also putting space between us.

      “Good to meet you m’dear,” he grinned at the both of us, waiting for…something. “Well go on boy, kiss her. My wife never lets me leave without a kiss. Reminds me what’s waiting for me when I get back.”

      I don’t know what happened, but between Walt’s expectant gaze and Sage’s big blue eyes, that dark chocolate braid curved at her collarbone and the scent of strawberries wafting from her, I was powerless to stop the overwhelming need to taste her lips. It was as if his words had given me permission to do what I’d been fighting since she started working for me last month.

      “You heard the man darlin’,” I told her and cupped her head, tilting it ever so slightly as my mouth crashed down onto hers. It was meant to be hot and short but Sage, the little minx, snuck her tongue out and the moment it touched mine a fire shot through my veins and I deepened the kiss, devouring her sweet mouth. A buzz of something flowed between us and I knew I was in trouble but I was too damn turned on, enchanted, to stop. Somewhere, somehow I found the willpower to pull back and found Sage looking as shocked and discombobulated as I felt.

      Walt gave a final wave and I joined him as we left the barn, tossing a grateful smile at Sage as I did. I walked Walt to his car and handed him a bottle of water for the road. “This summer is going to be a hot one,” he complained and slammed the door shut.

      It was already a hot one and that kiss only made it hotter. Now I needed to talk to Sage about this mess. Well not now while my body still hummed from that kiss, from the feel of her soft body pressed into mine.

      But soon.
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      “You want me to do what?” I blinked a few times and tucked a few strands of thick wavy hair behind my ear, certain I’d misheard or misunderstood Mason.

      “Don’t make me say it again, Sage,” he pleaded, raking one hand through this blond hair so long it now curled at the ends. Bottomless brown eyes locked with mine and silently begged me to understand.

      I sat back in the chair in his office, arms and legs crossed protectively as a sudden thrill went through me. Mason wanted me to pretend we were madly in love—which wasn’t hard to do since I’d been in love with him since I was six years old—and that we were engaged to be married. I could admit to feeling disappointment that it was all for show. “Fine,” I held up my hands, “don’t repeat. Explain.”

      He let out a long breath and my eyes wandered to the strong muscular forearms, extra tan from his time spent outdoors, a sprinkling of white blonde hair twinkling in the sun. “Walt thinks you’re my fiancée and I didn’t correct him.”

      Okay. “Why?”

      “Because his tone indicated it would be better if you were my bride to be than just a beautiful single woman working for me.”

      Well if that wasn’t the absolute least flattering option. “Then just tell him that I am engaged. To someone else.”

      “But he already thinks we’re engaged Sage.”

      I rolled my eyes and waited. And waited. And waited.

      “Please help me Sage. Pretend to be my fiancée until I’m an official member of the PTBA. I’ll do anything.”

      Oh the possibilities. “Anything?”

      He nodded but froze halfway through. “What did you have in mind?”

      Damn he was gorgeous, even when he was being skeptical and unflattering. “Mason Manning are you afraid I might ask to unfettered access to your body?” It was a fantasy of mine but in my fantasy he wanted it to.

      “Sage,” he said in warning. “What do you want?”

      I wanted Mason but not as part of some devil’s deal so I went with my other dream. “Land. You have more than you need and I have none. I’d like to rent some of your land for a good deal to open my therapy center. We can work out a deal for your horses.”

      He was quiet for a long time and I stood because I’ve known Mason my entire life and the man was stubborn as hell. He’d sooner part with his daughter Lily than a plot of M&M land. “How much land are we talking?”

      I sighed. “I don’t have a specific amount but the land that your great grandfather used to use for goats should be plenty.”

      “And if it isn’t?”

      “Then you got the long end of the stick Mason. Why are you being so difficult about this?”

      “I’m being difficult? I just asked a friend for a favor and you want half my ranch in exchange.”

      I sucked in a breath as though he’d slapped me. “Oh we’re friends now, are we? Is that why you’ve hardly said five words to me since I got here Mason, a month ago?” I held up a hand to stop whatever he was about to say that would certainly make it easy to tell him no. Hell no. “Save it Mason. I’ll think about it but right now I need to get out of here.” And go back to my crappy apartment above the Double Barrel, the bar owned by my best friend.

      “You’ll really think about it?”

      I came to a stop at the door but didn’t turn around. I couldn’t turn around because I didn’t want to see those big disappointed brown eyes sway my opinion. “Have I ever denied you a thing Mason?” I didn’t wait for an answer, just left the door open and walked down the familiar hall, for once ignoring the photo of Mason and my brother Jack shirtless and grinning at the fishing hole on our old property.

      “Hi Sage, wait up!”

      I stopped at the sound of the cutest little girl in the whole world and turned around wearing a smile. “Lily bug, how are you?”

      “Fine. Where were you?” Her rosebud mouth pouted adorably and her blonde pigtails hung at a lopsided angle. Green eyes filled with worry and confusion.

      “I had to talk to your dad for a minute. Did you miss me?”

      She bobbed her head up and down, blonde brows dipped low. “I thought you left and weren’t coming back.”

      My heart went out to the little girl. She’d had too many people leave her. First her mother who left of her own free will, then her grandfather in a plane crash just a year later. Tammy Manning, the matriarch of the family was currently recovering from a broken hip which had been the result of a skiing accident. I dropped down so we were eye to eye. “We’re friends Lily bug. If I were leaving I would tell you.”

      “Promise? Grandma didn’t say she was leaving,” she held up her pinky finger, the end of promises for seven-year-old little girls.

      “Promise,” I told her and hooked our pinkies together. “And your grandma is injured but I know she’ll be back real soon.”

      “Wanna play with me?” Her question came out of the blue, earlier sadness already forgotten.

      “Oh I’d love to honey but I can’t tonight. How about you see if your dad let you stay the night with me this weekend? We can play and do girl stuff.”

      Big green eyes went wide with excitement and then glee. “You mean it?”

      “Of course. Friends have sleepovers don’t they?”

      “Yeah!” She leapt into my arms, hanging off my neck while she whispered, “thank you, thank you, thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet, you have to ask your grumpy ol’ dad.”

      Lily giggled and stepped back. “Maybelle’s making meatloaf tonight so I’ll ask after his first slice.”

      “Smart kid. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Bye Sage!”

      I drove away from the ranch thinking about the Manning family, specifically if I could do what Mason wanted me to do without getting my heart smashed to pieces.

      [image: ]

      “So do you want me to tell you why this is a good idea or talk you out of it?” I could always count on my best friend Sierra to keep it real with me. I stopped by her bar, well the only bar in town, the Double Barrel to get some perspective on Mason’s proposal.

      “Hey! What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Oh come on Sage. We both know you not only want to do this, you’re straight up gagging to pretend you’re getting married to Mason Manning.”

      My cheeks turned red and I buried my face in the cold beer before me. “That’s where you’re wrong smartass, I don’t want to pretend. I want it to be real.”

      She gave me that sympathetic look I hated more than I hated anything but she was my best friend so I refrained from throwing my beer in her face. “Oh honey I know you do but don’t you think it’s time?”

      I smacked a hand against the bar, happy there weren’t a lot of patrons in at this time to see me throw a tantrum. “Don’t you think I would if I could Sierra? I’ve tried dammit!” I had two serious relationships in college and neither produced a fraction of the emotion, the passion of that kiss from Mason. “I know it’s pathetic and believe me, I wish I could move on Sierra. But I can’t.”

      Sierra sighed and pushed her lush red hair off her shoulders before she took a long slow sip from her glass. “Then you have to do it.”

      “I do?” I had not expected her to say that since she’s been after me for years to end my obsession with Mason.

      She nodded. “You do. Be his faux whatever but use this time wisely. Seduce him, make him see how good you could be together. Whatever it takes. And when this is over-,”

      “It’s really over,” I finished for her, ignoring the stop and drop of my heart so hollow in my chest.

      “Or he realizes he’s been a big fat dummy all this time and you get your happy ending,” she smiled and wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.

      Yeah or that. Except we both knew there was a better chance of keeping a snowman standing on Main Street in July. “So I shouldn’t keep asking to use his land for my equine massage business?”

      Sierra finished her beer and swiped the foam from her mouth. “If you think it won’t slice you open every day to see him. Especially when he does move on, which he will.”

      “Just the thought of it slices plenty, thanks.” I had already spent years watching him date women who weren’t boring like me. They were tall and thin and most important they were busty and blonde. They weren’t average height with brown hair and blue eyes like me. I didn’t have pouty lips and my C cups weren’t impressing anyone. “Well I guess I need to find some land and see about getting a loan.”

      “How much do you need?”

      I shook my head. “No Sierra. I love you and I’m grateful for the offer but I can’t take that kind of money from you. If my business fails you’ll hate me.”

      “Gee, thanks for thinking so highly of me.”

      “Oh come on, you know it’s not that. That money is for your future. You paid a steep price for it.”

      She shrugged like it didn’t matter but I knew it did. Her parents and baby brother died in a freak boating accident when we were fourteen and with no family to take her in she came and stayed with us until graduation. Dad couldn’t take care of two ranches so it had been sold and the money added to the trust left for her. “I know but your parents never touched that money and they should have.”

      “You were family well before that and you know it. We all loved having you there and I know for a fact they wanted to make sure you could do whatever you wanted with your life with that money.”

      “Fine but I’ll co-sign a loan for you because you’ll need it.”

      “I can get Jack to do it.”

      Sierra rolled her eyes. “Honey he’s got less collateral than you unless you count his guns and body armor.”

      Crap she was right. Being a Ranger for the past six years and regular Army a decade before meant he had no home base, no car. No collateral just as Sierra said. “I’ll think about it, okay?”

      “You know where to find me and my pocketbook.”

      “I’ll talk to you tomorrow,” I told her and finished my second beer of the night. “I have a ton of sleep to miss out on tonight.” I knew I would help Mason because I was powerless where he was concerned but I didn’t know if I had it in me to do what Sierra suggested. He hadn’t noticed me in all this time, what would make this time any different?
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      Sage was avoiding me. I didn’t know if it had to do with the kiss or the proposal but it could have possibly been my reaction to her asking to use my land. Why had I reacted like such a jackass? It was perfectly reasonable to expect a quid pro quo when a favor was this big. And what had she said, I hadn’t said five words to her in a month. That couldn’t be true…could it?

      I hadn’t seen her in a few days but I knew she’d been at the ranch because she documented her hours—down to the minute because there was no rounding up or down with her—and because the horses she’d worked moved smoother, had a more relaxed gait and were less anxious. She’d even picked up Lily for their girls’ night while I checked on the animals after dinner

      Lily was due back tonight before dinner giving me and Sage the perfect opportunity to talk. Since it was Friday it would be me and Lily for dinner, Maybelle and her husband went dancing on Fridays and the ranch hands would be at the Double Barrel looking for a pretty lady to spend the night with. I finished the chores outside and took a quick shower before grabbing a beer and settling in at my desk to go over a few things. I didn’t get more than twenty minutes of work done before I heard Lily’s boisterous yell and loud stomping the hard wood floors. “Daddy we’re  here!”

      With a smile I stood and caught a barrel of blonde curls coming at me full speed. “He Lily pad, did you have fun?”

      “Uh-huh. We did nails and toes, and Sage put gunk on our faces so we shine!” She pushed out of my arms and stood beside Sage who just appeared in the living room. “And we’re twins!”

      I looked back and forth and sure enough, they both wore short denim skirts and pale blue tank tops but where Lily looked adorable and ready for summer, Sage looked like temptation on a platter. That frayed hem made my hands itch to caress her mile long legs, to see if they were as soft as they looked. And her breasts, good god they were amazing, sat high and perky in behind her cotton tank. “You sure are. You both look beautiful.”

      “Thank you Daddy!”

      Sage’s lips twitched. “Yeah, thank you Daddy.”

      I groaned at her words, certain I was going to hell for being a dirty old man with dirty thoughts. But yeah I could learn to like hearing Sage’s sexy voice call me daddy. “You look hungry.” I cringed at those words. What the hell was wrong with me?

      “Oh yeah? Good because I’m starved.” She licked her lips before they tugged up into a smile.

      “You’re gonna stay for dinner Sage? Please, oh please stay!”

      “What’s for dinner?”

      “Catfish,” I answered simply.

      She groaned and rubbed a hand over her flat stomach. “Heck yeah I’m staying for dinner. I would do almost anything for a few pieces of Maybelle’s catfish.”

      “Only almost?”

      She shrugged and diverted her gaze from mine, giving me a wide berth as she made her way to the kitchen. “Come on Lily I’ll give you a boost to wash your hands.”

      “I have a stool Uncle Tanner made for me,” she said and showed her.

      “Very cool. Your Uncle Tanner must love you a lot.”

      She nodded. “He says I’m the cutest little girl ever!”

      “He’s right about that,” I told her and kissed her cheek before we all sat around the table. For a while things were quiet and tense, Sage hardly spared me a look and when she did she wore an odd expression. Luckily my little girl could win the Olympics of talking, elaborating on all the cool things she and Sage had done.

      “And Sierra showed me how to make pizza. I love pizza Daddy!” She shook her head and started giving me a detailed rundown of the movie they watched. “It was so romantic and girls need romance Daddy. Sage says boys always forget,” she told me sounding about ten years too old.

      I smiled because I appreciated the female influence Sage provided and in the month since she returned Lily had taken to her like she had always known her. But I hate that she won’t always be my little girl. “What do you know about romance Lily pad?”

      “Lots,” she said sounding far too serious. “I know that it’s not just flowers and candy but those are really good. Sage says it’s about knowing what’s special to your girl and doing it for her once in a while.”

      “Wise words,” I told her, looking right at Sage who found her plate especially interesting at that moment.

      Once dinner was over Lily asked to watch TV before bed, Sage began to clear the table and I knew this was it. Now or never. “We should talk.”

      “Yep,” she said, rinsing the dishes and putting them carefully in the dishwasher.

      “Do you have anything to say?” The change in her demeanor didn’t bode well but I pushed forward. “Sage.”

      She turned, drying her hands on a sunflower covered towel. At least I think she did but I couldn’t focus on anything but her plump breasts wondering what color those hard nipples were. Dusty rose? Raspberry pink? “Are you even listening?”

      “I am now,” I told her and used every ounce of willpower to keep my gaze on her face.

      “I will do this to help you out but you were right, asking for use of your land was too much. I’ll find another way to take care of it.”

      Another way? “What in the hell does that mean?” I was ready to agree to use of the land and now she didn’t want it?

      “It seems pretty self-explanatory to me, Mase.”

      “Well what do you want then?”

      “Nothing.”

      That didn’t make any kind of sense. “That hardly seems fair!”

      “Really?” Arms crossed giving me an even better view of her perky breasts. “Because a few days ago you thought it was unreasonable that I should ask for anything. Now we’re in agreement so take it or leave it.”

      Why did women have to make everything more complicated than it had to be? “Stop being so damn stubborn!” I stood and raked a frustrated hand through my hair, walking to where she stood so she couldn’t move between me and the counter. “I’ll pay you, just tell me what you want.”

      She ignored me the same way she would after pulling a prank on me and Jack. I liked it even less now than I did back then, but when she bent to the close the dishwasher door and her round ass brushed up against my erection, she gasped and I groaned. “No thank you.” She attempted to push at my chest but I held her wrists so her palms laid flat on my chest. “Let go Mason.”

      “No squirt, I don’t think I will.”

      “Don’t call me that, damn you. Just remember you and Jack taught me how to defend myself.”

      I pushed in closer so our bodies were flush. I should have stepped back but my damn feet wouldn’t listen. They didn’t give a damn that this sexy woman was Jack’s kid sister. Didn’t care that things were about to get messy and confusing. “So you’ll do it?”

      She grinned. “I knew you were more than a pretty face.”

      The look in her eyes, part desire and part affection, twisted me up and I stepped back and instantly missed the feel of her soft body, lush breasts pressed against me. Yanking the fridge open I pulled out two bottle of beer and handed her one. Best friend’s sister, I tried to remind myself to tamp down the heat swirling between us. “Let’s get some air.”

      We moved onto the back porch, sitting side by side on the slider while crickets chirped. Long legs crossed at the ankles captured my attention, especially the thin gold chain around her left ankle. “You’ll need me in a few weeks for that dinner, right? It shouldn’t be a problem since I’m working for you.”

      And here comes the hard part. “It isn’t just the dinner Sage. Members of the association will be in and out of the ranch for the next few months, checking the horses, breeding records and watching their movements. You need to move in here if we’re going to sell this.”

      “Maybe we’re waiting until we’re married.”

      “In this day and age, and with a child? Unlikely.” What was the big deal anyway, unless she didn’t want to live with a kid. “Are you worried about sharing space with Lily? Ow!” She slugged my arm. “What was that for?”

      “For even suggesting Lily is a problem for me.”

      “For most women it might be.”

      Sage rolled her eyes and turned to me, giving me another straightforward glance at world class breasts. “Even if this were real Lily wouldn’t be a problem Mason. I’d be more worried about your inability to commit.”

      “My what?”

      “You heard me. You hardly date so I’m guessing you go out of town to get your needs met which means you have no plans to settle down again. As a future bride that would be a bigger concern.”

      Damn. Did she really think that about me? The truth was that I had gone out of town to find women who weren’t looking for anything more than a few hours of fun and maybe a meal. A few had hinted for more and I found myself too busy to see them again. But for the past year or so no one had even lit my fire. Not the way Sage did anyway. “Maybe I haven’t found the right woman yet.”

      She thought about it but everything about her body language said she didn’t believe me. “I’ll bring my stuff over later this week.”

      “I’ll help.”

      “No need. I’ve packed up and moved plenty. More than you in fact.”

      I sighed and took a long pull from the bottle. “Might look weird if your fiancé doesn’t help you move.”

      “Fine.” She stood and handed me her half-empty bottle before walking back inside the house. Moments later I heard the front door close and my whole body relaxed.

      This would be the longest summer of my life.

      [image: ]

      I got up early Thursday morning because I knew Sage would try to move everything on her own and I wouldn’t let that happen. After taking care of morning chores I left Lily with Maybelle, hopped in my truck and headed for the Double Barrel. She’d chosen to live there because Sierra owned it but I hated every minute of it. As the only bar in town it was a surefire way to find the wrong kind of trouble. Climbing the stairs behind the bar I knocked and waited, ready to feel smug over thwarting her plans to move solo.

      But of course when she opened the door the joke was on me because Sage wore the tiniest possible denim cutoff shorts I had ever seen, showing off her long muscular legs to absolute fucking perfection. And don’t even get me started on the lightweight cotton tank she wore that called attention to the bare breasts jiggling underneath. “Just in time,” she said with a smile, walking back inside and leaving the door open for me to follow.

      “We didn’t set a time,” I told her, looking down the hall where I assumed the bedroom and bathroom were located.

      “I know but I knew you’d show up today to make sure I didn’t do it all on my own.”

      I followed the sound of her voice to the kitchen and found her bent over a large box. And groaned. “So you just knew I would show up?”

      “You’re here aren’t you?”

      Yeah I was, dammit. So we got down to work taping up boxes and packing the living room and kitchen. “Is any of this furniture yours?”

      “Just some of the bedroom items.”

      We worked in silence for about thirty minutes, packing and labeling the rooms in front and it was an exercise in torture. I had broken out into a sweat and we hadn’t even started lugging boxes down the stairs. Nope, every time we moved around the small space some part of her tight little body brushed up against me. Nipples against my chest, her glorious backside against my near constant erection. The strawberry scent of her hair drove me wild. Made me hungry. Intoxicated me. Dammit. “How can there be so much stuff?” The place was smaller than a shoebox, where did all this stuff come from?

      “You can always go back to the ranch and I’ll meet you there whenever.”

      She said it so casually, so nonchalantly I knew it was a challenge. But I would stay and I would help her. I had to. “I said I would help and I will.”

      She nodded and turned back to grabbing items from the top of the cabinets. “We’re almost done. Just the bathroom and bedroom.”

      I couldn’t be sure but I thought I heard a smile in her voice. “I’ll take the bedroom,” I told her, not sure I could stand all of her scents overtaking my senses.

      “Perfect.” She hopped from the chair and guided me down the hall where the bedroom sat on the right and directly across the hall was the bathroom. “Have at it.”

      I stepped into her bedroom and immediately wanted to change my answer to the bathroom. The whole place was so…Sage. Bright and sunny with a white comforter dotted with colorful tulips, matching pillowcases and curtains. But that was expected. What I hadn’t expected to find was a giant stack of lingerie in the middle of the bed. White and red, blue and pink silk and lace panties, bras, negligees and some other things I couldn’t name. Instantly my mind conjured up images of Sage spread out on my sleigh bed wearing each of them, looking at me with heat in her eyes as she reached for me. Fingering the delicate materials, I knew I was in trouble, thinking about Jack’s little sister like this. Wanting her as bad as I did.

      Considering everything. She worked for me and she would be living with me as my fake fiancée. My daughter loved her and if I started something and it went sideways she would be hurt. The possibilities for complications were endless. And I couldn’t bring myself to give a damn.

      “Hey Mason, I was thinking about something.”

      Her sultry voice pulled me out of my inappropriate thoughts and I turned to her. “Yeah, what’s that?”

      “If we’re going to pull this off we need to be comfortable together. As a couple so in love they want to spend the rest of their lives together.” I nodded trying to figure out where she was going with this. “We never touch and other than that one kiss in front of Walt, we don’t kiss either.” She took a few steps closer, hiding a smile at the way my hands fisted around a light blue thong. “We should practice.”

      I must have hit my head earlier and was now hallucinating. “Kissing? You want to practice kissing?”

      She nodded, a solemn expression on her face that belied the sparkle in her eyes. “I think we should. For the sake of our arrangement.”

      “Sage,” I warned as she took another step closer, and another.

      “What if you go to kiss me in front of Walt, his wife or the other TPBA members and it’s awkward? Or you go the wrong way when I lean in to kiss you, or I flinch when you touch me.” She stopped in front of me, hands on my chest. “What if we don’t sell it and you look like a big fat liar Mason?”

      Dammit she made some good points and it’s not like I wasn’t itching to touch her, taste her, kiss her again. “Fine we’ll get to it later,” I told her but her lips crashed against mine and she jumped up, wrapping her arms and legs around my body so that her hot core cradled my growing erection. We fell to the bed, now surrounded by a rainbow of silk and lace while she completely devoured my mouth, licking at my tongue while she ground against me. I held her hips close, helping her find the perfect rhythm while her mouth moved from my mouth to my jaw, my neck.

      She kissed me until we were both breathless, skin flushed with desire and a satisfied grin on her face. “You’re really good at that.”

      I chuckled and held her tighter. ‘Thanks sugar, you’re pretty damn good at that too.”

      “You feel good too,” she moaned and ground against my cock, sending shards of electricity pulsing through my body. “So. Good. Mason.”

      And that was it. I couldn’t stay here in this position, with her looking sexy and full of desire as she found pleasure with my body. I needed to get up or I would strip us both and spend the rest of the day buried inside her. “Sage,” I growled and stopped her hips.

      “What?”

      “We can’t, sweetheart.”

      She grinned and moved again. “It sure feels like you can.”

      “Sage.” She heard the warning in my voice and smiled. “We can’t”

      Just like that the desire faded and turned to disappointment, maybe hurt. “Right,” she said and jumped off me like I was on fire. “Better finish up then.”

      The rest of the afternoon passed quickly, if quietly, as we finished boxing everything up and getting it into our trucks. She hopped into hers and I did the same with a vow to talk to her later about what had happened.

      But I never got the chance. Lily added an extra set of hands so we finished in no time before she left to get a storage unit in town. By the time she returned she’d claimed exhaustion and spent the rest of the night in her room.

      It took everything in me not to bang on her door until she opened it and finish what we started in her apartment. But I couldn’t. I shouldn’t.

      I didn’t.
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      “I have never been so humiliated in all my life Sierra!” I couldn’t close my eyes without thinking about how good Mason had made me feel. How could he’d felt under me. How disgusted he looked when he pushed me away, emotionally if not literally.

      “Not even that time Mason and Jack stole your bikini when we were swimming at the creek?”

      I smiled, appreciating her effort to make me smile. “That was bad but this was worse, way worse Sierra.” I explained what had happened and felt the humiliation burn all the way down to my bones. “I just wished the ground would open up and swallow me whole. But you’d be proud I didn’t make a scene. I got off him and finished packing up.”

      “Maybe you should let him see how much you care Sage.”

      I sighed, rolling my eyes because the last thing I wanted to do after that stinging rejection was be more vulnerable in front of him. “I don’t think I can.”

      Sierra scoffed. “Of course you can. All you have to do is go for it but for real this time. Don’t go halfway. Wait until you have time to explore everything, like this trip to Houston, and go all the way.”

      I thought about her words and the longer I did, the more it sounded like something I could do. “I’m not sure Sierra. Maybe I should just use his body and when this is all over I’ll move on.”

      “Honey be serious. You think you can lose your virginity to the man you’ve been in love with half your life and then walk away unscathed?”

      “I didn’t say unscathed.”

      “Okay. Good. Then do what you think is best.”

      “Thanks. Let’s have lunch and go shopping soon, okay?”

      “Call me. Good luck,” she said and ended the call just as I made my way to my new bedroom where I shed most of my clothes before stepping into the bathroom across the hall.

      The hot shower spray felt amazing on my sore muscles, pulsing through me as it washed off the dirt and grime of the day. Working with horses was my absolute favorite thing. The smell and the dirt, were not. The shower was quick and I wrapped a towel around me, cinched under my arms and crashed on the bed. I just needed a moment before I went downstairs in search of food. I heard a knock but I wasn’t quite ready to get up yet so I just said, “Come in.”

      Mason. He gave me a look I couldn’t decipher. “You sure?”

      I nodded, thinking Sierra’s advice. “Yep. Come on in. What’s up?” Damn he always looked so good but never more than when he was fresh from the shower, blonde hair wet and curling adorably.

      “I have something for you.” His voice trembled with nerves, something I’d never heard from Mason before so I sat up, crossed my legs and leaning back on my hands.

      “Oh yeah,” I asked, smiling at the way his gaze strayed to my legs. “What?”

      Mason held up a little black velvet box and my heart stuttered because this moment right here, was so much like I’d imagined it as a girl. “Time to make it official.”

      Not exactly the declaration of love of my dreams but that’s why they’re called dreams, right? And it was just what I needed to remind myself that this was fake. Phony. I was just his faux fiancée. The box opened and I felt tears pool in my eyes at the princess cut diamond on a white gold setting. The smaller diamonds surrounded the big one sparkled in the late afternoon sun. Blinking the tears back I shook my head. “It’s gorgeous Mason but it’s too much, considering.”

      “I do believe that’s my choice,” he responded with a smile.

      I shrugged because he was right and held out my hand for him to slide the ring on, tamping down the giddiness that rose inside of me. But when he dropped down to his knees, resting one hand on my thigh and sliding it up and down, distracting me from his words. But soon enough the cold metal was on my finger and his mouth closed in on mine, leaving me feeling even more confused and turned on than ever. Why was he kissing me now when a few days ago he couldn’t?

      I didn’t understand but I knew enough to know just how powerless I was when it came to this man. “Sage, you are so beautiful,” he growled. His mouth once again fell to mine, hypnotizing me until I fell under a spell where I could only please him. Please myself. His mouth was warm and soft, his jaw prickly with a day of growth. When he wrenched his mouth away I whimpered but it quickly turned to a gasp at the way his lips fell across my skin. My jaw, my collarbone and down to the spot between my breasts. Wait, when did he remove my towel?

      Truthfully I didn’t care, not when his lips felt so magnificent on my skin. Not when his tongue dipped into my navel, drawing a gasp of surprise from me. And certainly not when his tongue slid between my folds and licked me until I felt so hot and bothered, so frenzied that I grabbed his hair and pulled him closer. I needed him closer and I didn’t know why until he spread my thighs wider and speared me with his tongue, sending up some invisible mountain where I floated back to earth as my body shook. “Oh my goodness!" His tongue slowed and shivers shook my whole body while I called his name over and over. “Mason,” I groaned and he looked up at me with a cheeky grin.

      “Sage,” he growled, his brown eyes seemed black with desire.

      He kissed his way up my body and I found I wanted to return the favor. My hands went to his waist, popping the stud on his jeans and sliding the zipper down so I could reach in and touch him. “So soft,” I moaned and his hips thrust into my hand. “But so, so hard.”

      “Sage,” he warned but I was feeling bold. Adventurous as Sierra’s words rang in my head. This would hurt like hell when it was over but if it all felt as good I felt now, it would be so damn worth it.

      I used my feet to shove his pants and—good god!—cotton boxer briefs down his legs and pushed him onto his back. I was under no illusions that he went willingly and that jut made me feel bolder. On my knees I gave his body a long slow look and he was even more gorgeous than I thought. Skin tan and pale at turns from the time he spent outdoors. Well-muscled with a broad chest and narrow waist with a sexy vee leading down to a long thick cock, jerking at my perusal. “This is some body Mason. Some amazing body,” I told him and kissed each of the six ridges at his midsection, down his pelvis before grabbing his length in my hand.

      “Sage,” he growled but I ignored him and focused on the beauty in my hand.

      I stroked it a few times and felt it harden in my grasp and a tiny drop of liquid appeared at the head. Curious I leaned in and swiped my tongue across it. Salty but not bad, and that was good enough for me to put him in my mouth, taste him and enjoy the heaviness of him on my tongue. The sounds he made were strangled. Tortured but the slight movement of his hips told me he enjoyed it. For that matter, so did I. I groaned and his fingers weaved through my hair, not moving just touching me. Connecting with me.

      A door slammed downstairs and a voice sounded. “Anybody home.”

      We both froze at the sound of Tanner’s voice but I still held Mason in my mouth and wasn’t ready to let go of him. I wasn’t ready to stop so I didn’t, at least until he tugged my hair. “What?” He gave me a look and I knew my fun was over. Dammit, not again! I slid away, off the bed and over to the open bag on the floor to grab underwear. “Better go then.”

      “Sage,” he began but I cut him off.

      “Don’t Mason. Don’t tell me what a mistake it was and how you can’t when you started it. Just go. If you want to finish you know where to find me but I won’t hold my breath.” I held my tears though because I couldn’t let them fall. If Mason knew how I felt he might feel compelled to give me what I wanted. And if he didn’t want the same thing, I didn’t either.

      “I do,” he said and quietly closed the door behind him. But he didn’t come back that night or the next. Or the night after that. And that’s when I knew. He wasn’t interested in me. He was horny and I was available and offering.

      I could live that would, hell I would I have to for the foreseeable future. But that didn’t mean I would give up completely. He didn’t want me, fine. But he wanted my body and I would give it to him. Soon. In exchange I would get a few lessons on how to please a man and learn what pleased me in bed.

      Now that was a plan free of heartache.

      Mostly.

      Hopefully.
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      “I was starting to think you were a figment of Lily’s imagination,” Tanner drawled from the doorway of the therapy barn.

      “Nope. A real-life person.” Shadow was done for the day so I stepped back from the all black Tennessee walking horse with a pat and turned to Tanner. “How’s the season going?”

      He flashed the grin that had broken many hearts in Lucky Flats and I’m sure all around the country. “It was going great until Mystique decided she was ready for a vacation. I’m hoping you can look at her and tell me what’s wrong.”

      He looked genuinely worried about his horse and I nodded. “You know I will, just put your name on the digital list so I know to pick her up.” He had a beautiful paint horse that stood tall, performed like the champ she was and apparently was as temperamental as the rest of the Manning clan. “Want to give me a clue?”

      He raked a hand through wild blonde curls that seemed to define the gene pool. “She’s favoring her back legs and taking it easy on the front right shoulder area.”

      “Okay,” I told him and made some notes. “How about you, are you doing all right?”

      “Don’t need a doctor if that’s what you’re asking.”

      At his ornery tone I said nothing and just continued to add notes on Shadow. Lord save me from grumpy men.

      “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

      I frowned and looked up at him. “My training is complete Tanner. I need to fulfill my hours and that’s it but if you want someone else to look at your horse there’s nothing I can do about it.” I really thought him of all people wouldn’t question me but I should have known better.

      “I mean with my brother. He may be dumb and blind but I know you’ve had at thing for him forever.”

      I turned and wiped the sweat from my palms on my jeans, leveling him with an icy stare. “And if you don’t tell him he will continue to be clueless.”

      “But why? This stupid ruse could be just the thing.”

      I wished it was, more than anything but I couldn’t keep getting my hopes up. It was exhausting. “It could be but it won’t. Mason just isn’t into me and if I have to accept it so do you.” Damn that hurt to say but it was true and once our fake engagement was over I could finish my hours and go start my business. Maybe on the other side of Lucky Flats. Or farther.

      “Damn,” his shoulders fell and he flashed a dimpled smile. “Does this mean another decade will pass before I see you again?”

      “Nah I’m going to settle here in town, well maybe on the outskirts if I can find land for my business.”

      “Why not rent some from us?”

      “Please,” I held up a hand. “Don’t go there and don’t mention it to your brother.”

      “Whatever you say kiddo.”

      “Five years Tanner. You’re five years older.”

      He laughed and clapped his hands together, startling the horse behind me. “But in wisdom I am so much older.”

      “Whatever you need to tell yourself old man. Hope the ladies aren’t turned off by the gray.” I grabbed the reins and guided Shadow out of the barn, heading to the stables.

      “I think you’re wrong about my brother Sage. He feels something but he’s too damn honorable to act on it.”

      Tears stung my eyes. “And he doesn’t think I’m worth more whatever he thinks he’s honoring by keeping his distance. Same result Tanner. He doesn’t want me. I’ll see you for supper.” I took the time to cool down Shadow before brushing her down and giving her a carrot. “You’re a good girl,” I told her and took the long way back to the house, intent on letting the sun work its magic on my mood.

      “There you are Sage! Whatcha doing?” Lily found me sitting behind one of the barns on a bale of hay.

      “Just thinking kiddo, what are you up to?”

      She shrugged and lifted her arms so I could help her up. “Nothing. Looking for you. Daddy told me to come get you for dinner.”

      “I’ll be in soon.”

      “What are you thinking about?”

      I looked down at Lily with her expressive green eyes, more and more freckles popping out from time spent in the sun. “Just life.”

      “Are you mad at me Sage?”

      “Of course not you’re my favorite kid in the whole world.” That seemed to satisfy her because she stood, hugging me and smacking a kiss on my check.

      “You’re my favorite too Sage. I love you.”

      Finally the words I longed to hear from a Manning. “I love you too Lily bug.” She scrambled off the bale of hay and I scooted off and followed slowly behind her.

      By the time lunch was finished I couldn’t wait to get away from Mason. He didn’t do anything wrong but just looking at him, so handsome and carefree now that Tanner was home caused something in my chest to tighten uncomfortably. I wasn’t ready to give up on him but I had to. It was for the best. Luckily Sierra, the goddess that she was, saved me from another moment of awkwardness.

      “Hello Manning Family! Can Sage come out and play?”

      “I wanna play!” Lily bounced in her seat, happy to see the feisty redhead.

      “Me too,” Tanner added with a gleam in his eyes.

      She gave Tanner her sauciest look. “Sweetheart you’re not ready for all this. Stick with the buckle bunnies.”

      Mason sat back, sipping his beer amused at their interactions.

      “What’s a buckle bunny?”

      I stood to rinse my plate, hiding a smile. “I think that’s a question for your dad Lily bug. I’ll see you later,” I told her with a kiss to the cheek and then made a quick getaway out the front door.

      “That wasn’t very nice,” Sierra told me as she hopped in her big pink pickup and revved the engine.

      I shrugged. “I’m not feeling very nice but I need a dress for this dinner.” It took less than fifteen minutes to drive into Lucky Flats and find a spot a few doors from Hem & Haw, the only place in town to buy formal and semi-formal wear. Inside we both sent a wave and a smile to Raven the owner who’d been in town for less than a year.

      “Cocktail dresses are on sale, thirty percent off,” she called to us before returning to her e-reader.

      “What about this?” Sierra held up two dresses neither of which I had enough curves to wear.

      “Those are more your style than mine. Go try them on and I’ll keep looking.” I found a few black dresses that would be appropriate for dinner and bonus points because I could wear them again.

      “Nope. No way. No black.” She went through two racks at top speed, yanking a few options from them and shoving them at me. Start with the green and end with the red,” she told me and pushed me into one of the four dressing rooms.

      “I don’t need anything this sexy,” I pouted through the dressing room walls.

      “Honey no one needs anything that sexy but we all have our reasons and yours is six feet five inches of sexy blonde cowboy.”

      I could hear the smile in her voice and rolled my eyes. “I have the lingerie I need for that. The dress needs to be fitting for a woman marrying a guy like Mason and I need to be able to wear it again.” I looked at the green one and frowned, putting it on the reject stack. “Hey!”

      My best friend scowled at me before pushing inside the fitting room. “Sage you have to make this time count honey. Don’t walk away until you’re able to say you did all you could.”

      My head fell forward and I shook my head. “I can’t.” I could hear the defeat in my voice but I was too defeated to care. “I plan to enjoy the food and lose my virginity to a man who never has and never will want me.”

      “From you said he does but he’s freaked out by it.”

      I shook my head and reached for the red dress that was entirely too darn sexy. “It’s the same thing Sierra and I need to start pulling away.” It sounded good but how do you just stop loving someone you’ve loved nearly all your life? “It doesn’t matter how he feels if he isn’t going to act on it.”

      “You could make it matter,” she urged and tugged the red dress down in back.

      “I could but I’m just going to stick with the sex thing.” And in this dress it wouldn’t be difficult. It dipped low in back, forming a vee just above my butt, with cap sleeves and a modest neckline. And it showed off tons of leg. “This dress is magic!”

      Sierra gave me a onceover and a slow smile spread. “Oh that is definitely the dress cowgirl and I have just the shoes!”

      My lips twitched at Sierra’s excitement and I looked in the mirror once more. The dress was beautiful and I felt sexy in it. Desirable. “I’m getting it even though it’s completely impractical.”

      She laughed and leaned in, resting her chin on my shoulder. “I expect every dirty detail when you get back.”

      I laughed as a shiver shook my body at the thought of just how dirty the weekend would be. “Maybe not every detail but plenty.”

      “Works for me.”

      Yeah, it worked for me too. Big time.
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      The drive from Lucky Flats to Houston took just a couple hours but it was a long, tension-filled drive. For some reason Sage wasn’t talking to me. Oh, she was polite enough, but the spark wasn’t in her eyes and she wasn’t joking around or even singing off-key to the radio.

      “Everything okay?” I asked when the car finally stopped in front of the Four Seasons.

      She nodded looking up at the hotel with wide eyes. “Seriously? The Four Seasons?”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “No,” she said on a weary sigh. “I just forgot that you’re a gajillionaire.”

      I barked out a laugh at that. “Not quite a “gajillionaire” Sage, don’t exaggerate.” She was out of the car before I could open the door for her, another clear sign I shouldn’t have avoided her after what happened in her room. Taking her hand in mine we checked in and met the bellman at the elevator taking us to the penthouse.

      “You know, a normal room would have been just fine Mason.”

      I shook my head because only Sage would complain about me spending money on her. The frustrating woman had never failed to let me know that my money didn’t impress her. “Why would I do that when I can impress you with our suite?”

      She said nothing more as the elevator climbed upwards, or when we entered the one room suite. “Nice.” She looked around while I tipped the bellman and locked the door behind us. “Just one bedroom?”

      “We’re engaged Sage,” I reminded her, a hint of annoyance in my voice.

      “Right.”

      “We don’t have anywhere to be today so I thought we could have dinner tonight.” It was already late afternoon so I figured by the time we got settled in it would be late enough for dinner.

      “Okay.”

      Another monosyllabic response. “Sage, what the hell? Are you having second thoughts about this?”

      “No, I’m not. I just have things on my mind Mason. Don’t worry I’ll be on my game for dinner tomorrow.”

      “And tonight?” I asked, arms crossed and a pointed look on my face.

      She sent me a bright smile that was as fake as a three-dollar bill. “I promise to bring my most sparkling personality. But first I need to shower, unless you want to go first?”

      “No,” I bit out. The thought of her in the shower, water sliding over teardrop breasts, soap slightly shielding other parts from view. “I mean, I’ll go after you.”

      She smiled again, this time it was genuine and heart stopping. “Okay then. I’ll be out soon.”

      “Take your time.” Maybe a hot shower would improve her mood. As soon as I heard the water turn on, I stepped away from the bedroom to stop the images tempting me to join her. Though based on her attitude today she might not welcome me with open arms.

      I waited. Paced the living room, stopping ever so often to stare out at the cityscape below. What the hell was up with her anyhow? She was the one who’d agreed to this scheme and now she acted like I’d dragged her, kicking and screaming, to a five-star hotel. I blew out a frustrated breath and grabbed a beer from the fridge, taking it out on the balcony to enjoy the sounds of the city. Lucky Flats was home. It was beautiful and peaceful with the sun-drenched valleys during the day, and cool starry nights. But Houston had its own charms, the sound of traffic and people moving in tandem to keep the world spinning. I could do without the scent of gasoline and pollution though.

      “Penny for your thoughts.”

      The husky sound of her voice pulled me from my thoughts and I glanced up, damn near biting my tongue at the sight of her in an oversized robe. Knowing, without a doubt, that she was completely naked underneath.

      “Just wondering which Sage was gonna show up. The fun sassy one, or the moody brooding one.”

      Her lips twisted into a soft smile. “Sorry I just…had a lot on my mind.”

      I stood and nodded, trying to slide past her and into the suite without touching her but the little minx had other plans. She stood planted in the middle of the doorway so I had no choice but to press up against her—definitely naked—body.

      “I’m just going to wash the road off. Think about what you want for dinner.” Before she could answer I turned on my heels and stomped into the bedroom, grabbing my toiletry bag and locking the door behind me.

      I wrenched the handle all the way to the right and let cold water pelt my skin to stop thoughts of Sage in here. Naked. “Dammit!” The woman was driving me crazy and I had the meanest case of blue balls known to man.

      Despite the common saying, a cold shower didn’t really help. So I turned the water to warm, soaped up and rinsed off in less than five minutes. It was still too early for dinner, so I put on a pair of worn jeans and padded out of the bedroom. “Sage?”

      “Out here,” she called and I followed her voice, finding her stretched out on a lounge, legs on display as she sipped champagne.

      “Why are you still in your robe?”

      Her brow dipped and lips pouted. “I’ve always wanted to sit around in a big fluffy robe and drink champagne. Is that a problem?”

      Hell yes it was a damn problem. But it was my problem. “Why champagne?”

      “I just felt like it,” she said quietly, eyes falling to the ground. “I’ll pay for it if that’s the problem.”

      “Sage don’t insult me.”

      She scoffed and knocked back the last half of the glass, glaring at me as she poured another. “You’re the only one who gets to be insulting, Mason? Who gets me all revved up only to leave and never come back?”

      Shit I knew we would eventually come around to this. “I’m sorry Sage.  I shouldn’t have…we shouldn’t have.”

      “Just stop Mase! Don’t give me the it was a mistake line because it’s crap and we both know it. Just be honest and say you don’t want me. That would be less cruel.” Flute filled to the rim she took another long sip as her hand shook with emotion.

      I reared back, completely surprised by her outburst. “Is that what you really think?”

      “What else should I think Mason?”

      Yeah she was right. My actions had only one interpretation without all the facts, so I had two options. I could let her keep on believing that I wasn’t interested in her and hope this thing between us would slowly fade. Or I could just suck it up and tell her the truth. Like a grownup.

      Apparently I didn’t answer fast enough because Sage pushed off the lounger, almost opening her robe completely in the process. She tightened the sash and picked up the green bottle with the gold label, glaring at me as she stepped inside. “You know what? I don’t need this Mason. Just…just forget it.” She brushed past me, but I couldn’t let her walk away thinking what she did. Big blue eyes looked up at me warily.

      I grabbed her by the waist, pushing her up against the wall with my body. Big blue eyes looked up at me warily. “You got it all wrong Sage.”

      “I do?” her voice was breathless. Deep and thick with desire, and uncertainty.

      I nodded with a slow smile, sliding my hands through her hair, over her shoulders and gliding down her arms before settling them low on her hips. “You do. I want you Sage, so damn bad. I want you so bad I can fucking taste it.”

      She sucked in a breath at my words, cheeks staining a beautiful shade a of pink. Her eyes searched mine before she asked, “But?”

      Smart woman, because there were a whole lot of buts. “But you work for me. You are my best buddy’s kid sister. You’re much younger than I am.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m not a kid.” Her gaze sobered, and hands that a moment ago caressed my chest now pushed at it. “Are those real reasons because to me, they sound a hell of a lot like excuses.”

      Her hands started to move again, up my chest and around my neck to play in the curls at my neck and then back down again before resting on my waistband. I groaned, “Sage.”

      “If you want me, prove it Mason. Show me or I’ll believe you’re a liar.”

      “Don’t call me a liar,” I groaned and grabbed her hips tight to pull her close enough that my hips pressed against hers, making her gasp. I needed her to know. To feel how hard I was for her, how much I ached for her. “Does that feel like a lie to you Sage?”

      Surprised blue eyes stared up at me, lush mouth slightly parted as a gasp escaped. Hell yeah I felt smug at that look. Then her hips moved, a tiny little swirl and her smile turned smug.

      “There’s an easy solution Mason. Don’t be a liar.”

      Words were useless at a time like this. The only way to prove to her that I wanted her deep down to my bones, was to show her. To tease her. My lips brushed down the column of her neck, tongue swirling around her throbbing pulse, before giving the other side the same treatment. My teeth scraped across her jaw before finally I captured her sweet mouth in hot a kiss that took her by surprise. Her fingers hooked through my belt loops and pulled me closer so my cock was pressed against her stomach, producing a shiver that shook her.

      Damn but the kiss was intense. So full of passion and want that I couldn’t bring myself to pull away. I was operating on nothing but raw pleasure to fuel me, deepening the kiss as I navigated us to the bedroom where I could lay her out, look at her and taste every inch of her until she begged me to fuck her. Sage tore her mouth away from mine, panting. “Mason.”

      The sound of my name, so guttural and low as though it was torn from her mouth, only made me want her more. Need her more. Her legs hit the back of the bed and I cupped her jaw with one hand, kissing her neck as I pulled the sash apart and shoved the robe off her shoulders. “Sage you’re so beautiful, darlin’.” She was too. Long legs, tan and toned, hips flared out like a woman’s body was supposed to. She was so soft, with a small strip of brown at her core. But sweet lord the woman’s breasts were full, so luscious they could bring a man to his knees. Pink raspberry buds hard and straining towards me had me licking my lips and leaning forward to pull one into my mouth.

      Her moans drugged me, made it hard to think about anything but tasting her. Pleasing her. “Mase,” she groaned, tugged my hair and held me closer. “Yes, god yes.”

      I need more. It wasn’t enough. Her legs shook as pleasure swamped her and I let her topple backwards, following her down because I couldn’t bear to have her away from me. Completely naked and making the most erotic sounds, Sage was so responsive I had a hard time containing myself. I slid one hand down her flat stomach and straight between her legs where she was wet and swollen for me. I dipped one finger in. Then two. Stretching her out and letting her coat my fingers, easing the path into her body.

      “Oh!” Her hips bucked off the bed as my mouth on her plump nipple drove her insane and my fingers sent her cresting on the wave of her first orgasm. “Oh, oh my…Mason!”

      “Damn babe I love the way you say my name.”

      She shook and laughed, eyes going wide as I kissed my way down her belly and settled between her thighs. “I think you can say it louder. Be a bit more colorful,” I joked.

      “Uh, Mase you don’t have to…,”

      “Oh I know. But I want to.” My tongue slid through her folds in one long swipe and she cried out, pushed herself into my mouth. “In fact, I can’t wait to. Now make sure I can hear you, okay?” She nodded and man my girl didn’t disappoint me as I licked and sucked at her wet core. Fucking her with my tongue, I looked up and saw the heated gaze aimed at me as she reached out to cup my jaw.

      “What are you doing to me? My god, Mason. Yes, oh yes.” Her hips swirled, grinding into me as my tongue slid in and out of her body, licking her wildly while she made the most delicious cries I’d ever heard. One final swipe of my tongue and I pulled her clit into my mouth, sucking hard until she flew apart, crying my name over and over like it was her own personal prayer. “Good god, Mase,” she chuckled.

      “You look so damn beautiful.” She did too. Lips pink and swollen, nipples hard as her chest heaved and skin flushed pink and slicked with sweat.

      “You make me feel beautiful,” she admitted shyly but her hands weren’t shy. The moment I slid up her body, her hands went to my waist unfastening my pants and taking my cock in her hands. “I want you Mase. Now.”

      She looked so sexy lying there with her chocolate hair spread over the pillow. “Don’t move.” I stood and removed my pants, chest puffing with pride at the way her eyes widened in surprise. “See something you like?”

      “You know I do,” she answered, licking her lips as her gaze never left mine.

      I settled on the bed between her legs, brushing my dick against her dripping wet pussy. She moaned and then she froze.

      “What is it?”

      “I need to tell you something, but only because I think you should know. But I need you to know that I want this. I want you. Tonight.”

      I nodded, waiting. Hesitant. What could she say that would put that look on her face. “You can tell me anything Sage.”

      Her grin was sardonic at best. “I’ve never done this before.”

      “This? Sex without a relationship?” She wouldn’t be the first woman to say it and probably not the last. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “No. Sex, Mason. I’ve never had sex before. With anyone.”

      What? “How is that even possible?” She was gorgeous, smart, sassy and she could ride a horse better than half the men I knew. “Did you go to school with idiots?”

      She smiled and shook her head. “It just never happened.”

      Probably because Sage was the kind of girl you married, not the kind you used for one incredible night of pleasure. I began to pull away and I saw her body sink further into the mattress.

      “I think you should think about this Sage.” If she was looking for romance and love and happy ever after I wasn’t her guy.

      Sadness flashed across her face, but it was quickly replaced with anger. “I should think about it? You can’t just be honest with me, can you?” Pushing at my chest she slid off the bed and bent to grab her robe.

      “Come on Sage. Let’s get dressed and have dinner like we planned.”

      “You do whatever you want Mason. You always do.”

      “Sage you can’t be mad that I’m trying to do the right thing!” I called to her as I dug a pair of boxers from my bag before pulling my jeans on.

      She appeared in the door way, robe pulled tight, arms crossed over her chest. “You mean assuming I don’t know my own mind or what I want? Tell yourself what you need to Mason, I don’t care.”

      Damn.
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      “In case I haven’t said so yet, you look stunning tonight.” She really did. I thought she looked damn fine in jeans, but the deep blue lace top dress she wore drew the eye and wreaked havoc on my ability to focus. And the skirt only showed of long shapely legs punctuated by a pair of fuck me pumps that had my mind going straight there. She looked like a beautiful woman any man would gladly have on his arm, without regard to where she worked or who her brother was.

      And she wasn’t giving me the time of day.

      “Thank you,” she said politely. No smile. No sparkle in her eyes. Just a civil word of thanks.

      I heaved a deep sigh. How in the hell would people believe we were in love and engaged to be married if she barely tolerated my presence? I had second thoughts. Hell I was having third and fourth thoughts too, and I wondered if we could get out before the door opened.

      But the door opened, and Walt appeared with a pretty plump blonde at his side. “Mason Manning and his little lady, Sage wasn’t it?”

      Then the most amazing thing happened. Sage’s face spread into a blinding smile and she took Walt’s offered hand. “That’s right, it’s good to see you again Walt. And this beauty must be your wife?”

      Nancy smiled, a blush coloring her cheeks as she extended a hand to Sage. “I’m Nancy and I’ve heard wonderful things about you Sage.”

      Sage looked shocked but she quickly recovered and hugged Nancy. “I find that hard to believe, but you must tell me about this wonderful house. It’s like a Texas castle, fit for a queen.”

      Nancy’s laugh echoed in the foyer leaving me and Walt staring after them. Sage had completely transformed, and I felt my shoulders relax. She may hate my guts right now, but she was keeping her word.

      “I haven’t seen my Nancy shine that bright since our boys got married. Come on in Mason, let me introduce you around.”

      True to his word, Walt got me face time with each of the board members who would vote on new members to the TPBA. They all seemed impressed with what he’d shared of my operation, asking questions and congratulating me on the recent Roller Girl’s Preakness win. It was a major victory for Manning Ranch and me specifically. The night could not be going better if I had scripted it myself.

      Garry Graham, the only Triple Crown winner among us, approached with a mile-wide grin. “Mason Manning, I knew your daddy. He’d be proud to see how well you’ve been doing, though the old dog would never admit it,” he laughed and clapped me on the back.

      I smiled because Garry obviously knew my father well. “I agree on both counts, rest his soul. That’s high praise coming from you.”

      “I met your bride-to-be, and I have to say there is nothing finer than a beautiful woman who loves horses.”

      I smiled thinking that must be the motto of Texas as he echoed Walt’s words. My gaze drifted to Sage then, face lit up in another smile as two grey haired men and their much younger wives listened intently. She was absolutely gorgeous and in her element with these people.

      “Yeah, she is pretty amazing.” And a virgin! I still couldn’t get over that little tidbit of information. I couldn’t believe no man had ever touched her the way I had. Never tasted her and lapped up her juices until she screamed his name. She looked over her shoulder and grabbed my gaze, flashing a sexy little smile that shot straight to my cock and I knew in that moment that I wanted to be the man to show her how good sex could be. I wanted to help her learn her body, figure out what made her cry out in pleasure.

      “Boy, you’ve got it bad,” Garry said, drawing Walt and the others into a laugh at my expense.

      I didn’t know what they thought they saw on my face, so I gave a wan smile and continued to mingle. Schmooze. Talk horses. Eventually Nancy and Sage made their way to our little group and she slid onto my arm effortlessly, as though we’d been doing it for years.

      “Are ya’ll having fun? I hope you enjoyed those barbecue sliders because that whiskey sauce is truly a modern miracle.” Her drawl was thick and sexy as hell, like the cowgirl she’d always been.

      Nancy blushed at her praise and I squeezed her tight. “It’s my mama’s recipe.”

      “Bottle that up and you’ll make a killin’!”

      Before anyone could say another word, the bell sounded for dinner and we slowly made our way to the opulent dining room with a seating for twenty.

      With Sage seated across the table, I had a hard time focusing on my dinner companions, one a member of the board and one a spouse. By the time we said goodbye to our hosts, I was so wound up, so twisted with desire I could hardly think straight.

      The only thing I could see was Sage in that blue dress that made her eyes pop and me running my hands through her dark waves. I wanted her. And tonight, our last night in Houston, I would have her. All night and in every way possible.

      “That went well, I think.” Inside the back of the limo she smoothed her skirt, drawing my attention to those long legs I couldn’t wait have wrapped around my waist as I thrust deep into her wet heat.

      “It did,” I bit out harshly.

      She flinched at my tone and I placed a hand on her thigh, slid it up a few inches shy of appropriate. “What are you doing? I don’t need your pity Mason.”

      “Good because the last thing I feel for you is pity.” My hand slid up a little higher until the tips of my fingers grazed the soft fabric covering her slit. “I feel frustrated. I feel hot and bothered, and horny as hell.”

      Her breaths came in quick little pants, pupils dilated with desire and that little pulse at the base of her neck beat so rapidly I knew she felt it too. “So?”

      “So I’m having a damn hard time keeping my hands off you. So I want you.”

      “Now you want me?”

      “I wanted you last night Sage, but I need you to be sure. I can’t promise you anything other than I’ll make it good for you. So good. And hot.”

      “I know,” she said on a moan as one finger slipped inside her panties, inside her molten center. “S-s-so we’re doing this?”

      I nodded and moved in closer to wrap my arms around her, to kiss her in a raw and hungry kiss that fogged up the windows and rendered the rest of the world useless. The sounds outside the limo were distant, so far away as not to be in the same world as Sage and I.

      Her hips began to grind in quick little circles against my hand, and I knew she was close to coming.

      “Come for me Sage. Let go, I got you.”

      She nodded and leaned back on my arm, gaze searing into mine as my thumb circled her clit and she went off like a stick of dynamite, so loud and passionate I had to swallow her cries with a kiss. “Wow,” she laughed nervously.

      “Watching you come just makes me want to make you do it over and over again, darlin’.”

      She cupped my face gently and drew me back in for another kiss. “Yes please.”

      When the limo came to a stop outside our hotel we raced out and into the lobby like two horny teenagers rushing towards our first time. The elevator couldn’t come quickly enough, and when it did I thanked the lord above that we had the car to ourselves.

      “Come here,” I growled, settling my hands on her ass with no shame when she obeyed.

      “You’re bossy.”

      “Ah, my sweet Sage. You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”
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      Oh holy hell, I’m going to have sex with Mason Manning. The teenaged girl within me stomped her feet and twirled in a circle, squealing with glee that this was about to happen. I’d been glued to his body on the elevator ride up, but now that we were back in the hotel room I felt excited and shy, unsure what to do. So in typical Sage fashion, I charged ahead without worrying about the consequences.

      “Do you want something to drink?” Mason’s voice was deep and thick, filled with emotion. Dark lust and heat.

      “Sure I’ll have a shot of whiskey,” I told him with a shy smile, watching him for a moment walk across to the bar and pull out the fancy crystal glasses.

      Then I twisted my arm behind my back to pull down the zipper and yank the blue dress over my head. It had served its purpose, turning Mason inside out. He couldn’t keep his eyes off me, and though I still felt hurt and angry over last night’s rejection, I practically swooned at the heat in his gaze whenever he looked at me.  Now in nothing but a strapless light blue bra and matching lace thong, I stood and waited for him to turn around, hoping he wouldn’t be disappointed.

      “Here you…holy hell Sage.”

      That drew a smile from me and I tried to look innocent. “Yes?”

      “You look…shit come here. Now.”

      I should have rebelled at his commanding tone, but honestly the feminists can hate me all they want because my body moved forward on its own, unable to do anything but obey this man.

      “Now what?”

      “This,” he pretty much growled and took my mouth in a kiss that was raw and pure and hungry. My only complaint was that he still held the glass which meant both his hands weren’t on me. I didn’t mind though because it gave me a chance to touch him, caress him. All over. As he devoured my mouth, laying claim and making it his own, I had his shirt and pants open. Ready. “Fuck, Sage.”

      “Soon. I hope.” I giggled. Yep actually giggled, but I didn’t care because every nerve in my body stood on end, buzzed and vibrated with the need coursing through me. I took the glass from his hand and tossed back the shot, dropping the glass to the floor. “Mason,” I whispered as my hands caressed is bare sculpted chest. “You’re so beautiful. Like a statue.”

      He drew me into his arms, his strength the only thing keeping me up as my knees began to tremble. This was really happening. I was going to have sex, for the first time, with the man I always thought would be my first. Then his mouth was on mine again, so hot and demanding that I could only hang on for the ride. I’d never felt this turned on in my life and I wanted to let the desire take over.

      When he pulled back I whimpered and that sexy lazy smile sent another wave of moisture flooding my thighs. My bra was on the floor and then his mouth was on my breasts, licking and nipping and all I could do was hold on to his roped arms and take it.

      “Mase, please.”

      “Not yet. You’re not ready.”

      I wanted to argue that I was but he was the expert here. “But I need you Mason.”

      He scooped me in his arms and laid me on the big bed. Again. This time he opened the drapes and hit the lights so only moonlight bathed us in her warm glow. “You’ll have me Sage. When you’re ready.”

      I felt so damn ready but the way he looked at me, like I was his favorite caramel fudge sundae on a scorching Texas day, had me squeezing my thighs together and squirming. “I feel ready. Really, really ready.”

      He chuckled and laid down beside me, his hands gently caressing my legs, ghosting over where I throbbed for him and up my stomach to circle my nipples. Gasps and moans were the only sounds other than our heavy breathing. “You really are beautiful Sage.”

      He made me feel beautiful and I wanted to bask in his warm smile but my body had other ideas. I circled his cock with my fingers, loving the way it felt velvety soft but hard just a layer beneath.

      “You’re big,” I told him before I registered that—holy hell—he was big. Not just a little big but enough that I began to worry that he actually might not fit, or worse that it would hurt like hell.

      “I am darlin’ but I promise to be gentle. Trust me.”

      “You know I do. Sorta.”

      “Good.” He silenced me with another kiss that seemed to go on forever as his lips and tongue traversed every inch of my body until I was nothing more than a puddle of want and need beneath him. He kissed and touched me, giving me two orgasms before he knelt between my legs to line our bodies up. “I’ll go slow Sage but baby, I need you to relax.”

      I nodded fast, probably too fast, because he slid a finger inside me and then another and pleasure swamped me again. “Okay, relaxed.”

      Slowly he pushed into me, his hands caressing my thighs, his mouth doing wicked things to my breasts. Inch by inch he sank into my heat, giving me time to adjust to him until I begged. “Please Mason.”

      The dark scowl on his face told me this was as hard for him as it was for me. But he continued slowly, reaching for my mouth with his as he breached the barrier. It probably hurt but I couldn’t tell because he kissed me like I was Snow White waking up from a very long nap and all I knew was that my body needed this. Needed him. “Oh, Sage.”

      I pulsed around him and moved my hips but the stubborn man wouldn’t move. “Mase, move. I need you.”

      Those words snapped the invisible tether on his control and his strokes came sure, deep and fast. Over and over he pounded into my body sending sparks shooting off my skin until I was sure the bed would catch fire. His movements kept me on a needle’s edge of desire. I felt that I could come at any moment and gripped his hard biceps, but then he would back off and start all over again. My skin began to burn, tingle until it was both uncomfortable and so good I couldn’t stand it. Then I felt it, sparks building at my toes and a heat rushing up my body. “Mason,” I said, unsure what else to say.

      But he knew. Somehow Mason knew exactly what I needed because he changed positions, spreading me open and lifting my ass as he plunged deeper and deeper until my body pumped around him, squeezed him and bathed him in my orgasm. “Yeah, just let go sweetheart. Let go.”

      And I did for several long moments as the pleasure washed over me, nearly drowning me in his brown eyes, practically black with desire. “Oh god, Mason. Oh…oh. Oh!”

      “So fucking gorgeous,” he groaned, squeezing my clit between his thumb and forefinger as he pounded harder and faster in to me, sending me into another fit of passion as he found his own release. “Fuck, fuck. Sage!”

      Yeah it felt damn good to know that I was responsible for that primal grunt. When he smiled my whole body lit up and I knew in that moment that as much as I wanted to fool myself, I couldn’t.

      I wanted this fake engagement to be real.
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      “Sage you’re here!” A flash of blonde hair rushed me the moment I stepped from the car and wrapped her tiny little arms around my legs. “I thought you went away,” she pouted.

      It broke my heart that the little girl had such abandonment issues and I did my best to reassure her. “I was just gone a few hours kiddo, business to take care of and all that.” I had spent the morning with a realtor looking at a few available properties in Lucky Flats. But none were in my price range.

      Even if I accepted whatever amount Mason planned to give me for being his fiancée, it wouldn’t be enough to lease land, build facilities and secure equipment. “Come on sweetie, talk to me while I change and we can go say hi to the horses.”

      “Okay!” She held my hand with so much trust because she knew I would do nothing to hurt or betray her. It was humbling

      We climbed the stairs together, side by side like mother and daughter and I knew I had to get those thoughts right out of my head. Lily wasn’t my kid and she wouldn’t be. I was temporarily engaged to her father and he wasn’t offering more than physical satisfaction. Which meant I needed to focus on my life. My future plans that, as of right now, were completely screwed since my plans had always been to open a therapy facility in Lucky Flats. But if that wasn’t an option I had to find a job wherever one appeared.

      “Sage what’s wrong?”

      I smiled down at worried green eyes and felt some of the stress drain out of me. “Nothing for you to worry about Lily bug, just yucky grownup problems. How are you?”

      Her smile returned. “Gramma’s comin’ home soon! She called and said we could make cookies and plant flowers and have a picnic. I can’t wait!” She nearly fell off the bed from pumping her fist too energetically.

      “That’s great. It’ll be good to see Tammy again.” She’d hurt her hip on a skiing trip with her retired friends a few weeks before I landed back in town, so I haven’t seen her since I left town at eighteen. “Maybe we could do a big family dinner, did she say when she was coming home?”

      Lily shook her head, blonde pigtails swinging left to right. “She said soon,” the little girl pouted and then looked up at me with curiosity. “What’s that?”

      I looked down at the blue and white striped bra and back at Lily. “It’s a bra.”

      “What’s it for?”

      If ever there was proof I was out of my depth, this was it. “It holds your breasts, your boobs for support.”

      Her little face twisted in confusion. “Can I get one?”

      I smiled indulgently. “Soon. When you need one we’ll make sure you get one, okay? Don’t rush it.” I slipped a tank top on and a blue and green checkered shirt over it and scanned the room for my boots.

      “Sage am I pretty?”

      I froze and looked down at glittering green eyes bubbling with uncertainty. “No way,” I told her as I knelt in front of her to make sure she heard me.

      “I’m not?”

      I shook my head, a smile teasing the corners of my mouth. “You’re much too beautiful to be something as simple as pretty.”

      “Really?”

      I nodded enthusiastically. “You bet Lily bug.”

      Her smile brightened and she flew at me, squeezing me in a choking hug. “I love you Sage.”

      “I love you too Lily bug. Now what do you say we go see our four-legged friends? I hear Cookie has been missing you like crazy.”

      That childish giggle had the power to completely undo me. I loved her like she was my own in such a short time that I knew I was headed for heartbreak. She needed a mother, but Mason wasn’t looking for a wife. Which meant I couldn’t promise to stick around Lucky Flats for any length of time.

      I had fallen in love with Lily already and I had to make sure I didn’t fall for her father too.

      I had a feeling it was too late for that.
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      “Why the hell are you in such a foul mood? If I was getting some regularly I’d walk around here whistling, maybe dancing a little jig.” Tanner flashed a smile while he twisted wire around a broken fence post.

      “Me too,” I told him noncommittally. We’d been back from that amazing night in Houston for weeks, yet I hadn’t spent much alone time with Sage in almost a week. It was damn frustrating.

      Tanner froze and looked up at me in shock. “You mean you and Sage aren’t gettin’ it on?”

      “Not for the past week anyway,” I answered sounding like a grouchy bastard.

      “Why the hell not?”

      That was a good damn question. The whole world had been conspiring against me getting what I wanted this week. She’d been off-site plenty but she never said where she’d been or what she was doing, and one emergency after another had kept me dealing with the ranch until well after dinner.

      “Don’t know.”

      “Looks good,” he said, stepping back to take in the length of fence we’d spent the afternoon repairing.

      “Sure does. Thanks for the help.” Having Tanner around certainly made life easier but this wasn’t his real life. “How long are you in town?”

      “Can’t say for sure. Let’s just say that I’m reevaluating some things.”

      That was cryptic as hell but the M&M was his home and he was welcome as long as he needed it. “It’s good to have you back. Lily loves having you around.”

      He flashed a grin. “That’s because no one gives good piggyback rides like Uncle Tanner.” His expression sobered. “We’ve been out here all day Mase, go in there and get your girl. Unless this is giving you an excuse to stay away?”

      “I’ll see you in the morning,” I growled and hopped on Shadow, urging him across the expanse of land that lead to the stable and ignoring the rumbling laughter behind me.

      After a quick shower and a goodnight kiss for Lily I knocked on Sage’s door. Moments later she pulled her door open looking sexy and sleepy in almost nothing, so much skin on display I didn’t know where to look first. I pushed in and leaned against the closed door.

      “What’s going on Sage?”

      She shrugged, a coy smile on her lips. “Nothing much. Waiting for you.” Gathering the hem of her slinky camisole she pulled it over her head and tossed it on the chair by the window.

      I swallowed the desire bubbling up inside of me and went to her, caressing her soft skin, smooth heavy breasts. This was what I needed right now. Not stolen kisses in the barn and late night make out sessions in front of the fire. This woman. This heat between us. It was indescribable.

      “Good because I can’t stay away.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Her hands slid up my abs, over my chest and around my neck before they gently cupped my face and she brushed a kiss against my lips. “What are you waiting for?”

      Hell if I knew. The only thing I knew in that moment was that I would spend the rest of the night between her thighs, loving her, worshipping her, and seeking my own pleasure deep inside her heat.

      That was exactly what I did, using her throaty cries of ecstasy to fuel my desire, to find different ways to make her moan my name. Finally, sometime before dawn, we fell asleep, bodies still entangled and skin slick with sweat.

      When I woke up the next morning I was certain I was still dreaming, and it was wicked. Sage had me in her mouth, so hot and wet as her tongue slid over my cock. The feel of me deep in her throat had my eyes opening and looking down between my legs where the little minx caressed me with her hands, loved me with her mouth. “Sage,” I growled and reached for her.

      “I thought maybe I was doing it wrong.”

      My mouth kicked up in a lazy grin. “I thought I was dreaming. You’re lucky things didn’t get out of hand.” Hell it had been so long since I’d had a blow job I could have shocked her.

      “How? I want you to show me how a sexy cowboy gets out of hand.”

      I shook my head. She was too innocent, too inexperienced to understand what she was asking. “Darlin’ I can’t.”

      “Please, Mase? I want to know and I want you to show me.”

      Damn when she begged like that I was powerless to deny her. “Get on your knees.” Big blue eyes went wide but she quickly jumped off the bed and on her knees. I had to stifle a groan as I swung my legs to the floor and stood in front of her. The way she obeyed was humbling and intoxicating. “Open your mouth and stick out your tongue.” I grinned when she made the universal noise for ‘open up’. “Very good.”

      Her eyes sparkled with amusement. Arousal. They never left my cock as I stroked and slid into her mouth, not all the way just enough for her to get the idea. Her tongue slid across the bottom of my shaft and I groaned. “More,” she insisted around the length and girth of me in her mouth.

      I slid in deeper and her hands gripped the back of my thighs, not pulling me away but pushing me deeper into her wet heat. “Okay?” She nodded and swallowed around me, making my hips buck and sending me down her throat. She moaned and that about tore me apart, thinking she might be enjoying this as much as I was. Gripping her hair, I held her still and gently stroked in and out of her mouth, alternating deep and shallow thrusts as moisture grew. “Sage,” I groaned as she took me deeper and deeper, blue eyes smiling, teasing me.

      I couldn’t take it. Her mouth felt too good and the sight of her on her knees with no other thoughts than pleasing me, hell it made me hard as hell and I gripped her hair harder, thrust deeper and she took it all, moaning and squeezing my ass.

      “Too much,” I told her and slid from her mouth.

      “I get it,” she said with a smile as she stood, kissing her way up my body. “I liked it.” She stood closer and grabbed my hand, sliding it between her legs and through her damp opening. “Show me how much you liked it Mase.”

      Damn why did her voice have to sound so sweet, so sexy and husky? My control snapped and I leaned back on the bed, pulling her on top of me until her weeping slit was directly over my mouth. “Show me how much you liked sucking me, Sage.”

      “What? You mean you want me to…,” she couldn’t even say it and I knew this would be fun. For both of us.

      Palms flat on her tight round ass, I pushed her forward until she slid across the length of my tongue. “Yes. Now, Sage.” She moved tentatively at first but her hips continued to buck at the sensations it caused and soon she was lost in her own pleasure, grinding and swirling and calling my name like it was the only word she knew.

      Her movements were wild and soon she cried out, bearing down as I sucked her clit while she rode out her orgasm. In the next moment she was sliding over me, impaling herself on my cock and I too was lost. We came together fast and hard and satisfying, moaning mutual pleasure at each other. Sage wore a soft smile that hit me right in the chest.

      “You’re even better than I thought you’d be,” she whispered in my ear and kissed me silly.

      Like she, sweet and sexy Sage Manchester all grown up, couldn’t get enough of me. “You thought about how I’d be?”

      She nodded. “I imaged you pleasuring me the way my pocket rocket did.”

      The image that came, Sage flat on her back with her legs spread open using some battery-operated toy to learn about her pleasure, had me growing hard inside her again. “You’ll have to show me some time,” I told her and flexed my hips.

      “Anytime.”

      A door slammed downstairs and then a familiar voice. “Well don’t everybody come down here and greet me all at once. I’ve only been locked up in an old fogey home for months.”

      We both froze. “Ma?”

      “I guess that means I have to move.”

      I pumped into her again. “Unfortunately.”

      She rose slowly until our bodies parted and collapsed on her back, watching me dress. “Don’t be a stranger, Mase.”

      I kissed her again. Long and sweetly, because she made me feel tender. “Like I could even if I wanted to.”

      That much was damn true. This woman was an addiction I had no desire to get rid of.
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      “Care to tell me why that good lookin’ fella thinks you and Sage are getting hitched?” Tammy Manning was still a force to be reckoned with as a woman in her sixties. Hair that was more grey than blonde these days was still worn in the same long braid she’d had since I was a boy. Sharp brown eyes she’d passed on to me and Tanner looked deep inside me as though she knew all my secrets.

      Based on past history, she probably did. “Ma,” I groaned in frustration. “I need to go to Mr. Graham.”

      She waved a dismissive hand. “Sage and Tanner will show him everything you can. Now I’ve been patient and not asked any questions, particularly why that beautiful girl is now staying in the house. Sleeping next door to you.”

      I felt heat flood my cheeks at her insinuation, but I sucked in a long breath and explained everything, starting with Walt’s visit. I knew I had to, my mother would give me no peace until she knew every detail.

      “Walt made an incorrect assumption that I knew would hurt my chances at joining the TPBA so I let it stand.” An oversimplification of events but still true.

      Steely brown eyes assessed me, lips twisted into a displeased scowl. “And Sage just agreed to this out of the goodness of her heart?”

      “Yes. No. Sort of.” Hell, what did she want me to say?

      Arms crossed she gave me that look, the one that made me confess all my sins as a boy. “Well which is it boy? I know that girl has carried a torch for you since she was a tiny little thang, all big blue eyes and wild brown hair. She followed you around like you were god’s gift made just for her.” She took a sip of tea and grinned. “Not much has changed I’d say.”

      “What?” I shook my head because I didn’t want to think about that. My own feelings were already twisted up about her. “You’re wrong Ma. She wanted something in exchange but I offered money instead.”

      “Did she accept it?”

      “No. But she will.” I was almost certain of it.

      “If you’re sure. I’d hate to see her get hurt and you lose your friendship with Jack because you were a coward.”

      And that was the reminder I needed that this thing was getting out of control. It had gone beyond a temporary pretense into a real relationship, and with her lack of experience, Sage would have expectations. Despite her insistence that she was okay with our physical relationship she didn’t have all the information when she’d made that promise.

      “Dammit!” I shouldn’t have gotten close to her. I should have backed away and let her find some nice guy looking for love and marriage to give herself to.

      Ma just laughed and shook her head. “Looks like I came back at just the right time.”

      With Maybelle now gone to see after her sister in Memphis, I agreed, but not for the same reasons.

      Not at all.
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      I felt a pair of strong, familiar arms wrap around my waist and pull me back into his strong chest. “Hey.” Mason’s deep voice washed over me, made me shiver and smile.

      I turned in his arms with a silly love-struck grin on my face. “Hey yourself. What are you doing in here?” He rarely came into the house until dinner. “Is everything okay?”

      He nodded, a sultry smile curving his lips. “It will be.” He cradled my face in his big hands and slanted his mouth over mine in a slow, hungry kiss that had me clinging to him and using the counter to keep myself upright. Mason was all man, potent and intoxicating. He broke the kiss and his eyes smoldered. “That’s better.”

      “I’ll say.” I wrapped my arms around his neck and leaned in for another kiss. “Much better.” I closed my eyes when his strong arms tightened around me in a hug. I loved being in his arms. I felt safe and cared for and loved, which was silly because Mason didn’t love me. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop my own heart from leaping out of my chest and jumping for joy that we’d finally fallen in love.

      “What smells so good?”

      I told him all about the barbecue me, Lily and Tanner had planned as an official welcome home for Tammy. “Since she popped up so unexpectedly we figured tonight was the best night. Tanner’s got the grill going, Lily helped with the cookies and I’ve got all the sides covered.”

      He nuzzled my neck and groaned. “I just want to nibble on you.”

      “Yes please,” I moaned like the sex addict he was turning me into. Day or night I wanted him. Needed him. My body constantly hummed with arousal when he was near. I loved that it seemed he couldn’t get enough of me, especially when I never wanted another man other than him.

      “Sage, you’re mine,” he growled, surprising me and him both.

      My mind told me to pull back, that this was just heat-of-the-moment talk, but my heart told her to shut the hell up and take it. “Yours,” I moaned and nibbled his ear. “You plan to shower before dinner?”

      “You going to join me?” I nodded because there was no way I would give up a moment with him. Not ever.

      “I’ll set this stuff on the table out back and be right up.” He kissed me again, hot and sweet until my body shook with need. I watched him go, shaking my head at his long-legged gait. Damn the man filled out a pair of jeans perfectly.

      “Don’t make me wait, Sage.”

      His words spurred me into action, taking potato salad and baked beans, macaroni and cheese and cucumber salad out to the table in two trips. The cookies could wait and the fresh bread needed to cool first. I sat back and looked, feeling every bit like the woman of the house. That thought brought me up short. Was it a mistake for me to get so comfortable here when this was all temporary?

      “No one should wear a scowl like that with all this food on display,” Tammy said as she approached.

      I smiled over at her, hoping she couldn’t see my thoughts. “I was just thinking.”

      “Overthinking is as bad as not thinking at all Sage.”

      I looked over and her warm sympathetic gaze made me feel like an idiot. Of course it was clear to all that I’d forgotten this was all fake and had, once again given my heart to Mason. Only this time it wasn’t a young girl’s love, but a woman’s.

      “Not overthinking, just making sure we have everything for dinner.”

      “Don’t lie to me girl. I know you and Mason are pretending and that you’re both determined to pretend this is all just pretend. Dang, did you follow that?” She shook her head. “I’m not sure I did myself. But  you get my drift.”

      I wasn’t sure that I did, but I gave her a small smile anyway. “I’m going to go get a clean shirt on. I’ll be down in a jiff.”

      “Try not to use up all the hot water this time.” Her laugh followed me into the house and I felt my skin heat with embarrassment.

      By the time my feet hit the stairs all I could think about was Mason and his big body covered in suds and water. One of my favorite things to do was soap him up and watch all the suds disappear as water sluiced down deliciously sculpted muscles. Pushing open his bedroom door, I groaned at the sight of him in nothing but a navy-blue towel cinched at the waist.

      “I’m too late?”

      He flashed a heart stopping grin. “Right on time,” he assured me and let the towel fall to the floor.

      I pushed the door closed and was on him in seconds, kissing and licking every inch of him while he quickly undressed me. “I need you Mase. Now,” I whispered in his hear because I knew he loved it.

      “You got me sweetheart.” He lifted me up and laid me on the bed, spearing me with his cock over and over, it was so hot and fast that all I could do was hold on and enjoy the ride. My body was so ready for him, so greedy to have him that I took him easily.

      “Mason,” I panted because I couldn’t remember any words other than his name. Over and over I moaned his name while he plunged deep, quickly sending me up and over the edge, with him quickly following. He growled my name and took me in a rough, intense kiss as his body vibrated and surged into mine. “Goodness I love that! I love you, Mason.”

      He froze and instantly I felt like a fool. “You do?” His question didn’t seem all that happy and all I wanted him to smile and say the words back and mean them.

      “I do,” I told him and looked away, completely oblivious to the heavy footsteps in the hall until it was too late.

      “Sage”

      “No, don’t say it Mason. Please, don’t.”

      The door flew open and we both looked up, and into the angry blue eyes of my brother Jack. “Just what in the hell is going on here?”

      Sick of overbearing, bossy men I sighed. “Just what does it look like Jack?”

      “It looks like I’m about to kick Mason’s ass.”

      I pushed at his chest, unable to look at him as I sat up. “Do you mind, Jack or do you want to see exactly how I like it?” I gave a satisfied smile at his angry grunt. But at the sound of his retreating footsteps, reality set in. I’d just told Mason I loved him and he’d looked horrified. “I’ll see you down there,” I told him and shimmied into my pants, not bothering to button them since I needed to change anyway.

      “Sage, wait.”

      This time I wasn’t the obedient lover I’d always been, I kept walking the short distance to my room and closed the door behind me. I couldn’t cry now, not with Jack downstairs along with Lily who would worry, Tanner, Tammy and Sierra. I’d chosen the worst night ever to make my unwanted declaration.

      Story of my life.
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      “So what happened?” Sierra grabbed me as soon as I stepped outside and pulled me along until I could hardly even smell the scent of grilled meat and barbecue sauce.

      “What do you mean?”

      Sierra rolled her eyes. “I mean that your fine-ass brother came storming back down here like a bat out of hell, so I can only assume he found you and Mason in a position he’d rather not have.”

      I sighed and nodded my confirmation. “We’d just finished when he pretty much kicked the door down. But that’s not the worst part Sierra.” I told her about my ill-timed outburst and the look of horror that crossed his face.

      “No. Way.” Big green eyes held so much shock that tears instantly came to my eyes.

      “Way, Sierra. All the way.”

      She rubbed my back and we kept our backs to the table. “Did you mean it, like for real? Or was this a heat of the moment thing?”

      “I wish I could chalk it up to the sex, which was very hot by the way. But that just intensified what I was already feeling.” And now I still had at least a month left before the TPBA made their decision which meant I was well and truly stuck.

      “Maybe you just surprised him.”

      I cut her a look that told her exactly what I thought of that suggestion. “It’s fine Sierra. I appreciate it but I don’t need you to make me feel better about this. I knew I it was a possibility since I’ve loved him pretty much my entire life. But I thought I was sooo mature that I could have everything, just for a little while, and walk away unscathed.” The hubris of thinking that was laughable now.

      “It’s always hard when you like the guy you’re sleeping with.”

      I looked at my best friend, shocked. “You sleep with guys you don’t like?”

      She nodded. “Most of the time. It’s easier,” she shrugged like it was no big deal. “I get what I want without any risk to my heart.”

      I smacked her arm. “That advice would have been helpful when you were encouraging me to do this!”

      Sierra laughed and wrapped her arms around me. “It wouldn’t have done any good honey. You were half in love with him before you slept with him.”

      My shoulders slumped at her words because I knew they were true. I had no one to blame but myself. “Oh well, let’s go get this dinner over with. I have plans later to get very drunk and crash at your place.”

      “Anything you need Sage, I’m here.”

      “Thanks Sierra. You’re the best friend a girl could have.”

      “Corny. But don’t you forget it,” she chuckled. “Hey, your brother is looking good enough to eat. The Army looks good on him. Real good.”

      I pretended to gag at her open ogling. “Yeah well, good luck.”
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      “I really want to kick your ass right now,” Jack’s blue eyes glared at me after dinner. We stood on the back porch staring out as the sun slipped behind the horizon.

      “I know you do and I can’t say I don’t deserve it but Jack, I didn’t mean for it to happen.” It was a cop out, I knew that but I hadn’t intended to seduce her, deflower her.

      “I asked you to look out for her, not take her to bed!” He smacked his hand against the large round post to punctuate his point.

      The screen door smacked open and Ma came out with beer, bless her. “Ya’ll quit that racket and talk this out like the grown men you are. Mason and Jack you both know Sage has always been sweet on him and last I checked she was a grown woman capable of making her own decisions.” She gave us both that disappointing Ma knows best glare and, without another word she slipped back into the house letting the screen door slam behind her.

      “I know that,” Jack said, shaking his head as he took a long slow pull from the bottle. “But you know how she feels and you know how you feel about love and marriage. If you were me you’d want to kick your ass too.”

      “Believe me Jack I do want to kick my own ass. I tried to stay away, I really did. But I couldn’t.” Sage was smart and beautiful, lively and great with Lily, never mind she was great with horses.

      Jack laughed only this time it was more amused than disgusted. “Oh man, I don’t believe it.”

      “What?” My voice was dark and menacing because I knew exactly what he thought he knew. “What, dammit!”

      Jack outright laughed, doubling over and slapping his knee like a damn fool. “You love her. Shit, you and Sage huh?” The anger seemed to fade at this new realization and I couldn’t tell if I was angry or relieved about it.

      I wanted to deny it. I opened my mouth to do just that only the damn words wouldn’t come. “How long are you back?”

      His expression sobered. “I’m back for good. I was hoping you had a spare room until I figured out my next move.”

      “Of course, take your pick. You plan on staying in Lucky Flats?”

      He nodded but didn’t seem all that happy about it. “That’s the plan.”

      I clapped him on the back. “Stay as long as you need, just expect to pitch in.”

      “Of course. What are you going to do about my sister?”

      I looked at my best friend, hoping he could see the conflict I felt, and shrugged. “No fucking idea.” I had a feeling it didn’t matter what I wanted anymore. The hurt in her eyes was unmistakable when I couldn’t say those three little words back to her and she’d taken off with Sierra as soon as Lily had been settled into bed. I didn’t know if she even planned to come back tonight. Or ever.

      “Well she looked pretty damn pissed when she tore out of here, at both of us, so you should figure it out soon.”

      I nodded. “She won’t leave me hanging with the TPBA.” I might not know much but I knew Sage was a woman of her word and she promised to help me with this. So I knew she would.

      “Of course she won’t, but that doesn’t mean she’ll forget or forgive whatever you said or did to her after I left you two…dammit! I’m tempted to punch your ass just for making me see that shit.”

      One side of my mouth curled into a smile. “You should learn how to knock before you enter a room.”

      Jack gave me a one finger salute and we both laughed, clicking our glasses together and drinking in silence. “God I’ve missed home. The dessert just doesn’t compare.”

      “And there’s a distinct lack of flying bullets.”

      “Yeah,” he said in tortured amusement. “That’s for damn sure.”

      “You want to tell me why you’re done and why so suddenly?”

      “Not really,” he said as he stared into the horizon, the sky splashed with pink and orange. I could tell Jack was no longer here in Lucky Flats but a desert half way across the globe. “I had to do some shit I didn’t want to do but, orders and all that. When the mission was done I made it clear I had no plans to re-enlist so here I am.”

      There was a story there but for now I would let him keep his secrets. “Good to have you home man.”
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      The next morning came far too early, which probably had a lot to do with the fact I’d stayed up until after midnight hoping Sage would come home. When she didn’t, a quick text to Sierra had confirmed that Sage was safe and pissed as hell, in her words. The few hours of sleep I did get were restless and fitful, and I was up before the sun to get the early morning chores out of the way. Like my daddy used to say, when all else fails, work, and that’s just what I did.

      After a quick shower hours later, I got dressed and headed downstairs where Ma was already awake and putting the finishing touches on breakfast.

      “Mornin’ Ma.”

      She turned from her biscuits and gave me a quick onceover. “You look like hell boy.”

      Leave it to Ma to tell it like it is. “Yeah, thanks Ma.”

      She shook her head and went back to the biscuits. “You want to talk about it?”

      Hell no I didn’t want to talk about it, but Ma was probably the only person who might have something helpful to add. “Sage said she loved me.” Instead of celebrating that fact, all I could see was the crushed look in her eyes when I didn’t say it back. She’d seemed resigned, like she’d known I wouldn’t say it back. But she’d hoped.

      “I’m guessin’ you didn’t say it back?” When I shook my head, she smacked her lips and I had to look away. “Why not?”

      “This wasn’t supposed to be about that, Ma!” I smacked my hand on the table, making the silverware jump. “Hell I knew I should have stayed away from her but I couldn’t.” Love wasn’t part of the deal. I didn’t want any part of that trap. Not again.

      “Supposed to?” Ma laughed like I just told a damn joke, smacking her floured hand against her leg. “Son let me tell you, if things happened like they were supposed to, you and Tanner wouldn’t exist and I would have missed out on all the years I had with the love of my life. Rest his soul.”

      I blinked as her words became clear. “Are you saying me and Tanner were accidents, Ma?”

      She nodded. “Happy accidents, but it’s all the same. I was supposed to be a rodeo girl, a buckle-winning barrel racer. I was supposed to take the rodeo world by storm, Mason. Instead I got one belt before falling in love with a small-town rancher, and ended up getting knocked up before my next race.”

      “Well sorry we ruined your life, Ma!” I knew I sounded like a petulant child dammit, but how could I take that any other way? “Ow, Ma! What the hell?”

      She scowled at me. “I didn’t say you ruined my life, though right now I’m wondering if you were worth my sacrifices. What I’m telling you is that things don’t always go the way they’re supposed to Mason. You of all people should understand that.”

      “Yeah,” I sighed because I knew exactly what she was talking about. Lily was supposed to have a loving mother, not one who died in the process of abandoning her. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Do you love her?”

      That was the million-dollar question wasn’t it? Did I love Sage? Hell I didn’t know, maybe I didn’t even know what love was. “I thought I loved Tracy and look how that turned out.”

      Ma kept shaking her head as she set out big plates of eggs, bacon, biscuits, sausage and home fries. “Just because Tracy had loose morals doesn’t mean your love wasn’t real. Now I’ll ask you again, do you love her?”

      I liked Sage. A lot. She was funny and sweet, kind, caring and gorgeous as hell. She pitched in without being asked and she loved Lily like she was her own. But explosive chemistry wasn’t love. It was lust. Desire. Need. “I can’t love her Ma. Or anybody. I won’t.” I braced myself for her arguments that would encourage me to follow my heart and give love another shot. All that crap.

      “Then you have your answer,” she said simply, though I did detect a hint of disappointment in her tone as she set the coffee and the orange juice on the table just as Lily, Tanner and Jack made their way to the kitchen. “Good morning everybody.”

      “Mornin’ Gramma!”

      “Good morning sweetheart,” Ma replied and took the empty seat beside Lily.

      Breakfast was quiet, subdued even, as the adults were lost in their own thoughts. Even Lily seemed to pick up on the tension, focusing on her food instead of talking everyone’s ears off as she usually. My mind remained full of my conversation with Ma. It seemed unbelievable to me that she would give up so easily and accept my answer. Did I want her to convince me that I do love Sage? I was so confused I didn’t even know which way was up anymore.

      “Daddy, did you hear me?”

      Lily’s exasperated voice pulled me from my thoughts. “Sorry sweetheart, what did you say?” The intensity of her green stare moved me.

      “I asked if Sage went away forever?”

      Forever? Why would she ask such a thing? I blinked, completely stunned, and then thankful Jack was there to step in.

      “Of course not princess. She’s having a grownup girls’ night with Sierra.”

      “Without me?” she asked with an adorable pout.

      She giggled at Jack’s wink. “I think you’re a bit too young to get into the Double Barrel, unless you started drinking beer while I was away?”

      Her face twisted into a frown. “No way! I’m too young Uncle Jack.” Her smile dimmed as another question occurred to her. “Are you back forever now?”

      “Why, did you miss me?”

      “Uh-huh. Sage said you were a hero and you’d be back as soon as you could be. Now you are. I’m glad.” She slid from her seat and climbed on his lap to wrap her little arms around his neck.

      “Me too, kiddo.” He squeezed her back and dropped a kiss on her head. “Oh I see, you just gave me love so you could steal my bacon.”

      He tickled her and the sound of her laughter filled the kitchen, along with the adults and I was struck for the first time that the house finally felt like a home again.

      “We’re all glad to have you back son, safe and sound.” Ma laid a hand on his arm and gifted him her best mama loves you smile. “Any idea what you’ll do now?”

      “Not yet. I’m going to work the ranch while I figure it out.”

      “I have some ideas if you don’t mind,” she said and then continued on before he could say whether or not he did mind. “You and Tanner should team up and add training horses to our portfolio.”

      “What?” This was the first I heard of this and I ran the damn ranch. “Since when?”

      Ma only shrugged like she hadn’t just rocked my world. “Since I thought of it. Last night. You got a problem with that?”

      “No. I just want to know why you think we need horse training when we’re this close to our goals.”

      “Your goals,” she amended. “You have the breeding side down, wouldn’t it be nice to bump up the asking price by selling them pre-trained? Or better yet, let people come from far and wide to let a champion rider like your brother, a multi-buckle winner, train their horses?” She smiled at Jack again. “Never mind the discipline our handsome Ranger brings to the operation.”

      Damn I couldn’t argue with that. None of it. “Sounds good. Let me know what you need to make it happen.” I finished a second helping of breakfast and when I looked up three sets of eyes were on me. “What?”

      “That’s it,” Tanner asked bewildered. “You’re okay with it? Just like that?”

      “Yeah it’s a great idea if you guys’re interested.” Like Ma said they would do a damn good job, and it would bring more prestige to the M&M.

      Jack nodded and Tanner did the same, both wearing wary grins.

      “Then put a plan together so we can make it happen. Can I go now?” I stood with my plate in my hand and waited.

      “Yes Daddy, you may,” Lily chirped in sweetly.

      “Thanks sweetheart. Finish up guys. We have a lot to do since you bums missed morning chores.”

      Jack coughed. “It still is morning.”

      “I have to look at the cattle first,” Tanner said as he stood. “But I’ll let that slide since I know you have other things on your mind.”

      I glared at Tanner but kept my mouth shut. “I’ll see you out there. Jackass,” I murmured as I grabbed my Stetson and thermos and headed through the door.

      Damn meddling family.
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      “What if I put down a larger down payment?” Sitting across from Sally Bishop at Lucky Flats Savings & Loan was an exercise in torture. Not that Sally wasn’t doing everything she could to help me buy an amazing property I found about ten miles outside of town, she was. But nothing could help, or so it seemed.

      Sally sighed and smoothed her blonde hair, even though not one strand of her French twist was out of place. “That would help Sugar, but I’m afraid with no significant income we’ll need someone to cosign any loan we’d give you.”

      Story of my damn life. A grown woman with a college degree and a trust fund, yet I still needed someone to hold my hand just to get my business off the ground. I stood and wiped the nervous moisture down my jeans, feeling more defeated than ever. Honestly, why did I even come in here? I knew why, that property had excited the hell out of me, and I was so high on my own ideas I forgot common sense. Now I had it back.

      “Thank you so much Sally. I guess I’ll just…figure it out.”

      She smiled and accepted the hand I held out. “I’m so sorry Sage. Maybe your brother or Mason could sign?”

      “They probably would Sally, but I was hoping to do this on my own.” But it looked like I would need to get a job and save for a while before that could happen. “Thanks again Sally. Have a good day.”

      “You too hon. Good luck.”

      I would need it. Good luck, a dose of magic and maybe even a lamp with a wish granting genie inside might help. Probably not though. The day was still early, and I was more than a little tempted to head to the Double Barrel but I had things to do on the ranch. After spending a few hours inside Lucky Brew sending out my resume, I hopped in my car and aimed it towards the M&M, clenching my jaws as tight as my hands gripped the wheel. It had been two days and I’d successfully dodged Mason. But I knew it wouldn’t last for much longer.

      Voices sounded in the house, and for a second I thought about going around back and heading straight for the temporary therapy barn, but I needed to change first. A silky blouse and fitted blazer might be fine for Sally Bishop but I couldn’t afford to ruin my nice clothes now that I’d have job interviews to attend. I took a long, deep breath and went inside, slipping upstairs to quickly change before following the voices in the kitchen.

      “There you are, my dear!” Walt’s big voice boomed loudly and jovially, a big smile splashed across his face. “I was just sharing the good news with Mason.”

      I knew exactly what the good news would be, and I felt both relief and an odd twinge in my chest. “M&M is officially part of the Texas Pure Breed Association?”

      “That’s right babe, we did it.” Mason stood and wrapped an arm around me, not letting his smile drop for a second at the way I stiffened. He leaned in and I knew he was going in for a kiss and I knew with Walt watching I had to let him. But I kept my lips pursed tight and made it quick and chaste.

      Stepping back, I grinned. “That’s wonderful news Mase. You’ve earned it.” My hand rested on his chest and lingered for a long minute because my body didn’t seem to get the message that this didn’t belong to me. This wasn’t mine. “Walt you don’t know what this means to the M&M.” I leaned forward and gave the old guy a hug, noting the way he blushed at my affection. “Thank you.”

      “Oh my pleasure, sweetheart. This place has some of the best purebred and thoroughbreds in the state. I’ll be happy to say I was smart enough to notice before anyone else.” He winked and stood. “I’ll see you both at the official induction ceremony and ball,” he said, and with another round of handshakes he was gone.

      “Sage,…”

      “Congratulations Mason,” I spoke over him and exited the kitchen. As I made my way to the barn I let out a long, tired breath. It was done. Mason got what he needed and this false engagement was officially over. I felt mostly relief, but also an overwhelming sadness. It was time to get over my infatuation with Mason Manning. There had been a brief window of time when we could have become more, but that window was now closed. And I would be okay. Someday.

      “Sage, wait!”

      His heavy footfalls sounded quickly behind me and I knew if I turned I’d find him running my way. But I didn’t turn, I walked through the open barn and picked up the tablet on my desk to see what I had to do today. With just three patients on the schedule, I knew I’d be done before supper, which would give me time to get some job hunting in before I spent the evening with Lily.

      “Sage,” he said, not sounding at all out of breath. The bastard.

      I blanked my expression and turned. “What’s up Mason?” My grip on the desk tightened when he removed his Stetson and raked a hand through his thick wheat-blonde hair. Why did he have to be so big and masculine and sexy?

      “You haven’t been around much lately.”

      “I had things I needed to take care of. The horses have not been neglected, I document my hours each day in fifteen minute increments just as we agreed on.”

      He sighed. “I know Sage and you know that’s not what I’m talking about.”

      I did. “I don’t know any such thing. What is this about?” Yeah, I could do denial with the best of them.

      His long-legged stride ate up the distance between us until just a few inches kept us apart. “Sage, I’m sorry. I don’t know what you want me to say.”

      That you love me. I knew that would never happen and I also knew it wasn’t his fault. “There’s nothing for you to say Mason and really there’s no need for you to apologize. These things happen.”

      He didn’t look convinced. “I don’t want things to be weird between us.”

      “They won’t be. I was embarrassed and I needed to hide out for a while.” I tried for a smile but it felt weird and strained even to me. “Anyway our arrangement is all done. We have the ceremony and then I’ll be out of your hair.” For good. This time my smile was a little brighter and his shoulders relaxed so I knew I’d said exactly what he wanted to hear.

      “What will you do?”

      “I’ll figure it out.”

      “Jack will be staying here for a while, so you can too. If you want.”

      If he wasn’t this man, this kind man who would brave eternal awkwardness just to let me be closer to my brother, I wouldn’t love him like I do. Though right now I hated him for being so nonchalant about it. For not hurting the way I did.

      “Thank you Mason.”

      “So you’ll stay?”

      “No.” He looked confused and I only shrugged. “I need to get to work.”

      He stared for a long time like he wanted to say more, but didn’t know where to begin. That was fine by me because the one thing I wanted from him, he couldn’t give me.

      “Okay then, I’ll see you later.”
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      When Tammy invaded our girls’ night and insisted we go out to eat I felt pretty certain she had something else on her mind. But as our ribs, chicken, potato salad and biscuits were delivered I knew I was just acting paranoid because of the earlier weirdness between me and Mason.

      “I’m glad you suggested this Tammy, I haven’t had Dolly’s barbecue in ages.” One of the downsides of going away for college was that I didn’t have access to Dolly’s famous barbecue.

      “I don’t get out here nearly as much as I should, but now I’m back I plan to eat here at least once a week.” Tammy licked her fingers and plucked another biscuit from the center of the table. “You should too, fatten yourself up.”

      “She don’t wanna get fat Gramma,” Lily insisted but she was hard to take serious with a ring of barbecue sauce around her mouth.

      “Not fat little girl, but she’s too thin.”

      I rolled my eyes because Tammy has been saying I needed to fatten up since I turned fifteen. “I’m not thin at all Tammy, but I’ll take the compliment.”

      She smacked her lips together and shook her head, assessing me until I squirmed. “I’ll never get you young girls and your obsession with being skinny. A man needs something to grab on to.”

      I choked on my soda. “Grab onto what?” Lily asked.

      “Oh hush up child. Have some quarters and ride on that pony you’ve been eyeing.” Tammy dug about twelve quarters from her pocket and that’s when I knew that my initial assessment was correct. The old girl had something up her sleeve.

      “Thanks Gramma, I’ll be over there,” she said and took off.

      Tammy watched the little girl run off and when she was satisfied Lily was safe, she turned to me. “I hear you tried to get a bank loan.”

      I nodded and explained what happened at the bank. “So I’ll just have to work for a few more years and try again.” Maybe the interest on my trust fund will have grown enough that I won’t need someone else to get a loan.

      “Why don’t you just rent some of the unused M&M land? Lord knows we have plenty of it.”

      I shrugged because I didn’t really want to get into it but I couldn’t lie to her. “I tried that first and Mason refused.” That still stung but I refused to show it. “Now though, I think he had the right idea. Don’t say anything about this Tammy, I’ll figure it out myself.”

      She shook her head in disapproval, taking a long sip of tea before she spoke. “You young people and your damned independence. You think me and Mitch, rest his soul, turned our small spread into the magnificence it is today by ourselves? His daddy and granddaddy put everything they had into the M&M Ranch, making sure it was strong and viable for the future. They all had help. We had help too.” Her gaze took on a faraway look as she continued to speak. “The only thing I brought to the marriage was eight grand in prize money, a horse and a bunch of sparkly riding outfits. Our early years were lean, city girl lean Sage.”

      I knew she was right about that, but my situation wasn’t the same. “I have what my parents could provide for my future and still it isn’t enough. But don’t worry Tammy, this isn’t the end of my dream. I’m just postponing it.” I hoped that was true.

      “And what about my son?”

      And here we go. “He has everything he needs.”

      Tammy smacked the table. “Then you haven’t been paying attention girl. Mason is stubborn to a fault, and now he’s fighting his feelings so hard that he’s twisted up and running scared. One of you has to fight for this.”

      She was right, of course except for the small matter of Mason not loving me. “There is nothing to fight for Tammy and I need to worry about my future.”

      She gave me an odd look that might have been disappointment, but I couldn’t tell. “I don’t think you understand child. Tracy didn’t just die and leave him brokenhearted, she died while leaving him and Lily. She’d told him hours before her death that she fell in love with some carpet manufacturer and they were moving to Maine to start over. She was on her way to meet up with him when the truck hit her head on.”

      I hadn’t known any of that, only that she died in a horrific car accident. Still it didn’t change anything. “Tammy listen to me, Mason doesn’t love me. This isn’t about the fact that he won’t commit, he doesn’t want to commit to me, okay? So no matter what his issues are, that’s that.”

      She was silent for a long time after that and I felt bad about my harsh tone. She didn’t deserve it but I meant what I said.

      “If you’re sure.”

      “I am.” At least I would be.

      Eventually.
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      Damn these days felt like they were getting longer and hotter. Not as long as the nights without Sage in my bed with me. Under me. On top of me. Moaning my name. But that wouldn’t be happening anytime soon because Sage was still not talking to me. No it was worse, she’s been avoiding me for days. Well no more of this shit. Tonight, she would listen even if I have to tie her up to make it happen.

      I made my way towards the main house with a plan forming that included me and Sage and a romantic dinner. I sat in the mudroom and pulled off my boots before stomping inside the kitchen.

      “Hey Ma. What smells so good?”

      “I’m making my beef and pork lasagna so I hope you’re hungry.”

      “I am but I was hoping to take Sage out to dinner tonight. Have you seen her?”

      “Kind of last minute for a date, isn’t it?”

      I sighed. “Maybe if she wasn’t avoiding me I could have asked her sooner.”

      “Or maybe,” she said as she ladled the meat sauce over the noodles, ricotta and vegetables, “she’s giving you exactly what you want.”

      That was ominous. “What the hell is that supposed to mean Ma?”

      She shrugged. “It means you’re going through a lot of trouble for a woman you claim you don’t love.”

      “I don’t!”

      She tried to hide a devious little smirk but I saw it, dammit. “Then why do you need to take her out to dinner when I have a perfectly good lasagna about to go in the oven?”

      I groaned and looked up at the ceiling, in search of some miracle that would help me not lose my temper with my own mama. “Because we need to talk Ma.”

      “There’s plenty of time before dinner, why don’t you go on up and talk to her now. But,” she aimed the sauce covered spatula in my direction with a fierce expression on her face, “maybe actually talk first. Make up sex later.”

      “God, Ma! Eww, I don’t need to hear that from you.”

      A loud laugh erupted from her, turning into a high-pitched cackle of amusement. “You think I only had sex twice in my life huh, one for you and one for Tanner?”

      “Hell yes that’s what I think and I’ll continue thinking if you don’t mind!” Making a firm exit was hard as hell in nothing but socks on hard wood floors, but I made a quick getaway while Ma’s laughter followed me up the stairs. I went straight to my room and grabbed a quick shower. If there was a chance Sage would go out with me tonight I didn’t want to give her time to change her mind. But when stopped at her door it was open and the shower was going. So I went in and sat.

      Her laptop was open on the dresser and two worn suitcases stood beside them. Curious I leaned and picked one up, finding it heavier than an empty suitcase ought to be. With a frown, I tried the other. It wasn’t quite as heavy but it wasn’t empty either. What the hell? I was half tempted to walk around the bed to the closet and see if my suspicions were confirmed but I decided to wait, let Sage tell me herself.

      “What are you doing in my room?”

      I spun at her voice and was struck silent at the sight of Sage in nothing but a towel. Thick hair wet and sticking her to her neck, shoulders and chest. Her long legs were on display and I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

      “I missed you.” Not what I intended to say but true anyhow.

      Arms crossed and pushing her perky breasts up to form impressive cleavage, she glared at me. “What are you doing in here?”

      “I came to see if we could talk.”

      “And you needed to pick up my suitcase to do that?”

      “Are you going somewhere,” I asked instead.

      She growled and stepped further in the room, slamming the door behind her. “I’m not doing this with you Mason.” She let the towel drop and I tried like hell to keep my focus on her face instead of those beautiful breasts, flat stomach and feminine hips that begged for my touch. “You don’t get to barge in here and pretend like you give a damn all of a sudden.”

      That pulled me up short. “All of a sudden? Because I didn’t say the words you wanted to hear, all of a sudden I don’t give a damn?”

      “Oh please, spare me. You don’t give a damn. You’re secretly happy that I’m leaving but you think it makes you a jerk to admit it.” She picked up pink lace panties and turned her back to me while she slid them on, giving me a perfect shot of her shapely ass. “It’s fine Mason. I really thought I could handle sleeping with you without my feelings getting in the way but I couldn’t. That’s on me so don’t beat yourself up about it.”

      I sighed and dropped to the bed. “Are things going to be like this between us forever? I hate that it’s so awkward now. You won’t even look at me.”

      She froze for a brief moment, and went to the dresser to pick out a pair of socks, nearly knocking her laptop over in the process. “Why are you making a big deal out of this Mase?”

      I heard her question but my mind was too focused on the words flashing at me from her laptop. “You’re taking a job in Austin?”

      She snatched the laptop from me and slammed it shut. “None of your business!”

      “It damn well is my business when you’re here working for me. When were you planning on telling me?”

      She sucked in a long breath, letting it out slowly with her eyes close as though she were searching for patience. “If the interviews go well, I will give you the appropriate notice. You should be happy about this Mason, your life will go back to how it was before my brother guilted you into helping me out.”

      “And what about your business Sage? Was that a lie, or is that all over now that you’re not getting what you want?”

      “What I want?” Her voice was shrill as she slammed her feet into brown and turquoise boots, big blue eyes blazed fire in my direction. “You have no idea what I want and none of it matters anyway. I need a job, a real job and I’m going to find one.”

      “All the way in Austin? Your brother just got back, or doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

      She reared back as though I slapped her, blue eyes looking shocked. Hurt. Then I saw them, tears welling up in her eyes but her clenched jaw and flared nostrils told me how hard she fought to control them.

      “Get out.”

      “Sage, come on.”

      “Get. Out.” For emphasis, she pointed to the door with an icy look on her face.

      “This is my house Sage.” If this was how she wanted to do this, I was ready.

      “Fine. I’ll leave then.” She grabbed her laptop and shoved it into a bag before hoisting it on her shoulder and reaching for the heavier suitcase. Without another word, she yanked the door open and I heard the thump, thump of the wheels descending the steps.

      “Don’t walk away from me, Sage.” My voice couldn’t sound more menacing if I tried. That tone had most of my ranch hands shaking in their damn boots, but this one little scrap of a woman hadn’t even halted her steps. “Sage!” I thundered down the stairs after her and caught up with her at her car. “Dammit, Sage wait.”

      She pulled out of my grasp and took a step back. “What? Have a few more insults to hurl at me? Let’s hear them, then.” She gave me a come on motion that infuriated me. “All out? Good. I’ll see you around Mason.”

      “Sage I’m sorry.” My voice held a note of pleading that surprised me, but didn’t seem to move her.

      “Don’t be,” she said as all the anger drained out of her, replaced with sadness. “I always knew you didn’t love me. Wouldn’t ever love me back. I just didn’t think it would hurt so bad.”

      I stood there and watched as she got into the car and started the engine, pausing every few seconds to swipe at the tears she now couldn’t control. The engine turned over and she disappeared down the long driveway.

      “Dammit!” I kicked at the dirt, wondering when everything went all to hell.

      “Hoo boy, you couldn’t have messed that up more if you tried.”

      I turned with a bitter smile. “Yeah, thanks Ma.”
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      “How did the interviews go?” Sierra strolled into the living room rubbing her eyes. “Please tell me you made coffee,” she groaned even though it was past noon because she’d worked late at the bar.

      I shrugged, smiling at her disheveled red hair and Disney pajamas. “One went well, but they’ve just started interviewing so it’ll be a few weeks until I hear from them. The Austin interview was good, but the place is like a conveyor belt office. The horses couldn’t possibly get proper care so I’m not interested.”

      “And the other?” she asked from the kitchen, the sound of coffee being poured sounded, and then a long satisfying sigh.

      “The other is a no-go. Two of the three on the hiring panel tried to pick me up. Together.”

      Sierra spit out her coffee as she came back into the living room, eyes wide. “You’re joking!”

      “I wish I was but now I guess I can see why they pay above the rest.” It’s the only reason any woman would subject herself to their individual and joint efforts at getting laid.

      “That sucks honey, but you know, you can always sling drinks for me until you find something that works.”

      “Thanks,” I told her genuinely, because I appreciated the offer and I might have to take it sooner rather than later if I wanted a place to live. “I’m hoping to finish my hours at the M&M, but if not I’ll have to go somewhere else to finish them.” That would definitely put my plans on hold for even longer if I have to move, find a place to live and work while I completed my hours. I let out a long weary sigh at the thought of it.

      “I just got you back Sage. I don’t want you to leave.”

      “Believe me I don’t want to, but it’s looking more and more like I’ll have to.”

      “There’s no way you and Mason could work things out?”

      Just thinking about it had tears forming in my eyes and I shook my head, wiping them away. “No. I mean I hope to finish my hours but I’m working on giving up and getting over him.”

      Sierra flashed me a sympathetic smile. “It’ll be easier if you don’t run into him all over Lucky Flats all the time.”

      “Yeah, exactly.” Silence settled between us for a long while, but by the time Sierra finished her second cup of coffee, she was ready to chat.

      “Don’t be upset, Sage,” she began and immediately my ears perked up.

      “Why?”

      “Jack called.”

      I smiled. “Jack called you? Does that mean you’ve decided to go after him?”

      She shrugged, but the blush that rose on her pale cheeks told me otherwise. “Maybe but he called before I woke up and I texted him that you got home last night.”

      My shoulders fell. “So he’s on his way over?”

      “Probably. He’s worried about you.”

      I sighed because I knew it was true. “Jack is a worrier. I swear he’s more of a mother hen than you are.” At her insulted look I had to laugh. “Okay I understand, but this is hard for him because his sister and best friend are at odds.”

      “Or maybe he’s just trying to make it better for you both.”

      “When did you become an optimist and a romantic?” I could always count on Sierra to have a healthy dose of sarcasm and cynicism about all things love and men, so this version of her totally threw me.

      “When my best friend finally got a chance with the man of her dreams.”

      “Not that it matters,” I added with more snark than necessary just before Jack’s knock sounded.

      He strolled in behind Sierra, whose face was now an even brighter shade of pink, and smiled.

      “Hey kiddo. How are ya?”

      I answered with a shrug. “If I say I’m great will you stop worrying?”

      Jack wrapped me in his arms and dropped a kiss on top of my head. “I’ll never stop worrying Sage, you know that.”

      Yeah I did but I couldn’t take any more heightened emotion. “Jeez bro, what did they feed you in the Army? You’re rock solid.”

      He laughed and flexed under my hand. “Mason said you’re leaving Lucky Flats,” he told me with a dark frown all over his face.

      I sighed, wishing I could somehow strangle Mason without seeing his handsome face. “Not yet. I had a few interviews but so far only one is an actual option, so I’m still looking while I hopefully, finish up my hours.”

      He pulled back, but kept his hands on my shoulders. “Don’t let Mason run you off from your dream of having a therapy center.”

      I pushed at his chest, but of course the big oaf refused to move, which only made my anger boil. “Screw you Jack! I’m not letting anyone run me off you big dummy. I need I job so the next time I apply for a loan I can actually get it. On my own.”

      “If that’s all it is then I can help,” he grinned. “And you can stay here. Where you belong.”

      I loved my brother and I appreciated his offer but, damn. “That’s not on my own, is it Jack? And what if your new business requires an additional line of credit? Then what?” Tanner told me all about their new training program so I knew it was a possibility. “Thank you for wanting to help, I love you for it. But it’s no big deal if I have to put my dream off for a little while.”

      “Dammit Sage! I just got home and now you’re leaving. I don’t like it.”

      I couldn’t help it, I burst out laughing. “You big kid. I promise not to go too far away.” His scowl relaxed a little and so did my shoulders. “Is it too early for a drink?”

      Sierra reappeared looking stunning in gray painted on jeans and a white Double Barrel t-shirt. Dangling earrings and cowboy boots finished the look. “Nah. You can have a few while I get things ready for the day.”

      Thank goodness.
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      “I just don’t see why you won’t rent from Mason. No matter what happens between you guys personally, business is business.” Jack’s voice grew louder with every beer and I knew it was time to order some food.

      I motioned Sierra’s new waitress over. “I asked Jack. When he approached me about the engagement thing that’s what I wanted, favorable rates on leasing the land. He said no, so whatever you think, it’s not my fault and I’m not running away.” Apparently, all the men in my life think that I run from my problems. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “Aw come on, kiddo. That’s not what I meant. Shit, he really said no?”

      “He did.” Luckily the server came and took our order because I was done talking about Mason and his land. And Mason. We placed our orders and stared at each other for a long time.

      “I missed this. Just being home, hanging out with my kid sister.” His smile was relaxed for the first time since he came back, and I couldn’t help but return it.

      “I’m so glad you’re here and safe. No more war for you, Mister.”

      “No worries about that. I am done with that.”

      There was a weight to his words I hadn’t heard before. “Want to talk about it?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then let’s drink about it.” I held up the newly delivered pitcher of beer with a wide grin. “Maybe not,” I groaned at the man walking into the Double Barrel looking gorgeous in jeans that hugged his body in all the right places, a plaid shirt that made his eyes glow. “I think I’m going to head out now.”

      “You just said we’d drink about it!”

      “Yeah well, your best bud just showed up, so maybe you want to drink with him. Be safe.”

      “Chicken.”

      “Never said I wasn’t. Later.” I pecked his cheek and darted through the crowd and down the hall that lead to the back entrance. I ran up the narrow staircase and leaned against the door once I was inside. “That was close. Oh!” I jumped nearly a foot in the air at the loud pounding on the door.

      “Not close enough, apparently.”

      “Sorry no one’s home.”

      “Sage, open the damn door.” He smacked it again for good measure, making me jump again.

      I knew he wouldn’t leave because the one thing Tammy was right about was his stubbornness. “Jack’s downstairs.”

      “He’s not the Winchester I came to see.”

      I took a fortifying breath and pulled the door open. “I don’t know why you’re here Mason.”

      “We need to talk.” His tone was serious. Grave.

      “I think we’ve already said what needs to be said.” More than what was necessary actually.

      “Well I don’t. There’s a lot more to be said dammit.”

      I took a couple big steps back and opened the door wider. “Then say what you have to say Mason.” He followed me into the living room, his anger a palpable breathing thing between us.

      “I want you to come back to the ranch.” He said it so plainly, as though that was all it would take to change my mind.

      “That’s not happening. I only moved in to further the engagement ruse which is pretty much over.” Like I’d want to live right next door to him knowing how he felt. Or didn’t feel.

      “Where will you stay?”

      “Here until I figure out my next move.”

      “You can’t leave Sage. Your brother is here. Lily is here and so is Sierra.”

      But not you? “Well you are right about that, but I still need to find a job Mason. That’s my priority.”

      He stepped closer but I refused to budge. “What happened to your business idea?”

      “Not that it is any of your business, but it’s on hold for now. Hence my need for a job.”

      “Tell me why.”

      I laughed but it came out bitter and brittle. “Who do you think you are? No, I’m not going to tell you, and I think you should leave.”

      “No,” he replied, pushing his chest into me.

      Damn he smelled so good. Good enough to make me temporarily forget my anger as lust made an appearance. “Mase, please.”

      The jerk didn’t even try to hide his smirk. “Please, what? Tell me what you want Sage.”

      “I already did.” My voice sounded full of desire even to my own ears.

      “I know,” he said, voice deep and seductive as he tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “Now tell me what you really want.”

      I knew what he was thinking, and my body had the same idea. But that wasn’t what I really wanted. Needed.

      “You can’t give me what I really want Mason.”

      His shoulders fell for just a second before he closed the remaining gap between us, cupping my face and looking so deep into my eyes I felt it in my soul.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. But I can give you this.” His mouth slanted over mine and instantly the world felt right again. I knew it was just a kiss but it was warm and inviting, hot and so full of pure, raw need that it just about undid me. I knew I didn’t stand a chance when a wave of longing rolled over me.

      I did the only thing I could and wrapped my arms around his waist, pushing against his mouth and slid my tongue in time with his, matching his desire stroke for stroke. He felt so good, so right I couldn’t contain the moan that escaped into his mouth, making him growl.

      Mason’s control snapped, his hands strayed down to grip my ass, lifting me and pressing my back into the wall. Between us all I could feel was the heat, the heavy hardness of him between my legs. My body melted into his, head thrown back as his mouth planted feverish kisses down my neck and across my collarbone.

      “Sage,” he groaned like it hurt to say my name.

      If I had any sense I would have pushed him away, demanded he leave and maybe slap the sexy scruff on his jaw for good measure. But I didn’t have a lick of sense where this man was concerned, so I wrapped my legs tighter around him, urging him to give me more of what we both wanted.

      “God, Mase.” The things he did with his mouth was enough to make a woman lose every stitch of sense in her head.

      “Say you don’t want this Sage and I’ll leave, but say it now because I need you too bad.

      I pushed him away, feeling my chest swell at the way his shoulders drooped in disappointment even as my hands stayed on his chest, gripping the sides of his shirt and making full use of those snap buttons he favored so much. “I don’t want this but I want you, Mase.”

      His mouth curled into a seductive grin and he bent lower, kissing me senseless as his hands lifted me by the ass again. Next thing I know we were on the move and I was falling onto the queen bed in Sierra’s sparsely decorated guest room. “Damn you’re so beautiful,” he groaned as he stripped me of every article covering my body, kissing every inch he uncovered.

      “My turn.” I reached for him with a smile but he stepped back.

      “Not yet. Right now it’s my turn,” he said and knelt at the foot of the bed, burying his face between my legs and kissing me. My fingers wrapped tightly around his blond curls and my hips moved against his mouth, begging for what my body needed with the words my mouth couldn’t say.

      Damn his mouth was pure bliss wrapped up in erotic fantasies I hadn’t yet had. “Mason!” The fact that his name was on my lips as pleasure swamped me both thrilled and disappointed me because I knew I would never get over him.

      “You taste delicious. Like honey with a hint of spice. Just like you.”

      Words like that are exactly why I’ll never stop loving him. “Let’s see how you taste cowboy.”

      He stood and stripped his clothes off at lightning speed. “Not this time sweetheart. I need to be inside you desperately. Later you can have me however you want me.”

      How about forever? Instead of saying that I crooked a finger in his direction and welcomed him into my body. Mason loved me long and hard, and then slow and sweet. It was so much more than I ever thought I could feel, and by the time he wrenched a third orgasm from me, I knew he’d have my heart forever.

      And when he snuck out in the early morning hours, he took it with him.
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      Tonight should have been one of the best nights of my life, the culmination of my years of hard work to make the M&M the best ranch it could be. And I was alone. Though I shouldn’t be all that surprised since I’d done everything in my power to make it that way.

      I hadn’t seen or heard from Sage in a week, since I slipped out of her bed in the middle of the night like the damn coward I was. But holding her in my arms and listening to her deep, even breathing as her scent, our scent invaded my nostrils, I knew. I recognized what my heart had known for weeks if not months. I loved her. That realization had flooded me with terror and the feel of her soft curves was no longer comforting. So I fled.

      A few days later I came to my senses and called, but Sage never answered and never returned my calls or texts. Even when I stopped at the Double Barrel, Sierra claimed to not have seen her even though we both knew it was a lie. I tried every day to get in touch with her, to apologize and explain, only she wouldn’t give me the time of day. My last message yesterday simply gave her the information for the induction ceremony and ball, and an offer of a ride. She hadn’t responded at all.

      So on the biggest night of my life I was all alone and feeling like hell. Oh, and dressed up in a damn tux. I felt like a fool.

      “Mason, there you are my boy! How are you and where is that pretty little fiancée of yours?” Walt was all smiles as he took my hand and clapped me on the back with the other.

      No point in lying anymore. “We had an argument Walt and she’s been staying at a friend’s house. Honestly I’m not even sure she’ll show up.” I waited for suspicion or worse, condemnation. What I hadn’t expected was his raucous laughter.

      He shook his head. “It happens more than you’d think, but she knows how important tonight is to you so she’ll be here. She might not be happy with you, but since she loves you she’ll show up. Trust me.”

      I doubted that, but I didn’t say a word. If she loved me, wouldn’t she return my calls? Hear me out? That’s what I hoped, but I couldn’t dwell on it so I pasted on my best smile and mingled with the other guests. Handing out cards and talking horses with likeminded businessmen. My heart wasn’t in it, but for all the world I looked like a successful rancher who’d just climbed another rung.

      The lights flickered overhead indicating the guests should make their way to the assigned tables so the ceremony could begin. Disappointment swamped me, hung on my shoulders like the proverbial albatross. Sage wouldn’t show up because I hurt her too bad.

      Ma was right. You only realize what you had when you start missin’ it.

      I hated that she was right, but now with the lights dimming I could pretend to focus on Walt and the myriad speeches lined up while dinner was served before the induction ceremony. When this was all over though, I would be coming for her. Be ready Sage.

      “Well aren’t you a sight for sore eyes, dear?” Nancy gasped over my shoulder but I didn’t need to turn to know who it was because I felt the hair stand on the back of my neck. The atmosphere changed, became charged.

      I caught my breath at the sight Sage made in a blue dress the exact color of her eyes. It hugged her curves, highlighting beautiful breasts and a slender waist with delicious hips that flared out enticingly. And good lord that split showed off one sliver of long lean leg.

      “Sage.”

      “Hey,” she said with a shy smile. “Sorry I’m late, traffic was a beast.” She bent and pressed a kiss to my cheek and I closed my eyes, inhaling the scent of expensive flowery perfume and…grass?

      “I’m glad you’re here,” I whispered in her ear, feeling masculine delight when she shivered.

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      I leaned into the delicate but capable hand cupping my jaw and pressed a kiss to her palm. “I’m glad to hear you say that. We have a lot to talk about.”

      “I know, but not now.” She squeezed my hand and held it cradled between hers in her lap. Nothing had ever felt better. “After the ceremony.”

      Heat flooded my body at the implication. “After the ceremony I’m going to hold you in my arms and tell you everything Sage. That’s a promise.”

      She smiled. “I’ll hold you to it.”

      The rest of the induction ceremony, which was more elaborate than I thought it would be, passed in a blur. Certificates were handed out and placards received. By the time the speeches were over and dessert was served, my hands itched to hold Sage again. “Hey sorry about that.”

      “No worries. I had Nancy to keep me company.” She grinned and offered me a bite of cheesecake, which I happily accepted.

      “Good, but I’ve had something much better.” My gaze went to her mouth as her tongue slicked over her bottom lip.

      “Mason,” she warned.

      “I’m sorry. Let’s take this to the dance floor.” She took my hand and followed me to the small area set up near the front for dancing. I hadn’t danced in years unless you counted the barn dances we occasionally held for big events. But now with Sage in my arms, I felt like I belonged right here. In this moment.

      Her arms went around my neck and she pressed her chest against mine. “I’m sorry I didn’t return your calls.”

      “I deserved it Sage. I shouldn’t have left the way I did.” I blew out a breath and spun her around as her eyes lit up. “Holding you in my arms, listening to you sleep made me realize a few things.”

      She looked up at me with a knowing grin. “And those things scared the crap out of you?”

      I barked out a laugh at her accurate assessment. “Yeah it did. Lying there after the most incredible night of my life, aside from the night Lily was born, my mind wouldn’t quiet down. I realized that you were the reason I felt so miserable. So wrecked.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      I kissed her forehead. “Not like that. Missing you was the reason. And then it hit me, I’m in love with her. And that’s what sent me running. I shouldn’t have run Sage.”

      She stopped dancing and stared with wide-eyed curiosity. “Her as in me? You’re in love with me?”

      I nodded, biting back the amused smile playing around my lips. “Yes, that’s what I’m trying to tell you Sage. I love you. I probably have since you strolled into my barn in those painted on jeans and that sassy smile.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Hell yes. Sage you’ve had me twisted up since you came back, all grown up and nothing but trouble.” She laughed and it was the sweetest sound I’d heard in a week.

      “Oh Mason, you love me? For real?”

      This time instead of answering, I bent low and kissed her like I meant it. I held her face and kissed her so there would never be any doubt how I felt about her. “I love you for real, Sage. Forever too. If you’ll have me.”

      She laughed again and caressed one side of my face. “I’ve only wanted you since I was about six years old, you think I’m gonna give you up now?”

      “Hell no you’re not. I won’t let you.”

      “Then we’re in agreement.” She flashed a wide grin that hit me right in the gut, but the soft kiss on the corner of my mouth knocked me out cold. “I love you so much Mason. I’m glad you finally saw what I’ve always known.”

      “Just one more thing.”

      “What?”

      “This,” I told her and pulled out the ring I’d bought. “Will you marry me Sage, for real this time?”

      She looked at the yellow emerald cut diamond surrounded by smaller white diamonds in the shape of a flower. “But…how?”

      Now it was my turn to surprise her. “The last time we were in Houston I bought it. For you.”

      Sage flung her arms around me and when her lips touched mine, I knew I’d never have another doubt in my mind about she felt about me. She loved me. Still. “I can’t wait to marry you Mason Manning. Let’s do it on the ranch. Soon.”

      “There hasn’t been a M&M barn dance in more than a year.”

      She leaned in close and whispered. “Only this time I won’t be watching you get to third base with some stacked chick in the hayloft.”

      I pulled back surprised by her admission. “You saw that?”

      She nodded. “And I want my own time in the hayloft Mason.”

      “Anything you want sweetheart, you only have to ask. That includes the land for your therapy center.”

      “With a discounted rate for M&M horses?”

      “I’m willing to pay in trade,” I told her with a mischievous glint in my eyes.

      “My services are expensive. Very, very expensive.”

      “Then how about we get out of here so I can start on a down payment?”

      She weaved our fingers together and pulled me off the dance floor and out of the ballroom with a quick “See ya,” to Walt and Nancy. Inside the elevator she gripped my lapels. “Say it again Mason.”

      One hand on her fine ass and the other cupping the back of her head, I dipped Sage low and grinned. “I love you Sage.”
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      Sage

      3 months later

      “I can’t believe today is finally here.” I stood in the room that for months had been my bedroom, staring at my reflection in the full-length mirror. The white dress I chose was simple, short and flirty. “I’m getting married!”

      Sierra grinned at me but her eyes held a misty quality I chose not to comment on. “You look beautiful Sage.”

      “I feel beautiful,” I told her honestly. Since we were having a backyard wedding I chose a high-low dress that showed off my legs in the front but remained traditional in the back. Sable cowboy boots with a matching belt cinched at the waist capped off my look.

      “You’re missing something,” she told me and handed me a small white box with a silver ribbon. “This is your something blue and something new.”

      I felt incredibly emotional today as I prepared to marry the man of my dreams, as well as becoming a mother to a little girl I loved as though she was my own. Opening the box, I couldn’t help but laugh at the turquoise and white garter belt with a strip of leather woven through it to match the rest of my wedding attire. “Sierra, I love it you crazy woman!” I wrapped her in a hug and held her for a long time. “Thank you.”

      “I figured if you were going to show off those long legs of yours, might as well draw even more attention to them.”

      It only took us eight weeks to plan this wedding and most of that was thanks to Tammy and Sierra and of course, Lily. Mason wanted to get married the week we came back from Houston but I told him that I’d been waiting a lifetime to marry him and I wouldn’t do it in some quickie ceremony.

      “Oh I have something for you too.”

      She took the box I handed her and opened it. “If you make me cry before your wedding photos, I’ll kill you.” Then she swiped away one tear as she opened the locket with two photos of us, at age ten and another one from the Double Barrel a few weeks ago. “It’s beautiful, Sage. Thanks.” She stood, fanned her eyes and turned to me. “Now let’s go get you married!”

      We made our way downstairs where Tanner waited for me. I know it probably seems weird that my soon to be brother-in-law was walking me down the aisle, but when Mason took Jack as his best man I figured this was the next best solution. Besides I knew he would love the extra attention of walking me down the aisle.

      “Damn Sage you look beautiful. Sure you don’t want to run away with the sexier Manning brother?”

      I laughed and smacked his rock-hard stomach. “Oh please, you’d get bored of me in a week. And Mason would hunt you down.”

      He shuddered at that thought. “Okay then, let’s get you up the aisle. Can’t have anything messing with this pretty face.” He batted his eyelashes, sending me into another fit of laughter.

      The music started up and Lily began her walk up the aisle, leaving a trail of wildflower petals in her wake. She kissed Mason before taking her seat beside Tammy. Then it was Jack and Sierra’s turn and I couldn’t help but watch them and think what an odd but striking couple they made. The height difference was significant but they somehow made it work. “I think the next year will be very interesting,” I told Tanner who just laughed.

      Then the wedding march began, and I straightened. Tanner turned to me and grinned. “I’m so happy my brother finally came to his senses. You’re a great girl Sage and I’m glad you’re my sister now.” He kissed my cheek and I blinked to push down those tears. This was a happy day and I refused to be one of those blubbering brides.

      “Thank you Tanner.”

      He winked at me and placed my hand around his arm.

      We walked up the aisle and my eyes were focused on Mason, looking so incredible in his tux. His blonde hair had been freshly cut as evidenced by the pale skin at his neck, but it gleamed in the sun and the slight curl gave him a boyish handsomeness that made me want to run to him. Soon I stood before him with a goofy grin on my face.

      “Lookin’ good cowboy.” He’d even left the scruff for me, which I couldn’t resist touching for a moment.

      “But darlin’ you are the sexiest bride the good lord ever put on this earth.” Brown eyes heated me all the way down to my bones and I wondered if it would be rude to ask the pastor to speed things up.

      Instead I went up on my toes to kiss him when I heard a throat clearing and turned to the pastor. “Oh, sorry.”

      “That part comes later child,” Tammy called from the front row and everyone laughed.

      “But he just looks so handsome ya’ll.” A blush stole up his face at the catcalls from the back though I’m pretty sure most of them came from the ranch hands.

      The ceremony went fast because Mason and I decided we didn’t need all the pomp and scripture of a long ceremony. We promised to be good to one another, to love and cherish each other as well as our family and then we kissed. We really kissed. The kind of kiss that made me glad we’d opted for an outdoor wedding instead inside a church wedding.

      “How do you feel Mrs. Manning?”

      Mason held me close as my heart raced, my legs trembled at the knowledge that we were now married and would spend the rest of our lives together. “I feel like dancing, sweet husband of mine.”

      “I like the sound of that.” His deep voice was low so only I could hear it as his lips brushed my ear.

      “Me too.” I couldn’t stop smiling because that’s just how happy I felt. We’d been through a lot this past spring and summer, so much that I never could have guessed we’d be married by fall. “I love you, husband”

      “And I love you wife.”

      I felt a tug on my dress and looked down at my precious step daughter. “Mommy Sage?”

      “Yes Lily bug?”

      “Are you gonna make me a brother and a sister? I have a lot to teach them before I’m too old,” she said seriously.

      Shocked, I had no idea how to answer that. Of course Mason and I already talked about having more children, but talk about putting me on the spot!

      “Well then you should probably start writing it all down so you don’t forget a thing.”

      Her eyes went wide and she darted after Tammy in search of a pen and paper.

      Mason chuckled beside me. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell her.”

      “We have another five weeks until it’s safe to tell people and Lily is worse than Tammy at keeping secrets.” That’s right, we’re already working on expanding our family and our businesses.

      Life on the M&M Ranch is just about perfect.

      
        The End.
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      Chapter 1

      

      Everything would be fine. At worst, she would end up laughing and assume he was pulling her leg or at best she would take the offer without another question.

      Justin Dunne's workday was coming to an end. Any minute now his assistant Jennifer would be coming to let him know she’s heading home for the day. And when she did, he would conjure up the nerve to ask her what he had wanted to ask her all day. The worst part is that he didn’t have enough fingers or toes to count how many times he had to rephrase his question. He suddenly felt small in his large office, dreading what he was about to do. But what was the worst that could happen? If she said no, she would just leave and show up to work the next day like nothing happened. Maybe. She could also assume the worst and think this was his way of sexually harassing her.

      
        But if she said yes, his plan would work perfectly.

      

      Would this count as sexual harassment? He contemplated this as he sat at his desk drumming his fingers impatiently on its surface. Irritated he stood up and walked around his desk to sit on the edge, but no pose could erase the sense of doom that lingered on the border of his mind. He took a deep steadying breath and said, “Everything would be fine, just breath, ask her what you want and let the chips fall where they may.”

      There was a slight knock on his door, and he quickly moved around to sit behind his desk again, trying his best to look at ease.

      “Come in!” he called and cleared his throat. His tongue felt thick in his mouth.

      

      With her purse in hand and her coat dangling over her arm, she walked into his office and smiled, and Justin stood up. It was not an out of the ordinary gesture, since he was taught etiquette by his mother from the day he was able to stand. You always stood up in the presence of a lady. But right now, he felt awkward to say the least.

      "Mr. Dunne, I’m heading home now, is there anything else you need me to handle before I go?”

      

      He nodded and reached for a pile of files, then motioned for her to sit, “Actually there is…” he started, but his courage hung on a thread over a gaping chasm waiting to swallow it whole.

      

      “Of course,” she said, her smile fading ever so slightly.

      He couldn’t blame her, of all the staff; she’s always the one who stayed behind to tie up his loose ends. Over time he had grown so used to it that he had taken her for granted. Sooner or later she was going to get fed up or find the love of her life who will insist she worked her nine to five day and focus on a relationship, or worse a family.

      "How have you been?” he asked wanting to kick himself, he never asks her how she is, why start now?

      Jennifer looked at him quizzically as she tilted her head, “Is there something wrong?”

      Instead of sitting down, he rounded his desk and walked past her and headed for his personal mini-bar. Which, low and behold, thanks to Jennifer, was always stocked with drinks. If he wanted to he could live in his office and not have any reason to leave. He had a closet full of clean work clothes, a bathroom, a bar and a single phone call could have any meal of his choice brought to his office.

      "Drink?" he asked, as he poured himself a glass of bourbon.

      The bar was near a floor to ceiling window that gave him a magnificent view of the city when he looked out of it; just one of the perks of having a penthouse office. The view was breathtaking but the vertigo-inducing height didn’t help his trepidation right then.

      

      Justin regarded her where she sat with her legs crossed causing her skirt to ride up slightly, it wasn’t not enough to be inappropriate, but enough to catch his eye and distract him without any intention. He was professional but he was not blind. Jennifer's hair was a rich chestnut tone, with lighter brown highlights throughout. She was of average height and even in heals, she was still quite a bit shorter than him. Being on the swimming team in high school and college had given her an athletic build, which emphasized a generous chest that her conservative work blouses did not hide.

      [image: ]

      Jennifer sat at the desk watching her boss's back as he poured himself a drink.

      "No, I'm fine thank you, but what is this about sir?" she asked again. She was sure that she had done everything he expected to the book, and if she had missed anything at all, surely he would follow the proper procedure and let HR handle any enquiries. In fact, he had never appeared so casual and so completely strange all at once. Mr Dunne was always in control, the epitome of sheer class and caliber. Something serious must be on his mind. And she had a sinking feeling it somehow involved her. And that she might possibly find it unpleasant.

      With his back turned against her, she took a moment to admire him; it was what every woman in the entire building did when he wasn’t watching. His jacket, vest and tie had been discarded on the leather sofa against the wall, and he had rolled his sleeves up. He had thick, sinewy forearms, which were certainly not built from hours of pencil pushing and corporate meetings. He worked out, once again, no secret. Come to think of it, she knew almost every detail of his life, from his favorite coffee to his preferred restaurant. She knew he had his own private gym and he had his own personal trainer. On that level, he was an open book.

      She worried her lip as he turned around, and feigned absolute patience as she waited for him to tell her what this was all about.

      "You know about the deal with Pryor?" he said walking slowly past her as he rounded the desk. 

      "He's the one you want to buy the property from in Midtown," she responded and re-crossed her legs.

      "That's right. He's shown additional interest in becoming an investor with us."

      "That's fantastic!”

      She was excited for him, but not quite sure where the whole cloak and dagger routine was headed. If he wanted a scheduled meeting with Pryor or whatever else, he could easily have asked her to do it in the morning. It wasn't that she didn't take her work seriously but she had a life, and that was in her one bedroom apartment, with her cat Ratchet having a love affair with her favorite TV series. Her workday was over and she couldn't wait to go home and kick her shoes off.

      "It is. I'm having him over to my house for dinner to discuss the deal.” He paused, swirling the rich amber liquid around his glass.

      She shifted in the chair and set her purse down, "Do you want me to schedule it? Get in contact with him? Send a car over?"

      "No, none of that, I actually have a favor to ask you. You see Jennifer... there’s no easy way to say this…”

      "What is it?" she asked, mulling over his very strange behavior.

      "Well, I invited Mr Pryor for dinner on Friday, to talk about the deal and to introduce him to my fiancée."

      

      He was engaged?! That morsel of information was a surprise. And somewhat deflating, though Jennifer cared not to examine that feeling right now. He never mentioned his fiancée in all her time working as his PA and now out of the blue, he was going to host a dinner and introduce her to a business partner. She clearly underestimated him; he wasn’t just a drab of a boss married to his work. He had a heart. She couldn’t wait to tell the others and watch their hopes and dreams shatter into a billion pieces.

      She looked at him curiously and tilted her head, "I’m sorry Mr Dunn, but how does this involve me, do you need me to send a car for her?"

      “That’s just the problem,” he said and tossed his drink back.

      “I’m confused, you’re hosting a dinner and your fiancée will be attending, how is that a problem? And what is it that you need me to do exactly?”

      "There is no fiancée," he said and dropped down on his chair, extending his hands behind his head, “There never was.”

      Confused hardly covered it. He had no fiancée. This baffled the shit out of her, if he had no fiancée why then make arrangements like that?

      "Then who is hosting the dinner with you? You want me to call Pyor and cancel it, or postpone at least?" she asked curiously.

      "I’m hoping that it would not come to that, which is where you come in. What I want Jennifer, is for you to host the dinner with me."

      Jennifer sat for a moment, searching his face for any mirth. There was none. If anything, the deadpan expression masking his face showed just how serious he was. His stormy blue eyes were filled with an electric charge capable of lighting up New York City.  Jennifer panicked, suddenly realizing he was serious. His usually impeccably styled black hair was tousled like he'd been stuck in the ventilation system.

      "Excuse me?" she asked tentatively as she clutched her purse in her hands, certain that she had cracked her cellphone screen. But wanting to clarify what he was implying before she jumped to the obviously ridiculous conclusion her brain was insisting on.

      He leaned forward, and steepled his fingers together, "I want to introduce you as my fiancée.”

      If it wasn’t for the serious expression on his face, she would have burst out laughing. It was an absolute outrageous idea, one that was clearly not well thought through.

      "With all due respect sir..." she started.

      "I know it’s a tall order, but..."

      Jennifer huffed, “No, a tall order is expecting a republican to marry a democrat, or sending an inexperienced journalist to a war-torn country. What you’re asking is completely absurd and inappropriate,” she ranted.

      She was beyond counting her words and running them through a filter in her mind. What he was asking her was to lie and cheat.

      "I know it's a lot to ask…" he started and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      "It's not a lot, it's completely wild. It's crazy. You are asking me to lie, and no matter what the reason, it’s unjust and dishonorable,” she said angrily.

      "I’m willing to pay you to pretend to be my fiancée for one night," he said without pausing for a breath.

      He was simply relentless.

      "That doesn't make it better. ‘Hey Jennifer, I need you to pretend to be my fiancée so this rich man can like me', was the absolute last thing I expected to be asked today!" she exclaimed.

      Justin held back a laugh because she had deepened her voice mockingly to go with her imitation of him. Those hazel eyes sparked with fire and she was clearly upset.

      "What kind of woman do you think I am?" she asked, a pink- tinted blush washing over her cheeks.

      "You’re clearly misunderstanding the whole objective,” he said calmly.

      "There are women out there, who are professionals at this kind of thing, women who you can pay to accompany…"

      He cut in, "I'm not hiring a prostitute Jennifer. You think I didn't consider all of my options before coming to you? My intentions were not to embarrass you but I’m asking you a favor as your employer. I need your help. Please."

      He was officially begging, something he never thought he would be reduce to.

      "Don't you have an ex or a friend or someone else who could help you out?"

      "None that wouldn't use something like this against me. They will all have their own agendas and I need this to be completely discreet.  We already work together and we are comfortable around each other, you know almost everything about me, and I wouldn't ask you if I thought you couldn't handle it."

      He saw the cogs in her brain turning as she mulled over his proposal, and he mentally crossed his fingers, hoping that she would agree. He was expecting far more from her than any employer should, but he had his balls in a twist and if he didn’t show up with a fiancée, the deal would be grounded.

      

      She sighed and rubbed her forehead as she stood up and paced the floor, “So what does it all entail?”

      "You need to simply play the part of my fiancée for a while. We'll host a dinner and stay together until the deal with Pryor is signed, sealed and delivered,” he stated as he tucked his hands in his pockets.

      "What do you mean by “a while”? A week, two, or three?”

      "I can't say for sure... a few months at the very least until we can break-up and call off the engagement."

      "Will you let me get back to you in the morning?" she asked wearily.

      "Sure, take some time and sleep on it,” he said and walked over to her laying his hand gently on her arm, “I swear to you that this was a bitter pill for me to swallow, in asking you to do this, and if I had another way out, I would have taken it.”

      “I have to get home,” she sighed and shrugged away from him, picked up her purse and marched out the door.

      Justin dragged his hands through his hair and cursed under his breath. He hated what he had become, but Pryor surprised him with his terms, and by that time things were already too far along to turn back. He could only hope that Jennifer would agree to help him.

      

      Chapter 2

      

      By the time Jennifer’s alarm screeched, waking up the entire apartment block, she was still laying in bed staring at the ceiling. Sleep evaded her all night, as she tried to figure out what to do.  Worst of all was that she had always liked him; of course, she never showed it. Keeping her work and her personal relationships separate was a rule she lived by ever since she started climbing the corporate ladder. She made the mistake to fall for a senior member of a firm she worked for right out of college once before and it had cost her, not only her job, but her virtue. It took her a long time to finally forgive herself for being so naïve and stupid and she vowed never to fall in that trap again. And the fact that she secretly admired Justin was her own best kept secret. What woman wouldn’t hope for him to notice her?

      Justin's target was Eugene Pryor who would only have to see them and buy their act for a night. While that was easy enough, the lack of evidence of them truly being together might make Pryor suspicious. If it was Justin's character he was trying to weigh, he would be looking out for articles about him in the news and tabloids. And if she was going to pretend to be his fiancée, it would mean that every person in the office would have to assume and believe they are together, when it’s all just a big lie.

      She could probably pull it off since she so often fantasized about it, but that was then and this is now. Reality stared her in the face like a big bad wolf waiting to devour her, all she needed was a cape and to change her name to Lil Red.

      What about his parents, would they be part of the ruse too? And even worse, what about her parents?  She thought slightly panicked. She was going to have to either tell her mom and dad what’s really going on so that they didn’t get their hopes up, or pretend all the way.

      Giving up on sleep, she got up and let in some bath water, maybe if she relaxed a little she could feel better about the decision she was about to make. She finally slid down into the warm water blocking out any sounds, if only she could get lost in the silence, but her mind was racing. Should she say yes?

      She didn't know the answer to the question after her bath, after getting dressed, or after her coffee. She didn't know it after brushing her teeth and she still didn't know the answer when her phone buzzed suddenly, snapping her out of her reverie. She frowned, wondering who on earth would be contacting her that early. 

      "Hello?"

      "We're downstairs. Hurry down. I'll give you a ride." Justin hung up without allowing her to say anything else. She sighed. When he said he'd give her till that morning, he really meant that morning. She trudged down the stairs, her fingers trembling and her stomach felt like it was doing backflips on a trampoline. As she reached to open the door she paused, took a deep breath, and plastered on a fake smile. Outside, in front of her apartment was the hearse that will take her to her own personal funeral. Without a word, she slid into the Bentley beside her boss. He was pristinely dressed as usual, in his Armani suit and tie, and the car was filled with his masculine scent, a mixture of sandalwood and leather.  Whatever you do, do not breathe, she warned herself and parted her lips. If she breathed through her mouth, she had no need to inhale his scent and she could actually think clearly. She hoped.

      "Morning," he said with a smile that reached his eyes and caught her off guard.

      “Morning Mr Dunne,” she attempted with her professional voice.

      “Did you have time to think about my proposal?”

      He said it as if he had asked her to marry him, if only it was that, but it was nothing but a business deal, and she felt as if she was on auction.

      "I did," she said. Looking at him from under her lashes, "But I didn’t expect you to arrive at my apartment, it could have waited till I was at work.”

      He chuckled and tapped on the front seat for the driver to get going.

      "Perhaps, but I figured the sooner I know your answer, the better," he said and sunk back into the comfort of the seat, not once taking his eyes off her.

      "Did you ever once consider that I may be unavailable on account of having a partner?" she said blankly as she stared out the window at the passing scenery.

      "If you were, which you’re not, I would have made alternative arrangements,” he said.

      She whipped her head around to look at him, "How would you know I am not involved?” she said, crossing her arms. "Have you been spying on me?”

      "I wouldn’t call it spying, but truly, you work till late every day, and you’re always the first one at the office, you have picture of your cat on your desk, if you were involved, I would love to meet the lucky man willing to put up with a workaholic. It’s called being observant.”

      What an arrogant ass, she thought and rolled her eyes.

      "This is a terrible idea," she said, diverting her gaze to the outside world again.

      “Is that a yes?” he asked.

      She didn’t respond; for a moment, she contemplated here options and weighed the pros and cons. Doing this will change the dynamic of their working relationship completely.

      "Look I'm sorry," he started, "I'm sorry about the way I've gone about this thus far. I should have been more considerate as to how this will impact your life, but I need your help Jennifer. I'm a desperate man with a lot at stake."

      "At any given time, there are tons of interns working in various departments at your company. You could have picked any one of them,” she rubbed her hand down over her face.

      "No," he shook his head, "I wanted you, you are smart, you can think on your feet and I’m confident that you are the only one who would be able to deliver a believable performance. I'm not going to trust any old wet-behind-the-ears intern with my future.”

      Many people were rich. Jennifer knew this. Justin Dunne was not rich. He was wealthy. His riches had levels. From liquid cash, to assets, property, companies, the list went on. Whereas some were born with silver spoons in their mouths, Justin's spoon had been solid gold and diamond encrusted. Having a man that rich and powerful at her mercy should have given her more perverse pleasure but it didn't. She felt almost sorry for him. He was reduced to desperate measures.

      "There have to be rules," she said, leaning back into her seat.

      "Of course there will be, I have an agreement drawn up, which we both will sign once we agree on the terms.”

      He left no rocks unturned, she realized, but if she was going to do this, she was going to make sure her terms were also met.

      "Firstly, I don't want your money, I’m not a prostitute. I’m already on your payroll, that’s enough as is," she started.

      "Fair enough, but extra money will come in handy."

      She ignored that statement and continued, "I won't have sex with you," she said. "We need to look like a couple in public but behind closed doors nothing happens.”

      Justin laughed at that and she scowled, “I’m serious, I’m not a whore."

      “I had no intentions of getting physical with you, so trust me, your virtue will remain intact.” That stung a bit, he didn’t have to act like she had the plague. Maybe he didn’t find her attractive?

      "I don't want this to get in the way of our working relationship…”

      "I am going to be having someone else do your duties while this is going on," he interrupted and held up his hand.

      “Excuse me? Then what happens when this is all over?”

      “You’ll pick up where you left off; I’ll get a temp to take over from you for the time being. I can’t have my fiancée working like a normal employee.”

      "And when it's over I get my job back? If this arrangement is going to cost me my bread and butter, I refuse to accept."

      "Like I said, your job is safe. You can start again as soon as this is over."

      How would she ever face the other staff when she returned? Everyone would be under the impression that they were an item, and if she just waltzed in and took over again, it will raise a few brows. Or worse, they would think Justin dumped her and that’s why she was back at work. She mentally groaned at the potential pitying looks that would be coming her way. But that was a bridge she would cross when she got there. There was always the slightest chance that she could find another job and eventually leave for good.

      "Do you have any rules?" she asked.

      Justin shifted in his seat and turned to look at her. She was paler than usual, and his gut twisted slightly, but in the long run he knew it will all work out.

      "A few, firstly we have to stay in the same house. Same house... not the same bed," he said, seeing her eyes widen. "It gives more credibility to the relationship."

      "Makes sense, what else?"

      "You can't be involved with anyone else romantically during the time that we are together, I'm sure you can imagine why," he said.

      She nodded, “Obviously.”

      "One more thing, you have to wear a ring."

      She raised her brows and rolled her eyes, “Seriously I don’t think wearing a ring or not would make any difference.”

      “Of course it would, what man in his right mind would have a fiancée who doesn’t wear a ring? It’s like a promise of commitment or whatever you want to call it. The first thing anyone looks at is the ring when you tell them you’re engaged.”

      She was modest, and he liked that about her. In all the time he got to know her, working with her, she was never one for flashy outfits and daily trips to a hair salon or a spa. Unlike the women he had dated in the past, all of which were always out to wear the most expensive outfits, drive the flashiest cars and owned shoes that would make Prada look like an outback retail store.

      "Well in that case I have no problem switching fingers,” she said as she pried her birthstone ring from her right ring finger and put it on her left. It was a cute little piece of jewelry, with a small stone stacked on a band that looked like twined silver, the stone could pass as a diamond to the naked eye, but it was not what he had in mind.

      “No sweetheart, that won’t do,” he leaned over and instructed his driver to take a detour to Harry Winston’s. If he was going to make this work, it was going to have to include all the bells and whistles.

      

      Chapter 3

      

      Jennifer had never had any reason before to venture into Harry Winston. She knew that it was a jewelry shop but that was about it. And now she was standing, hand-in-hand with her boss looking at rings. He had looked over four, five, six karat stones asking her opinion on all of them. Only the commitment of her highest level acting skills had kept her from exclaiming loudly that he would be out of his mind to purchase one of those. It was a complete waste of money considering the fact that she’ll only wear it for a few months.

      She tried her hardest to remain the calm and serene fiancée as they looked over rings that were more expensive than several years of her salary. She pulled out her best loving gazes and delighted faces in the shop, disguising her real feelings of utter shock.

      After finally deciding on a ring that he wanted, and she simply agreeing with, they made their way out of the store. She felt fake, used and excited all at the same time. The kaleidoscope of emotions that flooded her was almost too much.

      "Could you not have taken one of the less extravagant rings? Trying to impress people with material things is just a show boat.”

      "Jennifer, please. The ring is nothing. I want to buy one. I’ll send for it to be collected as soon as it’s been resized and then we can make it official,” he said as he opened the door for her.

      

      Jennifer slumped back in her seat and sighed. The words ‘make it official’ rang like loud church bells in her mind and she felt a headache slowly creeping up on her. When this is all over she’ll probably be tainted beyond repair, and if she does eventually meet someone, the lie will roll over and over and over. She would always be known as the one who was once engaged.  She rubbed the back of her neck and forced herself to calm down. She can do this, she told herself and from somewhere deep down she found the courage to raise her chin and take on the challenge.

      

      "Just by the way… not to rain on your parade or anything, the ring is beautiful and you have great taste but I think a family heirloom engagement ring would impress your future wife a lot more, just saying."

      "Oh really?" he asked, amused.

      "It’s much more sentimental, so if you ever do decide to propose for real, consider that as a winner.”

      "My mother would sooner eat herself than part with Gran’s old jewelry," he said lightly.

      "Your parents are still happily married?" she asked curiously. She knew Justin well enough but he had never made any mention of his parents.

      "Yes, they will want to talk to you by the way. My mother would never forgive me if she heard about this in the news before we told her."

      Great! She thought as she mentally constructed a list of things to conclude to make this work.

      

      
        	Tell the parents

        	Tell the news

        	Tell the employees

        	Pretend ALL the time

        	Sign the deal

        	Break off the engagement

      

      She was sure that the list was going to grow sooner or later, but for now, those were the points she collected.

      "Are they going to get the public or private version of the story?" Jennifer asked.

      "I don't know yet," he admitted. "Your parents will probably want to know as well. Do they live in the city?"

      "No. I moved here on my own. My mother and step father live in North Carolina."

      "I didn't know you were from the South."

      Jennifer burst out laughing and shook her head, what they knew about each other was minimal, she knew how he liked his coffee, what color ties he preferred, how he liked his eggs and steak. But those were minor details anyone could pick up on in one day. There was a lot more they had to learn about each other in order to look like the ideal couple.

      "If you want people to believe we are about to get married there's a number of questions about me you have to be able to answer. I can type them up and send them to you to read at your leisure," she said and shrugged.

      Justin chuckled, "That won't be necessary. We have today and tomorrow to get to know each other better. I'm not completely clueless."

      "Yeah?" Jennifer sat up. "What's my middle name?"

      "Mae. What's mine?" he laughed.

      "Franklin. When is my birthday?"

      "November 18th. When is mine?"

      "Close, it’s November 16th. Yours is December 31st.”

      

      Surprised that he was one step ahead of her, she laughed, "Okay then, so how did we fall in love?"

      He looked at her, and smirked, “In my office, you dropped a pencil and bent to pick it up, and I liked what I saw.”

      This time Jennifer couldn’t help herself, the mental image of her bent over and him staring at her backside was almost too funny to even consider.

      "God no, we’ll have to come up with something random and corny. I suppose while working together, we were simply on the same wavelength and it was only a matter of time before you realized you couldn’t live without me,” she said and smirked.

      "Or…” he started, “Your coffee was too good to resist, and you won me over with a cup and a donut?”

      “Lame,” she giggled. "Okay, we can come up with something later. Why is this first that anybody is going to hear of me?"

      He looked thoughtful at that. "So how did you end up here in the city?" he asked.

      "I needed a break from home life.  I was taking care of my father and going through the process of moving him into assisted living, and after that I figured it was time to start afresh."

      "I’m sorry to hear that, it must have been hard to put him in a home,” he said and rested his hand on hers.

      She didn’t pull away; his touch was gentle and he showed genuine sympathy. She looked down at their hands for a second then smiled softly.

      "He has dementia. I go and see him every weekend I can, but most of the time he hardly knows who I am," she said.

      "I'm sorry. I can't imagine how difficult that is for you," he said again.

      "Don't worry about it," she said dismissively. "Where are we going?"

      "I’m taking you home, so that you can settle in.”

      “But I have work to finish and hand over to the temp,” she said nervously.

      It was all happening too fast, first a yes, then a ring, now she’s moving in, all in one day.

      “That’s all taken care of, we need to get the ball rolling, the dinner is Friday evening, and by then we need it all set up.”

      "I don't have any of my things," she protested.

      "Use the rest of the day to buy new things. Ryan will take you where you need to go."

      "Don't be ridiculous. Just drop me off at home so I can pack."

      "Jennifer, I'm offering. I'll cover the costs. Buy whatever you want."

      "What's wrong with the clothes I wear?" she asked irritably.

      Surely he wasn’t going to expect her to transform completely? she still had the right to cling to who she really was. Pretences aside, she was still Jennifer.

      "Nothing…" he started.

      "Then let me go home, I know where you live. I'll be there by this afternoon.”

      "There is nothing in your house that you can't purchase something new of."

      Seriously! Why was he so demanding and so impatient? It would take her an hour at most to pack, and at least that way she will have the last few minutes of her freedom without him hovering.

      "I have to tell my landlord I am going to be away. I have to turn the refrigerator off. I have to organize for my mail to be delivered to a different address. I have things I need to take care of before moving anywhere, and don't tell me that you can hire people to do them for me."

      Justin closed his eyes and sighed and Jennifer smiled inwardly. He was not going to run her life for her.

      "Five o'clock. Be at my house by five o'clock," he said tersely. "We have a date."

      [image: ]

      Four-thirty, and Jennifer stood in front of the elevator in the upper-class apartment block. She had always known where Justin lived but she had never been here herself. She had packed modestly, figuring she would be able to go back to her apartment if she really needed to. Besides, Justin's offer to buy what she wanted was always an option. Since he was hell bent on turning her life upside down, maybe she should take advantage of some of his money after all.

      She shook her head thinking about the argument they had had. She didn't want to take clothes from him; the ring was already too much. She didn't want him to turn her into the kind of Fifth Avenue princess that he would ideally be suited to. That was not part of the deal. Pressing the 'PH' button in the elevator gave her a slight rush. What did the penthouse apartment of a billionaire look like on the inside? What would Justin look like when he wasn’t dressed up in his suit and tie?

      The elevator pinged as she reached the penthouse level and the door swooshed open, leading into a short corridor, with only one door ahead of her. She felt intimidated by the grandeur of it all. She raised her hand to knock, but it hit air as the door swung open.

      “Your impeccable time management is commendable,” he said as he stepped aside for her to enter.

      He was dressed in faded jeans and a black V-neck T, wearing no shoes. His hair was still wet, which meant he had time to shower. Jennifer took a steading breath and inhaled his fresh scent as she passed him and her stomach flipped. Why did he have to be so good looking, why couldn’t he just have been an average guy that didn’t look like he belonged on some Men’s magazine cover, she thought as she placed her luggage on the floor.

      Being that high in the air meant he had no use for curtains. That further meant that natural light suffused the open, comfortable space of his home. His furnishings were surprisingly light, from the pine laminate floors, to the white of the walls and the upholstery of various creams and off whites. The living space was so big the von Trapp family could have comfortably called it home. It was bigger than a bachelor would have any use for.

      “Glad you made it on time, let me show you your room,” he said and picked up her suitcase.

      She nearly freaked out when she noticed one of her bra’s hanging out on the side; it was a black lacy bra. One thing she was always pedantic about was wearing comfortable but classy underwear. Her mom always used to insist that a woman’s underwear was her pride.

      “Uh… let me get that,” she said and reached for her suitcase, but Justin smirked and pulled it out of her reach.

      “I’ve got it,” he said and turned left out of the living room into the corridor, “This is my room,” he said pointing to the door on the left, “This is my study, where you’ll find me most of the time when I’m home, and this,” he said, “is your room.”

      Her room was a door down from his, which made her feel awkward but she tucked her emotions away. The room was beautiful, it looked like the rest of the place, perfect for a décor magazine, and in fact she’s almost sure she’s seen it before in a spread. The bed was queen sized, and the bedding was snow white, with embroidered leaves. She was almost too scared to sit on it in case she wrinkled it. At least the bedroom had curtains, which matched the linen. Other than a massive flat screen television that was mounted to the wall the walls were bare.

      “This room is beautiful,” she said smiling as she ran her fingers along the smooth surface of the dressing table.

      “Thank you,” he said and gestured to the door on the left, “That’s your bathroom, fully fitted with a bath and a shower.”

      Jennifer glanced into the bathroom and it literally took her breath away. Gleaming granite tops lined the one side of the bathroom; in the middle was a Jacuzzi sized tub. The shower had no walls or glass; it was an open shower with a decorative tiled floor. Against the wall was an electronic panel where you could regulate the temperature and dispense soap, shampoo and conditioner. White towels were neatly stacked on an open shelf.

      She stepped back into the room and smiled awkwardly, it felt as if her cheeks were jumping and she bit the inside of her lip. She had never ever been in such a grand place, not even when she stayed in the Hilton Hotel back when she visited Durban, in South Africa just after she finished college.

      Justin looked at her curiously and then opened the closet door, “I’ve have taken the liberty of getting you an evening dress for dinner.”

      Jennifer looked at the champagne colored dress. She looked at the tag and smiled, he had been smart enough not to leave the price on it, but he definitely knew her dress size. The name 'Elie Saab' didn't mean too much to her but she knew it meant the dress was foreign-made and expensive.

      “You really didn’t have to go through all of this,” she said and closed the closet door, “I have clothes.”

      “I know, but I thought I’d treat you to a new dress.”

      Jennifer bit back a sneer. It’s already starting, Justin wasn’t happy with an average looking plane ol’Jane, and he was slowly going to try and transform her to fit into his glamorous life. It was something she was going to have to accept, and at least it would only be for a few months. Before she knew it, she would be back in her apartment with her cat Ratchet. At least she was able to get her neighbor to babysit Ratchet while she was pretending to be Miss Priss, and she had promised to visit him daily if possible.

      “I’ll let you get ready,” he said and stepped out of the room, closing the door behind him.
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      Hunter stood at the window overlooking the city and rubbed his hands frustratedly over his face before turning to face the members of the board.

      “So the Johnsons will not sell the Old Stone Ranch to a detached, uncommitted man, simply because of their moral standpoint on family values?” he said incredulously.

      “It looks like it,” Adam said as he shoved the proposal towards Hunter, “Mr. Johnson insists on selling it to someone who has a strong sense of commitment.”

      Hunter scanned over the proposal and tapped his index finger metrically on the desk.  If he was going to secure this deal he was going to have to play the game according to Gregory Johnson’s rules. Old Stone has long since been one of Stanton and Son’s greatest competitors and if they can manage to buy the ranch, it means that they will be one of the largest beef exporters in Texas.

      “Give us a minute,” he said addressing the other members of the board, and gestured for Adam, his curator, to stay behind.

      Once the door closed behind the last board member, Hunter leaned forward pressing his hands firmly on the desk.

      “So this is what’s going to happen, you are going to find a woman preferably one with a child who I will marry, then seal the deal and once we have secured Old Stone, she can go on her merry way with a good paycheck to cover her expenses and we’ll have what we want,” he said confidently.

      Adam gaped at him and then shook his head, and stood up dragging a hand through his hair, “Where the hell will you find a woman who would settle for that? It’s far too risky.”

      “It’s a risk I’m willing to take,” Hunter stated determinedly, pinching the bridge of his nose; right now he was willing to risk paying a willing woman to pretend to be his wife. The problem was finding such a woman, one who would be willing to play the dutiful wife for at least four months.

      “I don’t know Hunter, I understand risks, but this is a little absurd.”

      “Craigslist, or better yet, mail-order-brides,” he said, looking at Adam, “It’s simple, they all want money, it shouldn’t take you long to find one that’s willing to play the part.”

      Adam rubbed his forehead, “You’re making a mistake, and besides, we can’t just take any woman, she will have to look the part, and women on these sites are desperate women with low self-esteem not at all your type and if Gregory finds out you’re duping him, you’ll lose more than just Old Stone. You’ll lose your credibility and honor, Gregory has a lot of contacts in high places, a stunt like this, can ruin you.”

      Hunter was aware of the risks, and perhaps he was acting too impulsively but he was determined to make Old Stone his, even if it cost him his freedom for the few months while he pretended to be the loyal husband.  How hard could it possibly be, he thought to himself, four months, maybe six, give the woman an offer she cannot refuse just to keep the façade believable, and by the time Old Stone is his it will be a simple matter of divorcing.

      “Let me handle the fall out, you get the girl,” he said and left the boardroom.
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      Paige was snuggled up in her bed with her laptop on her lap and her son Joshua still fast asleep next to her. Over two months ago, her best friend Jess convinced her that being single is not going to get her a ticket out of Lakewood, and on top of that having a child, made it even more difficult. After countless failed attempts at dating, and disastrous blind dates, she finally gave up on hunting and placed herself in the firing line. She decided that she would no longer go out to clubs and places hoping that she would find prince charming, no sir, this time they can find her.  After much contemplation and weighing up the odds she went ahead and registered on Rose Brides, a website where in her opinion, desperate women – like her – offered themselves to become brides for similarly desperate men, who are too lazy to find the right woman to marry. There was an upside to this, she got to scrutinize each one herself, and if she didn’t like what she saw, she could simply move on to the next.

      She signed in and while she waited for her profile to load she glanced over at Joshua. He was her life, and all she really wanted was to be able to provide for him, give him everything his little heart desired, but working as a waitress, living on tips, there were nights where they had nothing but dry bread to eat. Sure she could go to her mother, try and make amends, but it was her mother who kicked her out of the house after she had fallen pregnant, and that day she vowed to never set foot her mother’s house.

      The page loaded and like every other day there were at least four messages in her inbox, she clicked on the first one and like so many others the profile pictures was missing.  She hated those, if she couldn’t see the person’s face, and see if there was at least some attraction towards that man, she didn’t even bother with a reply.

      She was about to click on the next message when a chat popped up at the bottom right corner of her screen.

      S&S: Hello

      Paige bit her bottom lip, she was always very careful to respond to live chats and by the sound of the name it sounded like one of those sickos who were into dodgy sex fetishes. She hovered over the X with her mouse cursor, but then the next message popped up again.

      S&S: My name is Adam, how are you?

      At least he introduced himself, she thought, and click on the message box and replied.

      PaigedLit: Hi there

      The next message popped up almost immediately.

      S&S: I like your screen name.

      She quickly muted the sound to prevent it from waking Joshua. She sat for a second and contemplating if she should respond. He seemed sincere and normal in a way, but then they all do at first until you get to know them, she thought but responded anyway.

      PaigedLit: Thanks, I like to write.

      S&S: Lit=Literacy?

      Well at least he wasn’t an idiot, he quickly caught on what the Lit in her screen name presented, she thought and replied.

      PaigedLit: Something like that.

      S&S: Nice wordplay.

      Oddly she found herself smiling, but now was her turn.

      PaigedLit: What does S&S stand for?

      S&S: Company name

      Paige frowned at the response and replied.

      PaigedLit: ??

      S&S: It’s the company’s name.

      She stared at her screen confusedly for a moment, why on earth would someone want to sign up with his company name, she wondered, but then Googled it and found Stanton and Son exports of Beef. She found it a bit odd that he signed up with a company name profile; it’s almost like inviting a stalker into your living room by giving away your physical position.

      PagiedLit: Not very clever to give away your place of work, what if you picked up a stalker.

      A big LOL popped up on her screen and again she couldn’t help but smile. There was something about this person that made her feel comfortable and exited at the same time.

      PagiedLit: I could become a stalker.

      S&S: I highly doubt that. I have to go unfortunately, but I will be in touch.

      And just like that S&S was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      Paige spent the rest of the day working at the bistro, and by the time she picked Joshua up from her neighbor and got home she was too tired to bother logging into Rose Brides, although she spent all day thinking about the stranger she chatted to earlier that day.

      “Mommy,” a little voice broke through her thoughts, and she smiled at the little replica of herself curling up next to her.

      “Hey sweetheart, did you have fun today?” she asked tucking a finger under his chin.

      “We played games,” he said and yawned, “I also want games like that.”

      Paige smiled and kissed the top of Joshua’s head, “I will make a plan to get you one, maybe for your birthday,” she said, even though she knew that at the current state of affairs, she’d be lucky if she could buy him a cake.

      Joshua turned onto his side, and fell asleep again, and Paige was left staring at the ceiling. Sleep was going to avoid her tonight, simply because of the fact that she had no idea how she was ever going to make her son’s dreams come true.

      She was about to go to the kitchen to make some coffee when her phone pinged with a message alert and when she read the text she was a little unnerved.

      I hope you don’t mind me contacting you directly, but I would like to propose something to you. Adam.

      How the hell did he know her contact number? She wondered slightly panicky and replied.

      How did you get my number? She texted back, and bit her lip.

      Can I rather call you to discuss the proposal?

      Before she could respond, her phone vibrated and she quickly answered.

      “How dare you call me when I have not agreed to anything?” she whispered annoyed.

      “Miss Carr, I’m Adam Muller, from Stanton and Son in Dallas, I’m calling you in connection with your online profile on Rose Brides,” he said casually.

      “I, yes, um, I didn’t really…” she started but was soon cut short.

      “I’ll get straight to the point, the request is somewhat unorthodox, but my boss would settle for no less,” he started, and continued to tell her about the proposal, explaining in detail that his boss needed someone to play the part of a wife for a few months, and then after that she would be free to live on her own, with all expenses paid until she eventually decided to marry someone else.

      Paige was dumbstruck and quite confused by the request, she stared at her phone for a brief moment and then said, “I think you may have the wrong candidate, you see Mr. Muller, I have a child and I doubt your boss would be keen on me filing the shoes of being his wife.”

      “On the contrary Miss Carr, you are exactly the candidate he insisted on, you see, you are whole package, and for the purpose of the deal, it’s nothing short of perfect,” Mr. Muller stated almost excitedly, “and believe me, if Mr. Stanton promises to see that you are well taken care off once the deal is concluded, there is no doubt that you and your child would have more than enough. What’s even better, your son will also be schooled at a private institution here in Dallas, and that alone will open many doors of opportunity.”

      For a moment Paige had no idea what to say, this was all just too surreal, what man in his right mind would make such an offer, it sounded like something out of a movie. She glanced over to where Joshua was asleep on the bed they shared in the shoddy one bedroom apartment. What if this was in fact, her ticket out of here, she wondered quietly.

      “Miss Carr, I know it’s sudden and under normal circumstances, a decision like this would require much thought, but Mr. Stanton would like to have our answer urgently,” the man on the other end said derailing her train of thought, “If you accept the offer, I will arrange for someone to collect you at your home in two days, and take you straight to the airport.”

      “T-two days?” she asked nervously.

      “Yes, and based on your social security number, I am also able to ensure that we will settle all your outstanding obligations once you have signed the contract, so you will be able to start on a clean slate, so do you accept?”

      “Well, I do…” she started wanting to ask for more information, like how they knew what her physical address was, or how they got her contact number in the first place. She was certain there was a privacy disclaimer she opted in for when she joined on the website.

      “Marvelous, I will start the necessary arrangements,” he said answering part of her question.

      “Excuse me, but how did you get my contact number?” she asked curiously.

      “Your number was registered under your profile,” he said sounding a bit confused.

      She could have kicked herself, she had this awful habit to spot read things, and miss critical details such as ticking the box to hide her personal details.

      “Very well, but how do I know you’re not one of those traffickers who lure unsuspecting women with an attractive offer only to sell them off as sex slaves?” she asked almost defensively. There was simply no way she was willing to risk her son’s life on some silly business just for the sake of false promises.

      “My apologies Miss. Carr, I can assure you this is nothing dubious, and no harm will come to your or your child, it’s a good and honest business deal, all you would have to do is play the part of a dedicated wife in the public eye,” the man paused and then continued, “If you’d like I am more than happy for you to arrange to have someone of your choice, perhaps a close family member or a friend escort you?” the man suggested.

      Although he sounded honest and legit in a peculiar way, she was still in two minds about this offer and although she often trusted her gut feel; it was currently as confused as a fish in a dishwasher.

      “I tell you what Mr…”

      “Adam,” he stated.

      “Mr. Muller,” she stated tautly, “I will arrange for my own transport to the airport, and if, in any way I feel threatened or uneasy, I will simply not get on that flight.”

      There was a brief silence, and then Adam agreed, “Of course Miss Carr. Now,” he continued, “you will be welcomed by our pilot, Jonas Bridges, who will take you and your son to our branded company jet, once boarded, my assistant will give you the contract to sign, there will be enough time during the flight to go through this contract, and any questions you may have, my assistant will be more than happy to answer. And once the contract is signed, we will release the funds of your first installment, part to cover your bills, and part for spending.”

      “Agreed,” she said still feeling uneasy, but with the fact that they will be getting on a branded company jet had to mean something, after all, she highly doubted a criminal organization will go through such extremes as to brand their mode of transport for illegal trafficking.
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      As nervous as Paige was upon her arrival in Dallas, she couldn’t help but appreciate the breathtaking landscape and thankfully it wasn’t much different to home. Maybe coming here was not such a bad idea after all; she thought quietly as she watched how excited Joshua was. He kept jumping from one window to the next in the back of the car just to see the horses and cattle that roamed around so freely.

      “Mommy, look!” Joshua shouted and pointed to the large wrought iron gates and the magnificent house that peeked out from behind them. “Is that where we are going?”

      Paige glanced over at the driver in the rearview mirror and he gave her a slight nod.

      “I believe it is my boy,” she said and ruffled his hair.

      “That is so cool,” he said excitedly and hopped to the window on the left plastering his little hands and nose up against the window to get a better view.

      As they approached, the gates opened automatically and they drove through and for the umpteenth time, she felt that familiar flutter of excitement and nerves wreaking havoc in her stomach.

      “Welcome to the Stanton Ranch Miss. Carr,” the driver said with a friendly smile as he continued along the paved driveway.

      Maple trees stood tall on either side of the driveway, and the house was surrounded by a beautiful green lawn and flower beds that comprised of a variety of different color roses, it was very obvious that the garden was taken care of by a professional botanist. For a moment she wondered once again, who her pretend husband would be, the time she had before her flight, she tried to search for some information on the owners of the Stanton and Son ranch online, but other than their names, there were no other indication as to what they looked like.

      The car pulled up to the front door, and an elderly man who introduced himself as Albert, met them at the stairs and then led them both inside.

      The inside of the house was just as grand, and as Albert took them from one room to the next, she couldn’t help but choke back tears. This was only be a temporary arrangement, but once she paid her dues she would be able to find a small apartment for her and Joshua here in Dallas and start over, she’ll get a paying job that doesn’t require her to work night shifts, and finally be the mother she wanted to be.

      “Right this way Miss. Carr,” Albert said as he headed for the stairs, “I’m sure you will be more than pleased with your rooms.”

      “Rooms?” she asked curiously.

      “Yes, Mr. Stanton arranged for your own room and your son will have his own room too.”

      “Oh no, that won’t be necessary, Joshua can stay with me in my room,” she said smiling.

      “I have my own room?” Joshua chirped in and shot up the staircase. “Can I have my own room please mommy?” he begged as he reached the landing.

      “I assure you he will enjoy the room Miss Carr; the room was furnished for a five year old,” Albert said smiling as he led the way.

      As expected, Joshua was on cloud nine when he discovered that he had his own TV and gaming console in his room, on top of that, he had a double bunk bed that looked like a pirate ship. Paige’s heart cramped painfully for her son, he was so excited, and knowing that this will all be gone in few months, left her nervous, but for now she was going to simply let him enjoy the luxuries. As time goes on she will prep him for when they need to say goodbye to this place, which was bound to happen.

      Her room on the other hand looked like something out of an interior decorating magazine; it was beautifully and delicately decorated. Muted pastel colors and a soft plush double bed contributed to the serenity she felt as she stepped into the cool room.

      “I will send one of our ladies to call you when Mr. Stanton arrives,” Albert said, and with a slight nod he left her alone in her room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      Hunter arrived at the ranch later than expected. He initially planned to meet the woman who would be his key to the Old Stone deal personally upon her arrival, but got held up at the office, thanks to a few last minute meetings, either way he was here now.

      Although on face value he appeared self-assured and resolute, he couldn’t help but feel slightly anxious. He was about to meet a woman he was paying to be his wife, on top of that one with a child. He knew what he was doing was above and beyond reproach, but suddenly he had a very uneasy feeling. Here was a woman, who was desperate enough to sell herself and her dignity and expose her child to a complete stranger, putting him at risk for believing he stood a chance at a normal life, and giving the child false hope of having a father. What kind of a woman would do such a thing, he thought bitterly, and what kind of man was he, to take advantage of such a woman, he thought disappointedly but his disappointment was soon discarded when Albert entered the study.

      “Mr. Stanton, Miss. Carr and her son have settled in, can I bring them through?” Albert asked interrupting his train of thought.

      He looked up at the portrait of his mother, knowing that if she were still alive, she would have been completely turned against the idea of using a woman and a child just so that he could seal the next best deal. For a brief second, shame knocked on his conscience, but he quickly silenced it.

      “Yes, thank you Albert,” he said tonelessly.

      After a while, Albert returned, “Mr. Stanton, this is Paige and Joshua Carr,” Albert introduced and then quietly exited the study.

      Deja vu hit Hunter like a ton of bricks the moment he laid eyes on Paige and memories flooded back like a mental tsunami trying to destroy everything in its wake, and by the look on her face, the feeling was clearly mutual. He looked at her, then at her son, then back at her.

      Paige froze the moment she laid eyes on Hunter; it was as if destiny decided to play a cruel joke on her. The very man who swept her off her feet all those years ago, telling tall tales of love and passion, the same man who left her out cold when he decided to bail without as much goodbye, now stood before her.

      “This was a mistake,” she started and turned to leave. She had no idea where she was going, but she was not willing to face him. Not now, not ever.  The hurt and rejection she felt all those years ago surfaced like a deadly virus and he was her patient zero. She lost everything because of him, her family, her friends, her entire life, and it took her years to get over his rejection and she was not willing to allow him to reject her yet again, this time she would be rejecting him.

      “Paige, wait!” he called after her as she stalked down the hallway clinging to her son’s hand. His voice sounded like an echo in a dark tunnel and all she wanted to do was to get away.

      She blindly headed for the front door, but as she reached it, Hunter wrapped his hand around her upper arm.

      “Let go of me,” she bit out bitterly as she tugged her arm free, “I should not be here, I want to go home.”

      Hunter looked down at her and glanced at Joshua, and she could see anger flash in his eyes.

      “I think we need to talk,” he said flatly then turned to Albert, “Please take the boy and show him the horses.”

      “Horses?” her son cried out excitedly.

      Paige had to do everything in her might not to break down and cry. Her son was so excited and he had no idea what was really going on. She gritted her teeth and plastered on a fake smile, “Of course, just be careful.”

      As soon as Albert was out of sight with Joshua, Paige glared at Hunter, “What game are you playing?”

      “What game am I playing?” Hunter countered, “You’re the one who advertised your services online; on top of that you exposed your son to some stranger. Do you have any idea how dangerous that is?” he said incredulously.

      Paige was livid, how dare he accuse her of games, “Well excuse me!  You were the one who purchased us for your pathetic little business venture and you want to lecture me on bad choices?” she retorted.

      “That’s a whole different ball game Paige; I’m not putting my child at risk by introducing him to some stranger!”

      “Well newsflash, you put him at risk when you decided I was good enough to have sex with and then you pulled up your pants and left me with the responsibility of raising our son all on my own,” she spat out and stormed past him in the direction where she saw Albert disappearing with Joshua.

      She suddenly felt drained and defeated, this was the last thing she wanted, she should have done her own homework and insisted that Adam give her more information on who this mystery husband was, instead of being so gullible in accepting an offer to marry some stranger just so that she could be guarantee a better life for her and her son.

      Hunter’s world collapsed around him as her words sunk in, and methodically his mind went into overdrive as he calculated the odds, realizing that the little boy he met a few minutes ago was possibly his son, and as reality struck him, he grabbed Paige by the arm.

      “That is my son?” he asked gritting his teeth as he stared down in Paige’s big honey colored eyes, he recalled the way she used to look at him during their brief relationship, but what he saw reflecting in them now, was nothing short of disgust.

      “He was never your son,” she said angrily, “the moment you got the chance, you left without saying a word,” she clicked her fingers, “just like that, with no forwarding number and no note, you just left.”

      Hunter felt sick, it was like an information overload, and his hard drive was about to crash, he grasped miserably for words, “Paige, I didn’t know, if I knew…”

      “I was nothing but pastime social experiment for you, and once you had your fill you moved on, so you don’t get to claim anything where my son is concerned,” she interrupted bitterly and tugged away from him.

      Conflicted, Hunter gritted his teeth and stepped aside.

      “I’ve already paid you in advance for your first month, so I suggest you go and get settled,” he said flatly looking down at her. As much as it hurt him to be so callous, she gave him no choice. There was simply no getting through to her at this point, which meant he had to use the only thing he had power over to keep her here – money.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    

    
      Paige finally flopped down on the bed in her room; everything about this place suddenly overwhelmed her. She felt like Belle from Beauty and the Beast and Hunter was the Beast, forcing her to stay against her will. The only problem was that he wasn’t an unsightly hairy animal, he was a handsome man, and the six years that passed since he disappeared out of her life, had done nothing to him. He looked just as he did when she first saw him and unlike the happy ending in fairy tales, her ending was going to be anything but happy. Hunter had had already paid up her debt and when they arrived at the airport she used some of the money to buy a few new items of clothing for both her and Joshua, and with no means to pay him back; she was stuck between a rock and a hard place.

      Hunter was so right, she thought, she was foolish to run blindly into such an arrangement, not knowing who the other man was. God, if she knew it was him, she would have run in the complete opposite direction. What made it worse, was that he now knew the truth about Joshua, and she could already see the custody battles that awaited her once he decided to claim his place in her son’s life.

      She must have drifted off eventually, because when she woke up it was already dark outside, in a panic she launched off the bed and rushed out the room an down the stairs, and that’s when Joshua came running to her, flinging his arms around her leg.

      “Mommy, guess what!? Mr. Hunter said I can have a pony!” her son exclaimed excitedly.

      “Oh is that so?” she said kneeling down next to him without sparing Hunter a glance, “what did I teach you about taking gifts from strangers?”

      It started, Hunter was going to buy her son with gifts and luxuries, things she would never be able to afford, if she was going to have to live the next month paying off her debt so she could be free she was going to have to put a stop to this.

      “He’s not a stranger, he said he’s your friend and my friend,” Joshua said with a pouty lip.

      “I know sweetheart, but how will you take care of the pony, we are only visiting here,” she tried again.

      “I told Joshua he will always be welcome to visit here, so the pony can stay here for now,” Hunter interrupted.

      Paige took a deep breath and stood up, trying her best to stay calm, “I’ll think about it, right now he needs to go bathe and get ready for dinner and bed.”

      Hunter nodded then smiled down at Joshua, “I’ll show you the cattle tomorrow champ,” he said and ruffled his hair, before leaving her and Joshua to themselves.

      Much later, Hunter stood in the study contemplating the situation. The last person he expected to ever see again was Paige. If it wasn’t for her mother’s interference back when he met her, they would have been good together. There was a point of time where he felt she was the one. But her mother threatened him more than once, initially he thought it would blow over and that she was merely protecting her daughter, but when she finally went as far as to send a message to him in the form of a gangster shoving a gun in his face, his inner hero cowered like a possum and he left that very same day.

      A slight knock on the door drew his attention and he turned around.

      “Paige,” he said surprised, “I assume Joshua is settled?”

      “Yes, he’s sleeping,” she paused and looked around then directly at him, “I have decided to stay for the month and pay back the money by working for you, then by the end of the month, I will go back home.”

      Still just as headstrong and stubborn as she was when he first got to know her, he thought and poured them each a glass of Merlot, handing a glass to her. He had to fight against the sudden urge to pull her into his arms, unfortunately a lot of water had run into the sea since the time they were lovers and now she was a grown woman. He could somewhat understand how she must have felt when he left her with nothing but regret, but what stopped her from tracking him down on social media when she found out she was pregnant? He had the right to know, and now on top of that, she basically sold herself online to marry some stranger and in doing that exposed her – his – son to danger.

      The mere thought of what could have happened if she landed in some sleazy pimps hands infuriated him, and in that moment he felt such contempt towards her. He had no idea what to do, but if he was going to work at keeping his son safe, then that would be his only goal.

      “Is that so?” he asked her and smirked, “I appreciate the offer, but the contract is binding,” he said and stepped closer to her, “you can be glad you ended up here, because sweetheart, this is as good as its going to get.”

      “Hunter, if I had known you were the one who,” she fumbled for words, “who hired me, I would never…”

      “Never have come,” he interrupted, “I know that all too well. I’m sure I was the last person on this planet you would have wanted to see, for one, I suppose I broke your heart, that’s a given, and secondly, exposing the fact that Joshua is my son, leaves you at a disadvantage.”

      He saw the hurt that flashed through her eyes, but he would not allow her to get to him.

      Paige clutched the stem of the wine glass so tightly I her hand, she thought she could actually snap it and shove the sharp end into Hunters’ heart. He was going to ride this contract out, make her life an absolute misery and then steal her son from her.

      She fought back tears as she looked down at the dark red liquid in the glass then took a sip, it was as bitter as the essence of regret that ran through her soul.

      “No, I wouldn’t have come. But I can tell you this, I spent five years raising my son all by myself, with no help from anyone, and if you think you can just barge into our lives and start throwing punches and threaten to take my son from me, I can guarantee you, I will fight you every step of the way,” she said mordantly.

      She hated that she found herself in this situation, and the realization of how bad this will look on her rap sheet considering the fact that she accepted an online marriage proposal to a stranger she technically never met, for financial gain, was something social services would have a field day with. If she had to be honest to herself, Hunter stood a good chance of winning custody of her son and if she was going to take him on, she was going to have to consider changing her approach.

      She took a deep steady breath and then placed the glass down on the table beside her, “Hunter, it’s been six years since you left me, without a single word, what did you expect me to do? You moved on with your life, I was just a glitch in your sabbatical matrix, one you were very happy to erase. If I had known that there was the slightest chance of us being together, I would have attempted to contact you,” she said and although it was an attempt to sideswipe him, her words sounded sincere even to her.

      The expression on his face, gave her hope, because suddenly the ruthless mask he wore a minute ago was replaced by something she could only discern as realization maybe even compassion , which meant he had a heart after all.

      She stepped closer and lowered her eyes placing her hand on his chest. God this was harder than she thought, here she was playing her victim card and pasting it on thickly so that she could play on his emotions, and although it was working on him, her heart was making a ninety degree turn against her better judgement.

      “I never asked for you to leave, you left at your own accord. Men like you come and go out of a girl’s life. Do you know how many unwed mothers there are, and almost ninety percent of those children have no father, it was no different for me. I just had to get up from the ashes and make it work, for the sake of my son and my own sanity.”

      For the first time in her life she was able to express herself and to be able to voice her feelings felt as if a weight had lifted from her shoulders. She withdrew her hand from Hunter’s chest where he stood like a statue looking down at her and took a step back.

      Hunter processed this information slowly and as Paige stepped away from him, he instantly felt the absence of her touch, and without a second thought, he stepped forward and cupped her face then looked into her large, expressive eyes that still contained that sense of mystery he fell in love with when he first met her. He admired the angular features of her face, and her high cheek bones and noticed that she still had that slight pout of her mouth, which was hard to ignore. The years may have brought on a slight physical change, she was larger than when he first met her, and her breasts were also bigger, but even now, his own body reacted just like it did back then. He knew he was being impulsive and foolish but he was suddenly desperate to kiss her.

      His fingers threaded into her hair as he slanted his lips against hers, and traced his tongue along the seam of her lips; he felt her body relax against his. She tasted just as he remembered her, distinctively sweet, it was almost too perfect to be true, and as his need grew, so did the passion that manifested in this simple kiss.  The hunger and need he felt in her kiss matched his own reckless need and with her body pressed against his there was no denying the truth. She still turned him on, and she still wielded the power to reduce him to nothing but a sex crazed male, who had to use every ounce of his self-control to prevent himself from grinding against her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    

    
      Paige was a hot mess; her insides were like chocolate fudge ice-cream being incinerated by the passion and heat that burnt like an out of control forest fire, which threatened to consumer her. How was it possible that after all these years, he could still have such an adverse effect on her?

      She allowed him access to the confines of her mouth as she clung to him for dear life, worried that her legs would give way if he let her go, the flavor of the Merlot mixed with his own essence was intoxicating.

      Her heart was drumming in rhythm with his, like synchronized percussion, waiting for the rest of the orchestra to join in, she pressed herself up against him and instantly felt his erection press against her stomach, but as he pulled away, dragging in a deep, unsteady breath, she suddenly came to her senses and abruptly broke the kiss.

      This was just one of his ploys to distract her, to make her think he cared for her, and when she least expected it; he would take her son away.

      “We can’t do this,” she said as she pulled away and reached for the glass of Merlot she set down earlier then gulped down the smooth dry liquid before turning away from him.

      “It was never my intention to leave you Paige,” he whispered breathlessly.

      “Yet you did,” she definitively.

      Paige was tired of lies and empty promises, and her only goal was to provide for Joshua, other than that she didn’t need a man in her life.

      Hunter reached for her and once again pulled her body firmly against his, did he dare tell her it was her mother who tore them apart and risk her hating her own flesh and blood, or did he let sleeping dogs lie and work at making it through the next three months, then move on as planned?

      “I know, and I regretted it every day since,” he said as he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, “and believe me, if I was able to tell you why I left, I would.”

      Paige pulled away from him and held up her hand warding him off.

      “Let me guess, now is not the time,” she said and turned away from him. “Look, a lot of time has passed, I’m sure whatever excuse you had for leaving then will be completely irrelevant now.”

      She was right he realized, they had both moved on and whether or not it was her mother’s fault that he left. Too much time had passed for them to just pick up where they left off. The only way forward was to continue with this arranged marriage, get the deal and then go their separate ways and at least come to some visitation arrangement so that he can also get to see his son grow up.
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      Paige sat at the dinner table with Hunter on her left, and Gregory Johnson on the right. She had to give it to Hunter; he knew how to sell a convincing story. While he so casually told the Johnsons about how the two star crossed lovers met and how they refused to let anything stand in their way of happiness, the Johnsons were sucking up every last bit of detail like fudge at a fair.

      

      In the four weeks that passed since her arrival, Paige and Hunter somehow managed to be civil and ignore the obvious sexual tension that seemed to grow between them each and every day, and considering the fact that they weren’t complete strangers, this dinner date was going to be a breeze.

      “So tell me Paige, Hunter told me you studied journalism?” Anne, Gregory’s wife asked curiously as she picked the olives from her plate.

      At least Hunter remembered what she studied, but was he aware she never finished, she wondered.

      “Yes, I did, but I am yet to complete my studies,” she said and smiled at Anne ‘having a child made it slightly more difficult to focus on college.”

      “I can imagine, it must have been difficult raising him all on your own,” the statement hung heavily in the air, and suddenly Paige wanted to get away. Regardless of the fact that she is soon to be Hunter’s wife for a while, his circle of so-called friends would always look down at her. Feeling sorry for the poor mother with an illegitimate child, if only they knew that the Joshua was Hunter’s.

      

      She smiled and politely excused herself then headed upstairs to where Joshua was busy playing video games, she could hardly believe that the next day was her final dress fitting, and in less than three days she would be married. But she had to constantly remind herself that this was only a temporary arrangement. Although they shared that kiss in the study and they both felt the obvious physical pull, there could never be anything more between them.

      Hunter was spending more time with Joshua and building a relationship with his son, they looked like a genuine happy family in the making. But Paige knew better, and with the approach of the wedding she felt more and more as if she was drowning in misery.

      Eventually her castle of dreams would be tumbling down and she would undoubtedly be left to fend for herself and her son, all on her own – again.
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      Hunter soon excused himself form the dinner table to go check on Paige, over the past few weeks, he started to get to know her on a different level, and instead of his preconceived notion that she was a gold digger seeking the easy way out by marrying a rich man, he saw a refined woman, who despite her challenges in life, managed to not only get by, but raise a very clever young man.

      As expected he found her in the study, paging through a book.

      “Are you okay?” he asked quietly.

      “I’m fine,” she replied without turning around.

      “Paige, you can tell me what’s on your mind,” he insisted.

      After a moment she turned around, “I don’t fit into your world Hunter, neither does Joshua,” she said solemnly, wrapping her arms around her.

      “What are you talking about, you fit in perfectly.”

      “No I don’t, your friends look down on me, they expected you to be with a like-minded woman who fits into their world of glamor and riches, did you see the look on their faces when I told them I never completed my studies?” she asked him accusingly.

      “They are not my friends and their expectations are of no relevance,” he said stepping closer to her, “and the sooner this deal is through, the sooner they will be out of our lives.”

      Hunter could detect the inner conflict that looted her mind, and although he could hardly relate, he wanted her to feel more at ease, feel confident and undeterred by what others think.

      She sighed and shook her head, “The thing is, I’m worried that Joshua will grow accustomed to this lifestyle, and the longer we stay, the more he slips into the hope that this is what he’ll have for the rest of his life, and it’s all a lie, Hunter,” she said pleadingly.

      Hunter regarded her thoughtfully, realizing that she’s looking for an excuse to get out of this temporary arrangement, and although this deal meant everything to him, his priorities had started to shift ever so slightly.

      “Why can’t this be the life for Joshua?” he asked.

      “Because the day I walk away from here, all this will be nothing but a memory,” she said dejectedly.

      The thought about her leaving did not sit well with him and although he refused to admit it to himself he was growing more and more accustomed to this small family circle even though it was all a sham.

      Paige sighed softly and closed her eyes, she had this constant reminder like a dark cloud hanging overhead, that this was only a temporary arrangement, and what scared her most was that her little boy loved it here. Her motherly instincts were to protect him, but also to see him happy, and if being here made him this happy, then maybe was time she considered her options. There was always the option of shared custody, she thought, but first she was going to have to tell him that Hunter was his dad.

      Lost in her own train of thought, she didn’t notice it when Hunter closed the study door, but the single click of the lock drew her attention and when she looked at him she felt a shiver of anticipation run through her.

      “Paige,” he started towards her, “we can work this out.”

      He stood so close to her she could feel the heat of his body radiate and incinerate her, and as his strong hands framed her face he looked into her eyes, and dropped his head, pressing his lips almost desperately against hers.

      

      His lips were warm and she willingly parted hers, allowing him to explore her mouth, it was a hot devastating kiss that caused her to lose all common sense, and instead of fighting the obvious desire she felt deep within her, she returned his kiss with the longing that had been haunting her since the day she arrived realizing her mystery groom was her long lost love.

      His mouth shifted and he deepened the kiss drawing her closer against him, his arousal evident and her need for him escalated. Against all odds, she still loved him, and if this was all she would take with her when she left, then so be it.

      She untucked his shirt, and slid her hands inside, and with trembling fingers she mapped the planes of his stomach and slid her fingers further up his chest, as he sucked in a breath she smiled against his lips and then withdrew her hands only to move to the buttons, but as she started to unbutton his shirt, he caught her hands. But it was too late to stop now, and she simply swatted his hands away and undid his shirt.

      “Paige, we have guests?” he objected breathlessly.

      “And what of it, they can enjoy the dessert,” she countered and pressed her lips against his left pectoral, inhaling his scent.

      Hunter’s body was fighting his logical thought process, he couldn’t remember when last he was so reckless but as Paige pressed her lips against his heated skin his control slipped. He bent his knees and tucked his hands under her thighs, and in one swift motion he lifted her and she wound her legs around his waist. He took two quick strides and plunged her down on the large sofa, nestling himself between her legs. He eagerly slid his one hand down from her knee to her bottom shifting her dress further up. She felt much softer than she did all those years ago, her curves were more accentuated and in place of the scrawny young girl he met six years ago, she was now a full bodied sensual woman that constricted the blood flow to his rational brain. As much as he would rather take his time exploring every inch of this new woman, time and patience was not on his side. His body had been burning like a simmering volcano waiting to erupt since that brief kiss a few weeks ago.  Refusing waste another second he sat back on his knees, reaching for her panties then dragged them down over her legs. They hooked on the dainty buckle of her high heeled sandal, which he quickly freed and then tossed them on the floor.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he said as he fumbled with his belt, not once taking his eyes off of her. Where she lay waiting, reminded him of the Venus of Urbino painting and although she was clothed, he knew exactly what was hidden beneath the layers of clothes.

      Her only response was to smile and bite her lip, while she shyly reached to shove her dress between her legs, which drove Hunter even more insane. He leaned over her and pressed his lips against hers while he slid his hand under the dress to where her hands were clutched between her legs. He gently nudged them away and teasingly dragged his finger over her sex; her sudden intake of breath was just what he needed to know that she was not going to stop him now.

      He could hear the commotion outside the study door, and let out a whispered curse, and as he met Paige’s eyes, expecting to see panic, he only saw desire and that familiar defiant streak, challenging him again. He smirked and bent down his head, capturing her lips, which was an attempt to silence her moans as much as it was one filled with passion and desire. And as she pulled her knees up invitingly, he ground his hips forward and thrusted deep into her hot molten core, drawing out a gasp of pure pleasure, which he breathed in.

      He eased in and out of her in a slow rhythm which quickly escalated, and as he thrusted relentlessly into her, he felt his heart swell with emotion.

      As he moved faster and deeper, he could feel her body respond to him, and when she dragged her nails along his shoulders, he felt her body tremble beneath him and as he felt her climax,  his own impending release came crashing down on him.

      A few minutes later, they stood at the locked door, Paige making sure his shirt is tucked in, and Hunter making sure she looked respectable.  He brought her hand up to his lips and then unlocked the study door.

      “So this is where you’ve been hiding,” Gregory said where he stood with his wife in the passage, “I was about to send out a search party.”

      Hunter smiled and stepped forward extending his hand, “I apologize for leaving you earlier, but Paige was not feeling too well.”

      Gregory smiled at him then at Paige and it was a knowing smile, before he handed his wife her coat and left the house.
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      Paige stood in front of the antique floor mirror, admiring her wedding dress, and although it was supposed to be her special day there was a hollow feeling deep down in her stomach. It wasn’t nerves, it was an empty feeling. At this stage, brides usually felt anxious wondering if they made the right choice, or wondering if the caterers did what was expected, but none of that mattered much. She felt almost mechanically driven, like a wound up doll, being left to march down the aisle.

      A light knock on the door pulled her out of her reverie, and the dress maker went to open the door and her best friend Jess came walking in with Joshua.

      “Mommy!” Joshua cried as he came running towards her wearing a grand little tuxedo, with a bow tie.

      “Just look at you sweetheart, you look so handsome,” she said smiling as she bowed down, tucking his fringe back, “you make me so proud.”

      “I know, Hunter said I can keep the clothes and then I can be like James Bond,” he said excitedly.

      “Oh now that’s a great idea,” she said and straightened up.

      “Who’s James Bond mommy?” he asked curiously.

      “A very famous spy,” she said and smiled at her son.

      She could still pull out of this, there’s no law on this planet that would force her to get married, she thought somberly. And although she shared something really special with Hunter a few nights ago, there was still no declaration of love and commitment; this was still only a means to an end for him.

      “Are you ready Paige?” Jess asked.

      She gave herself another once over and then nodded, “Yes, I am”

      Hunters stood at the Wedding Arch, with no best man flanking his side. This was meant to be an informal, last minute wedding to show the important people that he was too in love to wait. The tranquil setting in the large garden on the ranch was perfect, with nothing but close friends and family from his side, which was convenient. From Paige’s side she only had one guest, her best friend Jess.

      Until this point, the plan was in full swing, he was going to get married, seal the deal for Old Stone Ranch and once the dust had settled file for an annulment, but that thought alone left him with an uneasy feeling. He wasn’t quite sure if he would want to let her go at all.

      Just then Gregory Johnson appeared next to him.

      “You’re missing your best man, so I reckon I can stand in,” he said behind a fake smile.

      “How generous of you, but both Paige and I decided on a small wedding,” he said looking out over the small crowd of people.

      “I know you did,” Gregory said and paused for a second, “I changed the terms of our agreement by the way.”

      “Why are we discussing business now?”

      “Because I’m covering my basis, I will sign the sales agreement for Old Stone after six months from today, just to make sure there’s no false pretenses, this marriage was rather sudden,” he said with a sardonic smile on his face.

      Hunter cursed inwardly, and smiled, “If you feel the need to do that, then that’s your choice,” he said coolly.

      Saved by the bell, or rather the wedding march, he turned to face the aisle and as Paige made her way past the white flower decorated chairs and down the rose-petal strewn path, he felt his heart contract and realized there and then that he could not go through with this lie. From where he stood he could see the smile on her lips, but her smile didn’t reach her eyes, and behind her was his son Joshua beaming from ear to ear.

      He shifted his weight from one leg to the other uncomfortably, and as she reached him he looked at her, and it was then when he realized she was worth more than this, he didn’t deserve her one bit.

      The priest cleared his throat and they both turned to face him, but even as the priest started the formalities, Hunter’s mind was racing and his conscience was fighting him.

      “Wait,” he said stopping the priest, then looking at Paige, who tilted her head questioningly at him.

      “We can’t go ahead with this,” he said only for her to hear, and by the look in her eyes, he knew she agreed, and then he turned to the guests.

      “Friends, and guests I have a confession to make,” he started feeling Gregory’s uneasy stare burn into his back.

      “This wedding is a farce, It’s been one since the start when I acquired a willing woman to marry me and stay married to me for a period of time, just so that I could sign a business deal,” there were a few gasps and whispers in the small crowd and for a moment he searched for words, but just then he felt Paige lace her fingers I his and he found a new breath of confidence.

      “You see, Paige and I do go back many years, and I was told that I could not purchase Old Stone unless I was a family man, I made a very bad choice.  I managed to find her and with deceitful promises, I convinced her to marry me,” he continued without a breath, “the problem is that her son Joshua is in fact my own flesh and blood, believe it or not, we were in love once a very long time ago. And just like the fool I am now, thinking I can con Gregory Johnson into selling his land to me by marrying the first available woman, I was a fool back then. I left Paige without even a goodbye and although I never knew she was pregnant, I never bothered to contact her for reasons I will only explain to her later,” here and here guests started getting up and leaving, but that did not stop Hunter.

      “The problem is that if I marry Paige like this today, it would be a lie, because I don’t want an arranged marriage bound to a business deal, I want the real thing, and…” he started, then turned to Paige, “you deserves the real deal. A marriage to man you love,” he said as he looked into her tear-filled eyes. “I’m so sorry Paige, but I love you too much to continue with this deceit.”

      Paige was a mess, her mascara was most certainly streaked down over her cheeks, but what was worse was the feeling of utter relief she felt as she heard Hunter declare his love for her, she turned to him and smiled through the tears.

      “And I love you too much to let you go again,” she said quietly trying to hide the trembling in her voice.

      She felt Joshua cling to her dress and she looked down at him where he stood with eyes wide, and she bent down to his level, then looked up at Hunter, “Joshua, Hunter is your real daddy,” she said, knowing that this must have come as a shock to him, but instead, Joshua flung his arms around Hunter’s’ one leg and hugged him.

      Hunter bowed down next them and slid his hand around the back of her neck pulling her forehead against his, “I would like a second chance to redeem myself, and prove to you that I am worthy to be your husband,” he said as he held unto Joshua and Paige.

      “I would like that,” she said softly, and midst this emotional reunion of souls, the few guests that were left rose to their feet and applauded them, whilst Gregory Johnson and his wife stood by the love struck couple.

      “Well we have a priest, and you two are in love, so why wait?” he said sternly but with a smile tucking at the corner of his lips.

      Hunter stood up and pulled Paige into his arms, “I loved you from the start, Paige,” he said smiling as he framed her face in his hands.

      “And I have loved you, since forever,” Paige said and turned her face to kiss the inside of his palm.

      “I love you too!” the little voice from below cried out, and they all laughed.
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      Hunter and Paige married on the same day, and although Gregory Johnson was more than willing to sign over his land, Hunter no longer wanted it. Instead of a businessman with need and greed for greater things, he now had a family and everything he ever wanted.

      Three weeks after the wedding, Paige discovered she was pregnant, and this time Hunter was going to be with her every step of the way.

      Joshua, as any five-year-old, was over the moon, he had his own room and everything his heart desired, most of all a real father, and knowing that he would soon have a little brother or sister, he couldn’t stop fussing over his mother’s pregnancy.

      [image: ]

      
        THE END
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      A glance in the rearview leaves me sure no one is following me. Not that there’s anyone to follow me anyway. Out here, under the stifling Texas sun, I realize I’ve driven nearly six hundred miles and I’m tired.

      The kind of tired that’s sinking right down deep into my bones. But that scared side of me tells me to keep running. I have to keep going. I haven’t gone far enough.

      Pushing aside the troubling thoughts, I try to settle into happier times, happier memories. Out here, on an old dirt road that reminds me of home, I’ve seen a few gates between stretches of fenced land. The gates have huge wooden frames of old logs that are a throwback the time when Texas was truly wild. Hung from each wooden frame is a name; the name of the ranch proudly on display. One creeps up on me now: Mustang Ranch.

      I slow down as I notice an odd-looking bit of paper clinging to the beam on the right side of the frame.

      Help wanted.

      It’s like every prayer I’ve ever said that’s gone unanswered has suddenly left me here, finally heard and saved.

      Before I can change my mind, I pull in before the closed gate. I sit for a moment. Am I really doing this? Am I crazy? I can’t stop. I haven’t put enough distance between me and…

      It’ll be fine.

      With a deep breath, I calm myself and I get out of my old car. It’s on its last legs after the punishing drive we’ve just endured. The sky just seems to stretch on endlessly as I open the gate before heading back to my car to pull through. On the other side, I get back out and close the gate behind me. Might as well make a good first impression, right?

      What was that old rule dad made sure I remembered? A closed gate must be closed behind oneself.

      The drive is dirt and rough, potholes claim my tires and jolt the car. Along both sides, fences trap plots of land and pastures stretch as far as the eye can see. The sparse grasses and few trees offer spotty shade to majestic-looking horses of many colors that stand in groups of two and threes.

      I drive slowly, but still, my tires kick up enough dust to announce my presence long before I ever even see the house.

      When the house comes into view, I feel my jaw drop. It’s not an old ranch house; it’s an old ranch mansion. It’s like a cross between an old plantation mansion and a castle. My heart thunders in my chest as I pull up and park my car.

      They’re looking for help, I remind myself. I know that Texas is a stand your ground state, but the sign said they’re looking for help. Besides, what self-respecting man would shoot an unarmed, obviously tired woman?

      With slow steps, I walk up the sprawling porch, loving the white swinging loveseat and the several matching white wicker chairs. This place reminds me more of home than home did in its final glory days.

      I step up to the door and gather my courage to knock. Before I can, the door swings open and I find myself under the intense brown stare of a man who’s taller than me by a foot and a half at least. He leans on the doorframe, his imposing form enough to make every drop of saliva dry up on my tongue.

      His heavy brow, shiny black hair and tanned skin all make up an incredibly handsome face. His eyes are hooded, like he trusts no one and nothing, his jaw is wide and powerful and working like he’s clenching it and deciding whether or not to shoot me.

      Maybe he should shoot me. Put me out of my misery.

      Suddenly, he smiles and it’s like the sun parting heavy gray thunderclouds. “Ma’am,” he says, tipping his hat. “May I help you?”

      At a loss for words, I turn and gesture back to the gate that’s easily several miles down the drive. “I’m May. You’re looking for help?” My voice sounds small and breathless, even to me and I see his eyes narrow a bit before someone behind him calls out something I don’t quite hear.

      “A lady inquiring about the job,” he says over his shoulder and I hear laughter. My face flames red hot and I turn to walk away, an apology quick on my lips.

      “I’m sorry for wasting your time--”

      The words die as a strong hand curls around my arm just above my elbow and stops me dead in my tracks. I turn to face the man and notice there’s not even a hint of amusement in his face.

      “Can you work hard, miss?” he asks, all seriousness that send my heart fluttering like a scrap of paper caught in the wind.

      “I can,” I say, wondering why I can hardly draw a deep breath.

      He looks me up and down, his hand falling away from me like he realized he’d been touching me for much longer than is proper. “You’re not suitable for a ranch hand, but I might have something else for you,” he says slowly, his eyes wandering across my face like he’s committing my features to memory – or like he recognizes me.
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      May isn’t what I’m looking for as far as help is concerned. I need men. Strong, hardworking, rough men willing to take on backbreaking labor, punishing hours, and fair pay. But May, she’s so pale and fragile looking I’m not sure she could handle the simplest task I’ve got here.

      Still, something in her eyes begs me to let her stay. And she looks so tired I wouldn’t forgive myself if I let her go right now. There’s a strength to her, a quiet power that leads me to believe she’s stronger than I’m giving her credit for.

      Her big blue eyes are as pale as the skies behind her, and there’s a light sprinkle of freckles across her nose. She’s so innocent looking I find myself needing to know how old she is.

      “How old are you?”

      She seems relieved, and I wonder what she expected me to say. “Twenty-four,” she says, her blue eyes solemn on me. Of age. I want to let out a breath I wasn’t aware I’d been holding. As she brings her hands forward to clasp before the hips of her jeans, I debate. What could I have her do?

      When she draws a deep breath, I notice the gentle thrust of her breasts under the thin material of her black shirt. I’m careful not to actually look, though, and keep my eyes locked on hers. Still, she’s a beautiful girl, and it’s hard to keep my attention off her charms.

      “Come in,” I say, suddenly remembering my manners. “My name’s Clint. Clint Quentin.” I can find something for her. Even now, a plan, partially formed, nags at the back of my mind. As I step back and allow her in, I hear the guys stand up and begin moving.

      We’ve got some horses we’ve got to get moving from beyond the pasture they’d escaped. It’ll take all night to ride out there and drive them back home, and I realize that May might help alleviate one problem I’ve got.

      “Have you ever taken care of kids?” I ask as she moves through the house to the dining room where men are filing out toward the front door. Shane lowers his shoulder as he comes to pass me and I engage my core, ready and braced for impact. He doesn’t disappoint and the clash of our shoulders would have been enough to knock a smaller man to the ground.

      After what he did, he should be glad it’s not my fist across his jaw again.

      “I haven’t, but I imagine it’s common sense.” May is solemn as I guide her into the emptying dining room. Carson meets my gaze and looks away, an unsure glint in his blue eyes. His harshly tanned Texas skin is rough from a layer of grit and sun.

      He takes his hat in his hands and May studies him as he nods to her with a thick air of politeness. “Sorry to interrupt,” he says to her, and she nods graciously as his eyes skip to me. As always, fixed with his icy stare, I’m a bit unsettled. “Should I saddle your horse, boss?”

      “Yes,” I say, and he dips his head, “Buy me ten.”

      He leaves as the last few guys file out of the room like sand whipped from the corner of a canyon by storm winds.

      “Am I keeping you?” May asks, her wide blue eyes worried.

      “Only a moment, miss,” I say, watching a bit of relief creep into her features. “I must ask you for a favor,” I say, and she nods.

      “Anything.” The way she says it, breathless and unintentionally seductive takes me aback. Clamping down with steely control, I get back on track. I can’t be thinking about how long it’s been since I had a woman in my bed.

      “My daughter, Grace, will be home from school this evening and I’ve got a long job ahead of me.” I hated to ask, but this is easier than calling on the babysitter. If only those damn mustangs hadn’t busted out. But I’d rather be there for the ride than let the guys handle it.

      But I didn’t want to call the sitter. She just eyes me with disproval every second and tries too hard to make Grace be a proper little lady.

      “How old is Grace?” May asks, and I wonder why that’s the first question.

      “She’s five,” I say, hoping that this isn’t the detail that breaks her. Grace could use a real woman, someone soft-spoken like May to talk to her. Gertie isn’t the best adult woman figure to have on hand. She’s brash, loud mouthed, and insists that Grace be a little lady at all times and quiet. Things I’m not all that happy with. I’ve thought about finding a new sitter for a while, but I hadn’t actively been looking.

      Maybe lady luck is smiling down on me today. Maybe May is the answer to a question I hadn’t known I had.

      “Allergies?” May asks, and I shake my head. She looks up at me as if she doesn’t trust that I’m not holding something back. “Is there anything I need to know?” She asks, those serious blue eyes on mine.

      Her full lips press together a bit and I can’t help but look at them. Before I can stop myself, I reach out and touch her lower lip with my thumb as if brushing away the stressed expression. It works. Her lips relax and she’s beautiful. My thumb travels toward the middle of her lower lip and there’s a sense of wonder in me that she’s softer than she looks somehow.

      And she shivers.

      Her lip is so soft, so kissable. My thumb leaves her chin to trace down her slim, pale throat, no longer even pretending at having a reason or right to be touching her. I look into those big, blue, trusting eyes and see she’s looking at my lips like she wants nothing more than for me to kiss her.

      I snap out of it and my hand drops from her satin skin. Somehow, my voice sounds like nothing happened between us, but my throbbing cock begs to differ.

      “I’ll be out of cell service,” I say without missing a beat. There’s disappointment in her big blue eyes and I suddenly wish I’d kissed her after all. But perhaps that would have left her disappointed for other reasons.

      “But there are other emergency numbers you can call on the fridge.” I gesture past her toward the kitchen and the fridge. I’m sure she’ll explore when she’s ready. Her eyes follow my gesture before snapping back to my face like she’s trying to decode the sudden distance I’d put between us. I’ve been hurt before. It’s not like me to just put myself out there. There’s no way she’d take on someone with baggage like mine.

      But fuck if I didn’t wish otherwise. “Other than that, I’ll set you up in the guest room and you’re free to make yourself at home.” The thought that she’ll be sleeping down the hall hits me like a tractor tire to the gut. I wish I’d thought that through. Hell, if I’d thought first, I’d have paid to have her stay in town… far away from me.

      Her tongue darts out to trace her lower lip and I feel a sudden wash of desire rush over me. The soft sheen of dampness makes my heart start thumping. Damn. This girl is going to ruin me.

      “Thank you,” she says softly.

      Wrestling to keep my reactions to her in check, I lead her back toward the guest room. She follows and when I glance back, she’s looking at pictures along the walls, tears sparkling in her eyes.

      Facing forward, I remind myself that it’s none of my business what she’s doing here. But I’d bet my bottom dollar she’s running from something… or someone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          May

        

      

    

    
      Of everything I expected, I think that watching my boss’ child was near the end of the list. But then again, I’m not afraid of kids. It’s hard to screw up; make sure they eat and drink. Make sure they’re entertained. Get them to bed at a reasonable hour.

      How hard can it really be?

      I walk to the window of the room I’m going to be staying in. The half circle of guys are slouched in the saddle like the weight of the world is on their shoulders. I scan the group, looking for Clint. He’s shockingly good looking. And the way he looks at me, like he’s able to look past my skin, down deeper than bone to my deepest, darkest buried secret.

      It’s indescribable.

      As I watch, Clint walks over to a saddle horse that’s standing beside the man who’d asked him if he needed his horse saddled while Clint and I talked.

      He takes the reins of the grey animal with the spotted backside and he plants a foot in a stirrup before hauling himself up. He throws a leg over the horse, who sidesteps as if in an attempt to escape. Clint’s hands on the reins steady the animal and I admire the way he leans forward a bit and pats the horse’s neck.

      From here, I can see his lips move and I know he’s talking to the horse. Closing my eyes, I imagine how his voice might lower, that he’s saying something akin to it’s okay. Relax.

      Sudden tears sting behind my eyelids and I blink. My eyes meet the dark gaze of Clint, who’s watching me even as I stand here, watching him. Everything in me screams to hide, but I stand, arrested by his stare as if he’d grabbed my arm again and held me at his mercy.

      Even now the spot above my elbow tingles, as if he’s still holding onto me, refusing to let me go and walk out of his life.

      I stare at him as the guys begin to ride off. He hangs back, flanked by the same man who’d saddled up his horse for him and bought him ten, whatever that means. The man looks in my direction, then at his boss, then at the ground like he’s intruding.

      But all I can see is Clint. His eyes are narrowed a bit, as if he’s trying to figure me out. The whole time we’d talked I’d been terrified he knew or puzzling at the way he made my belly flip flop and my heart dance. Still - past all the thrill of him reacting to me like I’m a woman - with every passing second, I felt more secure that he didn’t remember.

      But now, with the sensation he’s peering into the depths of my soul, I’m not so certain. Lifting my chin, I study him, thinking about how kind he’d been. He was everything I could have hoped for and more.

      Suddenly, he faces the direction the guys had gone and in a fluid motion with his hips, he urged his horse on. As they galloped down the dirt road that I have to guess leads deeper into their land, I’m left picking up the shards of composure I still possess. I need to keep my distance. Clint is trouble with a capital T, I’m certain of it.

      Sinking onto the bed, I stare at my lap. The painful memories of the last few weeks rise up and I feel the tears threatening. They’re always just there, behind my eyes, ready to pounce on every unguarded moment of thought.

      A shower. That’ll help. I can wash away the grime of traveling and steam out the toxic thoughts. I’m on my feet quickly and I head toward my car. In the back, I grab my duffle and bring it into the room I have now. It feels weird, the thought that I might be able to unpack the bag. I might be able to stay more than a night.

      Grabbing some questionably clean clothes, I begin to hope that there’s a washing machine close by. With the change of clothes in hand, I head across the hall and lock myself in the bathroom. The room is white, reasonably clean, and airy. A huge window open to rolling pastures and a few horses are the only peepers in sight.

      I close the curtains anyway and stare at the faucet. It’s pretty standard, thankfully. I’m used to homes where only the person in residence knows how to make theirs work. Hell, the last hotel was stupid; the hot was labeled cold and the cold labeled hot.

      I turn on the water and instantly feel better. I missed this bit of normalcy. It’s such a simple thing we take for granted. I undress with shaking fingers and climb under the hot spray. With the water rinses away the fears and a new hope begins to bubble up in me.

      Maybe it will be different this time.
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      When I get out of the shower, I dress and start wandering the house. It’s a beautiful sprawling ranch house. I pass on peeking into bedrooms, but assume that there must be a separate place for most of the help to sleep, since there aren’t enough bedrooms to house them all, unless there are tons of bunks tucked away somewhere.

      The dining room is warm partially due to the sunlight streaming in and partially due to the buttery accent wall that leaves me some hope that there’s a woman around. Then again, if there is, why does Clint need me to watch his daughter?

      The kitchen is standard, though more modern than I expected. Clearly there are a lot of meals made here. The range is a six-burner gas-powered beast that belongs in a high end restaurant. The whole place is well kept, clean, and - as I open a cabinet - well stocked.

      I could get used to this, I think. It’s beautiful, it feels like home, and right now, while it’s quiet, I’m feeling relaxed.

      “Who are you?”

      I spin, my heart slamming at the little voice. A girl stands behind me, her warm brown eyes accusing. Suddenly, I know why the mother isn’t around. I know who Clint created this child with. I know everything.
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      May’s stare shook me straight to the core. Never has anyone looked at me like that, with a mix of desperation, fear, and tenuous hope. There was something else there, some shrouded secret that’s haunting her.

      But her secrets are her own. And so long as she can handle Grace, I think things will go fine. Grace isn’t a difficult girl. She’s grounded and outspoken, tempestuous, even. She speaks her mind, she’s quick witted, and is often the bane of her teachers. But she’s sweet under it all.

      Perhaps I haven’t raised her right. I don’t force her into dresses. I don’t pigeonhole her into feminine roles. She’s been in the saddle since she could walk. She’s mucked out stalls, she’s able to feed horses, brand mustangs, and tell the men the best move with a new plucky stallion. And she’s still pint sized. But she spends more days with me than without, and I guess I rubbed off on her.

      Which drives Gertie crazy, but I feel that May will have no problem with her.

      “Boss?”

      I glance over at Carson who’s staring ahead. Shane’s riding hell bent for lather where we’d agreed to set camp. As the sun settles toward the edge of the horizon, I feel the tension stirring up around the men.

      No one needs to tell me, but I know that slowing us down was a bad move on my part. Still, this was an unexpected issue and they would have had to wait regardless. Either waiting for me to call Gertie or waiting for me to talk to the new girl.

      Waiting either way.

      Drawing my revolver from the holster, I lift the barrel and pull the trigger. The sound of it reverberates through my skull and under me, Thunder shies a bit. I hold him firm and study the faces that have turned to me.

      I push on, seeing Shane ahead. His horse had startled with the gunshot, and I wait for him to regain control. He does quickly and hauls the animal around to head back to me.

      As the guys form a ring around me, I ignore Shane and his refusal to actually move into line with the rest of the guys. “We’ll ride until twilight,” I say, and the men nod, while some mutter under their breaths.

      I know it’s going to be a long ride, but there’s no reason to kill ourselves or risk a horse stepping into a prairie dog hole. The guys disperse and we all prepare ourselves for this ride. I shove May out of my mind, but something of her nags in the back of my skull.

      We ride out, the guys whooping and hollering as they race each other in good fun. By my side, Carsen keeps close. He’s kind to the old nag he insists on taking out. There have been plenty of jokes about him riding the ancient mare, but he swears she’s the only horse that he trusts. I don’t give a fuck. So long as they can keep up, I don’t give a damn.

      Dad always said the measure of a good animal is its willingness to follow a man, whether or not it’s into battle, or to the barn for dinner.

      If only the old man wasn’t such a thorn in my side.

      He’s got too many demands. For a man who hadn’t built his empire on his own, he’s sure hell bent on protecting it. Protecting it… from me.

      Not that it needs to be protected from me. I’ve got my own empire. I’ve built my fortune. But it would be nice to finally claim my part of the family fortune. But that’s a pipe dream. Dad’s three requirements for me to take my place at the table are just too much.

      I can see him in mind’s eye, his gray hair short and carefully kept. His rich brown eyes reflecting the honey colored lights in the study of the family’s mansion. The stubble he works so hard to keep close to the skin, everything of him reeks of privilege and cushy living. But make no mistake, he’s a shark and he’ll chum the water with you before you can so much as blink.

      He’s never been particularly warm. Not to me, at least. Kate, my little sister, got much closer to him, perhaps because she’s the baby, or may there’s just something different about daughters. Her place at his right hand will be sealed once she’s back from college. Her list wasn’t nearly as stringent as my own.

      Dad required three things of me: I had to prove I’m an asset. Done. I’ve made myself as a business man. I’ve got land, horses, and a net worth in the billions. I had to prove my manliness. Done. Many times over, done. Rough Texas living makes a man or breaks him. But the third thing… that’s the killer.

      The third requirement is that I can be a family man. And being a father to Grace isn’t enough. No, I have to be a husband. After the messy business between me and Amanda… dad’s got no confidence in me, and I’m not all that confident in myself either.

      Kate had it much easier. She had to finish college. And she’s well on her way to graduate early with an impressive degree in engineering. I love her dearly, but she’s always been too brainy for me. But she loves what she does, and it shows every time she opens her mouth. When someone asks her about school, her face lights up.

      But I don’t blame dad for his lack of confidence in my ability to be a family man. The messy fall out of what happened between Amanda and I is proof he was right to be nervous.

      Again, an idea nags, and I latch onto it.

      What if… I asked May to marry me? Not for real, of course, just a sham to get dad to let me in, let me be a part of what I’m owed anyway?

      Still, something whispers in me that I’m not being totally honest. There’s something about May. I want to be near her. I want her to keep looking up at me like she’s begging me to show her how a man like me would touch her.

      And I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t want to.
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      I stand before the girl, my mouth hanging open like I’m some special kind of idiot. She stares up at me, her eyes lit with a fire I can’t even begin to describe. It’s like she knows who I am, why I’m here, and how to destroy me.

      “Your dad wanted me to watch you,” I say, and she blinks, as if this answer is a total surprise. She tilts her head to the side and her thick, dark hair shifts, revealing a length down her back with some curls near the end, like her heavy hair can’t quite hold the curls but clings to the few it can near the bottom.

      I watch her little face scrunch up as if she’s internally poking holes in my story. “Where’s Gertie?” she asks, and I find myself at a loss.

      “I’m not sure,” I say, deciding honesty is the best idea. She continues to stare me down, then lowers her voice to a conspiratorial whisper.

      “I don’t like Gertie. She always smacks my bottom when I’m not ladylike,” she says, her honesty melting my heart.

      “That’s not very ladylike of her.”

      Instantly the girl smiles and it feels like the sun is shining down on me. While I’m doing well, I decide to keep things rolling. “So, what do you usually do when you get home?” I ask, but she pushes toward me, thrusting her hand toward me.

      “I’m Grace.”

      I take her hand and shake it, surprised that her little fingers feel strong. “I’m May.”

      “May flowers,” she giggles, and I smile at her sweet little face. She’s too stinkin’ cute. I want to pinch her chubby little pink cheek, but I’m not going to put hands on her. I know better. Besides, I remember how demoralizing that felt to have people touch me without my permission when I was little.

      “Are you hungry, Grace?” I ask, and she nods. With quick hands, I find some foods that’ll go over well. Comfort food that I choose because she’s adjusting to something new; me. Mac and cheese and hot dogs. The kind of stuff I have fond memories of as a child.

      “Want to help me?” I ask, looking over my shoulder at her. Her little face lights up and I pull a chair into the kitchen for her to stand on. Shoulder to shoulder we stand before the stove, opening a box of Mac and Cheese, dumping noodles into a pot of water, busy work. Simple work. Things that’ll help her feel independent while she’s safe from harm.

      Things I wish I could have had when I was little.

      “Do you have kids?” She asks me, her little face full of curiosity.

      “I don’t.” I say, my tone bright as I tackle the hard question. I wanted kids. But that bastard… I clamp down and shut out the painful memories. I’m not ready to face them. Besides, little Grace doesn’t need to see me lose it.

      “Are you married?” she asks, and I can’t help but be in awe of her. She’s so very mature. She speaks like an adult. Her mind is bright, curious, and she’s very quick to just talk rather than hang on propriety. It’s refreshing.

      “I’m not.” I say, then turn her game on her. “How about you? Kids? A hubby I need to know about?”

      Her face scrunches up and she laughs. “No!” We laugh together and I realize that this is the first real laugh I’ve had in longer than I can remember.
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      In bed, I listen to the house. It’s totally quiet. No traffic noises, no loud, party loving neighbors, nothing. Every once in a while the house settles on a sigh, like it too is winding down from the day.

      Grace had fallen asleep on the couch, but I’d wandered quickly and found her room. One I knew where to take her, I’d carried her into her room and settled her in her pretty bedroom. The whole place had been decorated with horses right down to the blanket on her bed.

      It had been a good night. I felt confident that she would make being here easy. And if this was the work Clint wanted from me, I’d be more than happy to stay on and work as long as he’d have me.

      Outside, I hear what sounds like the slam of a car door and I bolt upright. My heart settles into my gut and I feel like throwing up as I sit straight, straining my ears to listen for anything that might be a sound.

      He couldn’t be here.

      There’s no way he followed me. I was so careful…

      I creep out of bed and toward the living room. The curtains give me a view into the front of the place where my car sits, dejected and alone. The slam happens again and I realize the barn door is ajar. When it catches the wind, it bangs on itself. I can see a chain locking it closed, but the noise still makes my hands tremble like I’m going to barf.

      I’d thought it was him.

      I sink onto the couch, pressing the back of my hand to my mouth as if I can keep back the bile backing up my throat. Tears stream down my cheeks as I think about the fear, the absolute helplessness I feel. He has power over me and he’s not even fucking here! I got away from him and he’s still controlling me across a distance so great I can’t even imagine it.

      My throat aches and I keep my volume to little sniffs as tears stream down my face. It’s just not fair. Life isn’t fair.

      “Why are you crying?”

      I jolt, startled and look into the worried brown eyes of Grace.
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      At twilight, I pull the guys in for another talk. They form a ring around me and I sense the discord. I want to smooth it over, but I know some things are simply broken and are not meant to be fixed. If they want to walk, they know where the door is. If they want to stay, they’ve got paychecks waiting.

      “Okay,” I say as they settle in and listen to me. “We can camp or we can keep going. If we slow down and head out, we’ll be heading home toward dawn. Or we can camp and head out at dawn.”

      Beside me, Carson takes on this role and offers a good suggestion. “If you want to keep going, we can stop for a meal, drink, and piss break. If you don’t we’ll have that break anyway.”

      I nod, agreeing with him. The men mumble, and I tell them they can think it over, but the resounding responses are that we should break for chow and get back out.

      “What about Bram and Scott?” It’s Shane’s voice ringing out.

      I answer with my usual calculated wariness. “They’ll be happy to get home to their beds earlier rather than later, I’m sure,” I say, and there’s a ripple of agreement. Shane’s glare leaves me and he nods.

      “Chow and then we ride!” He brings his horse around and I want to sock him right in the mouth. It’s not his god damned call. It’s mine. He’s hired help, not the boss. Not on my ranch.

      But I let it go. This isn’t an argument I want. As men step out of saddles and stretch, the sounds of bones cracking and men groaning becomes louder than the chorus of crickets. It’s a welcome sound, but I maneuver Thunder around to do a quick parameter check.

      We’re not safe from cougars and bears here, and I want to make sure they know we’re here and armed. The predators out here are smart, and a gun on your hip is often enough to keep all but the starving critters out of sight.

      I circle, giving another thought to my plan. I’m not proud of it. Tricking dad isn’t my favorite idea, but maybe it’s time to fight dirty. After all, he is. The fortune my great grandfather passed down isn’t really his to guard like this. He’s a rotten bastard, and it pisses me off.

      But it’s not about the money. It’s about getting the recognition I deserve. I’ve fucking worked hard to build myself for the ground up and all he did was impose more rules, more bars for me to meet before I’m good enough to call myself his son.

      Once I’m sure the perimeter is safe, I head back to where the guys have lit up a fire and are cooking and setting coffee to percolate. Carson offers me a mug of coffee and I crack open the can of beans I’d brought and set it in the fire.

      Within minutes it’s hot and I nudge it out and hold it with a leather glove I keep on hand for working. Carson is taking bites of some franks that are being passed around and cooked on skewers. I take one that’s offered to me and dip the molten dog into my beans.

      As we all dig in, the night sky turns from twilight to billions of stars and a chilly night breeze that cuts to the bone.
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      Dawn brings sight of the herd we’re here to drive home and the collective sigh is much quieter than last night’s gusto. I’m just excited at the thought of getting home. Getting home.

      I’ve got some explaining to do with Grace. And I’m curious to see how May is doing.

      “Not much longer, Boss,” Carson says as we slow down and watch the guys heading into formation. As we begin to drive the horses back toward home, I sigh with relief. Not much longer.
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      As the last horse files into the pasture, I let loose a sigh of relief. We did it. No major calamities. Carsen and I head toward the barn, and he offers to take my horse so I can head into the house. I thank him and feel better the second my boots hit solid ground. I head to the house, looking toward May’s bedroom window.

      I’m not certain why.

      The front door is locked and I grab the key and let myself in. I catch her in the living room with a book in hand and suspiciously red eyes.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you come in,” she says, and I shrug. I don’t care. She can lock the doors if she chooses. I make a mental note to make sure she knows where the twelve gauge is and how to use it. I doubt anything will ever happen, but I’d be more comfortable knowing that if something did happen she’d be okay.

      “How was it?” I ask. It’s not the question I want to ask her.

      “Fine. You look tired,” she says, rising to her feet. “Would you like to get some rest? I could make you something to eat.” Her genuine concern warms my heart as she heads to my side. I stare into her pretty blue eyes wondering why she was crying. But as I watch, the misery leaves her expression and there’s a sweet joy there that I want to enjoy.

      “I’m fine,” I say, needing to set her mind at ease. “Are you okay?”

      She seems startled by my question, but her eyes dart to my lips. I stiffen as she sucks her lower lip between her teeth and nibbles it before letting it slide free so she can respond.

      “Um… yeah.” She sounds hesitant, as if she wants to open up but knows better. But I don’t care anymore. All I want now is to touch her again, to feel her surprised intake of breath, her sweet shiver of pleasure…

      But there are other things to think about. Like the fact that she hasn’t said a word about Grace. “How is Grace?” I ask, forcing my mind to stop all these crazy thoughts.

      “She was fine when I sent her off to school,” May says, her expression softening. “She’s such a sweetheart.” Suddenly she takes on a more troubled expression. She bites down on that distracting lower lip and I sense she’s doing that to keep from speaking her mind.

      “What are you keeping from me?” Anger surges up in me. This is my daughter. May better not be hiding something.

      Her blue eyes meet mine as the words burst out of her. “Gertie hits her.”
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      I see the fury in his eyes and back off a step. Before he’d come home, I hadn’t really considered telling him. It’s not like spankings are a big deal. Or at least, I hadn’t thought so until Grace told me her father’s stance on capital punishment.

      We’d had many deep talks and I found her a refreshing girl with a perspective on life that was much too old for her age.

      “How do you know?” he says, his eyes so tired they’re fever bright. But the rage in them is unmistakable and I know I did the right thing by telling him.

      “She told me that Gertie smacks her bottom when she’s not ladylike.” I sense he’s nearly shaking with anger, but it’s not terrifying. It’s not aimed at me, nor could I ever imagine him being upset at me. And even if he was, I realize, I can’t imagine being afraid of him. He’s not the kind of guy who’d hurt me.

      And I realize something startling; I feel safe with him.

      He stands up straight and I know he’s wrestling with his anger. “Thank you for telling me,” he says stiffly, and I nod.

      “Go to bed,” I say gently as he stands before me, still internally fighting something I can only sense. “I’ve got things here.”

      Finally, he nods and heads back toward the hall. I watch him go, hoping he didn’t notice the tears in my eyes when he’d come in. Despite the talks I’d shared with Grace and all the calming influence she’d had on me this morning while getting ready to go, I’d still found myself sinking back into that scary pit of despair once I was alone.

      And even when I’d tried to distract myself, he’d still come creeping back to burrow under my skin and haunt the darkness in every blink.

      Still, Clint is every bit as intense as he’d been from that first moment. And every bit as able to make my heart stumble in my chest. And able to make a curious warmth pool deep in my belly.

      Then I hear him call my name from his room. With a sense of trepidation, I head back, hoping this isn’t about to get uncomfortable. At his door, I lift my knuckles to knock and he tells me to come in.

      I do so and find him under the blankets. My cheeks sting red and I look toward the floor as he speaks. “Before I forget,” he says, sounding a bit drunk with exhaustion. “I need to ask you a huge favor.”

      “Anything,” I say, my face flaming red hot. Please don’t ask me for something I can’t do. Please. Still, I can’t imagine anything I wouldn’t want to do with this man. Even the thought of him asking me to bed sends a warm tingling feeling through my pelvis.

      “Can you pretend to be my fiancée?”

      Jerking my head up, I meet his stare, shocked to my very toes. Never in a million years would I have expected anything like that. I feel my mouth drop open, but no words come out.

      He stares at me like he’s expecting an answer now, but I can’t quite formulate anything.

      “Why?” I ask, the word popping out like a cork from a bottle of bubbly.

      “It’s a long story,” He says, “We’ll talk more when I get up.”

      I nod and turn toward the door, but he stops me once more. “Thank you,” he says, and I look back at him, one hand on the door. He already looks like he’s sleeping, and there’s a peace to him that’s unexpected.

      He’s so handsome. In sleep, there’s a boyishness to him that is gone in the harsh light of his wakeful self. I study him, thinking about his proposal.

      I’d be safe if we went with a farce like this. But I’d be at his mercy. More at his mercy. And I don’t think I want to put myself in the mercy of any man, ever again. Not in a romantic sense. What would he expect of me with this farce? Nothing good, I’m sure. The kind of man who asks a woman to pretend to be in love with him is the kind that might do other evil, underhanded things.

      Still, as I leave his room, I find myself curious. Everything I know of him says he’s not a cruel, underhanded man. But I also won’t lie to myself by pretending I know him.

      It’s not like he can possibly be without prospects. He’s handsome. He’s successful. He’s got a kind heart, even if it might not look like it from the outside. He has to, or he wouldn’t have let me stay.

      Then again, was it all just to get me in a position where I’d have to accept some hair brained plan to be his fake fiancée? Is he really not the man I’d thought him to be? Is my judge of character that messed up?

      Then again, what kind of man asks something like that? And why?

      Why does he need me to pretend to be his fiancée? And if it’s a good reason, will that be enough to sway my mind on it? Because there’s no reason I can think of that I’d be okay with it or willing to even play along. I’m not a liar. And it’s not fair of him to ask me to be.

      With all these questions going through my mind, I head toward my room. My heart thunders in my chest as I think about what it would feel like to be Mrs. Quentin. Clearly, he doesn’t recognize me, but this is more than I’d ever dreamed of.

      I watch the hustle and bustle of the men as they lock up horses, clean up the yard, and head into a building that I’m fairly certain the farm hand house.

      As I stand, I see someone glance my way and I duck back to the side. I don’t want to draw attention to myself. I don’t want anyone to figure out who I am.

      That would be very, very bad.
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      I wake and hear the sweet sound of laughter from the living room. It’s such a good sound, I slip out the door quietly and peek into the kitchen. Grace is on a chair and May is behind her with her hands over Grace’s guiding them with a sharp knife right through an onion.

      “I’m crying!” Grace says, her voice filled with amusement.

      May laughs. “It’s so sad we’re torturing this onion.” She places her chin on Grace’s shoulder and I’m struck by how normal this looks, and how incredible it feels. They slice through the onion and I hear Grace sniff.

      And I realize I’m not worried. I know May won’t let Grace get hurt. It’s evident in her posture, in the easy way Grace leans back into her, trusting her with every motion.

      “Rinse it with cold water,” I say and two sets of eyes meet me. Grace’s brown eyes are excited and happy as she sees me. May’s eyes are wide, troubled, yet wildly beautiful.

      “Daddy!” Grace launches herself at me and I open my arms to catch her. With my arms around her, the world is suddenly okay again. I missed her more than I could ever imagine missing anyone.

      My eyes meet May’s and I see something there. Perhaps it’s disappointment. But why? Because I asked her to be my fake fiancée?

      Maybe I should talk to her.

      “We’re about done with dinner prep,” May says, returning to cutting onion as I set Grace on her feet.

      “Are you going to help?” Grace asks me and I look at May, who is ignoring me. Still, I can see her pulse in her soft throat and it’s much too quick. Perhaps the little miss is excited at the thought? My cock stirs but I tamp down those thoughts.

      Gathering my thoughts, I ask, “Sure. What can I do?”

      Grace lights up. But May shuts me down. “I think I’ve got this. Why don’t you two go catch up?” Grace nods, and I know she’s not sensing the tension mounting between May and I. But as my daughter takes my hand and leads me into the living room, I remember there’s something I wanted to talk to her about.

      We sit on the couch and I start in quick. “Was Gertie hitting you?” I ask. Grace’s face falls a little and I hope that this betrayal of trust doesn’t come back on May.

      “Yes,” Grace says, her face so very embarrassed I want to hug her.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask gently. I don’t want her to think she’s in trouble, but I need to know why she didn’t trust me enough to come to me with this.

      Her eyes find the floor and it’s all I can do not to tilt her chin up to look me in the eyes. “She tells me I’m not a lady.”

      “Oh baby,” I say, gathering her into a hug. “You don’t have to be. You just have to be the best you you can be, okay?” I say, looking deep into her eyes as if I can convey the truth of my words.

      “Promise?” she says, and I cross my finger over my heart.

      She smiles and the cute expression lifts my heart. Everything in the world is better with her right here. And even the ugly moments manage to bring in good.

      “Dinner,” May says, peeking her head in.

      “Thank you,” I say as Grace bolts from my arms and into May’s grasp. I look at the two of them looking so much like a family it aches deep in the very depths of my soul. This is what I want for Grace. But it’s too much to ask of any woman. Even one as amazing as May.
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      “She’s asleep,” I say, a finger to my lips as I sneak out of Grace’s room and close the door behind me.

      “She’s a light sleeper,” May says, a knowing look on her face. I nod in agreement and take her hand. Her skin is shockingly soft between my rough fingers as I lead her toward the front door. Still, it feels good to hold her like this. It feels right.

      On the porch, we sit side by side on the swing. I notice the scent of her, sweet and floral. Her shining brown hair is bound up loosely, as if it wants nothing more than to escape. A few tendrils have and frame her face and cling to her neck in the fading heat of the Texas day.

      “I need more time to think about it,” she says, and I nod. I didn’t expect a quick answer. It’s a huge favor.

      “Did you have questions?” I ask, dreading the questions.

      “Why?” she says, looking sideways at me as if she’s afraid to fully face me. I think a moment, trying to figure out the best way to tell her.

      So I give her a short, sweet version. “My father and I don’t get along so well. He needs me to prove I’m a family man before he’ll really trust me.” It’s the reader’s digest version, but it’s not a lie. Her silence leaves me feeling like she’s thinking it over.

      “But you are a family man,” she says finally, her voice filled with a sweet confusion. “You’re an amazing dad. All Grace does all day is sing your praises.”

      “He means family man as in married man.” The words sting, even now, and I hate them as I spit them out like something bitter and vile I can expel.

      She is quiet again and I look at her. There’s a far way look in her eyes as she stares toward her car.

      “You don’t have to,” I say, needing her to know I’m not giving her an ultimatum. “You’re fully welcome to stay on as Grace’s caregiver for as long as you’re willing. She really likes you. And if you were to leave, I’d be in a bind.” As I think about it, the thought of her leaving fills me with something akin to fear.

      Still, she’s silent, and we stare out at the stars side by side as a gentle night wind cools us.
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      He’s quiet beside me. But it’s not a scary silence. It’s not one I feel I have to fill. He’s made himself clear. But not in a threatening way. I don’t’ feel pressured or guilty. And he alleviated my fear that it might change my being here if I decide not to. But still… what if his parents recognize me?

      “I’d still like time to think about it,” I say and he nods in agreement.

      “Take all the time you need,” he says, and I feel a curious warmth pooling in my belly.

      Here, under the stars with him, I feel… safe.

      “There’s something else,” he says, and my heart begins to pound as I glance at him and see a new intensity behind those warm brown eyes.

      “Yes?” I ask, feeling breathless. His eyes study my face as he speaks.

      “I need to know you’re safe here while I’m gone. Do you know how to shoot?” he asks, and I shake my head no. My father thought a lady had no place holding a gun or doing man’s work. I was there to cook, clean, and be pretty.

      “I’ll teach you tomorrow. The shotgun over the door is real, and it’s loaded. Don’t aim it at someone unless you plan to pull the trigger,” he says, his voice so serious a shiver runs down my spine.

      My own demons rear up, but I push them back to ask, “Do you get much trouble out here?”

      He shakes his head. “But it’s a good idea for you to be able to protect yourself and Grace.”

      I nod, fully agreeing with him. It would be a good piece of mind to be able to handle a gun. Not that I think I could ever pull the trigger. Not even on…

      “What are you thinking about right now?” he asks, and I realize tears are beginning to fill my eyes.

      “No one important,” I say, and realize I’ve slipped up. I glance at him in horror that I’ve let slip that it’s someone, not something.

      But he doesn’t push it. The feeling is there, though, that I can come to him, talk to him, confide in him. And it’s an amazing sensation. I hadn’t come here with the hope that I’d be able to trust a man ever again, much less so soon after arriving.

      Something about Clint… maybe it’s our past, our history. Sure he’s not who I remember, but he’s just a more grown up version of who he had been.

      “You know,” he says, not looking at me. I notice his face tighten up as he looks up at the stars. His jaw flexes like he’s clenching down against something unpleasant. “I feel like I’ve known you forever. Odd, huh?” he smiles at me, but his expression is strained. My pulse begins to thump softly against my collar bone and I struggle for words to say.

      But no words come.

      “I’m going to head to bed,” I say after a silence takes over us.

      “Have a good night,” he says. As I rise and walk toward the door, his hand once more finds mine. And like the first time, it feels like I’ve touched an electric fence. A tingle and warmth that’s unexpected travels from his touch up my arm and straight to my heart as I look down at him.

      “Thank you,” he says, his expression warm and his eyes filled with genuine gratitude. “For everything.”

      I can only smile at him, feeling bad for the deceit I’m guilty of.
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      “Miss.”

      I smile at the man who’d interrupted me that first day. Now that he’s just standing in the kitchen and I’m pouring a glass of orange juice after having just seen Grace off to school, I decide to introduce myself. He seems like he’s the second in command. I’m just guessing based on how he interacts with Clint and the men.

      “I’m May,” I say, offering him my hand.

      He takes it and lifts it to pantomime a kiss on the back of my knuckles. “It’s my pleasure,” he says, “I’m Carson.”

      “The pleasure is mine,” I say as he releases my hand.

      “Boss is a good man. You’re safe here,” he says, as if reading every bit of fear I’ve been clutching since I got here. “Trust him,” he says and I jolt in surprise.

      “Why would you say that?” I ask, curious.

      He eyes me as I pour him a glass of juice and offer it. I’d already included his breakfast in the head count for the morning since he and Clint had been talking when I got up.

      “Thank you,” he says as he takes the glass. “I say it because you can trust him. Everything he does, he does for good reason, even if it’s hard to see what that reason is.”

      “Even asking me to be his fake fiancée?” I mumble, mostly joking.

      But Carson doesn’t blink an eye. “What his father is doing is wrong.” He shifts a bit in his seat. “And if you don’t mind me saying, that’s a big risk on his part. He wouldn’t put Gracie through something like that without good reason.”

      My heart aches as I think about Grace. Of course she’d know. She’d have to. What if it got her hopes up? What if it hurt her? I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.

      “Has he ever screwed up?” I ask, hoping against hope for an impossible answer. Carson, though, isn’t rising to the bait.

      “Boss?” he asks, as if not sure what I mean. When I nod, he lets out a snort. “Hell yes.” He seems chagrined. “Pardon my language.”

      “Please speak freely around me,” I reply. “I’m not a delicate flower. I prefer honesty and candor.”

      “You and me both, miss.” He smiles at me, and I realize he’s also a handsome man, but his looks take a second place to Clint.

      “So what is his father doing, exactly?” I ask, wondering if Clint gave me the full story. I can’t help but feel he might have left out an important detail or two.

      “Well,” Carson says around a swallow of juice, “that’s not really for me to say, miss.”

      “What’s not?” Clint asks, walking into the room as if he’s been here the whole time. I glance at Carson, feeling a stab of panic that he’ll out me for being rude and nosy. But he winks at me.

      “Where you went, Boss.” Carson says, and Clint looks over his shoulder quizzically at us.

      “Speak freely to May. I trust her and she needs to be in the loop with the goings on here.” Clint’s eyes meet mine and I feel an unexpected heat rising in my cheeks and sinking low in my belly.
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      “So, tell me about yourself, Carson,” May says and Carson shrugs.

      “Not much to tell, Miss.”

      “Don’t let him lie to you,” I say, looking over at Carson.

      But he shrugs again. “Wouldn’t interest the lady,” he says, and I wonder why it feels like I missed something.

      “I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t curious,” May says, keeping her eyes off me as she speaks.

      “Perhaps another time, then,” Carson says respectfully.  He gets up and washes his glass as I study May. When he leaves, I sense she’s ready to talk to me.

      “I’ll do it,” she says, still carefully avoiding my stare.

      But I need to know something. “Do you really understand what you’re agreeing to?” I ask, stepping close to her. She looks up at me, and I can see the thud of her heart against her breast bone.

      She nods, her pretty lower lip trembling a bit as she stares up at me. I grab her and pull her close. “I’ll have to touch you,” I say, knowing that my father will expect us to act like we’re in love. “They’ll expect us to look like we’re in love.” I find I like how she feels pressed up against me like this.

      She nods, still mute.

      “I’ll need to be close to you.” I touch her cheek with my free hand. Her eyes drift closed as if she’s really feeling me for the first time. I feel my body respond to her and I let it. As I expected, she jolts a bit as my hard cock presses into her belly.

      Before she can tell me no, I press my lips to hers. She’s sweet and tart, like orange juice and maple syrup. Like sin and surrender. Like everything I’ve ever craved and have never tasted.

      Her lips part and my tongue traces the pretty curve of her lower lip. She’s so delicious. So sweet and warm. I want more. More. All of her. Everything she’s willing to give.

      My cock pulses and her arms slip around my shoulders.

      Is this okay?” I murmur against her lips. In response, she shivers, her whole body responding to me. I grab her ass in both hands and she sucks in a deep breath as if shocked by my crass action. But she doesn’t say no. She doesn’t pull away. No, she melts into me.

      Her lips press to mine, and I kiss her, my heart aching with the sweetness and innocence of her kiss.

      And I realize that if I don’t back off, I’m going to take her right here on the kitchen table. And that wouldn’t be good. There’s always a chance someone will walk in. Unwillingly, I back off, holding her upright until she finds her balance.

      Her blue eyes meet mine and I have to explain myself. “I’d hate for someone to walk in,” I say, and she nods.

      “Was it too much, too far?” I ask, needing to hear her say it’s okay if only for the selfish reason that I want to kiss her again and need her permission.

      She shakes her head, mute.

      Her eyes are wide on mine, and I know there’s something else. So I wait until she’s ready to talk. There’s nothing to be gained by pushing her. I want her to know I’ll wait and listen until she’s ready to talk. I made myself clear that I want her to be honest, candid, and know she can trust me with anything.

      “I don’t want to hurt Grace.” Her tiny voice is enough to tell me she’s afraid. I’m not sure of what; if she’s afraid of hurting Grace or my reaction to this revelation.

      “I don’t either. I thought we’d tell them that it’s a secret so she doesn’t wind up hurt. It also explains her not knowing you for very long. We can say we’ve been seeing each other for a while and didn’t bring you into her life until it was serious.”

      A small smile tugs the corners of her lips. “You’ve thought this through, haven’t you?” she says, her eyes dancing.

      “I make Grace my number one priority,” I say, and she dips her head in what looks like respect. “Now,” I say and her head lifts so she can focus those beautiful eyes on me once more. “I said I’d teach you to shoot.”

      She nods and I take the gun from over the front door and take her out. We’ve got a dedicated wall for practice. It’s into the side of a little mountain that’s all dirt. I show her how to load it and turn off the safety before showing her how to stand.

      When she’s ready, I have her hold it and she pulls the trigger.

      The paper target is instantly peppered with buckshot and she turns to me, her face lit up even as she lowers the barrel of the gun to the ground.

      “Looks like you’re a natural,” I tell her and her eyes darken with something that looks like worry. Again, I get the feeling that something is bothering her. She turns and looks toward her car like there’s someone there.

      “Now you know you can keep yourself safe,” It tell her. Once more, her eyes stray to her car and I wonder what she’s thinking. Who is chasing her? What is she running from? Or who is she running from?

      The thought of any harm coming to her makes my guts twist and I see red. If anyone wants to hurt her, they’ll have to go through me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          May

        

      

    

    
      I’m going to throw up. There’s no way I can do this. They’re going to know who I am, everything will go to hell…

      “Are you okay?”

      I turn to give Clint a winning smile. I’m not alright. I’m dressed in a dress that’s not me; it’s too formal, too revealing, too pretty. “I’m fine,” I lie, watching the dirt road give way to concrete. I felt safe there, at his house.

      “They’ll love you,” he says, and suddenly it feels real. This is what a man would say to the love of his life when he took her to meet his parents.

      His hand settles on my knee as I stare out the truck window. I can do this. It’s going to hurt, and I need to remind myself it’s not real. But I can do this. Besides, I’ve dreamed about this moment. The real moment, not the fake one. But Clint doesn’t know that.

      He never needs to know that.

      He’ll hate me when he finds out.

      Dread knots in my guts, but the warmth of his hand on my knee sinks into my flesh and curiously seems to combat the ice lining my gut.

      I can do this.
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      The familiar, ornate door opens and I realize Clint’s parents don’t look like they’ve aged a day. They give us hugs and usher us inside. The whole time I’m silently begging them not to remember me.

      It’s been years.

      The men drift off and I find myself left alone with Barbra. Babs, as I remember her. She takes my hand and examines the ring on my hand.

      “It’s beautiful,” she says, looking up at me. “So how have you been, Sara?”

      My heart sinks to my toes. “I go by May now,” I say, needing to weave some quick damage control.

      “So I heard.” Her brown eyes are sharp as she studies me. “What are you doing, exactly?”

      I struggle to breathe. “I’ve… always loved Clint,” I say, realizing it’s not a total lie. Even now, the words feel right as I say them. They feel real. And I know that my deception has ruined any chance of them ever coming to fruition.

      Babs is quiet a minute, studying my face like she’s seeking answers to questions she hasn’t asked. “Perhaps he loved you as well,” she says gently and I feel tears stinging in my eyes.

      “There, there,” She says, pulling me into a hug. “The heart wants what it wants. I’m not sure I approve of your method, but you’re here and that’s all there is to it.”

      “Please don’t tell him,” I whisper, needing to know she’s in my corner.

      She pulls back to look down at me as if I’ve missed a very vital detail. “Oh, darling, he’s going to find out.”

      I shake my head, denying it, though I know she’s right. He’ll find out. I always knew he would. How do I come back from this? Can I fix it? Because even though the engagement is a sham, how is he going to react to the very real lie I’ve told him?

      “But I won’t be the reason he finds out,” she says and I smile through my tears.

      “Thank you,” I whisper as she wraps an arm around my shoulders and leads me toward the bathroom. When the door closes, she turns to me and cleans up my running mascara.

      “Beautiful,” she says, beaming at me and I can’t help but laugh.

      “I’m a mess,” I say, glancing at my reflection. It’s true. My nose and cheeks are red and my eyes are clearly watery. Babs takes my chin and turns my face so I’m looking at her.

      “You look like a girl in love,” she says gently. “It’s not always ups. There are downs and how you get through those defines you; not your best moments.”

      I pull her into a hug, realizing that she’s right. How Clint deals with finding out who I am will define him. And it’ll also be the reason I stay… or the reason I run away. Again.

      “Let’s get out to dinner, shall we?” Babs says and I stop her.

      The lie, the farce is too much. “Why is Flint doing this?” I need to know the reason why Clint needs to be married to take his place as his father’s son. I know Clint doesn’t need the money. He just wants to be recognized on his merits, which seem to outweigh the list his father requires.

      “Clint’s father is…” Babs stares off into space as if seeking an answer, “he’s worried Clint never worked hard enough for things. Money is easy to come by. Even women are easy to come by,” she gives me an apologetic smile, but I know she’s referring to the kind of girls who flock to men with money. “But a wife? A family? He needs that balance to show he’s willing to work for something real.”
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      May is beautiful as she talks with my parents over dinner. I can hardly take my eyes off her. Even when Grace comes and asks to sit on her lap, she’s more than willing to stop everything and take my daughter on her knee like a mother.

      It’s as if my life has suddenly become whole and I’m an idiot stumbling through the motions. Grace is happy with May. Mom and May are already thicker than thieves, and dad won’t stop congratulating me.

      It’s fucking amazing.

      And heartbreaking.

      Grace looks at me from May’s lap, her face alight with joy. “May said I can have her cake!” May looks up at me, her eyes sparkling as she flashes me an apologetic smile.

      I shrug, helpless. I don’t give a fuck about the cake. I care that this has suddenly become real. Someone is going to get hurt. But for now, I’m going to sit back and enjoy this night, enjoy my father’s approval, my mother’s love and joy, Grace’s energy, and those little smiles May keeps sending my way.

      As if aware I’m thinking of her, May looks over at me again, an unmistakable warmth in her eyes. And I want to pull her aside and remind her this isn’t real. That she can’t get in too deep. Even though I’ve told my parents Grace doesn’t know about the engagement because we’re protecting her, everything feels too right to be an act. It’s messing with my head.

      When we’re finally ready to leave, I hear May talking with my mother. “She’s such a light sleeper. I’ve been playing some music in her room, really low, at night. It seems to help keep her from bolting upright at every little gust of wind,” May says.

      “I used to do that with Clint,” Mom says right back in that low voice, “he’d never have slept a wink if I didn’t.”

      May smiles and gives Grace a huge hug. “Well,” she says to my daughter, “You be good, now.”

      Grace is solemn as she looks up at May. “I will.”

      But May grins, her playful face lighting up. “I know, I just had to remind you.” Just like that, Grace is hugging her tight and softly telling her she’ll miss her. Even now, with my dad bumping shoulders with me, I feel a tightness in my chest and an ache behind my eyes.

      This ticking time bomb is going to blow up in my face. I shouldn’t have dragged May into this. I fucked up. Badly.
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      The whole drive home has been in silence. May is staring out her window, her pretty throat bared and creamy white in the dying daylight.

      “They liked you,” I say.

      She nods, but says nothing.

      The lack of feedback is killing me. I need to get in her head. I need to know if she hates me. But she keeps her focus on something beyond her window and I seethe silently behind this wall she’s placed between us.

      When I finally pull up before the house, she’s quick to escape the truck and head into the house. I follow, needing to get to the bottom of what’s going on. Did she break? Did she tell them? I can’t imagine she would have and it not be trotted out at dinner.

      “May,” I say and she turns, her lips parting. And in her eyes, I see tears. “What’s wrong?” I ask; all anger dissipating.

      “Your parents are amazing,” she whispers, her eyes tortured.

      And I wrap her up in a hug. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, “we can stop this now.” I’m not going to hurt her, not going to hurt everyone for my selfish need for my father’s approval. I’ve gotten along just fine without it up until now.

      But, with her in my arms, I realize I need something else. Taking her chin in my fingers, I kiss her lips. She melts, her tongue instantly seeking mine. There’s a new fire to her, a spice that destroys my will to stop.

      With a growl, I begin to move her back through the house. Her hands find the hem of my shirt and she tugs it up. Our lips only part long enough for the shirt to pass before we’re kissing again. Behind her back, I work the zipper I’d helped her with earlier tonight. Then we’d been proper, distant, even.

      Now we’re like two totally different people as I force the top of her strapless dress down. Leaving her lips, I press a kiss to the hollow at the base of her throat. I’ve never craved anything like I crave her right now, in this moment.

      She whimpers as the dress flutters to the floor. It settles into a puddle of cotton at her feet and I’m quick to notice her lack of underwear.

      I groan. She was naked under that dress all night…

      I press my lips to the space between her beautiful breasts and she gasps. Her hands find my shoulders and she grips like she’ll fall if she doesn’t hold on for dear life.

      “Clint,” she whimpers, but I’m busy kissing her pert, pink nipple. Turning her so the bed is behind her, I lower her back, needing to taste more of her. All of her. I need all of her.

      Her hips buck up into me and she begins talking. “I’ve needed this for so long, I’ve wanted it...” she moans, her body reacting as my teeth scrape along the full curve of her breast. She’s delicious, a drug that’s taking hold as I taste her, sample her, enjoy her.

      She’s mine.
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      I need to tell him that I’m a virgin, who I am, how I know him, how I wound up on his doorstep… but while he’s kissing me like this it’s impossible to focus on anything but the sensations exploding in me.

      I didn’t think it would be like this; this all-consuming, impossibly sexy fire that’s eating every inch of me alive.

      Clint’s lips find mine again and I kiss him like I’m dying, like I’m drowning and he’s breathing life into my very lungs. I want him. I need him.

      His legs part mine and I open to him, realizing that I’m not only naked, but vulnerable and spread before him on his bed. I know how this ends and I don’t care. I’ll deal with consequences later.

      I grab his belt and unbuckle it, loving the clink of the metal on metal as it comes free. I free the button next, then the zipper. He leaves me long enough to stand up and drop his pants. His boxers follow, and I see him for the first time.

      And terror ignites in my blood. He’s much too big. There’s no way that will fit in here.

      But he’s back on me in an instant and I’m lost to his kiss. Our tongues dance and I push him back a bit.

      “I’m not on birth control,” I whisper, my voice sounding painfully shy.

      But Clint growls at me as if he finds my caution so very sexy it’ll be his undoing. He reaches past me to the nightstand, then plants a kiss on my throat. I lose myself in the heat of his lips on the soft skin of my neck.

      In a moment, he’s back on top of me and I feel my heart thrashing in my chest like a wounded animal. Wrapping my legs around his hips, I feel him slip a hand between us and he hesitates, the tip of him poised at the heart of me.

      His eyes meet mine and I sense he’s giving me a chance to say no, to back out. Instead, I kiss him. As our tongues meet, I feel him press into me. Pain comes first, and I gasp. Breaking the kiss, I press my cheek to his, unsure what to do.

      He’s slow; not forcing in, but not backing off, either.

      “You’re so sexy,” he whispers, his stubble scraping my cheek. “I want you so bad, love. Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” I whisper, the word more of a breath than an actual reply. He pushes in further and I feel my body yielding to him, opening for him, accommodating his girth and width. It’s an incredible sensation. I grip his shoulders, loving how his skin feels under my fingertips.

      Finally, he pushes home and I feel an odd sensation of being whole. When he pulls back, I grip him and whimper. But he’s quick to push back in and the resulting burst of pleasure is almost too much to bear.

      But he gives me a kiss and suddenly the word shifts and I’m on top. The feeling of him within me is enough to steal my breath, but I’m compelled to shift, to rock my hips forward. It almost feels as if he’ll split me, but there’s so much pleasure in it I can’t stop.

      The little button of pleasure is grinding on him with every motion of my hips and I can’t stand it. His hands find my breasts and suddenly it’s like every nerve ending in my body is lighting up with pleasure.

      It’s impossibly perfect, so incredibly amazing I feel my breath leaving in little gasps. Bracing my hands on his headboard, I feel myself galloping headlong toward orgasm. Never has it felt so good. This isn’t like touching myself, this is a whole new high of pleasure and I need more.

      “Sweet May,” Clint says, his eyes on me as I ride him without shame. Our eyes lock and I see something, a flicker, something like recognition.

      But it doesn’t stop me, no, it drives me right over the edge.

      Pleasure shatters my vision as white blinds me. I hear myself mewling with pleasure, but it’s like the sound is coming from someone else. My body jolts and jerks like my muscles forgot how to work together and move, but the pleasure radiating out from my core is enough to take my breath away.

      “Clint,” I whisper as if he can help me.

      But he’s lost to his own pleasure. I feel it as he swells within me, every pulse of my pussy squeezes him tight, but he’s growing more than I imagined possible and it’s putting sweet and painful pleasure on that sensitive spot within me.

      Sudden warmth fills me and I whimper with pleasure and collapse on his chest.

      Moments later, I’m suddenly aware he’s stroking my hair. He reaches between us and does something, but it’s not invasive, and I relax, enjoying the warmth of him and the chill in the air.

      As the pleasure fades, reality crashes back down on me.

      I’ve made a huge mistake.
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      It’s amazing how clear everything is post orgasm. I’m aware that I’m screwing everything up. I want May. Really want her.

      But then again, I know that asking her to take on my child and this rough life isn’t fair. But as she rests on my chest, her breathing slowly returning to normal, I’m struck by the fact that this feels right.

      My fingers slip through the silk-like strands of her hair. She’s beautiful in every way, and I’m regretting asking her to do such a terrible thing. But the fact that she was willing to leaves me sure that she’s got some feelings for me.

      She lifts her head and her eyes meet mine. There’s a seriousness to her and a deeply buried pain, and again, I get that odd, nagging feeling that there’s something else, something I’m missing.

      Just like that, she looks away and all the warmth within me begins to fade. She grabs the sheet and pulls it around herself like she’s hiding. I touch her shoulder and she jolts before pulling from my grasp without looking at me.

      The snub is clear, but I’m shocked. What did I do?

      “I should go,” she whispers and I sit up as she perches on the edge of the bed, pulling the sheet around herself.

      With my heart aching, I try to stop her. “Why?” I ask, needing to know why she’s doing this. But she refuses to look at me as she stands, carefully hiding behind the sheet.

      I get up as well, not as concerned as she is about hiding behind sheets or invisible walls. Taking her shoulders in my hands, I turn her to face me. But her face is lowered and her hair falls forward and hides her features from me.

      Capturing her chin I lift her face. Tears shine bright in her eyes and I wonder what I’ve missed. Her blue eyes slash back and forth between mine and I struggle to find the words to ask the questions looming between us.

      “Don’t,” she whispers, the single word as forceful as a sucker punch. The moisture that has gathered in her lashes sparkle as a lone tear slips down her cheek. My thumb instantly swipes it away and she blinks, her face an echo of pain that slices me deeply.

      “What are you hiding?” I ask, needing to know the truth. “Whatever you’re running from, you’re safe,” I say, needing her to know what’s in my heart. I don’t care what is in her past. I care about her, even if it doesn’t seem like it.

      But she shakes her head. Without another word she pulls from my grasp and leaves my room. And as I look after her, I feel more alone than I have in a very long time.

      Maybe I’m cursed. Every woman that comes into my life leaves.

      I return to my bed. At the foot of it, her dress still lies in a puddle of fabric. Feeling mocked, I pick it up and remember how she looked in it. How she smiled at me throughout dinner. How my parents loved her.

      Damn it.

      Falling back on my bed, I stare up at the ceiling, thinking about May’s big beautiful blue eyes. What the fuck did I do to screw this up? Folding my arms behind my head, I puzzle over things when a small sound grabs my attention.

      It’s like the tiny mews of a lost kitten.

      And it clicks; she’s crying.

      Overwhelmed by a sense of powerlessness, I struggle. Should I go comfort her? Or am I the source of her pain? Would I make matters worse?

      Fuck.
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      I wake, feeling like garbage.

      My phone screen is lit like I’ve got a message. Which is odd. No one has messaged or called me since I’d blocked him.

      The text makes my heart sink right to my toes. It’s Katie.

      Sara! I’m coming home. Visit meeee! <3

      No, no, no, no… this can’t be happening.

      I sit back down on the bed, feeling lightheaded and sick at heart. This is the end. It’s all over now. There’ll be no hiding who I am anymore.

      Kate won’t be okay with this like Babs was. She’ll ask me what the fuck I’m doing, and she’ll be pissed I’m messing around with Clint.

      Fuck.

      I stare at the message until my eyes begin to blur. A knock at my door startles me and I look up. “Come in,” I say, totally focused on this new fire I need to douse.

      The door opens and Clint stands in my doorway, totally imposing with his arms crossed and a defiant refusal to look at me.

      “I’ve got some family coming into town,” he says, matter-of-factly, and I nod, wondering what this has to do with me. I expected today to be awkward, but he’s distant and aloof. Which is fine with me. That’s less messy. After the sudden break I’d had last night with the weight of all the lies and secrets stressing me out, I’m not surprised he’s avoiding me like the plague. Hell, I’d avoid me. I probably look totally unhinged.

      Maybe I am.

      Still, Clint is quiet as if I should be saying something.

      “Are you asking me to keep up the lie?” I ask, feeling weary. This would be funny if I weren’t so very tired of all of it. I want to just come clean now, I want to unburden my soul to everyone and to hell with them and their judgments. I ran away once. I lived through Dillon. I can live through anything.

      “Who are you running from?” he asks, and I shake my head. I’m only barely able to think of his name now. In the weeks that have followed, every day that has passed is another victory. He has no hold over me. I’m even to a point now where he doesn’t dominate my every waking moment.

      I didn’t jerk awake this morning feeling like he was coming home drunk and angry again.

      And I’m not about to open up about him, or let him rule my life whether in my head or outside of it. So I switch back to the conversation at hand.

      “What do you want me to do?” I ask.

      “What would you like to do?” he asks, and I struggle with the very real fear coursing through me.

      But it’s time to come clean. About some things, at least. “I can’t fake it. Katie won’t be fooled.”

      His whole posture changes from aloof to intense. It’s a subtle shift, but the whole mood of the room changes.

      “How did you know…?” he asks, studying me carefully.

      “Oh, come on, Clint. Do you really not remember?” I ask, standing up to him. He looks me up and down, and again I see that flash, that look in his eyes like he’s trying to place me. “You feel like you’ve known me forever because you have,” I say and he falters back a step.

      There’s confusion in his handsome face, and I feel bad for him. “Babs remembered me. But she promised not to out me, and she still believes we’re really together, but Katie will be pissed when she finds out.”

      “What…?” I know he’s struggling.

      And I’m tired of the lie. “Maybe if you called me Sara?” I ask, wondering if that’ll jog his memory.

      And there it is, the flash of recognition in his eyes as he suddenly sees me for who I am; the little sister’s friend who used to follow him around like a puppy dog. I was so damn in love with him forever ago. He’s the reason I came back to Texas. Because after Dillon kicked the shit out of me last time, I’d ran straight to Clint.

      Because I know him. Because I trust him. Because it’s not the first time he’s saved me. But it’s not love I see in his eyes now. It’s not trust or joy that I’m here.

      No, he’s furious.

      “May is my middle name,” I say, needing to defend myself. I know it looks bad, but it’s not as evil as his expression seems to be making it out to be. I didn’t set out to just deceive him. I wanted to protect myself. I thought he’d recognize me. But I wasn’t sure I was safe. Dillon promised he’d always follow me, and that he’d find me. That I’d never escape him.

      I’m sure it was all just to scare me. He wanted to use threats to keep me under his thumb. And it worked for a long time. But now, on the outside and a hell of a lot less scared, I see his bullshit for what it was; propaganda to keep me tied to him and terrified.

      But now, with Clint eyeing me like I’m a lair, like I’m something he’d tracked in on his shoe, I feel my heart sink in my chest.

      “Please don’t hate me,” I whisper, feeling so broken as he stands in the doorway of the room he’d so kindly given me when I needed it most. I knew it would come to this, but I’d wanted to live the lie a little longer.

      I wanted to feel loved for just a little while longer.

      I’m just a liar, a user, a human piece of garbage, just like Dillon had told me so many times before. He was right about everything. Maybe I would be better off dead. Maybe I am just a waste of oxygen.
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      Dear sweet May isn’t really May at all.

      She’s Sara, that cute girl I had a crush on a lifetime ago. And even as I see her heart breaking in her eyes, I step back out of her room and close the door behind me.

      She lied to me. I let her watch my daughter. I trusted her. I even gave her the space I knew she needed for her past. I didn’t pry, but I did need honesty.

      With a war raging within me, I leave the house. I need space. I need a chance to blow off steam. I need to get away from her. Because even as I feel betrayed, I feel like kissing her, long and hard, deep and desperately until she submits to me again.

      But I only barely remember her.

      At the front door, I stop and turn back toward her room. But I stop again, something in me telling me to leave her alone, to not corner her right now. I might do or say something I’ll regret.

      I’d rather think things through.

      But I turn and head back toward her room again. I’m not going to be passive. I was passive last night. She could have told me any time what was going on. I asked. I gave her outs. I trusted her to talk to me about important things.

      I trusted her.

      I shouldn’t have.

      Opening her door without knocking, I see her spin to face me, shock in her lovely blue eyes. “Clint,” She says, my name a sweet whisper on her kissable lips.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I demand, my tone sharp as a razor.

      Her lips part in shock and tears from in her eyes. But I’m not backing down now. She opened this Pandora’s box. She can damn well deal with the consequences.

      Two tears roll slowly down her cheeks as she gapes at me, as if unsure how to respond to my anger. “I-” She says, her voice seeming choked by tears. Or fear. I’m scaring her. Good. Maybe she’ll know I’m not the kind of guy who lets liars get away with possibly endangering my daughter, my home, my life.

      “I trusted you with Grace,” I say, advancing a step closer to her. But she doesn’t flinch back, she stands up straighter, her own anger lashing out.

      “I’d never do anything to hurt her,” she hisses, anger shining in her features.

      But I’m not convinced. “Really?” I say, crossing my arms. “So whoever you’re running from isn’t dangerous?”

      And she snaps closed like a steel trap.

      “I thought so,” I say, pushing it. “And what if I told you I loved you? That I wanted to make this real?” I gesture to the ring on the dresser. Her eyes dart to the ring and the tears come faster.

      “I always loved you,” she whispers, her tone defiant even as her words indicate her shattering heart. “You just thought I was your little sister’s stupid friend.”

      Wait, what?

      She advances a step, poking a finger into my chest, her fury shining in her brilliant blue eyes. “I heard you tell them I was annoying. That you were glad for when I went home. You hated me.”

      I’m stunned. She heard that, but she didn’t understand that I said that to protect myself. Because my buddies knew I liked her, and that that would mean torture for both of us. I was protecting her. But I was protecting myself more.

      “I did say that,” I agree, and all her fire dies as she stares up at me. I wonder for a second if she expected me to lie. “But you’re wrong. I thought you were cute as hell. But I knew that you were Katie’s friend, that I could never have you. So I tried to put you out of my mind.”

      Her eyes widen and all the fight seems to drain out of her.

      “Did you tell my dad?” I ask, needing to know if she outed me. Though if she had, I assume Id know. I mean, dad would have brought it up, he’d have shunned me, he would have humiliated me.

      She shakes her head. “What do I tell Katie?” she asks, and I shrug.

      “The truth?” I say, wondering if it would be so bad.

      But May closes right up. “She’d never forgive me.” Her shoulders slump and I want, more than anything, to pull her into a hug.

      “So what?” If she wants something, she should step up. Her head lifts and she looks me in the eyes, her face questioning. “Isn’t it better to be honest? She’s going to find out. You said mom knew who you were, she won’t keep your secret forever you know.” The sudden panic in her features leaves me feeling a little bad for her. She really didn’t think this through.

      She sinks back on the bed and I can’t help but think about how she’d looked last night, naked, riding me like a goddess out of my favorite fantasies. Damn it. No wonder I kept feeling like I knew her. That’s got to be why she felt like home. Why I’m so comfortable around her.

      How didn’t I recognize her?

      Because she grew up.

      Her too huge eyes now fit her face. Her rounded face is more mature now, her cheekbones more defined. What was pretty then was beautiful now. She’s blossomed into a woman.

      My cock is at attention again, but I know now is not the time.

      “Can you give me some time?” she asks, and I nod.

      “You’re going to have to face this sometime,” I tell her and she looks me dead in the eyes. There’s something in her expression that tells me she’s thinking of last night too.

      Good. I want her to want me as much as I want her. I want to get through this. Together.
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      I need to get out of the house. The men are gone; I saw them ride out hours ago. Clint had studied my window, but I’d been back far enough so he couldn’t see me. With Grace at her grandparents’ house, I feel okay leaving.

      And it dawns on me; I meant it when I said I’d never do anything to hurt her. I love her already.

      I head to the barn. The lock is still on it, but the slack that allows the door to bang in the wind is enough for me to slip through. If I hold my breath, that is. Onside, the lights are up and I see a key hanging beside the door marked with black ink.

      Spare.

      Grabbing it, I use it to open the lock and the door swings open. When I turn, I see several horse heads peeking at me over stall doors and I walk around, petting faces and thinking about the animals.

      Taking a saddle, I approach one of the stalls. The mare lifts her head and perks her ears. She’s got the calmest demeanor, and that’s all I need. Hanging the saddle over a sawhorse, I put the bridle hanging next to her stall on her. She accepts the bit without issue and I talk to her in a calming voice.

      Taking her out of her stall, I snap her to the ring for saddling. When she’s all saddled up, the painful slamming of my heart becomes an easy beat. I can do this. I’ve got it. I’m capable. Taking her reins, I leave the barn and tie her to a post before slipping back in to lock the door again.

      After a few moments of scrambling, I’m able to get in saddle. It feels like the ground is so very far away. This will clear my mind. I’ve always loved horses, and I regret not doing more with that love over the years.

      Leading her back toward what looks like an established trail leading off into the desert, I suddenly feel free and happy. With a good horse under me obeying my every whim, I feel like I’m on top of the world.

      Even the harsh sun feels good. It’s like I’ve been frozen to the bone for so long it’s good to just breathe and soak in the warmth. There’s a slight breeze that’s hot as can be, but it’s still heaven. There’s something so incredible about the landscape and the sensation of being out here.

      Then, a wild band of mustangs spots us and they run in our direction before turning and racing into the wind like they know we’re not one of them.

      But the mare I’m on takes after them like a shot. Suddenly, we’re racing over the ground and the world is flying by. There’s a flash of panic in me that I’m not in control for a moment, but it’s quickly replaced by sheer adrenaline. This is fun! We’re moving so fast it feels impossibly like flight.

      Suddenly the ground is flying up at me and pain screams through every inch of me. Scrub bushes claw at me and the hot sandy dirt hardly cushions my fall. Helpless, I watch the mare I was riding race off.

      Taking a moment to make sure nothing is broken, I feel along my legs, pat my ribs, feeling every point of pain to make sure it’s just an impact ache. Minor cuts and bruises, nothing feels broken.

      I look over the horizon. The mare will come back, right?

      With the hot desert sun beating down on me, I suddenly realize how stupid I’ve been. I told no one where I was going. I didn’t pack supplies. There’s no way anyone will find me.

      And with the glaring sun overhead, I begin to plan. I need to get in the shade. I need to mark this spot so if anyone comes looking, they’ll find me. I spot a jutting rock and head toward it. It’s not far, and I’m quick to take off my over shirt. Scaling the rock, I hang the shirt on the highest point I can so it can be seen on all sides.

      Sliding down on my bottom, I slip into the shade and instantly feel cooler.

      But there’s a sinking sensation that has nothing to do with my motion. I’m out here, alone. Far enough from home there’s no way I can hike it. This might be it for me. Dillon couldn’t break me, no, I can do that shit all by myself.

      I’m so stupid!

      As I sink onto my bottom in the dirt, I feel hot tears sting my eyes. I should have left a note. I should have done something so people would know where I went. Plan! I need to plan. After dark, I could try hiking out. I could walk home.

      It’ll take a long time, but it’s cooler at night.

      Exhaustion fills me and I want nothing more than to just lie down and rest. With my back to the rock, I sit in the shade, my stomach sick and my heart heavy. I’m stronger than this. I’m not going to die out here in the desert. I’ve made it through so much, I can’t just give up now.

      Clint’s face comes to mind and my soul aches. He’s going to blame himself. He’s going to think this is all his fault. I know he blames himself for Amanda. But Grace came out of that. A blessing out of misery. He hadn’t put the alcohol in her hand. He hadn’t told her to drive that night. She’d made her choices.

      Just like I’d decided to ride out here, alone, without supplies or a backup plan.

      I’m going to be the second woman in his life to pass away. And while I’m not on the same level as she was in his life, I feel like he’s going to start turning that grief inward.

      Because I’m going to die out here.
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      “May?” The whole house seems empty, and I wonder where she might have gone. Her car is still out front. But again, that feeling that something is wrong settles in my gut.

      “Boss?” Carson asks, and I shake my head.

      “Something isn’t right,” I tell him and he dips his head. We both look at the front door as Shane walks in. There’s an odd look on his face. A look I know. I walk up and grab the front of his shirt before slamming him back against the door.

      “What did you do to her?” I demand, seeing red. He’d fucking told Amanda to leave that night. He told her to go, to take her space. She died alone, injured and scared on the road that night. My fist balls up and I draw back, but he lifts his hands.

      “Nothing! Lady is missing!” He brings his hands up to cover his face, but I let him go. Straightening my shirt, I turn to Carson.

      “Get a search party together.”

      “On it, boss.” Carsen says, hurrying out the door.

      “Thunder is saddled, sir.” Shane’s looking at me with a mixture of anger, hate, and apologies. I nod and head toward the barn, my balled fists shaking with rage. At least, I tell myself it’s rage. I grab Thunder’s saddle and pull myself up.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Shane mount up. We say nothing, but I nod to him. His help will be appreciated. We head out, taking the only real path out of this place. It’s the most logical direction someone who doesn’t know this area would ride.

      As we ride, I see Lady trotting back toward us, her saddle bare. And my blood runs cold.

      Shane tosses me a glance and we both kick our horses.

      [image: ]

      The world flies by and I struggle to keep thoughts of losing May from my mind. I can’t lose her. I’ve lost so much. Sure, the past haunts me, but I feel I’ve found balance. The sorrow comes back in waves, but it’s less than it was. I’ll always miss Amanda. She was sweet, imperfect, and kind. She gave me the greatest gift I could have ever asked for, Grace.

      The sun bears down on us with the smite of a god as we ride. We’re just looking, searching, hoping we find her. She’s out here, somewhere, possibly hurt. Or worse.

      A toss from a horse can kill, or injure. What if she snapped her leg? Severed an artery? Snapped her neck? The list of what-ifs racing through my mind is impossibly long and every bit of me aches as I try to put the horror of the whole situation out of my mind.

      I didn’t tell her I wanted to work it out. I didn’t tell her how much she means to me. I didn’t ever tell her I wanted to make it real. What felt weird before seems less so now that I know I’ve known her for so very long. I’d been upset at myself for falling so impossibly fast. On some level I must have known who she was all along. That’s why she felt like home, why I felt like I’d known her forever. Because I had.

      I don’t care what life has done to her since I saw her last. I know who she is, how pure and sweet, how loving and kind she is. She’d be a wonderful mother to Grace. She’d be an amazing wife. She’s an incredible woman.

      And whatever is in her past is hers to fight. I’ll be there to support her, for her to lean on, but she doesn’t have to share with me. I’m happy being the man she leans on, comes to, and trusts. And with time, I’ll learn to trust her too. I don’t believe she lied to harm me, to hurt my feelings or to make me look like a fool.

      Shane cuts away from me and I look over, wondering if he found something. Still, something tells me to stay the course. It’s the same feeling that made me cut the day short, to come home, to check on May. I don’t know what it is, maybe it’s god, maybe it’s a miracle, maybe it’s some invisible bond between our souls that keeps us coming back to one another.

      She’s counting on me. She needs me. I can’t let her down.

      The steady pulse of a chopper begins to register in my brain and I thank my lucky stars Carson got a group together so quickly. I’ll give huge donations to every organization involved in such a quick search and rescue.

      It’s a hot day. I feel sweat dripping down my back and my eyes sting as salty dampness seeps into them. How long has she been out here? We were gone for hours. If she’s been lying in the sun somewhere, she’s going to be in trouble. Hell, she’s going to be in trouble anyway. The desert is unforgiving. She’s at risk for heatstroke, for…

      I put the worry out of my mind. I need a clear head to keep an eye out for clues. And something catches my eyes. Buzzard Rock, straight ahead, looks like it’s got something on it. Something like cloth.

      Letting out a whooping holler, I ride toward it at full speed, charging like I’m headed into battle. And I see her, motionless on the shade of the rock. Jumping out of the saddle, I drop to my knees and check for her pulse. Her heart is still beating strong, but she’s hot.

      And those beautiful blue eyes flutter open and lock on me.

      “Clint?” She whispers, before her arms come around my shoulders like I’m the only person in the world. “I knew you’d come…” she whispers as her whole body goes limp in my arms.

      Shane is up on me in an instant. “Is she…?” he asks, and I shake my head.

      “Passed out.” I nod to him and there’s just a flash between us. A comradery that whispers to the past, the friend I’d had for so long before he’d let me down and ruined my life.

      From his belt, he pulls a flare and pops it off into the air.
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      “I’m fine,” I say, seeing the three guys hanging around the bed as the doctor echoes my words.

      “You’re a lucky young lady,” The old doctor says, his bushy white eyebrows knitting together.

      I know I am. And as Clint’s worried eyes meet mine, I’m doubly aware of just how lucky I am. The doctor packs up and leaves, and the other two guys, Carson and Shane, follow him out to his truck.

      Leaving me alone with an intense looking Clint.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, needing to put it out there.

      But he’s at my side in an instant. “No, I’m sorry,” He says, looking me deep in the eyes as he takes my hand and presses my knuckles to his lips. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you that I want to work through this. I want you in my life, if you’ll have me. I love you, Sara May,” he says, his intense brown eyes on mine, “I always have.”

      My heart beats like a drum in my chest as his words sink in. He’s always loved me. “I always loved you too,” I say, feeling shy. “Is the mare okay?” I ask, feeling terrible.

      “Lady? She’s fine.” He seems perplexed that I’m asking.

      “I feel terrible. I shouldn’t have put her at risk, or put myself at risk, or anything like that. I am so stupid.” The words flood out and I notice Clint is watching me carefully. “What?” I ask, and he shakes his head.

      “You’re beautiful.”

      I feel my eyebrows come together. Now doesn’t seem like the time for that. Shouldn’t he be mad at me for causing so much trouble, for risking his horse, for making a whole damn search party come out for me?

      “I must have cost you a fortune,” I whisper, feeling humiliated. How will I ever pay him back for this? For any of it?

      “You don’t owe me anything,” he says, his fingers warm in mine and his breath reassuring on my hand.

      And the words have a ring of truth to them. His eyes are warm as he continues. “I was so scared I’d lost you. I’m just glad you’re home safe.”

      Home safe.

      Does he even know what he just said? Tears trickles down my cheeks as I draw in a ragged breath. Home. I haven’t had one of those in so long.

      “Does it hurt?” he asks, and I glance at my sunburn.

      “No, the stuff doc put on it helped a ton.” But I’m not totally ready to tell him why I’m such a damn mess. Then I look into his serious brown eyes once more. “I love you. I love Grace. And this feels like home. More like home than even home does.” The words flood out and with them comes an intense relief that leaves me shaken.

      “I don’t know what I would have done without you. My ex was,” I suck in a shuddering breath and fight to get the words out around the tears. My voice lowers to a whisper. “He was a monster.”

      And the apology follows. “I’m so sorry. He might have followed me. I was so scared, but as time went on, I realized he was too much of wimp to actually do something like chase me. He wanted me while it was convenient. When I became trouble, he just gave up. I’m sure he’s with some girl right now, treating her like he treated me.”

      “Do I know him?” Clint sounds so quietly furious I feel a flutter of fear in my belly. Not fear for me, fear for Dillon.

      “Dillon?” I ask, shaking my head. There’s no way he knows him. That relationship came after I ran so far from home. “But I don’t’ care about him. That’s over, it’s behind me. I feel like you’re my future,” I say, feeling the honesty of the words. It feels good to finally totally come clean to him. This was a long time coming.

      And since telling him who I am wasn’t nearly as bad as I’d been scared it would be, I’m certain this will be fine too. Clint is a good man. And I haven’t had too many of those in my life. But I’m ready to have one. For good, if he is willing.

      “You know how to shoot,” Clint says seriously. “If you ever see that son of a bitch, you pull the trigger, understand?” He asks, and I nod. But he’s not done.

      “It’s not just you that you have to protect here,” He says, his eyes slashing back and forth over mine. “Grace needs you. She looks up to you, she trusts you.”

      “I’d never let anyone hurt her,” I murmur, watching his face. I’m doing my best to convey that I’m telling the truth. She means so much to me. “I’d die first,” I whisper, and his pupils dilate with shock. “I love her too,” I whisper. She’s such a strong girl, so beautiful and kind, compassionate and sweet despite the pain life has dealt her.

      But one thing is still nagging at me. “How did you find me?” I ask, curious.

      Clint’s features lighten a bit and there’s a bit of boyishness I saw in him that day he’d fallen asleep. “Because someone or something wants us to find each other. I think we were meant for more than we ever thought.” He seems thoughtful a moment, and I nod.

      “I felt the same way. How did I choose this specific ranch to begin with? How as I on this road? I mean, the help wanted sign helped, but it’s so many coincidences in a row.” I trail off, wondering how everything managed to work out so perfectly.

      Over Clint’s shoulder, I see a familiar face and I rise up to sit, despite the protest of the massive sunburn I’d sustained.

      “Katie?” I ask, seeing her eyes are guarded. Behind her, I see Babs. My heart sinks like a stone. Katie knows. She’ll hate me forever now.
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      I glance back as Katie moves past me to gently hug May.

      “Oh my gosh!” She says, my ever exuberant sister. “This is perfect!” She says, “My best friend and my brother getting married!” She squeals in joy and I see May’s shock. I glance back at my mother, who’s beaming at us.

      “Where’s Grace?” I mouth and she motions over her shoulder. I gather that she’s with dad, and I nod.

      “We’re only here for a minute,” Katie says, glancing at mom, who steps in to give me a hug, then to hug May. “But,” Katie says, her eyes sparkling as she looks at May, “You’ll have to tell me everything.”

      Katie pulls me into a hug, growling in my ear that she’ll castrate me if I hurt May. “I love you too,” I say playfully and she gives me the look, the sister look that’s part amusement, part serious, but it’s all love.

      They leave quickly with mom promising she’ll call, but telling me she’s keeping Grace another night. “So you two have a chance to…” Her gaze skips to May. “Recuperate.” Her eyes come back to mine and I want to shake my head at her. But her joy is unmistakable as she takes Katie’s hand and heads to the door.

      I turn to May who seems stunned.

      “I thought she’d hate me,” She whispers, tears streaming freely down her face. “But she will, when they find out…” she trails off, pain written in her features.

      “I wanted to talk about that,” I say, my heart thundering in my chest. I’ve never been so sure of something in my life.

      And as I pull out the ring, her eyes widen. “That’s not…” she says, her lovely blue eyes clouding over with confusion.

      “I know. The other ring felt like it would forever symbolize the lie, the fake engagement. I wanted a fresh start.” I shift, getting on one knee as her face drops into an expression of shock and joy.

      “The world seems to want us together,” I say, wishing I’d prepared an actual speech. But like everything else in my life that has to do with May, I feel like whatever happens will be perfect. “And I want you in my life. No,” I amend, “I need you in my life.”

      She speaks up and I listen. “Someone or something wants us to find each other. We were meant for more than we ever even knew.”

      “Exactly,” I say, glad she feels the same way, that I’m not just crazy. Maybe I am crazy. Maybe we both are. “Before, I felt crazy for having fallen in love with you so fast. But after I found out who you were, it made sense. I loved you because I always have. Since that time when you were on Katie’s bike and you fell.” Her face lights up and I know she remembers too.

      “You skinned your knee and it kept bleeding and you were so scared. Do you remember what I told you?” I ask and she nods, her blue eyes on mine.

      “You told me to hold onto you really tight, that I’d be okay.” She’s whispering, her gaze illuminated with the memory.

      “And I told you that I’d always be there when you got hurt. That you could count on me to be there.” The memory leaves warmth spreading through every inch of me. And while it all makes perfect sense now, that we were always meant to be, that even then we loved each other, we had to part ways.

      She had to chase her own demons. I had to love and lose Amanda to get Grace.  But there’s more I need to say. “Everything that has happened to us up until now was preparing us for each other,” I say, lifting the ring. “Will you marry me?”

      She hesitates and my heart sinks. She eyes me, then the ring, before her lips part. “For real? Or just for show?” Her eyes light up with humor and I can’t help it. I kiss her.

      “For real,” I murmur against her lips as we lazily pull apart.

      “This has to be against the rules,” She says, planting a quick kiss on my lips before smiling, “You’re coercing me.”

      Amused at her wit and teasing, I ask, “Is it working?”

      “Maybe,” she says, opening her eyes to look into mine. “Kiss me again and I’ll tell you.”

      I kiss her, this time our tongues meet and it feels like heaven. She melts into me like she belongs in my arms. She fits me perfectly, and there’s nowhere I’d rather be than right here, with her. Forever.

      But I end the kiss and pull back a bit. “You’re killing me,” I say, watching the way she shivers as my breath cools her damp lips.

      “Oh, sorry,” she says, her face illuminated with joy and humor as she studies me once more. “Yes. Yes, please. I love you.” She leans in and I kiss her, finally feeling like everything is perfect.

      “I’m the luckiest man in the world,” I whisper, needing her to know how I feel. I want to tell her everything in my heart, how lucky I am, that this is perfection. But she rises up a bit, her hand wrapping in a fist around the lapel of my shirt as she clings to me.

      “Shut up and kiss me,” she says, pulling me closer.

      
        THE END
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      Louis lazily leaned against the door jamb as the tall promiscuous blonde left with her shoes in her hand. She was just one of many who passed through this door in the past few months.

      “Louis,” his father said tautly, “you need a wife.”

      “Scusami?” he asked and turned to his father, “you can’t be serious.”

      “I am dead serious. I will not allow you to bring these whores into my home. These debauched ways of yours is bringing shame to our family name.”

      “It’s the twenty first century, and it’s called entertainment. I have no need or desire to find myself bound to one woman for the rest of my life,” Louis stated and closed the front door.

      “This is not a request, and if you do not find a wife, I will find one for you,” his father stated matter-of-factly.

      Unbelievable, if it wasn’t enough that his father called the shots for everything related to the family business.  He was now calling the shots on his life. But he knew better than to go against his father’s wishes.  Stefano Angelino was one of the most feared Dons in Italian circles and he did not make idle threats. When he gave an order, everyone jumped, and if they didn’t, they simply disappeared. And being his father’s right hand man and advisor didn’t exclude him from this harsh reality.

      He threw his hands in the air and shook his head, “Bene! I’ll find a wife if that pleases you,” he exclaimed.

      There was a calculated silence as Stefano stood studying his son’s reaction. He may be considered an old fool where his children were concerned but he wasn’t born yesterday. He knew when he was being played, and right now Louis was simply in agreement for the sake of it. If he had to leave it up to his son to pick his own wife, who knows what wet rat he’ll drag into this house. With money at his every beck and call he could pay a woman to pretend to be his wife.

      “I will pick your wife for you,” he said determined and by the look on Louis’ face, the curveball undeniably caught his son off guard.

      “Is forcing me to marry not enough, now you wish to pick my bride?” Louis rambled off angrily. “If mother was alive she would not have allowed this at all.”

      “You will have respect for the dead Louis,” he said and glared at his son, “Gino Benedetti and his family will be visiting us from America and you will ask for his daughter’s hand in marriage, capisci?”

      He could see the cogs turning in his son’s head. The moment when it dawned on Louis that having Gino’s daughter as his daughter-in-law presented the opportunity to have a greater foothold in New York was perfect.

      “You are marrying me off to Belinda? She’s a terrible match father; she’s a shy faded grey mouse.”

      Stefano laughed and shook his head, “You haven’t seen her in almost ten years. How can you know what she is like now? You’ll ask for her hand in marriage, and that’s the end of it.”

      Louis stared after his father in disbelief, this cannot possibly be happening? Belinda of all people is to become his wife. He walked over to the drinks cabinet and poured himself a whiskey, his brain kicking into gear. I will ask for her hand in marriage father, but you can only lead a horse to the water, he thought wickedly and tossed the amber liquid down his throat.
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      Belinda tuned out her friend Natalie’s constant nagging about weight loss, Banting this, and Banting that, she was Italian for god sakes and had no time for fad diets. Italians lived to eat, it was their culture, hence the fact that she loved her job as the head chef and manageress at her father’s restaurant. She may have spent all her teenage years in New York, but she still kept her Italian heritage. She looked at the stock list again and then handed it to her friend.

      “This should be enough to last you for the next two weeks. And before you know it, I’ll be back,” she said sounding almost too positive. She hated having to leave the restaurant in someone else’s care. Even if Natalie was her most trusted friend and the best sous chef she ever had the pleasure to work with, she hated shifting her responsibilities unto others.

      “I’ll be fine Bee, I promise and so will the restaurant. You won’t have a thing to worry about,” her friend reassured her.

      “I know. It’s just that two weeks is such a long time to be away from El Pescore. I still think I can convince my father to let me stay behind,” she said tapping her index finger on her lips.

      “You haven’t had a vacation in over three years, and you love Italy, so now is your chance. Just go and come back in one piece,” Natalie said and tugged the stock list out of Belinda’s hand. “And if you happen to find a hot Italian hunk, get his number.”

      Natalie laughed and took off her apron, hanging it on the hook, “Trust me, if I can help it, I’ll avoid them all. Italian men are arrogant and ostentatious, especially the newer generation. To them status is more important than common decency.”

      She knew all too well how Italian men operated. Her father was a typical example. Since she can remember, her mother had to always do as she was told. And even though her mother hardly ever complained, she knew that, that was not the life she would want for herself.

      If she ever did marry, it would be to a gentle soul who gave as much as he took. She would marry a man with a heart of gold and a love for food, one who would love her with her extra padding and all.

      “Belinda, the shuttle is here,” her father called from the office.

      “Coming papa,” she responded and hugged Natalie, “If you need anything, just email me, I’ll be online.”

      “Stop fussing so much, we’ll be fine and I promise you, El Pescore will still be standing when you get back.”

      She glanced around the kitchen one last time and then took her purse and headed out to the shuttle. Maybe this holiday was just I need, she the shuttle pulled away. She was going to enjoy herself and come back refreshed and ready to take the bull by the horns.
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      It’s been a while since she last visited Palermo, but even after all these years nothing much had changed. There were still many thriving market places in nearly every corner and small apartments were stacked high above the streets giving their occupants a bird’s eye view of the hustle and bustle below.

      They exited Palermo, leaving behind the crowded streets and made their way along the winding road through the vineyards towards Villa Valentina Paci. She couldn’t help but notice her father’s mood deteriorate the closer they got to their destination, it was as if he was drawn into himself more now than ever before.

      “Everything okay papa?” she asked placing her hand on his.

      “Of course tesoro, why do you ask?” he said and smiled.

      “You just seem quiet, that’s all.”

      “It’s been a long trip, I’m just tired,” he said and squeezed her hand.

      It was a valid reason but she couldn’t help but concern herself over his wellbeing.

      As they approached the gate to the Villa, she noticed the two armed men on either side of the entrance as the gate automatically opened. Their presence sent a cold shiver down her spine. Why on earth would Mr. Angelino have armed guards? She wondered briefly. They finally pulled up to the front of the magnificent Sicilian styled house with its rustic yet modern appearance. And although they were well off, and lived in a luxurious house in the suburbs in NY, this place was far grander than the house they owned.

      It wasn’t long before two men exited the house. The older one of the two, presumably her father’s old friend Stefano, was the first to rush down the stairs to greet them.

      “Vicchio amico, I’m glad you finally came to visit. It’s been too long,” he greeted and kissed her father on his cheeks, “This must be your be your lovely daughter.”

      “Stefano, old friend, it has been long,” her father greeted in return and then stepped back, “Belinda, this is Stefano Angelo, and is his son Louis.”

      Belinda smiled, “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said softly trying not to pay too much attention to Louis. She had to mentally force herself not to look at him in an attempt to calm her frantic heart.

      Natalie was right, Italian men were hunks, and this one was no exception. He had this air of grandeur that made the sun look like a fading lamp in the fog. Dressed in a suit, with his hair impeccably styled, he looked like he stepped out of a fashion magazine.  And if his mere presence wasn’t enough, he took her hand in his, which sent a spark of desire shooting through her body.

      “Bella,” he said and then brought her hand to his lips, “what a pleasure to finally meet you again. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      She was quite surprised by his remark and the fact that she was being discussed at all, since she had no real memory of meeting him when she was younger.

      “I trust it was all positive?” she said smiling and withdrew her hand.

      “Nothing negative can be said about such a beautiful creature,” he remarked and stepped aside as his father led them into the house.

      Not only was he good looking but he could charm a bird out of a tree, she thought feeling his eyes burn into her back. She couldn’t wait to tell Natalie about Prince Charming. It’ll give her a good laugh.

      One of the servants of the house came and collected their luggage and the four of them made their way through the house to the terrace. The house was even more beautiful on the inside, and its casual layouts evoked an Old World charm. The interior decorator clearly had an inherent eye for design and the incredibly refined mosaics that adorned the walls simply captivated her.
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      Louis studied his unsuspecting soon-to-be-bride as she scrutinized the food and he couldn’t help but smile. She was literally picking at every morsel of food analyzing the textures and the tastes, most likely looking for cooking flaws.

      “Is the food to your liking?” he asked her and immediately drew her attention.

      “Oh it is, you must have a very skilled chef,” she said smiling, and although he could see the slight blush in her cheeks, she kept her poise.

      “I believe you are a master chef back in America,” he stated and took a sip of his wine.

      “Hardly a master, but I know my way around the kitchen and I know what people like to eat,” she said confidently.

      She isn’t exactly my type, he thought as he studied her. She was on the shorter side, and curvy, a complete contrast to the women that normally shared his bed. He also preferred blondes; she had long black curly hair that fell loosely over her shoulders and down her back. She was a little too average for his liking, but even so, she was not unsightly. He could definitely work with this and once she was his wife, he would ensure that she was treated to a makeover.

      He heard her clear her throat and realized she was staring at him. Caught red handed he lifted his glass to his lips and kept eye contact with her over the brim of the glass until she averted her gaze. Shy – that was nothing short of adorable, he thought and smiled.

      “Louis, why don’t you go show Belinda the winery, I’m sure she would love to see it?” his father suggested. And so it starts, the game of ultimate seduction. He still had no idea why his father insisted on taking her as his bride. But going against his father’s wishes was not a chance he was willing to take. Besides, if he grew tired of her nothing would stop him of having a string of very willing mistresses.

      He stood up and walked around the table then held out his hand for her, “Would you like to see the winery, signora?” he asked.

      Instead of taking his hand she shifted her chair back and got up then kissed her father on his forehead and whispered something in his ear. She was rather mysterious. Just when he thought she was a shy and insecure mouse, who would easily be swayed, she acted the complete opposite, strong willed and determined.

      “I’ve always been intrigued by wineries,” she said as they walked down the pebbled path.

      “It is an art to create the perfect wine. It has been the essence and life source of our family for decades and is one of the most well-known brands in Italy. It started with my great grandfather who planted the first vineyard and it simply grew from there.”

      She was intrigued by the whole process, and although she did have some knowledge of how wine was made, she didn’t know the details of how red wine was made differently from white wine. He explained to her that red wine is made from the pulp by fermenting the grapes with their skins, while white wine is made by fermenting the juices. He showed her the fermentation process and then took her through to where the grapes were being foot trodden, and for a moment she wanted to kick her shoes off and join the workers.

      They spent most of the afternoon in the cellar where she got to taste some of the wines, and by nightfall, she felt all but normal. Her head was spinning a little and she felt braver than usual, even a little flirtatious.

      “So, do you have a girl friend?” she asked boldly as she wrapped her arms around one of the poles in the cellar. It was to have something to steady herself than anything else.

      “That is a rather random question to ask a complete stranger,” he said laughing. And his laughter sent a shiver through her.

      “It’s a normal question, I mean you have all this,” she started and gestured with her hand, “Not to mention the looks and the charm, surely you have a woman who shares your bed?”

      Woah, that’s a little over the top Belinda, she scolded herself as he threw his head back laughing. But for the life of her, she could not control herself even if she wanted to.  It was as if all her thoughts were about to pour out of her mouth like water from a burst water pipe.

      “No bella, I have no woman sharing my bed. Not yet anyway,” he teased standing far too close for comfort.

      She inhaled deeply and then breathed out, blowing her hair away from her forehead. “I’m sorry, it was a little rude asking you such a private question. It must be the wine that is influencing my filters,” she apologized and moved away from him, half stumbling until she leaned against one of the wine barrels.

      He moved closer as if she was his prey and as he reached out he ran his fingers up her bare arm, “It appears that the truth serum is working as expected,” he said huskily.

      “I-I’m n-not much of a t-truth serum fan,” she stammered and slipped out from under his burning gaze and scooted along the wall. He was just far too intense.
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      There was something about her innocence that attracted him on a level he was not accustomed to. And for reasons beyond his understanding, he had to have a taste of this forbidden fruit.  He discarded the physical attraction and played it off as a ploy to seduce her into marrying him. This was all just business, and in his world, business always mixed with pleasure. So, while he is on this mission to claim her hand in marriage, he may as well enjoy the ride.

      He boxed her in between his arms and blocked her escape path, “You are not afraid of me, are you?” he asked tilting her chin up, forcing her to look into his eyes.

      “N-no, I’m not,” she whispered nervously.

      “Good,” he said as he lowered his lips to hers. He kissed the corners of her mouth gently at first and then he wrapped one arm around her waist, pulling her up against him.

      Her breath mixed with the woody scent of matured wine filled his lungs as she let out a huff of air parting her lips involuntarily. That was all he needed, her approval. He slanted his lips against hers and swept his tongue along het bottom lip and into her mouth. At first take, it was as if her jaw was locked, but as his tongue kept teasing hers, she relaxed and she returned his kiss. He slipped his other hand under her long tresses of hair and cupped the back of her neck as he deepened the kiss, drawing out a soft moan from her. This was more potent than he expected he suddenly realized as his body responded to hers. Should he go all the way now, or slowly draw her into his world, hook line and sinker?

      Unable to think straight with the urgency of his arousal soaring to new heights, he dropped his hands to her hips and effortlessly lifted her unto a barrel. But the moment he did this, she protested and tore her lips away.

      “This isn’t right, I hardly know you,” she uttered breathlessly.

      “Bello, we are two adults, what are you worried about?” he asked, circling his thumbs on the inside of her knees where he stood between her legs.

      “Louis, please let me go,” she pleaded but made no attempt to move.

      “This is your no, when you really mean to say yes?” he asked teasingly as he tried to kiss her again, but she turned her head away.

      “I-I’m not ready for this,” she said and pushed his hands away, “I’ve never…”

      “Never, what?” he asked curiously as he tilted her chin up to look into her eyes, “Kissed in a winery?”

      His arousal was painful and he was trying really hard to keep this as light hearted as possible. Usually he had more control than this.

      “Kissed? No, I mean… ugh,” she huffed and shoved him away from her then slid off the barrel, “I don’t make it a habit of having sex with men I hardly know,” she spat out and fixed her dress, “what would you think of me if I were to throw myself at you like a whore?”

      This was the closest thing to a cold shower he could have asked for. Did she genuinely think that giving of herself will put her in the same class as a cheap whore? He cursed himself mentally but remained composed, and despite his raging desire he smiled and reached for her hand, then turned it over and kissed the inside of her wrist.

      “I suppose we should start to work towards that second date then,” he said and then let go of her hand.

      “Come, I’m sure everyone is wondering where we disappeared to.”

      That was the quickest Samantha ever sobered up. One moment her head was spinning with wine and the next Louis was kissing her. And it was not just any kiss. It was the type of kiss that made your toes curl and your knees buckle. But everything was happening too soon. She came here thinking it would be a visit, hardly expecting to meet such a man like Louis. Not to mention one who would consider her worthy of his company.

      Back home she was always the odd one out, with her friends landing all the hot guys. She was the designated driver who didn’t drink, didn’t fool around and made sure everyone got home safe and sound. She was also last on the picking list when it came to the men in her circles.

      She followed Louis back to the Villa and tried to make sense of it all, but with him in front of her, larger than life, it was near impossible. The way his muscles flexed under his white dress shirt when he walked was simply hypnotizing, not to mention the way his back tapered down to his waist. He was the epitome of Anteros himself, the Italian god of love and passion. And she was in serious trouble.
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      The week flew by and every day Belinda spent in Louis’ company she slowly warmed up to him. Some days they would casually spent time together; steal a chaste kiss or two. Other days, she would merely sit by and watch how he ran the business. On those days, she saw a different side of him, one she wasn’t sure she liked. He was demanding, refusing to take no for an answer. Although she did not quite agree with his methods, she respected him. Besides, soon she will go back to New York, to her own restaurant doing what she loved.

      She was seated on one of the sofas on the terrace waiting for Louis to fetch her and take her into town when her father came to sit beside her. Again, she noticed the somber expression that made him look years his age.

      “Papa, I’m worried about you, you don’t look well,” she said as she shifted closer resting her head on his shoulder.

      “I’m perfectly fine, you fuss like your mother,” he said and took her hand in his.

      Belinda laughed and kissed his cheek, “I am a chip off the old block. Someone must see to it that you are happy and healthy.”

      “I’m a grown man,” he said and there was a brief silence, before he spoke again.

      “Louis is a good man,” he started and she instantly knew where this was heading.

      “He’s a fine man, just a pity he’s all the way out here.”

      Her father turned to her and took both her hands in his, “Belinda, I’m not getting any younger; I wish that you will marry before my time passes on earth.”

      Woah where did that come from, she wondered as she studied her father. He can’t possibly consider her marrying Louis.  Her life was in New York and even if Louis was marriage material, she would never give up El Pescore.

      “Oh papa, that’s utter nonsense. You are still as strong as a stallion. And the day I marry and have children you will be there to witness it in the flesh,” she reassured him.

      “You and Louis get on well,” he said and looked into the distance as if he had more to say.

      What was the sudden interest in Louis, and why did she suddenly feel a heavy weight settle in the pit of her stomach? She glanced across the lawn to where Louis was pacing up and down talking on his cell. This is just a fling, nothing more, she told herself and smiled at her father.

      “We get on well papa, he’s a good man, but I just don’t think marriage is in his immediate future.”

      Her father was silent and the heavy weight that slowly settled in the pit of her stomach now consumed all her internal organs including her heart.

      Papa is just showing concern and sharing his hopes, she convinced herself, but this gnawing voice in the back of her mind kept asking her, what was really going on. She looked up and noticed Louis crossing the lawn towards them and as he drew nearer her father got up and kissed her forehead.

      “I must go meet with Stefano,” he said then nodded at Louis then headed back into the house.

      She was still looking at her father when Louis came to sit next to her and wrapped his arm around her, kissing the nape of her neck, “You look troubled,” he said nuzzling her neck.

      “Oh no I’m fine,” she said smiling, “it’s just papa, he seems very depressed lately.”

      “I’m sure he will be fine,” Louis said and took her hand, “if you want, I can talk to him.”

      She laughed softly and shook her head, “No that won’t be necessary, I’m sure he’s just home sick.”

      “That might be it,” he said and pulled her to her feet. “So are you ready to go to town?”

      “Si, I’m ready!” she said laughing and just like that her mood shifted. Louis knew exactly how to make her feel better, and for a moment she wondered, what if…
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      They spent most of the day in town, and Louis was not shy to flash his credit card either and he went out of his way to spoil her. Although she felt somewhat guilty, she simply convinced herself to enjoy it while it lasts. One more week and she will be back at the grind stone and this entire period of her life would be over.

      “We’re just in time for dinner,” he said as they entered the house.

      The rich aroma of sautéing onions, butter and roast beef filled the air and her stomach rumbled loud enough for her to hear it.

      “Well my stomach has spoken, I’m starving,” she giggled and led the way to the dinner table, but her appetite soon faded when she detected the somber mood that hung heavily in the air. She glanced at her father, then at Stefano, but neither of the two said a word. When Louis entered, he also suddenly became withdrawn and quiet. Maybe she was just imagining things she thought and sat down when Louis pulled her chair out for her.

      Stefano mumbled something in Italian under his breath, which she couldn’t quite hear, but whatever it was, it clearly annoyed Louis. Did his father not approve of the fact that he spent so much time with her, she wondered briefly. But as the whispers became more urgent the mood catapulted into a driven force of negativity.

      “I did not raise a coward for a son,” Stefano piped up loudly.

      “I told you I will get it done,” Louis responded, and shoved his plate away from him.

      She looked towards her father where he sat with a serious expression that troubled his face and she could stand it no longer.

      “Excuse me, but what’s going on?”

      “We will talk after dinner,” Louis said in an icy tone.

      “No! We will talk now. This cannot wait any longer,” his father demanded.

      What on earth was going on here? Just a few minutes ago, this place was buzzing with excitement, now it felt like the grim reaper was about to collect his souls.

      “Now is not the time,” Louis said through gritted teeth as he stood up and glared at his father.

      “No other time is better.”

      “Enough!” It was her father who spoke aloud finally.

      “Belinda, you will marry Louis in a week’s time,” her father ordered.

      She looked from one to the other, trying to determine if she heard correctly.

      “Excuse me?” she asked in a shrill voice, “did I hear you correctly?”

      “You heard me, in a week you will marry Louis,” her father said flatly.

      She could not believe her ears, her own father literally just ordered her to marry Louis. This cannot be happening, she thought as she desperately grasped for a response in the recesses of her mind.

      “Papa, I don’t even know him, how can you expect me to do such a thing?” she said in disbelief, but this time Stefano stood up.

      “This is not a request, your parents promised you to my son when you were just a bambino, and the time has come for them to be true to their word,” he said flatly.

      “What?!” both Belinda and Louis exclaimed at the same time.

      She glared at her father and then at Stefano. How could her father have made such a promise on her behalf? And as the initial shock subsided, anger and rage replaced that empty space in her soul.

      “You cannot make me marry a man I hardly know! What about love and commitment where does that fit into the picture…” she started but just then Louis placed his hand over hers.

      She whipped her head around and glared at him, “And you! You knew all about this arrangement, didn’t you?” she retorted and laughed incredulously, “this was all just a game to you wasn’t it?”

      “Belinda…” Louis said, but she wouldn’t let him talk.

      “All this time, charming me, kissing me, taking me out shopping, it was all a ploy for you to get me to marry you, wasn’t it?”

      Tears were pooling in her eyes, but they were not because of sadness, they were filled with bitterness and anger.

      “That’s enough,” Stefano roared as he shoved his chair back across the floor, “You will marry my son and that is final.”

      She glared at Stefano with utter hatred, wishing she could scratch his eyes out, but then she caught a glance of her father’s worried gaze. Louis had also stood up and was trying to drag her away from the dinner table, but she would have none of it and she tugged her arm free.

      “You’re acting like a bunch of hooligans, my god, this is not the mafia, what is wrong with all of you?” she cried out, but the silence she was greeted with was so deafening you could hear a pin drop. She looked at her father, then at Stefano and lastly, at Louis. All three with their eyes cast down liked accused criminals. And then it hit her. Impossible, she thought, they can’t possibly be a part of the mafia.

      “Oh god papa, tell me it isn’t true?” she pleaded as the room started to spin. “Please papa, don’t make me do this,” she begged and before she could utter another word, the room went completely black.

      Louis caught Belinda just as she toppled over and without as much as a glance at the two older men he carried her upstairs to her room. This was a bad idea from the start and right now he hated himself. He gently laid her down on her bed and instructed one of the servants to keep an eye on her and then headed back downstairs.

      “Cosa stavi pensando!” he ground out as he confronted his father, “I told you I would handle this, I do not see the point of rushing such a decision.”

      “The girl will be fine once she comes to terms with everything,” his father said callously.

      “Why the sudden rush?” he demanded looking from his father to Gino.

      “It is the only way we can strengthen our ties in the United States. With our families united, we’ll be the most prominent and the most influential family, a true force to be reckoned with,” his father stated.

      “At the cost of your daughter’s happiness?” he bit out turning his attention to Gino.

      “We have all had to sacrifice one thing or the other Louis; it’s a small price to pay.”

      Unbelievable! He couldn’t comprehend how her father was capable of betraying his own daughter like that.

      He looked at them for a moment then straightened up.

      “From now on, you will both stay out of our affairs. To claim her hand in marriage would need a miracle, and I hope for your sakes that God will be kind enough to soften her heart, so I hope you visit confession before Sunday mass.”

      Furious with his father, Gino and himself, he stormed out. He needed to figure out how he was going to fix this.
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      The next day Belinda was packed and ready to leave. She wanted nothing to do with her father, and as far as the Angelinos were concerned, they could all burn in hell. She was not some possession to be put on auction for the next best bidder. She was a woman in her own right.

      While standing at the window, waiting for a cab to arrive she replayed every single detail of the past week. What hurt even more than the betrayal of her father, was the fact that Louis had no affection towards her. All this time he simply baited her, just so that he could reel her in like a fish. She was nothing but a business deal.

      There was a slight knock on the door, which she ignored, just like the knock from earlier that happened to be a servant bringing her breakfast, which had gone untouched. There was another knock, and when she didn’t answer the door opened slowly.

      “Belinda, can we talk?”

      Speak of the devil!  She thought as she glared at Louis, she had nothing to say to him other than the fact that she hated him.

      “I was not aware of the arrangement between our parents, you have to believe me,” he said and came to stand next to her, “that was a surprise to me too.”

      She tried to tune him out and shifted her weight leaning away from him. Even with his betrayal, her body still reacted to his closeness and her heart cramped painfully. Her attraction to him just made her hate him more.

      “Say something,” he said quietly.

      She could sense that his eyes were pinned on her but just then, and much to her relief, she saw the cab arriving.

      “I have nothing to say to you Louis,” she said bitterly and gathered her luggage. But Louis was quick to stop her from taking another step and blocked her way.

      “You’re not the only one who has been forced into doing things you don’t want to do. And I am just as caught up in this mess as you are.”

      She glared at him and dropped her bags to the floor, “Let’s get one thing straight, NO one on this god forsaken earth is going to tell me how to live my life, least of all tell me who I will and will not marry. I am done with these games so I suggest you step aside.”

      She was taken aback when Louis suddenly laughed incredulously.

      “I’m glad you find this so amusing.” she scowled.

      The one moment Louis was laughing, and the next he had a deadpan look on his face with his lips tightly pursed. She could see the tiny muscle flex in his jaw, and when he stepped forward and stood so close she could feel his breath fan his face, she felt scared for the first time.

      “You do not choose your family in the mafia, you’re born into it tesorina, and once you are a part of them, everything you own becomes theirs. Your business, your home even your bambinos and trust me there is no way out of it. So if you want the brutal truth, here it is. We are getting married, whether you like it or not.”

      Impulsively Belinda raised her hand to slap him in the face, but he gripped her wrist firmly and tugged her against him and with his lips pressed against her hair, he whispered, “La calma è la virtù dei forti – the calm is the virtue of the strong.”

      He left her with those words, which at that very moment meant absolutely nothing to her. When she looked back out the window, she saw the cab driving out of the gates.
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      Belinda spent the next two days locked in her room, refusing to talk to her father or to Louis. Her life as she knew it was over. She was part of the mafia now, and organized crime was going to be a part of her future. She supposed she was always a part of it, just ignorant of her role. She was surprised that no-one came to put a tracking bracelet on her ankle to track her every move, since she should be considered a flight risk. If she had it her way, she would be sneaking out in the dead of night to flee this god forsaken fortress.

      She took her out her laptop and rested it on her lap, and while she waited for it to start up, she couldn’t help but wonder if they were screening her calls and internet activity. If they were, then tuff luck, she thought as she logged into her E-mail account. She had nothing to hide, and she sure as hell would not let anyone intimidate her.

      The first email that loaded was from Natalie. She clicked on it hoping that hearing from her friend would improve her mood somewhat.

      Hey Bee

      When did we get a new accountant? Some guy rocked up at the restaurant saying that some Louis Angelino sent him. I don’t know what’s happening.

      Cheers Nat

      She took a few steady breaths to calm herself; Louis didn’t lie when he said that the mafia owns everything. She tucked her bottom lip under her teeth and hit reply.

      Hey Nat

      Long story, I’ll update you as soon as I can.

      My stay here in Italy has been extended, but I’ll keep you posted.

      Love Bee

      She couldn’t really admit on e-mail that she was now a member of the mafia, forced to marry the Consigliere of the Angelino family and was being held hostage. What an utter mess, she thought as she shut her laptop. She really had no say in the matter, she had nowhere to run and knowing how the mafia operated, she had two choices. She could fight them, or accept her fate. But inevitably the mafia will win.

      Louis stood in the study looking out the window, by now he was sure that Belinda had come to terms with her fate, much like he had to when he was only eighteen. Being forced to marry someone against her will, and the fact that his father omitted to tell him about the promise made when he was only six years old infuriated him. Needless to say, there was no denying the fact that he was attracted to Belinda, something he hardly expected to happen.

      During the time he spent with her before the house of cards came tumbling down, he got to know a confident woman, one who challenged him like none of the others ever did.  And albeit he had prior notions to transform her into a supermodel to his liking, he ended up liking her just the way she was. The fact remained, they will be married and they will have to learn to live with each other, there was simply no other choice. He could only hope that she would learn to accept it, and maybe by some miracle, she might learn to love him despite his role in betraying her.

      The driveway was starting to fill up with cars, family and friends from surrounding towns were all gathering to meet his fiancée thanks to his father and Gino. He rubbed his forehead and closed his eyes. He was going to have to talk to Belinda before they faced they music.

      When he got to her door, he knocked but knowing that she would not answer, he pushed the door open slightly. She was standing in front of the full-length mirror trying to put on her necklace.

      “I suppose I have to play the role of the dutiful fiancée now,” she said blankly.

      He didn’t reply, simply walked over to her and took the necklace from her, fastening the clasp.

      “It doesn’t have to be all that unpleasant,” he said as he watched her in the reflection of the mirror, “we had real chemistry before all this happened, all is not lost.”

      “Unfortunately betrayal is the only truth between us. I can play the role Louis, but I cannot forget or forgive the betrayal,” she stated and turned to face him.

      The truth was like a bitter wine that dried his throat and turned his stomach.  But here she stood before him and he couldn’t ignore the way his body responded to her closeness. The steeliness in her hazel eyes spoke volumes of confidence fueled by anger, she was a determined and strong woman who will not only fit into his life, but become his life. The realization struck him like a lightning bolt and he cupped her face.

      “Tesoro, this is not easy, but I will promise you this. I will be devoted to you always, I am a man of my word, and if it takes a lifetime to get you to forgive my betrayal, it’s a lifetime worth living,”

      Belinda was stunned into silence at his words and even though she was opposed to this arrangement she could not deny the attraction she felt towards him. What if this turned out better than she expected? She thought searching his eyes. She licked her lips and saw his eyes drop to her mouth. Her body and heart was at war with her mind.

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” she said softly and stood on her toes to place a kiss on his cheek, then whispered; “liars make the best promises.”
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      She turned to walk to the door, but Louis grabbed her by her arm and tugged her roughly against him. And when his lips met hers, an uncontrollable moan escaped her and she simply slumped against him in surrender. She may not agree with the ways of their families, but that didn’t mean she had to ignore the obvious sexual tension that had been escalating between them from day one. And if she was going to play the part of the Mafia Consigliere’s wife, she may as well have fun doing so. She returned his kiss with such zeal she could have easily convinced herself that this was something more than a physical desire between two consenting adults.

      Louis groaned and cursed in Italian and walked her back until her legs hit the bed and she flopped down on it. The desire she saw in his eyes ignited the same desire in her. He tugged at his shirt buttons and in no time shrugged his shirt off, tossing it aside. She followed suit taking her dress off and lay before him. Only wearing her lingerie.

      “Mozzagiato,” he said as he shoved his pants down over his hips while toeing his shoes off, “you are a goddess.”

      “Keep up the flattery, and I might consider forgiving you,” she said wickedly and slid her hand around the back of his neck pulling him in for a kiss. His wedged his knee between her thighs and leaned over her supporting his weight with one arm, while he moved his other hand down to cup her breast.

      “If flattery is all it takes, consider it done,” he teased and dropped a string of kisses from the corner of her mouth, along her jaw and to the nape of her neck. His fingers curled around the lace of her bra tugging the one cup down to expose her breast, and then he latched onto her aching tip, sucking and swirling it in his mouth.

      “Oh!” she cried out and threaded her fingers through his hair clinging unto his head. I’m in so much trouble, she thought and arched her back, pressing into him. Sleeping with the enemy had a whole new meaning all of a sudden.

      Louis could hardly control himself as Belinda ground her body against his, she was so responsive, and the confidence that radiated from her was like a radioactive force consuming him. He moved his attention from her one breast to the other, biting her taut nipple through the lace of her bra eliciting a moan from her.

      “Ti desidero,” he whispered against her heated skin, “from the first day I saw you, mia dolce.”

      “The feeling is mutual,” she said breathlessly.

      He took his sweet time exploring every inch of her body, from her ample breasts to her curvy hips. And as he peeled her panties down her legs he knew he could no longer hold back.

      “Apri le gambe,” he demanded as he met her eyes, and she willingly spread herself open for him. God help me, he thought as he nipped nuzzled her neck sliding one hand down to cup her mound. She was soft and wet, her desire for him palpable, and as he rolled the pad of his middle finger over her clit she cried out dragging her nails across his skin.

      He teased her a while longer, until her body was writing beneath him and when he finally moved himself into position, she wrapped her legs around his, pulling him into her.

      “Cazzo!” he cried out as he drove his length into her wetness. Nothing could compare to what he was experiencing this very minute, and with each thrust into her, she met him. Stroke after stroke, her hips rose to meet his like an erotic dance between two lovers.

      Between his grunts and groans he heard her moan his name, pleading with him not to stop. The way she vocalized her desires was a complete turn on, and he was edging dangerously close to his climax. As he reached down where their bodies met, he found her clit. All it took was a single touch to send her crashing over the edge and as her body shook and her nails dug into his skin, he surrendered and spilled himself into her. He lay on top of her for a few seconds before he rolled over unto his side, propping his head on his hand, admiring her where she lay still with her eyes closed. A smile tugged at the corner of her full lips, and he bent his head down and kissed her.

      “Does this mean I am forgiven?” he whispered huskily and kissed her shoulder.

      “No,” she said and scooted to the edge of the bed, “but maybe if you do this again tomorrow, I will reconsider.”

      He chuckled and got off the bed reaching for his pants, then removed a small black box from the pocket.

      “How about this?” he said and flipped open the lid exposing a diamond ring.

      She smirked and reached for the ring then slid it on her ring finger, and without a word she gathered her dress and underwear and walked through to the bathroom closing the door behind her.

      She was a complex creature, he thought with a grin as he too got dressed and headed downstairs.
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      Belinda stood at the top of the stairs studying all the guests. She knew the organization was large but she couldn’t help but wonder how many of these people were unsuspecting pawns unaware of the fact that the Angelinos and Benedettis were a part of this criminal organization.

      Within a matter of two weeks she went from an ordinary woman to one forced to embrace her place in the mafia. If she was going to survive this, she was going to have to be strong and make her mark in society.

      She tilted her chin defiantly and mechanically put one foot in front of the other as she descended the stairs. Her eyes locked on Louis as he stood at the bottom of the staircase. As she reached him, her father appeared alongside Stefano but she simply nodded at them both.

      It was Stefano who announced the engagement and the pretense of it all was sickening, but she remained composed nonetheless. She had a few tricks up her sleeve, and with her position in such a powerful family at the side of Don Angelino’s son, she was going to make this work to benefit her.

      The evening soon drew to a close. Her father approached her on a few occasions but never quite spoke to her. At times her heart ached to reconcile with him, but she shut her emotions down. She was no longer going to be this timid soul who allowed others to walk right over her.

      “Did you enjoy the evening?” Louis asked as he came to stand beside her after the last of the guests exited the house.

      “It was pleasant,” she said and sighed softly.

      “Yes it was,” he said and then took her hand in his, “you should to speak with your father.”

      She rolled her eyes and withdrew her hand from his, “I have nothing to say to him.”

      “Belinda, you can’t shut him out forever.”

      “You want to bet on that?” she said bitterly, “In due time I might talk with him again, but right now, I want him to wallow in self-pity and reflect on his actions.”

      He took her by her shoulders and tilted her chin up, “Life is too short to harbor hatred, and the woman I met two weeks ago would never have been so callous.”

      “Well that woman died,” she said blankly.

      She simply had no choice but to toughen up, the only way she knew how. She had to feel nothing, allow no sadness, hurt or love to cloud her judgement. If that meant shutting everyone in her life out and pretending to be a cruel hard woman, then so be it.

      A commotion outside drew their attention and Louis was the first to go and investigate, with her following closely. A small crowd of guests who still remained outside were huddled together in a group near the fountain. She shoved her way through the crowd to see what was going on and when she saw her father laying on the ground her heart stopped.

      “Papa!” she cried out and dropped to her knees next to him, “papa!”

      Louis was beside her immediately feeling for a pulse and checking his breathing, “I think it’s a heart attack, I can’t find a pulse.”

      “No!” she cried as horror gripped her heart, “Help him Louis!” she pleaded as tears streamed down her face. He immediately started CPR while Stephano called for an ambulance. Ten minutes later, her father was on his way to the hospital and Louis was driving like the devil himself following the ambulance.

      At the hospital everyone gathered in the waiting room. Louis was seated next to Belinda trying to consoler her. He knew that if her father did not pull through she would blame herself for the rest of her life.

      “Let’s go and get some coffee,” he said and took her hand.

      “I don’t want coffee,” she mumbled.

      “It will do you good, come,” he insisted.

      This time she didn’t object when he pulled her to her feet, and led her to the cafeteria.  Seated across from her at one of the small tables, he studied her intently.

      “You shouldn’t blame yourself, these things happen when we least expect it. For such a severe heart attack, he was probably sick for a long time.”

      “I want Natalie to run El Pescore,” she said changing the subject completely.

      “Belinda, business can be discussed at another time,” he said and took a sip of his coffee.

      “No, it can’t. By Friday I’ll be Mrs. Angelino-Benedetti, I know you have already acquired a new accountant for the restaurant without consulting with me, so now is as good a time as ever.”

      He cursed inwardly. His father had the very bad habit to stick his nose in everyone’s business.  He wasn’t even aware of this change at El Pescore. The agreement was that the restaurant will remain unchanged. There was something dubious going on, not that it was any different from any of the other business deals his father was involved in. But for the sake of peace he agreed with her and reassured her that Natalie will be the manager in her absence.

      “Miss Benedetti?” a somber voice spoke next to them. It was the doctor and the expression on his face was grave.

      “I’m sorry we did all we could, but the damage to his heart was too severe.”

      Louis met her gaze and she hardly blinked. Simply closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then stood up and walked out of the cafeteria.
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      A few weeks later Belinda sat in the confession booth at the Catholic Church and covered her head with her scarf. There were so many questions that remained unanswered and she needed a sign, any sign to tell her she was doing the right thing. The little door slid open and she sighed and kneeled.

      “Bless me father for I have sinned, it’s been four years since my last confession.”

      “Why has it been so long my child?” the priest asked.

      “I don’t know, I guess life just happened,” she stated nervously.

      “I see…so what would you like to confess today?”

      “I’m not sure Father, it’s quite complicated,” she said suddenly having second thoughts about being here.

      “Well, you do know that everything said here is completely confidential. So why don’t you start at the beginning,” he said in a modulated tone.

      “I’m in a tricky situation; I have been forced to marry a man selected by my family.”

      “Do you know this man?”

      “Yes Father, I know him well,” she said not sure what else to say.

      “How do you feel about the man?”

      “I’m not sure, he’s a kind man at times, but he’s involved with…” she paused. Does she tell him about the fact that Louis is part of the mafia, and that she has no other option but to go through with this, or does she just ditch this whole confession and get on with life?

      “What is he involved with?” the priest asked.

      “I like him, I just don’t know if I am ready to marry him,” she said instead.

      “But there is no love?”

      “I don’t know, it’s all so very complicated,” she started.

      “I understand, but you know that God can give you guidance in situations like this, and I’m here to assist.”

      She was silent for a moment. This was a mistake, not even God can help her, she was stuck in a situation with no way out.

      “I’m sorry Father, I just need a prayer.”

      “Of course my child,” he said quietly and then followed with a short prayer for guidance.

      “Thank you Father,” she said biting back the sudden wave of nausea that hit her.

      “Go in peace.”

      Belinda exited the booth and rushed to the nearest bathroom and dry-heaved over the toilet bowl. All this stress was starting to impact her health and if she didn’t get a grip on life, she was going to end up in some mental hospital for severe depression.

      She made her way out of the church and walked two blocks down to a café to get some coffee. The smell of freshly ground coffee assaulted her senses immediately but instead of liking it as she usually did, her stomach turned again and another wave of nausea hit her. This was not stress she thought and mentally calculated when she had her last period as she rushed out of the café.  The tired spells, the nausea, everything pointed to one sure fact. She was pregnant!

      As if her life wasn’t complicated already, this took the cake. With the certainty of expecting Louis’ child hanging heavily over her head, she slumped back against the concrete wall in the alley next to the café, and pressed her rosary against her lips. This cannot be happening, she kept telling herself as she fought the morning sickness. You asked for a sign, her thoughts echoed back at her.

      “Impossible,” she whispered to herself, “how can this be happening?”

      She made her way back to the Villa fighting back the tears that threatened to spill. She was going to have to raise her child in the mafia, exposing him or her to the dark world she now lives in against her will and how was Louis going to take the news?

      “Bella, I was getting worried,” it was Louis voice that infiltrated her thoughts and her heart cramped painfully, “you’re so pale, are you feeling ill?” he asked worriedly.

      “I-I’m fine,” she lied, plastering on a smile, “just tired, I think I need to go lay down.”

      “Of course,” he said and immediately helped her to her room.

      Her heart was racing and it felt as if something was squeezing the very air from her lungs as she walked up to her room. She had to tell him, but she didn’t know how or when. The words were on the tip of her tongue, when she felt her stomach cramp. Without a word, she rushed into her room shutting the door in Louis face, and rushed to the bathroom. This was an utter disaster, she thought as she hunched over the toilet.
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      Louis knew instantly that Belinda was not well, she was nervous and pale, and the way she bolted into her room had him worried. Concerned about her health he called their family doctor to see to her.

      “Thank you for coming around Doctor, I’m quite concerned about my fiancé, she doesn’t seem well. It could very well just be stress, but I’d prefer if you could take a look,” he said as he walked alongside the doctor taking him upstairs.

      “What are her symptoms?” the doctor asked.

      “Tired, pale, overall she seems quite edgy. She recently lost her father as you know, and with the wedding drawing close, I think it might just be stress,” he said quietly as they stood outside the room.

      “Well that could very well be the case, but I’ll take a look and run a few tests to make sure all is in order.”

      Louis opened the door for the doctor and then waited outside. This entire arrangement was handled incorrectly from day one, he thought as he paced in front of the door. He couldn’t help but feel guilty for allowing his father to influence his choices like this. He should have refused the arrangement and taken the brunt of his father’s rage instead of being such a coward. Now the woman he has slowly started to fall in love with is ill, and it was his fault. From the shy timid creature she was when he first met her, she now displayed the characteristics of a true Donna, unmoved and pokerfaced. She even refused to attend her father’s funeral, who knows what was going on in her mind.

      A little while later the doctor asked Louis to join him and he couldn’t help but feel the immense sense of sadness as he looked down at Belinda where she lay staring out the window, her skin pale against the dark hair that framed her face.

      “How is she?” he asked tentatively, taking her hand in his, surprised that she didn’t pull away from him.

      “She does show some signs of stress but it’s very normal when a woman’s body undergoes such extreme changes during pregnancy…” the doctor started.

      “Scusami, pregnant?” he asked in disbelief.

      “Yes, that is correct. She’s about four weeks now,” the doctor said and turned his attention to Belinda, “Signora, you would need to visit my rooms as soon as you feel up to it so that we can make sure everything is in order, but your blood pressure seems fine.”

      Louis stood in shock as he looked down at Belinda. This was the last thing he expected, he had assumed she was on birth control like most women should be in this day and age. How could she possibly be pregnant?

      He walked the doctor to the door and let him find his own way out then came to sit beside her.

      “Did you know you were pregnant?” he asked trying not to sound accusing.

      “No, I didn’t,” she said without looking his way.

      “Belinda, look at me. Were you not on birth control?” he asked trying to control his impatience.

      She whipped her head around and glared at him, “No I was not. What seems to be the problem Louis, are you afraid that I might trick you into marrying me?” she bit out harshly.

      “You know it’s not like that,” he countered.

      “Do you think this is what I wanted, a baby born into the mafia!?” she said raising her voice.

      “Calmati,” he said and took a deep breath, “I’m sorry for upsetting you. I just didn’t expect this,” he said quietly.

      “Well neither did I, so here we are. Getting married in a few days, and I’m having your baby. Instant family isn’t that just brilliant,” she bit out sarcastically.

      “Bella, please don’t stress yourself out, we can hold off with the wedding…”

      “No, I will not walk down the aisle looking like a house or give anyone reason to think I am a promiscuous gold digger,” she said bitterly, “we will wed as planned.”

      She had a point, everyone will think he is marrying her because she is with child, and the gossipmongers will have a field day. He just wished she could show more compassion, he wanted her the way she was when he first met her.

      “As you will, mio cara, we will continue as planned.”

      “I’m tired,” she said quietly turning her back on him.

      “Get some rest, I’ll bring you some food later, and we can talk about the wedding then.”

      He stood looking at her for a brief moment and then quietly left her to rest, closing the door behind him.

      Although he didn’t expect this to happen he couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride knowing he was going to be a father. Maybe in time she would grow to love him and they would become a true family.
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      Four weeks later…

      

      With the passing of her father, the wedding was postponed but finally the inevitable day had arrived. She stood looking at herself in the mirror, the wedding dress was even more beautiful than she expected. Thankfully there were no signs of pregnancy as yet. Although her breasts were tender, she had gotten over most of her morning sickness which was a relief. To her surprise, Louis went out of his way to give her whatever her heart desired to make this day as perfect as it could possibly be. He even got Natalie to attend the wedding so that she could be the maid of honor.

      “You look amazing Bee,” Natalie said as she tucked some of the stray strands of hair back in place, “I still can’t believe this is all happening so fast.”

      “It was love at first sight,” she said quietly and stepped off the pedestal.

      “You’re so damn lucky.”

      You have no idea, she thought.

      A slight knock on the door drew her attention but before Natalie could inquire who it was, Louis stepped into the room.

      “Hey! You’re not allowed to see the bride before the wedding!” she cried and tried to shove him back out the door.

      “I have to see Belinda, it is of utmost importance.”

      Belinda looked at him and noticed the serious look on his face, then nodded at Natalie, “It’s okay Nat, will you give us a moment?”

      “Ugh, this is such bad luck,” her friend mumbled and walked out of the room.

      Louis could hardly take his eyes of Belinda, she was the most beautiful bride he had ever seen, and although he would want nothing more but to have her promise her entire life to him, he had a pressing matter to discuss. And this could very well be the end of this fairytale wedding.

      “I had some of my men investigate an issue that has been on my mind for some time now,” he started and walked to the window, “Remember when you mentioned the accountant?”

      “Yes?” she said curiously.

      “We’ll I never made that arrangement, my father did. So I had him investigated.”

      He turned to her and took both her hands in his.

      “It is true that our parents promised us to each other when we were just children, but my father had ulterior motives. You see, El Pescore has been a front for my father, it was the only way he could invest his money in the United States…” Louis started to explain. He told her how he found out about his father’s business, and how he used El Pescore’s Italian food supplier as a front to legitimize the movement of money from Italy to America.

      Belinda was shocked to the core. All this time her pride and joy was a sham. She slowly sat down on the bed with a hundred and one questions flooding her mind.

      “I want you to listen to me. I have already moved my father’s assets away from your restaurant, and signed the business over into my name,” Louis said as he stood on his haunches in front of her, “but my father will soon find out, and when he does all hell will break lose. The only way I can secure your safety is if you were my wife.”

      For a moment her mind went blank, but clarity soon descended on her and she looked at Louis with both determination and admiration. She knew that what he had done was dangerous but the fact that he did this for her must mean that he cared.

      “Is El Pescore in danger of being closed down or destroyed?” she asked.

      “No, with El Pescore no longer the front, it will be meaningless for him to pursue it and I will ensure that nothing happens to your restaurant or to your staff.”

      “Good, then I will marry you,” she said quietly.

      Louis stood up and dragged his hands through his hair, “That’s just it. I don’t want you to just marry me. I want you to want to marry me. I want our child to know that his parents care for each other.”

      That took her for a loop, and she wasn’t quite sure she understood what he wanted. Over the past few weeks after her father’s death, Louis was compassionate and understanding and somewhere between, I hate you and I forgive you, she fell in love with him, not to mention that she now carried his child. But it was a realization she opted to bury forever. It took her weeks to come to terms with the fact her love for him would be unrequited.

      “You want me to want to marry you?” she asked tilting her head.

      “Si, marriage without love is nothing but a business transaction,” he said and kissed the palm of her hand. “I want our child to have a happy home.”

      When he did things like that she could not fault him. She wanted him and from his declaration he wanted her too. She sat for a moment and contemplated her future.

      “Do you love me?” she asked.

      “I didn’t believe this to be possible, but you’ve changed me somehow. And knowing that I might marry a woman who does not love me made me reconsider…” he started and then came to sit next to her, “I am in love with you, which is why I don’t want you to marry me if there is any doubt in your heart or mind.”

      She could feel the tears prick her eyes and she quickly blinked them away. For weeks she tried to be strong, harden her heart and show everyone that she was a force to be reckoned with. A woman who refused to let circumstance and tragedy weaken her, but now she could barely keep it together.

      “I am in love with you too,” she whispered.

      “Mio dolce amore, then we shall marry and take this world by storm. I will protect you and our child all of my days.”

      Suddenly her walls crumbled down and a sob ripped through her chest. All her pent up emotions like a raging river, broke the walls that she fought so hard to keep erected.

      “Once we are married, I will go with you to New York, and we will start afresh there,” he said as he cupped her face in his hands.

      “What will happen when your father finds out about El Pescore?” she asked searching his eyes.

      “Let me worry about that, mio caro, I’m his son, and you are now his daughter-in-law, he will find other ways to manage his business. I will help him set up a shelf company in the United States, one that will have no strings to El Pescore or the Benedetti’s,” he reassured her and then pressed his lips against her, kissing her softly.

      [image: ]

      After the wedding, they both left for New York to start their own family. Belinda accepted the fact that her life will never be the same, but with Louis by her side and their child on the way, she knew she could face any circumstance. After her father passed away, she assumed the position as the Donna Benedetti in the largest Mafia Family in the United States.

      Louis earned his father’s respect, despite the fact that he created a shelf company for his family, withdrawing El Pescore as the front for the mafia.

      [image: ]
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      Clink!

      I glanced behind me at the finality of the sound as the security gate of Kenworth maximum security prison slid into place. After eight long years, with two years suspended service, I was finally on the other side. A little older, a little wiser, and a hell of a lot more jaded. If the judge had worried about the threat I had posed to society all those years ago, he had no idea what I was capable of now.

      I was only twenty-two years old, a man or rather a boy, with future plans when I was tried and found guilty for my crime. My age hadn’t given me any reprieve. In fact, it had made me a walking target. It didn’t matter that I was in for involuntary manslaughter. My fellow inmates took one look at the baby face and scrawny frame and only saw fresh meat.

      That first night had been hell. I barely made it out with my life.  A bruised liver, four cracked ribs, a myriad of cuts, and a broken jaw had put me in the infirmary for six weeks.

      Battered and bruised, with my jaw wired shut, I lay there wishing someone would come finish the job. But to my dismay, no one came. The ribs healed, and the bruises faded; physically I recovered, but my soul was forever tainted and bruised.

      The pretentious state doctor even had the gall to say, I wouldn’t have any lasting effects from the incident. But apparently, the four-inch scar that ran diagonally down over my right eye  and down to the corner of my mouth, made me look less like a pampered princess and more like a hard-core criminal to be feared by my inmates. I had damn near lost my eyesight. If I hadn’t tripped over a crate and fallen backward, the blade would have sliced through more than just my brow and cheek. It would have taken my eye with it. It was that defining moment, as the bandages came off and the doctor smirked at me, as if I was a no-good piece of trash, that I realized I was truly on my own.

      The assault continued, throughout most of my sentence, and although the incidents that followed weren’t even close to the extent of the first one, I feared for my life day in and day out. Closer to my release, Warden Saunders took pity on me and offered me six months of solitary confinement. I eagerly accepted.

      I didn’t spend those six months in solitary confinement feeling sorry for myself, hell no! Instead, I focused on getting stronger, meaner and craftier. When I was locked in my cell, I spent every waking hour working out, using my own body weight as resistance. I was only allowed outside for one hour a day, but I made the most of it, using the gym equipment, come rain or sunshine, mentally and physically preparing myself for the day I walked out of this god forsaken place.

      At first, I could hardly do one rep without my arms quaking with the attempted effort, but it was the steely resolve within that enabled me to ignore the snickers and taunts from the guards, that kept me going. When my muscles screamed with fatigue and tears burned the back of my eyes, I forced myself to do ten more reps.

      I ate every scrap of food I could get my hands on. It wasn’t difficult to put on weight in prison, the food mostly carbs and saturated fat. But, turning it into muscle took time and discipline. I had both.

      When I wasn’t lifting weights, or doing endless squats, I was shadowboxing in my tiny four-foot by the six-foot cell, working on my technique and speed.

      In solitary confinement, I could read as many books as I wanted. Although they limited my book choices, no martial arts or boxing how-to books, I found ways to get around it by reading biographies on Evander Holyfield, Royce Gracie, and Muhammad Ali. I was even able to get my hands-on books about Pilates and tai-chi and adapted their moves to create my own unique fighting style. I was determined to be ready when I was moved back into general population. I was relentless in my pursuit of strength, speed, and power, and for a good reason.

      My skills were tested the first night back in my normal cell, and a few times after that. But this time I held my own. I had managed to put on twenty pounds of solid muscle but more importantly, I had improved my speed and my agility. I quickly made a name for myself as being dangerous and ruthless. That reputation had served me well.

      Dwelling on the past wasn’t something I liked to do; it was the one closet full of skeletons I would rather keep locked up. I took one last look at the place that had been my own personal living hell. There was nothing else left for me there. Determined to close the door on Kenworth just like it had closed the doors on me, I turned my back and headed down the road toward the rundown bus shelter that sat across the street a few yards away from the prison. The vestibule had seen better days and reeked of stale cigarettes and urine. Not much different to prison. I chose to lean against the frame, figuring it was the least contaminated spot as I waited.

      There was no bus schedule posted on the shelter, and I had no watch to tell me what time it was, but the bus ticket in my front left pocket read 8 pm. Besides the clothes on my back, a piece of paper with the name and phone number of my parole officer and an old wrinkled photograph were the only things I was taking with me upon my release.

      The sun was beginning to set, and it would be dark soon. As if on cue, the lone streetlight flickered to life, emitting a dim glow. They had begun processing my release at 5 pm, and that had taken all of fifteen minutes. Assuming it had taken another fifteen minutes to walk through all the security checkpoints and the gate, I was in for a long wait. It wasn’t like I wasn’t good at that. These past eight years, I’d had a lot of time on my hands and patience became my best friend.  For many months, hell even the first couple of years, anger and hate fueled my determination. It lit a fire in my belly and kept me focused. I would lie in bed plotting my revenge on the people that had doubted my word, the court system that had failed me, and the people who had failed to protect my baby sister from that child predator.

      Gladys Winston’s pinched face came to my mind, a withering old crone. The rage that I thought had long been suppressed threatened to boil to the surface at the thought of that old hag. I refused to think of her as family, despite her son Wallace Jr., having married our mother a few years after our father had died. I blamed her for ending up in prison in the first place. She just couldn’t believe that her one and only son could be such a monster. She had blatantly lied under oath to protect the sick bastard, claiming that I had violent tendencies even as a child. Fake tears had trickled down her cracked cheeks as she claimed to have desperately tried to persuade her precious son Wallace to send me to a home for wayward boys. To get me the help, I so desperately needed. But his kind heart wouldn’t allow him to give up on me. The lies just flowed freely from her thin, dry lips after that. She went on to claim that I had not had the best male role model growing up, implying that my biological father had been an alcoholic and that’s why he had died. The jury had eaten it up like sweetcakes at a fair.

      It probably didn’t help my case when I had jumped up from the defense table and screamed that she was a lying cunt and that she was just as sick as her sick bastard of a son. It had taken the bailiff and two officers to restrain me. The judge finally had me removed from the courtroom. My state-appointed attorney never bothered to call me to the stand in my own defense. The jury had come back with a guilty verdict in less than thirty minutes. I had been sentenced and convicted of manslaughter and given fifteen years with the possibility for parole after serving seven.

      None of that mattered now. I had served my time. I was a free man. I had done what needed to be done to make sure that my sister didn’t have to face that monster ever again. I only wished that I could have stopped him in time. But, she was safe from him now. He would never hurt her, or anyone else, ever again.

      The thought of Jaime gave me peace. Three and a half years younger than me, she was a pesky teenager always committed to sticking her nose into my business. But, I would have walked through fire for her. And that I did. I pulled out the old wrinkled photo that I had carried with me everywhere for the last eight years. The colors were faded, and the edges were worn down from the constant wear and tear of keeping it tucked in my pocket. I always kept it on my person, not daring to leave it in my cell. I never trusted the other inmates, or even the officers, with that precious photo.  Wallace’s family had influence, even at Kentworth, and I wouldn’t put it past Gladys to have them destroy anything and everything I held dear.

      I ran my thumb over Jaime’s sweet face, as I had so many times before.  The picture had been taken during happier times before my mom had remarried. It was a picture of me, Jaime, and her best friend Ally at Waukegan National Park. I had been twenty at the time. Jaime and Ally were both eighteen and in their last year of high school and practically like sisters.  Ally was full figured with curves in all the right places, and although I always caught myself staring at her, it was awkward considering she was the babysitter’s best friend.

      I still remember the look on her face when I caught her watching me have sex with a girl. She’d been red-faced and embarrassed at being caught, but I could also tell she was aroused. She had tucked her bottom lip under her teeth and her eyes had been almost fully dilated. The pupils so large I could barely see the creamy jade of her piercing eyes. Her nipples had also been hard, stretching her already snug t-shirt tight across her chest.

      My dick twitched at the thought of her in my arms. I knew I should have left her alone, but I just couldn’t help myself. She was just too tempting.

      The sound of a car approaching drew me out of my reverie, and the memories of that day faded. I shifted uncomfortably against the vestibule as I tried to adjust my hard-on. The best I could do was put my hand in my pocket to hide it. I tucked the picture into the back pocket of my jeans as I waited for the car to pass by. No reason to linger over the past. I doubted Jaime and Ally were still friends after all these years and everything that had happened.
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      The car came closer. It barely took a minute or two for the car to crest over the top of the hill. It was a small silver four-door Toyota Yaris. For some reason, I got nervous standing here, practically an open target, especially when it slowed down as it came towards the prison gate. I watched curiously as it got closer and the headlights no longer restricted my view of the driver, who looked like it may be a woman with long black hair and a cap tucked low over her eyes looking over towards the entrance. She was most likely a visitor, which I found odd since visiting hours ended at 3 pm.

      Either way, it was none of my business. Shifting to the side, I tucked myself back into the bus shelter trying to make myself as small as possible, which was a little difficult, since I now topped 6’3” inches and 220lbs. I heard the car engine purr as it moved forward. I squatted down pretending to be preoccupied with my shoes and waited for the car to pass.

      But I would be so lucky; instead it rolled to a stop in front of the bus shelter. I chose to ignore the car and driver, but curiosity gnawed at my gut as I forced myself to keep my eyes down, willing her to just leave. A moment passed and then I heard the unmistakable squeak of the window rolling down. Shit.

      “Well aren’t you a sight for sore eyes.” The woman’s voice had a hint of laughter, a very distinct, very familiar sound.

      Curiosity got the better of me, and I looked up. The brunette casually rested her chin on her arm as she smirked out the window at me. She had pushed the cap back on her head to reveal chocolate brown eyes that were currently full of mischief. Even if I didn't notice the twin dimples that came to life when she smiled, I would have recognized that cap anywhere. Not many people would dare to wear a faded Nebraska cap in Okee country. Especially one as worn and faded as this one, with the fish hook still stuck on the brow. I knew this because it was mine. It had been my favorite hat, a gift from my dad. I had worn it everywhere.

      A grin split my face, as recognition hit me. Warmth spread through me for the first time in over eight years at the sight of my baby sister.  But she had lost that innocence she once owned, she had grown up, we both did.

      “Jaime?”  I said as both shock and surprise catapulted my earlier mood out of orbit. She was the last person I would have ever expected.

      She squealed in delight, barely remembering to put the car in park before she got out and launched herself into my arms. I caught her before she could knock us both to the ground and held her tight to me as I swung her around in a circle. She squeezed me tight, burying her face in my neck and I just held her against me, reveling in the fact that she was actually here. I hadn’t told anyone about my release, and I wasn’t sure if she would have wanted to know. When started my sentence, she came to visit me twice a week, that changed to once every other week, and after mom died, all visits stopped. I set her feet down on the ground.

      “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      I tried to remove her arms from around my neck, so I could step back and get a good look at her, but she held on tight.

      Her shoulders were shaking, and at first, I thought it was from laughter, but then I felt the tears against my neck.

      “Hey…” I said quietly, “What’s this all about?” I tried for nonchalance, but I couldn’t keep the concern from my voice.

      She sniffled and sucked in a breath before pulling back looking up, her large brown eyes red and rimmed with more unshed tears, and filled with sorrow.

      “I’m sorry, I told myself I wasn’t going to cry,” She said softly, “I just can’t believe you’re really here. I never thought this day would come.”

      I gently wiped the tears away with the pads of my thumbs and then held her at arm’s length, just drinking in the sight of her. It felt so good to have a family again. Studying her, I could see that she had finally gotten some of dad’s height. When we were kids, she barely came up to my chest, but now her head skimmed the bottom of my chin. No small feat, considering I was a respectable 6’3”. Gone were the chubby cheeks of youth, her face had thinned out, and her cheekbones were defined but not in a gaunt way. I was happy to see that she was a healthy weight, hadn’t fallen into society’s norms of girls being wafer thin and sickly.

      “How did you know I was getting released today?” I asked curiously.

      A slight frown marred her pretty features and she pouted her lips, “Well, it’s not like I heard it from you big brother,” she said and playfully angry.

      But as always, she was more bark than bite. I did feel a little bad for not having contacted her to let her know, but then again, in my defense I had no idea where she was.

      “I’m sorry Jaime. I really am.” I hesitated, not sure what to say. “It’s just that we hadn’t had any contact after mom died, and I just kind of figured it didn’t matter. Besides, I wasn’t even sure if you were still living in town.”

      “You thought it wouldn’t matter?” The expression on her face quickly changed. Playfulness was replaced by hurt, “Of course it mattered. You’re my brother.”

      She looked away and sighed, “I’m sorry. I know things were…difficult and strained when mom died. I didn’t handle it very well.”

      I put my hands on her shoulders, forcing her to look at me, “James,” I started using my old pet name for her, “I should be the one apologizing, not you. You were barely 19, and you were left alone to deal with her death and all the arrangements by yourself.”

      Regret washed over me. I had missed so much in the years spent in jail that I never once thought about how much she would have to do all on her own. The only thing that mattered to me at the time was what I had saved her from. Never once giving thought to everything else she would have had to endure once the dust had settled.

      A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth, flashing one dimple, “It’s not your fault Jason. And besides, I got through it; at least it made me grow up faster. I had no choice really, I only had Ally, and I couldn’t depend on her forever.”

      At the mention of Ally’s name, my mind drifted to earlier memories. Immediately, I could feel the blood rush below and my groin tighten uncomfortably. Now was NOT the time for this.

      Abruptly changing the conversation back to my initial question, I asked, “But that still does not explain how you’re here, how did you find out I was being released early?” I tugged on a lock of hair affectionately, “Don’t get me wrong I’m glad you are I am just curious how you found out.”

      “Oh, well, a little birdie in town told me.”

      I could always tell when my sister was lying. She would never look me in the eye, her eyes darting anywhere but my face, while tucking her bottom lip under her teeth.

      I chuckled and crossed my arms cocking a suspicious brow. She shuffled her feet, still refusing to make eye contact. But, I knew how to wait her out.

      With a huff, she finally blurted it out, “Okay fine! I found out from the old bitch Gladys.”

      Gladys. A name I had tried to burn from my memory. I could feel the familiar burn of rage simmering just below the surface of my skin. After all the pain and hurt her and her family had put us through, it killed me to hear that she had any part in my sister life or our blissful reunion.  Refusing to let it mar this occasion, I suppressed my anger and kept my tone blank,

      “What do you mean you found out from her?”

      “Well, I know she didn’t mean for me to find out, that much was clear.” Jaime began to pace back and forth, gesturing wildly with her hands.

      “I had been in the county office, paying the back taxes on the house…”

      My teeth inadvertently clenched and my jaw tightened at the mention of her having to handle back taxes, but I remained silent, allowing her to continue uninterrupted.

      Eyeing me warily, she continued, “The clerk at the county took me around back to her desk to verify the amounts owed. So, I was half-hidden behind her cubicle wall when I heard her voice, you know, Gladys’s? She was obviously irritated about something because she wasn’t even trying to keep her voice down. I was trying my best to ignore her until I heard you name.”

      I loved my sister, but she tended to be long-winded. I tried not to show my impatience as I willed her to get to the point.  She must have sensed my agitation because she rushed through the rest of her story.

      “Anyways, she was talking with the Sheriff about your release. She was trying to get it denied and threatening the Sheriff’s job and throwing around her family name and so on.” Jaimie rambled on, getting all worked up again, hands waving around as she explained what happened, “So I stood up and made my presence known. Gladys immediately turned red and accused me of spying on her. I don’t know what came over me, but I was tired of being bullied by that woman and her family. So I blatantly told her that if she hadn’t wanted the whole world to know, she shouldn’t be shouting it from the rooftops, like a banshee.”

      Jaime managed to look both proud and a little sheepish at the same time, “I may have also mentioned that she may have been able to buy the judge and jury of this little town, but that her influence stopped there.”

      I hated that I hadn’t been there to protect her from Gladys’s sharp tongue, but I couldn’t help but admire the fierce young woman she had become. I smiled at her proudly as I put my arm around her.

      “I’m proud of you. You’ve managed to rise above everything and thrive despite that family, and what they did to us.”

      “Eh, I did what I had to,” she said and shrugged, “Come on, let’s get you home.”

      As we pulled away from the desolate bus stop, I forced myself not to look back at the prison.  For the first time in years, I felt light. I felt hope.
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      I finally managed to get a moment to just catch a breath, happy hour was over and most of the patrons were heading home. Though the place was still reasonably packed with a few stumbling die-hards, who insisted on having just one more drink for the umpteenth time. My toes were numb from standing so long, and the fact that I was so distracted didn’t help at all. By now Jamie would be on her way back from prison, a bombshell she decided to drop on me just this morning and boy was I gob smacked.  It’s been years since I last saw Jason, and to be honest I never thought I would see him again, but that never stopped me from reminiscing about him.

      I pushed myself away from the wall and placed my hands on my hips, stretching and arching my back to get some relief from the stiffness. So my weight wasn’t really ideal, but then again I was never one to bother with diet plans and boot camps to become the perfect size six. As long as I didn’t cringe when I looked in the mirror, I didn’t care what people thought, besides if Kelly Clarkson can get someone like Brandon Blackstock to fall head over heels with her, there was hope for me right? I rolled my eyes to the heavens and blew a stray strand of hair that fell over my eyes out of the way. Who was I kidding, Jason branded me for life, after him, every date I went on ended up being a science experiment or a chemistry lesson, and the chemicals never mixed. Every relationship I ever attempted fizzled to nothing within the second week. I sunk down on plastic beer crate outside the door and leaned my head back against the wall, letting the memories swamp me.
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      I had been staying at Jaime’s house while her parents were out with friends that weekend and of course we had done exactly what most teenage girls with freedom would have done, smoke, drink and watch R-Rated movies for shits and giggles… I had conveniently forgotten to mention to my mom and dad that Jamie’s parents were out of town when I asked them to let me sleep over.

      

      “Jamie, if we get caught we’re going to be in so much crap!” I said as Jamie snuck the bottle of whiskey from the drinking cabinet.

      We were only fifteen and I guess it was the excitement of being so recklessly naughty that inspired the whole thing.

      “They’re away for the weekend, relax!” she said.

      “What about Jason?”

      “He’s too preoccupied shagging Sonia’s brains out, he won’t even notice us,” she giggled and took a swig from the bottle. Of course she broke out in a fit of coughs, and then burst out laughing and handed it to me.

      That was how that night started, and a night that would be tattooed into my mind forever. Unlike Jamie and I, who always stood on the side lines and sat at the furthest corner of the cafeteria in school, her brother Jason was the popular playboy every girl tried to dig their nails into. Jason had been eighteen then, a senior, and I was the nerdy, chubby fan girl who shamelessly swooned over my best friend’s brother. What made it even worse was, whenever he had taken a girl to his room, Jamie and I would sit and eavesdrop, and then mimic their moans and groans. But what started as a complete mockery eventually became the very thing my fantasies were based on. Not quite appropriate for a girl my age, but either way, I was fifteen going sixteen, hormones had taken my body hostage, and I was just an innocent bystander.

      I remember it as if it was yesterday, I had gone upstairs to Jamie’s room to crawl into bed.  The world had started to spin out of control, Jamie was passed out like a sailor on the living room floor, and I simply needed to sleep.

      I passed by Jason’s room, tempted to knock and make up some excuse to bother him if he was in there, but I resisted. He probably wasn’t even home anyways. He was always out on a date with a different girl. He didn’t have time to notice me.

      Turning away from his door, I forced myself to walk the rest of the way to Jaime’s room and closed the door behind me. Leaning against the door, I expelled a small sigh. Why couldn’t I get over this crush? I didn’t quite understand why I reacted to him the way that I did.

      Shaking my head, I pushed off the door and headed for my overnight bag. It was definitely time to get some sleep. I stripped out of my clothes, down to just my panties. Even though my breasts were quite large now, I hated sleeping in a bra. Since I hadn’t planned on leaving Jaime’s room again, I took my bra off and tossed it on the floor.

      I dug around in my duffle until I found my favorite sleep shirt. It was an old Pink Floyd t-shirt that used to be my dad’s. I had found it in a box of clothes marked for the Goodwill and had taken it for my own. It used to be so big on me, hanging down to my knees like a dress. Over the years, I had finally started to grow into. It now hit me just above mid-thigh. Which wasn’t too bad. It still covered my ass.

      Now my chest was another story. Ever since my breasts decided to double in size over the summer, the t-shirt could barely stretch across them. Already threadbare from the numerous washing over the years, the material was so taut it was almost see through. But again, I didn’t think anything of it because I wasn’t planning on seeing anyone but Jaime.

      I went to go put my retainer in its case. But it wasn’t in my bag. After throwing everything out of it and checking every pocket, I remembered that I had left it in the bathroom. I stood there for a few minutes debating with myself whether to go and get it.

      I couldn’t sleep in it, and I really didn’t want to just leave it lying around. That’s how I had broken the last one and my parents would kill me if I ruined another. They weren’t cheap. I had no choice. I would have to go grab it real quick.

      I hesitated wondering if I should put my clothes back on but that seemed silly. So, I cracked Jaime’s door and stuck my head out. Her brother’s door was still closed, and everything was quiet. Taking a chance, I raced down the hall to the shared bathroom. I shut the door behind me and leaned against the sink to catch my breath.

      I admit, I felt a little silly at my reaction. I placed my retainer in its case and then I splashed a little cold water on my face to calm down. As I turned to wipe my face on the hand towel hanging against the wall, I heard giggling coming from down the hall. Followed by a male voice whispering and another giggle. The giggle was definitely female, but it wasn’t Jaime. Jaime didn’t make high pitched squeals…ever. I knew instantly that the sounds were coming from behind Jason’s door.

      I waited a few moments until I heard the sound of his radio turned down low in his bedroom.   Quietly, I opened the bathroom and peaked out. The coast was clear. I would still have to make my way past Jason’s door to get to Jaime’s, but knowing he had a girl with him. I knew he would be …preoccupied for a little while.

      Tiptoeing into the hallway, I made my way as quietly as possible. I didn’t think they could hear me, not with the radio. But I didn’t want to take any chances.

      As I approached his door, I saw that it was now slightly ajar and not as tightly shut as when I first passed. I could hear whispers and the unmistakable sounds of kissing. A pang of jealousy hit me. I wanted to be that girl. I wanted to know what it felt like to have his arms around me.

      Jason never had any trouble getting girls to fall all over him, and it wasn’t any surprise. He was cut from years of playing sports. He was also quite charming and had the same twin dimples that Jaime had. It was an irresistible combination that even I couldn’t resist.

      It’s not like I hadn’t been over when he’d taken a girl up in his room. Jaime and I would usually laugh and joke about it. That was back when we thought it was disgusting. But lately, I hadn’t found it disgusting. In fact, I had found it enticing. I wanted to know what it felt like. I wasn’t very experienced. Sure all of the guys in our class stared at my breasts and made crude jokes about them. But they still all preferred the stick-thin pretty girls. I was what you would call full-figured if you were being generous. Always had been. Though I would never admit it to anyone, not even Jaime, I was very self-conscious about the way I looked. My self-consciousness came across as shyness when around the opposite sex, so I’d never actually had a boyfriend yet.

      Before I realized what I was doing, I was in front of his door and gently nudged it further open. Wide enough to see the mirror over his dresser. Which was positioned directly across from his bed. I had a direct view of Jason and the one and only Sonia.

      I just couldn’t tear my eyes away. Had I been observant enough to know that the mirror also reflected the exact spot where I had been standing, I would have run for cover almost immediately. But I didn’t know that, and I just kept watching.

      Jason took a breath from sucking on the blonde’s neck to yank her blouse open, buttons flying everywhere. The girl admonished him, but he ignored her. My entire body began to tingle and I felt hot as I continued to watch through the crack in his door.

      She beckoned him forward slipping the remains of the shirt off her shoulders and tossing it to the floor. He stepped forward closing the distance between them. She went to say something smart, but he silenced her with his lips in a quick devastating kiss before he pushed her back against the bed until her knees hit the edge.

      She fell back on the bed and he covered her body with his. His hands none too gentle has he grabbed her breasts through her lacy pink bra.  She squirmed under his attentions and drew her knees up.

      She was wearing a mini skirt so I could see that she was only wearing the tiniest of thongs. Her small rounded cheeks exposed. She gave a startled yelp when his hands slid down to her bare ass, before he slapped one side firmly. Did he just spank her? I was so confused. I had seen sex on tv before, but never like this. But then he was soothing the tender red flesh with slow massaging circles.

      She sat up long enough to release the clasp of her bra, sliding the straps seductively down her arms before tossing it to the side. She had small, perky breasts with tiny, tight pink nipples. He smiled as he leaned over her and took one tiny bud in his mouth.

      I felt my own nipples harden in response. Rubbing against the soft fabric of my t-shirt. It was uncomfortable in a good way. I wondered what it would feel like have his mouth on my breasts. To feel his tongue and lips on my nipples. I could feel myself getting damp between my legs as I fantasized about being the girl in there with him. I shifted my legs uncomfortably, trying to ease the ache.

      I let out a small whimper before I could help myself. Shocked, I clamped a hand over my mouth and that’s when he glanced in the mirror directly at me. My eyes locked with those drop dead gorgeous baby blues, and he smirked at me.

      I had run for the bathroom, frantic and embarrassed for spying on him so openly, hoping that he would simply ignore it and carry on with life as if I didn’t exist. But I would be so lucky.

      He had made his grand appearance behind me in the small, confined space. He asked me if I liked what I saw, and of course I was speechless, or rather brain dead. I stuttered like a fool and the way his lips turned up and his brows had cocked in amusement had me grasping for straws. There had been nothing, not a single excuse I could have thought of quick enough that would save me from utter embarrassment.

      But that was where things got a little interesting. Whether the fact that I, or any other person for that matter, had watched him, had turned him on, or whether he had this secret love for preying on innocent young girls’ emotions was another story all together. All I knew was that it was the night that would change my entire outlook on the male gender forever…

      

      “So,” Jason said with a smirk, “You liked what you just saw?”

      “I…uh, I didn’t see… much,” I lied.

      “Liar, you saw everything, you were spying me and Sonia for almost five minutes,” he smirked.

      “Well… yeah, but… I didn’t see…” I was in the hot seat, caught red handed and there was no way to get myself out of this one, “You could have closed your door!” I retorted instead.

      “It’s my house; I can do what I want.” he chuckled and stepped closer, then sniffed the air, “Were you drinking?”

      Great! I had told Jamie that we were going to get caught.

      “Jamie… well we had some whiskey, just a little.”

      Jason laughed, but his eyes were full of mischief, he came closer until I was caught between him and the towel rail.

      “Have you ever been kissed?” he asked, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

      “Of course…okay no, I haven’t,” I admitted nervously.

      “Do you want to be kissed?”

      “I-um-no,” I lied.

      Jason clearly didn’t fall for it; instead he bent his head and pressed his lips against mine. I froze like a statue, too scared to breathe or move. The persistent movement of his tongue tracing the seam of my lips tore my defenses down and when I finally gave in, I kissed him back. The kiss was clumsy; I had no bloody clue what to do with my tongue, or how to angle my lips. My nose was in the way, but somehow the kiss evolved on its own. Then he stopped, looked at me with another smirk, turned around and sauntered back to his room. And Sonia.

      As soon as his door slammed shut, I quickly ran back to Jaime’s room. I grabbed a hair brush off her night stand and pretended to be brushing my hair when she came in just after I did. I feigned being tired and climbed into the top bunk. She turned off the lights and soon I could hear the feint sounds of her snoring as she slept.

      I lay in the top bunk, remembering the way Jason had looked when he had spanked Sonia. I pictured him in my head, only it was me he had been stroking. I licked my lips and rolled my tongue in my mouth, his flavor was still there. It felt alien and different, but intoxicating at the same time. I imagined Jason smiling down at me, touching and stroking me as he cradled me in his arms.
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      I let out a sigh and stood up shaking my head, the memories of Jason were always so vivid, if only I could erase them. Time to get back to the grind stone, I told myself as I shouldered the kitchen door open and went inside to help Mac with the last die hard patrons.
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      “Look out!”

      Mac’s loud cry brought me back to the present, just in time for me to catch myself before I collided with the beer distributor guy and sent us both crashing to the floor. I felt the heat rush to my cheeks with embarrassment as I muttered my apologies. The guy just shook his head at me as he rolled the cart full of beer towards the back of the bar.

      “Go deliver those drinks without spilling them and then come see me,” Mac ordered.

      Despite her diminutive size, Mac made an imposing figure. With her no-nonsense attitude and her surprising ability to throw grown men out on their asses, she was a force to be reckoned with. She was the perfect person to run the bar.

      I was a waitress here at Hannagan’s; I had been for about two years now. It used to be a run-down biker bar before Mac bought it. She cleared out the roughnecks, remodeled it, and built it back up from scratch and now it was a respectable establishment with patrons from all walks of life. She catered for everyone from the blue-collar crowd to the middle-class runts that are looked down upon by higher society. She managed to maintain an upscale atmosphere without the pretentiousness. Mac ran a tight ship and didn’t take any crap from anyone. It also helped that she served a hell of a good drink.

      Not wanting to incur her wrath, I quickly delivered the tray of drinks to my two waiting tables, apologizing for the delay before I made my way back to the corner of the bar where Mac was waiting.

      No one really knew how old she was. With short, fiery red hair and bright blue eyes, she looked far too young to be the owner of a bar. But she handled the place as well as any veteran. Right now, she was glaring at me with her hands on her hips.

      Despite her gruff exterior, I knew she was concerned about me.

      Throughout my shift at Hannagan’s, I had been distracted having spilled two trays of drinks, thankfully not on any customers, but I did break three of Mac’s nice German beer steins, which would undoubtedly have to be paid for out of my wages, but that was the least of my concern, the thunder cloud hovering above Mac was far more intimidating than a few dollars from my pocket.

      “What’s up?” I asked, plastering a bright smile on my face.

      I tried to go for the carefree and relaxed approach, but Mac was having none of that. She just crossed her arms and cocked a brow at me. I squirmed uncomfortably under her direct gaze. She reminded me of Sister Clarence in Catholic school who used to just peer at you over the top of her bifocals and purse her lips. She could intimidate you with just one gaze and cause you to confess to future sins you hadn’t committed yet.

      “I’m sorry, I know I’ve been a little distracted,” I stammered.

      Her response was to snort in a very unladylike manner, “A little distracted? That’s an understatement kid.”

      She unfolded her arms and leaned forward a concerned look on her face, “I have never seen you this clumsy in all the time you have been here.”

      “I know I’m sorry about the beer steins. I will pay you back for them,” I apologized.

      She just shook her head, “I’m not worried about replacing the steins honey. I’m worried about you.”

      The genuine concern on her face tugged at my heart strings. Mac had been like a surrogate mother to me since mine wasn’t around. But, I just couldn’t bring myself to tell her the truth. How could I tell her I was distracted by the thoughts and memories of a man I haven’t seen for years? Someone I didn’t even really know.

      “I’m fine. Really,” I assured her, fudging a little, I added, “I’ve just had a lot on my mind.”

      That wasn’t a complete lie.

      “Is it college, do you need money, do you need another loan for the rest of the semester?”

      I shook my head, fighting back the tears.  I quickly looked away pretending to wipe an imaginary spot on the bar with my towel. Mac could be generous to a fault. I didn’t want to play on her kindness, but I did grasp at the outlet she provided.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      “How much do you need,” she asked before I could finish.

      “No, no that’s not what I meant.” I quickly responded. “Yes, it is school. But no, it’s not about money.” Blowing out a sigh, I tried to play it off as the problem was with my grades. “I’ve just been struggling with a couple classes. I have a huge test in Supply Chain coming up and a paper due for my Business Ethics class.” That sounded reasonable right?  “I’ve had a couple low scores on my last quiz, so I really need to do well.” It was completely plausible. However, if anyone bothered to check, they would find that I carried a 4.0.

      She scrutinized me for a minute longer and then nodded as if she understood.

      “Well, if you need some extra time to study, I don’t mind rearranging your shifts a little.”

      “Thanks, Mac. I really appreciate it, but I think I’ll be fine.”

      Just then, the distributor came back over to have her sign for the invoices.  Grateful for the distraction, I took the opportunity to sidle away from the bar.

      “Hey,” she called my attention.

      I snapped back around, worried that she was going to drill me some more.

      “Why don’t you go restock what he just brought in to the cooler,” she offered, “It’s almost closing time, I can finish up here.”

      Expelling a breath of relief, I just nodded to her and, grabbing a coat off the hook, I stepped into the cooler. The jacket barely went around my ample chest, but it provided enough warmth against the chill. Spying the boxes of beer in the corner, I went about verifying the inventory and then unpacking the boxes into the designated carts. We used roller bins to restock the bar quickly during the rush. We could just come back here, grab a cart and roll it out to the bar. They held 100 bottles of beer, which would get us through the rush until we had time to restock the bar coolers. The work was easy and didn’t require any real thought, which was opposite of what I need.  With nothing to focus my attention on, my mind began to wander to Jamie and a certain dark-haired guy. I had thought about him only on occasion over the past few years, but today he consumed my mind.

      Jaime and I had practically grown up like sisters, and now we lived together as roommates. We have always been inseparable when we were younger. I can hardly remember a time when one of us weren’t spending the night at the other’s house. We had been friends since elementary school. Jason was just a little over three years older than us and had always been more like an older brother to me.  For the longest time, I had pretty much ignored him. That’s what little girls did with older boys. They pinched them, kicked them, made fun of them, simply for the hell of it. It wasn’t until I was in my teens when I started developing stronger feelings for him.

      I would catch myself looking for an excuse to talk to him, even if it was to annoy him like Jaime use to do, I practically did anything for the slightest attention from him. I never though he noticed me, even when I began to fill out and change from a plump girl to a full breasted teenager, but all of that changed after our first kiss. After that we had moments, on and off, when Jason would sneak a caress or wink at me, and then just like that, cast me off to the side for another bimbo to raid his bed. But like any girl with a crush, I couldn’t stop feeling the way I did back then; always hopeful that someday he’ll come to his senses and see me, really see me. But the years went by and nothing happened, until the summer after Jamie and I graduated high school.

      Even in the frigid cooler, I could feel the heat rising and my skin flush as I found myself recalling that night. Just another sleep over at Jaime’s. It was my eighteenth birthday two days before, and Jamie insisted that we make it a Birthday Celebration Week. She was adamant that I come straight over to her house after the birthday party my parents threw me, and spend the entire week with her. After all she reasoned, high school was over and who knows where we would both end up in the coming years.
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      I never could remember what really woke me up that morning, but I remembered looking at the clock, it was 3 am. I had gotten out of bed to get a glass of milk. But when I turned to leave the kitchen and found Jason leaning casually against the door jamb, it had felt as if my heart wanted to explode. I tried my best to stay calm and collected, regardless of the fact that he had been staring at me with those intense come-to-bed eyes…

      

      “Sorry, I didn’t see you there…” I started and tried to pass him, but my words faded as he shifted to block my way.

      I moved to the other side to get past only to have him shift again to block my escape. Nervous as hell; I folded my arms and looked at him trying my best to show some sort of irritation.

      “Going somewhere?” he asked smirking at me.

      “I…I was just getting a drink,” I stammered breathlessly.  I could feel my heart pounding in my chest under his penetrating gaze.

      “I see that,” he said as he stepped forward raising his hand.

      I had backed away then, not sure what his intentions were, while my insides were doing flip flops like popcorn in a hot pot. He had kept his eyes locked on mine and I had been frozen on the spot, rendered completely speechless. It was there and then that the simple kiss from two years ago, and all our subsequent mild flirtations, turned into something far more life changing.

      Jason had taunted me for being shy, and I had protested, even though I knew that he was right. Even when my nipples had poked at my sleep shirt, and his eyes had been riveted on them, I was still in denial. I had told myself over and over in those five minutes that I could handle it. But when he pulled me closer, and his lips had captured mine, I lost all self-control and common sense. Where I suddenly had found the courage to take what I wanted, god alone knows. But I wasn’t going to let that moment pass me by. With a sense of boldness, I had never been aware of, I kissed him back. Just remembering his reaction caused a whirl of emotion to flood my insides.

      Jason had wasted no time in divesting himself of his clothes. I had seen him shirtless, countless of times growing up. But not like this.

      I watched with fascination, as he stripped down to his boxers. I caught a glimpse of his sheathed erection in his shorts before he bent over and slid those off. His cock was thick, with a plump head. It looked like it was angrily pulsing. My mouth watered just looking at it bobbing in my direction.

      He had a condom in his hands. We had learned about sex-ed in school, so I knew how a condom was used, but I had never actually seen someone put one on. He tore the foil packet with his teeth before spitting out the wrapper. He gripped his thick member in one hand, while he swiftly and deftly unrolled the condom down his shaft.

      “I’ve been waiting to do this for years, and now you’re finally legal.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “That night you spied on me and Sonia? I set the whole thing up so that you would see us.” He chuckled and backed me up against the kitchen table. Gripping the hem of my nightshirt around my thighs, he slowly glided it off my body, leaving a trail of heat where his hands touched my skin.

      He was still for a moment, just staring at my breasts, my nipples stiffened under his intense scrutiny.

      “Damn, your tits are amazing,” he finally moved, gripping both my breasts with his hands and squeezing. Then he wrapped his fingers around my nipples and pulled.

      The only sound that came out of me was a moan of both pain and satisfaction. His pull on my nipples almost hurt, but I felt my clit jump in pleasure.

      When he popped a nipple in his mouth and started suckling furiously, I just about lost my mind. The wet sounds he was making turning me on as much as the sensation of his tongue and teeth on me.

      Jason lifted me onto the kitchen table and spreading my legs wide, he settled himself between them. His hand had traveled down to the space between my legs and massaged my clit in slow circles.

      “I heard you tip-toe past my door that night.” He said as he tapped two fingers at my entrance. “I opened my door and turned the radio on. I knew you couldn’t help yourself, I knew you would look. I wanted you to see what you could have, what I could do for you.”

      “How could you know I would watch you?” I asked.

      “I knew you wanted me.” He replied confidently, and popped a nipple back into his mouth, lashing it with my tongue.

      I squirmed in anticipation as he guided his cock to my core, still stroking me, faster. We both waited expectantly for him to plunge his dick into my waiting pussy. And he did. But he paused for maybe half a second before he ruthlessly thrust into me. I gasped and jerked back, my heart pounding relentlessly in my chest with the shock and pain of his invasion. But Jason gripped my hips tightly to him as he withdrew and pushed back in.

      I could hear the slippery sounds as my wet entrance clamped down on his cock with each thrust. I wrapped my arms around Jason’s back to steady myself as he pumped relentlessly, my tits jiggling and shaking with each thrust, rubbing against the hard planes of his chest. My initial pain fading to a hot heat.
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      Right there in his parents’ kitchen, he fucked me senseless, not only once, but twice. On the counter, on the floor, it was unbelievable how we never got caught.

      I could hardly contain myself the next morning, I wasn’t even able to face Jamie, much less Jason. I left the house early, hoping that some space would help me garner the courage to tell Jason how I really felt. I wanted him to know that I wasn’t just another potential docking station, but I never got that chance.
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      I leaned against the cooler door and latched it close; it’s been eight years already, and for a moment I wondered if Jason was ever going to be released on parole, or if he was going to spend his entire sentence in prison. Jamie never talked about what happened that day between her brother and her stepfather. And I didn’t ask. We had drifted apart for a time after that. My parents as usual wanted me to go to college, then Law School. It was their way of getting me away from the riff-raff crowd I should never have socialized with. Jamie and I only reconnected a few years later after her mother passed away and she found me on Facebook. I was there to help her through her grief and she was my pillar of strength after my parents practically disowned me.

      It wasn’t until earlier this month that she mentioned Jason’s name for the first time in years; it was in passing when she told me that she was thinking of paying him a visit, it was a fleeting comment, but enough to trigger a cascade of memories for me.

      A chill ran down my spine at the thought of Jason. And it had nothing to do with the fact that I just spent the last thirty minutes in the cooler, or that he had been convicted of manslaughter. It had everything to do with the unfinished business we had left behind and the uncertainty of it all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Jason

        

      

    

    
      The ride home had been exhausting but in the best way. Jaime and I had so much to catch up on. She filled me in on the last eight years, skimming over most of the bad stuff. I didn’t ask her about mom or her passing, and she didn’t volunteer to talk about what it had been like either. Instead, she amused me with her anecdotal tales of learning how to cook and clean. How she had accidentally put dish washing liquid in the washing machine and had bubbles coming out from under the laundry room door.

      I still couldn’t get over the fact at how much she’d grown up since the last time I’d seen her. No longer was she the frightened gangly teen that I’d been forced to leave behind. In its place was a beautiful, intelligent, and confident young woman. My chest swelled with pride at the person she had become despite everything that had happened.

      I was also grateful that she hadn’t been completely alone. I was both surprised and pleased to hear that Jaime and Ally had remained friends, or at least been there for each other during the loss of our mother. Jaime had briefly mentioned a period where they drifted apart, but when I pressed further she changed the subject. I was curious to know what had happened to Ally. Her parents never really liked us since they were upper class people, but unlike most spoiled brats, she was humble and shy in a cute way. I could only imagine the fallout when the headlines were out there and everyone in town realized that I was a murderer.

      As we rode along the country side, I couldn’t help but wonder what Ally would have had to say, knowing I was released.  The last time we spent together was on the kitchen floor, then all hell had broken loose. I had never mentioned anything to Jamie, and I doubted that Ally would have. Maybe it was for the best, I thought.

      I started to recognize some of the landmarks, indicating we were getting closer to home. The reminiscing had been fun, but exhausting. Now, the mood seemed to peter out as we got closer to town. It went from jovial and carefree to somewhat somber and subdued as we pulled into the outskirts of town. The gravity of what had transpired so many years ago weighed me down and I could feel the sense of fear knocking at the fringes of my mind. We sat in silence the rest of the way as we made our way through town and into our neighborhood.

      Thankfully, the drive had taken a little over three hours, so it was dusk by the time we pulled into the driveway. We lived on a relatively quiet street, but I didn’t relish a spectacle at my homecoming. Better to just make my way into the house quietly under the cover of night.

      I stared up at the house that had once been my home, and would now be again. It still looked the same; a traditional two-story A-frame house with a detached garage and wraparound porch. The house needed some TLC, nothing a little fresh paint and a few replacement boards couldn’t fix. But Jaime had done a good job keeping it up. I couldn’t help but smile when I saw the old porch swing still out front.

      Someone, Jaime I assumed, had replaced the old rusted out chains with new ones and it also had brightly colored pillow cushions, albeit, a bit girly for my taste. Jaime and Ally had spent hours on that swing, giggling and talking about god knows what.

      The smile faded when I thought about Ally, I had hoped that I would see her again, but I didn’t want to make it too obvious to Jamie, somehow I half expected her to be here too, but this wasn’t her home. She was probably married with children by now, living the life she was meant to have.

      The only lights on, were the ones on the porch. The house reminded me of a crypt, where all the horrible memories of the past lay buried deep in the concrete foundation, never to be dug up again. From the outside, I could see the white flakes of paint peeling from the window frames, like large eyes that lost the ability to cry over the years.  This is what comes of reading Shakespeare when there’s nothing else to read in a prison, I thought to myself, making idle comparisons between living things and material structures.

      “Welcome home, big brother,” Jaime spoke softly as we sat in the driveway.

      I turned and gave her a ghost of a smile, “It’s good to be home.”

      Taking a deep breath, I opened the car door and stepped outside. I didn’t have any bags to get out of the trunk, so I just shut the door behind me and walked slowly up the familiar steps. Jaime passed by me to unlock the door. Pushing the door open, she walked in and flipped on the hallway light. Pausing by the stairs, she watched me closely.

      I stood on the threshold, not knowing what to expect or how I would feel taking my first steps back into this house after eight years. Bracing myself for the worst, I stepped into the familiar foyer and shut the door behind me. I hadn’t known what to expect, but I didn’t expect to feel this. No hints of anger or despair coursed through me, only relief, relief, and love and fond memories.

      I could see Jaime gnawing on her lower lip, unsure of what to say or do. I expelled the breath. I hadn’t realized I’d been holding mine and smiled at her. She immediately relaxed too.

      “Come on. I imagine you are starving for a good home cooked meal,” she said with a grin. “Why don’t you go get cleaned up while I get started.”

      The idea sounded amazing and as if on cue my stomach rumbled. We both shared a chuckle. I started to walk towards the full bathroom at the back of the house and realized I had no clothes.

      Reading my mind, Jaime said, “We kept all your old clothes. From the looks of it, most of them might be too small for you now, but I’m sure there is a pair of old sweats that you can sleep in. We’ll go get you some new clothes tomorrow.”

      “I’m sure I can find something,” I said as I headed up the stairs.

      I heard the door to the kitchen swing open and shut. Soon after the sounds of cupboards opening and closing and pots and pans banging filled the air. It was a little surreal being back home, but it didn’t hold all the ugliness that I thought it would. I think it helped that Jaime had made her own changes. Gone were the gaudy wallpaper, ostentatious furniture, and the formal pictures of the depicted happy family. Wallace had always been very keen on presenting the proper image of the perfect family. After all, the Winston’s had a reputation to uphold, and even though we weren’t true Winston’s as Gladys liked to remind us regularly, we still had a responsibility to act the part. No one had to know what went on behind closed doors.

      Jaime had removed all hints of the Winston’s from our family home. She had painted the walls a pale blue that was calming and replaced all the pictures with fun family portraits of happier times; when our Dad was still alive. There were many from when we were kids and all the vacations we took when our dad was still around and more recent ones with her and her friends, including Ally. I paused at a graduation photo at the top of the stairs. It was one with Jamie and Ally; I could recognize those creamy jade eyes anywhere. They had pulled me in when she’d just been a teenager, and seeing her again sent molten heat straight through my heart and down to my groin.

      Jaime and Ally were both grinning from ear-to-ear, diplomas in hand; arms around each other just like old times. Ally had always been a shapely girl growing up, and not even the generic graduation robe did anything to hide her ample curves. Memories of her on the kitchen counter with her legs wrapped around my waist flooded my memories. The way she swiveled her hips and arched her back each time I drove my cock… whoa!

      Don’t go there. Not now.

      I took a steadying breath and forced myself to look away from the photo and climb the rest of the stairs to my room, which were all the more uncomfortable now that I had a raging hard-on confined in the too-tight jeans I was wearing. I figured this was going to have to be a cold shower.

      I turned left at the end of the hall and opened the door to my old room. It was like walking through a time warp. I could see that the room was cleaned regularly because there was no dust or the smell of stale air that you would expect. But otherwise, it looked like nothing had been touched since I left. Posters of hot chicks and sports team adorned the walls. My soccer and basketball medals still hung from the corner of my dresser mirror.

      I felt tears sting the back of my eyes, and I quickly wiped them away with the back of my hand. There was no sense crying over time lost. I strode over to the dresser and threw open some drawers until I found a t-shirt and some loose drawstring pants that would work for tonight. Gathering the clothes in my arms, I walked out and closed the door. An enticing aroma was already starting to waft its way upstairs. My stomach growled reminding me that it had been hours since I’d last eaten. I would have plenty of time to think about my past and my future, but right now I just wanted a shower and full belly.

      I flipped on the shower and stripped out of my clothes. Stepping under the spray, I let my head fall back as the searing heat poured over my head and my skin. My muscles were still a little stiff from the long car ride, so I went through a series of stretches to loosen them up under the steam.

      I looked around for a bar of soap. Not finding any, I grabbed the bottle of body wash and squirted some into my hands. It smelled of lavender and honey, but I didn’t care. It just felt good to be clean. Lathering my body, I tried to scrub away any remnants of the Kenworth Prison. The scent of the body wash began to fill my nostrils, and I found myself drifting back to the picture of Ally on the wall, to that last night in the kitchen.
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      Her ass was plump and her breasts were more than I could hold in the palm of my hands, soft yet firm. She was in complete rapture as I fondled them, and allowed my thumbs to graze over her taut dark pink nipples. Some nights when I lay in my prison cell, those precious moments were the only thing that kept me clinging to hope funnily enough. It wasn’t like we were dating even. I was at the prime of my youth, flirting with girls and bedding cheer leaders. Even when I stole the virgin kiss from Ally when she was just going sixteen, I never once thought that she would be the one, and I hadn’t thought that when she was eighteen and legal and I had finally put my hands on her.

      Then again, I wouldn’t have had the chance to consider that with everything that happened so fast. It was like someone decided to press the fast-forward button on my life.  But now that I was out of prison, she was the first woman that came to mind.

      It had been a very long time since I’d felt the luscious curves of a woman and my body responded immediately, my dick hardened at the mere thought of her, naked and here in the shower with me. I could turn the water cold to try to douse the burning heat of desire coursing through my veins, but I knew that it would only be a temporary respite. What the hell? There were worse things in life than giving into the temptations swirling around in my mind.  I slid my hand down to and gripped the base of my cock as I began stroking it with long firm pulls while recalling images of Ally and my dick buried deep inside of her.  I wasn’t the same kid I’d been back then. I had been hardened by the system that failed me and the institution that had tried to end me. My fantasies weren’t about rose petals, moonlight kisses, and gentle lovemaking. No, I needed more than that for my release. I felt the tension build as I imagined having my hands on her, my teeth on her, taking her hard and fast with relentless thrusts, hearing her begging for more.

      I leaned my head against the shower wall bracing myself as the force of the release almost took me to my knees. I continued to stroke my cock roughly, watching the last of my seed as it swirled down the drain. Finally, I dropped my hands to my sides, breathing heavily, completely spent.

      Shutting the water off I stepped out of the shower and realized I had forgotten to grab a towel. Looking around the bathroom, all I could find was a damn washcloth. Remembering that my mom used to keep towels in the linen closet in her bedroom, I quickly snuck out hoping that Jamie was still downstairs and shoved the door to mother’s room open, only it wasn’t her bedroom anymore.  Words escaped me as I came face to face with my muse. Green eyes widened in shock and possibly terror, looked straight at me, her lips parted as she sucked in a breath, clearly scared shitless. And then she threw a left hook and nearly took my jaw off in the process.

      “Fuck Ally!” I shouted in response and instantly put my hands up in defense, which only made the situation worse because what little flesh I was able to cover with the washcloth was now completely exposed.

      “Ohmigod!” she shrieked before backing away in horror and shielding her eyes with flailing hands, looking like a two-armed octopus.

      “Ally, it’s me, Jason!” I shouted at her, rubbing my jaw, not in the least bit concerned about my state of undress.

      “I know who you are! Geezuz, cover yourself up for god sakes!” she cried out, shock giving way to what sounded like anger.

      ”That’s not what you said the last time we were together,” I smirked.

      Her eyes flew open and then just like that she turned her head away and held up her hands again, “That was then and this is now, so cover up Jason,” she scolded.

      I was a little taken aback by her tone. She was clearly pissed at me, or scared of me, or both, either way the cat was out of the bag. Jamie never told me she was going to be here, and there I was in the shower less than five minutes ago, rubbing one off to the very woman that stood before me now. What the actual fuck?

      Hurt gave way to bitterness as I figured it was the scar over my eye that must have horrified her. But before I could convince her she didn’t have anything to fear, she darted for the door, and my sister came charging in with a rolling pin in her hand.

      “What the hell!” I yelled throwing my hands up once again.

      Now I had two crazy-eyed females shrieking and dancing around like ants on a hot plate, trying to cover their eyes.

      With laughter in her voice, my sister grabbed Ally by the shoulders and comforted her. “Ally calm the fuck down, I don’t think he expected you to be here.”

      Ally opened one of her eyes to look at Jaime. Jaime nodded in reassurance before she started giggling again. I stood there irritated and butt-naked as Jamie dissolved into bales of laughter at my expense.

      “Hardee Har-Har,” I sneered, “Now that you’ve had a good laugh, Jaime can you please grab me a towel so I can salvage some of my dignity.”

      With a snort, Jaime went over to the closet and threw me a towel. I snatched it from the air, exited the room and disappeared into the bathroom before slamming the door shut to the sound of another round of laughter. Not exactly the welcome I had expected. I dried off quickly and threw on the sweat pants and T-shirt before I made my way to the kitchen.
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      I could hear the two women whispering in the kitchen when I finally made my way downstairs, and I couldn’t help but listen as Ally and Jamie talked about me. Ally was upset because Jamie hadn’t told her that I was being released, or that I was actually coming here to stay. But this was me, not some stranger. I know we had a lot of unresolved issues, but that was so many years ago. And I hadn’t exactly expected her to run and jump into my waiting arms, but it gnawed at me that she felt threatened, or at least that’s what it sounded like. Did Ally also judge me for what I had done? Did Jamie ever bother to tell her best friend what really happened that night?

      I looked longingly up the stairs, contemplating just heading back to my room and staying there until the dust settled. But I knew hiding was not the answer. It was time to face the music.

      Jaime and Ally were standing at the kitchen island talking when I walked in.

      “I switched shifts with Layla so I could have some time to study at the library, but I forgot that it closed early on Fridays,” Ally said changing the subject like a pro.

      “Well, that explains why you were home early,” Jaime replied, glancing in my direction.

      Ally was looking everywhere but at me, her arms crossed over her chest, and Jaime just stared at me, her eyes alight with humor. Unsure of what to do next, I cleared my throat and did an awkward hand wave to Ally.

      “Uh…hi, Ally. It’s nice to see you again, I’m sorry I scared you,” I apologized hastily.

      Turning to glare at my sister, I added, “Jaime didn’t tell me that you were staying here, in master bedroom, might I add.”

      Jaime just shrugged her shoulders innocently.

      A soft blush had risen on Ally’s cheeks, but her eyes still sparked with a degree of anger or rather disappointment when she looked at me and responded, “Its fine.”

      That was it, nothing more. She turned her back, and began to set the table; basically, cutting me off from any further conversation.

      I lowered my hand slowly and looked from her to my sister. Jaime just raised her eyebrows and shrugged as if to say, who knows?

      “Shall we eat then? Dinner is ready.” Jaime said as she pushed back from the island. “I made your favorite; pot roast, caramelized carrots, mashed potatoes and gravy and cornbread. There’s also strawberry shortcake for dessert.”

      Well now, that was a blast from the past. The aroma already played ping pong with my senses, the thought of what I’ve missed out, food wise, while I was in prison sent a rumble through my stomach. I wondered if a person could really die from over eating in one meal. I aimed to try.

      “Thanks, sis, you didn’t have to go to all this trouble, but I appreciate it,” I said sincerely. Still smarting from Ally’s coldness, I added.

      “You’ve gone out of your way to make me feel so comfortable back in our old home.” Judging by the way, Ally’s shoulders stiffened, I could tell she heard my emphasis on Jaime’s individual effort to make me feel comfortable and it being our home. Petty yes, but I didn’t care.

      It didn’t go unnoticed by Jaime either because she swatted me with a slotted spoon on her way to the table. Dinner was a quiet and somewhat awkward affair. Jaime tried to make conversation but neither Ally nor I was really willing to engage in small talk. After a few minutes of one-word responses she finally gave up, and we ate in strained silence.

      I sat across from Ally, and Jaime sat to my right. Anytime I looked up for whatever reason, Ally quickly looked down at her plate, or off to the side appearing to be lost in thought. A few times I caught her staring at my face, presumably my scar. I just rolled my eyes and focused on my food. If she wanted to judge me based on how I looked, then fine! It was the best meal I’d had in years, literally. Ignoring the gnawing discomfort I was feeling with the discord between the two of us, I ate with more gusto than I had in a long time. After clearing two plates of food, I sat back stuffed.

      “That’s was excellent Jaime. I think you would have given Nana Joyce a run for her money.”

      “I’m glad you liked it,” she beamed. “I’m sure they didn’t have gourmet chefs in the pen…” her words trailed off awkwardly. Her eyes darting from mine to Ally’s and back again, “… well, I’m just glad you enjoyed it. I’ll get these dishes cleared.”

      She stood up quickly following the uncomfortable silence, but I put a hand on hers to stop her, “Jaime, it’s okay,” I said reassuringly.  But I was looking into Ally’s eyes when I said, “It’s no secret that I was in jail.  We don’t have to dance around the subject.” I squeezed her hand in comfort as I looked at my sister again and then I turned my gaze back to Ally, “People are going to talk, draw their own conclusions, however wrong they may be. But we are going to get on with our lives, and they can think what they want.”

      “But, Jason they don’t know that you…” she started.

      “Jaime, I served my time,” I interrupted before she could say anything else. “It’s over and done with. We know the truth, and that’s enough for me. I just want to move on. Can you do that for me?”

      She squeezed my hand back, “Yeah, I guess,” she said but there was a distinct hint of sadness in her tone. The last thing I wanted was for her to feel guilty for my crimes.

      “We’ll get through this,” I said again.

      “I know, I love you,” she said and offered a half smile. It was a glimmer of hope in a dark stormy ocean, but it was something.

      “I love you too. Now, let me help you with these dishes.”

      Jamie would have none of it. She shooed me away and told me to go on upstairs and get some rest. She had already put fresh sheets on the bed and set a new toothbrush out for me to use. She knew today had been a long emotional day for me. I hated to admit it, but I was exhausted. The southern manners that our parents had instilled in us warred with the exhaustion, but the exhaustion won fair and square.

      I hugged her goodnight, gave a curt nod to Ally, and went up to my room. Grabbing my new toothbrush, I headed to the half bath to brush my teeth before crawling into my old bed. It was a little small for me now, only a full-size mattress, but I didn’t care. Anything beat the threadbare blankets and concrete bed with the half an inch mattress, that I had called home for the past eight years.

      It couldn’t have taken me long to fall asleep, and for most part I was dead to the world until the nightmares started. They used to plague me every night in prison at the start of my sentence, but slowly over the years they faded, re-occurring once in a while. It had been months since the last one, and it was always the same nightmare, with varied endings. It was like the replay of a horror film.  This time I wasn’t able to get to Jaime in time, an invisible wall kept me from pulling the bastard off of her.  The sick fuck just turned and grinned at me before he continued to assault my baby sister. I pounded and screamed and threw my body at the wall, desperate to get to her as she screamed and cried out for help.

      I woke drenched in sweat with the covers tangled around me. Despite the sweat, goosebumps raised on my arms as chills wracked my body. This had been one of the bad ones. Rubbing my hands across my face, I threw off the covers and padded to bathroom to splash some cold water on my face. That was it for the night, I wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep now. I glanced up in the mirror in front of me, and instead of the rugged hardened criminal, it was a younger version of myself staring back at me. In a matter of a night, everything had changed. One moment I had been playing football, attempted to attend classes, I had friends from here to Texas, and then just like that, in the blink of an eye I lost it all. Because of one sequence of events. I would never call, what I did, a mistake because it sure as hell was justice.  But that was my opinion, and no one else shared in that. I scooped some more water and splashed my face again before tugging the hand-towel off the rail and patting my face dry.

      Not wanting to wake Jaime, I tiptoed downstairs and into the kitchen. It was time for the most epic chick move of all, comfort food. Ice cream and root beer, I had spotted the root beer earlier when I was in the kitchen just before Jamie had dished up dinner, and I knew for a fact that there was ice cream left after desert. I grabbed what I needed, quickly scooped a few large dollops of vanilla ice cream into the glass and topped it up with root beer. Ignoring the remnants of my nightmare, I took a big mouthful. The tang of the soda mixed with the sweetness of the ice cream was perfection. It tasted much better than I remembered. I moved to the table and sat down with my treat. I was just about to take another slurp when I heard the hinges of the kitchen door creaking. Looking up, I saw the silhouette of a short, fuller figure tiptoeing to the fridge. It had to be Ally. Jaimie was much taller and more slender. Plus, I would recognize that shape, even in the dark.

      I sat there, with my spoon frozen in mid-air unsure of what to do. I could make a noise and let her know I was here, but I didn’t want to startle her and have her wake up the whole damn neighborhood.

      I was about to clear my throat when the fridge opened and the light illuminated her enticing body. She was wearing a sleep shirt that ended just below her ass, which reminded me of old times, when she would sleep over. Desire made my mouth run dry. Wordlessly, I watched her get out a can of soda. When she moved to the freezer, I looked at her quizzically. Surely, she wasn’t making a root beer float too?

      I watched her search the freezer for a few moments. She rose up on her toes to search the top shelf and I knew for a fact that her sleep shirt had ridden up and was most likely exposing her fine ass. But all I could see was the outline of her, and my imagination ran wild with its own imagery. Involuntarily, I cleared my throat as I continue to stare at her.

      With a sharp intake of breath, she whirled around clutching the soda to her chest.

      “Sorry Ally,” I said quickly before she could scream. “I swear I didn’t mean to scare you. I just didn’t know how to get your attention without startling you.”

      “What are you doing sitting in the dark?” Eyeing me suspiciously, she walked over to the far wall and flipped on the middle switch. The dining room light flashed on, momentarily blinding me. The dots cleared from my vision, and I could finally see her in living color, not just a haunting image of her. But now she was hidden behind the island and all I could see what the top half of her.

      I was sick of her attitude towards me. “I just wanted a root beer float,” I said pointing to the ice cream container and the empty can on the table next to me.

      She opened her mouth to speak, but I stood up, scraping my chair back, and she froze. I just shook my head at her.

      “I don’t know what your problem with me is, but don’t worry Princess, I’m no longer in the mood.” Grabbing my glass and spoon, I stalked over to the sink. Pouring the contents down the drain, I rinsed the glass and spoon and put them on the rack. Making sure to skirt around the opposite edge of the island, I ignored her completely as I headed out.

      “Jason wait,” she called out. “I didn’t mean to…”

      More hurt than angry I lashed out “Didn’t mean to what? Didn’t mean to treat me like the monster I am? Don’t bother denying it, I can see the way that you look at me.”

      She just stood there, open mouthed, her eyes never leaving mine.

      “Look, I never expected my homecoming to be easy, but I sure as hell didn’t expect to have this kind of animosity in my own home. Not from you of all people.”

      I pushed through the kitchen door and stalked upstairs, not caring if I woke Jaime up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Ally

        

      

    

    
      Is that what he thought, did he really think I saw him as a monster?

      Shame washed over me, as I watched the kitchen door swing close. How could I have been so cruel, and twice in one night? The first time, I admit he had caught me completely off guard. I had come home; completely oblivious to the fact that Jason was here too.

      My mind had been so preoccupied that I hardly paid attention to the fact that while Jamie was downstairs, the shower was running. It never once dawned on me that it would be him of all people.  I certainly never expected him to stalk into the bedroom stark naked. Boy what a sight that had been!

      I felt the familiar blush creep up my neck as I recalled the way the water had glistened over his taut, muscular body. He had seemed taller, but he had also packed on quite a bit more muscle. His shoulders were broad, leading down to thick pecks. His waist tapered in, highlighting a much defined six pack, with just a small trail of dark brown hair leading down past the sharp muscular cut at his hips that was probably the sexiest part of the male anatomy.

      This wasn’t the body of a teenage boy anymore. This was the body of a man, a man who had lived hard and on the edge, if the scars on his torso were anything to go by. Instead of repulsing me, it had the complete opposite effect. In those few seconds that I was face to face with him, after my initial shock had faded, I had wanted to trace those scars with my fingertips, hell; I wanted to trace them with the tip of my tongue. And then of course, when he dropped the facecloth, I couldn’t help it; my gaze had immediately dropped following the small trail down to thick dark curls that surrounded his cock. By pure speculation and comparison with my attempts at moving on, he was the biggest one of them all.  By all, I mean the two men I attempted to date after Jason disappeared out of my life.

      Even limp it had been an impressive display of manhood. A thick shaft hung down at least six inches before tapering into a large pink head. My mouth had gone dry, just looking at the thick veins that wrapped around his girth. Shocked at myself and my brazenness, I had quickly looked back up to his face and screamed, more from embarrassment than anything. But he didn’t know that.

      Oh God! What if he thought I had screamed because I was scared of him or because of the scar on his face, which made him look ominous?

      Truth be told, I hadn’t paid much attention to it. It didn’t detract from his looks. He had always been a handsome. The scar over his eye just gave an edge to his good looks. It made him seem dangerous, but in a very delicious sort of way.

      There had to be a way to make this right. I couldn’t go to bed letting him believe that I thought he was a monster. I glanced up at the ceiling; it had barely been five minutes since he stormed upstairs. Surely, he wasn’t going to fall asleep that fast.

      Resigned to the fact that I wouldn’t be able to sleep until I apologized, I made my way upstairs. As I reached his room, my nerves kicked in and I felt the knot tightening in my gut. I raised my hand hesitated momentarily, and then knocked gently on his door. The light was off, but I refused to be deterred.

      “Jason?” I whispered knocking softly as I leaned with my ear against the door.

      I was sure I heard movement inside, the rustle of sheets or something. I waited a minute but there was no answer, and the door didn’t open. A little bit miffed, I knocked on the door again, this time a little louder. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure I wasn’t going to wake Jaime and then whispered, “Jason, I know you are in there, I can hear you moving around.”

      I listened intently to determine if he was making any attempt to open the door. I must have looked like a starfish as I had both hands and my ear plastered against the door. Just as I registered movement, the door opened and I fell into his bare, hard chest. He grabbed me roughly by the arms and steadied me against him. Inadvertently, my hands settled on the soft curls on his chest. For a moment, I lost myself in the depth of those deep blue eyes.

      His face hardened, and he gently but firmly pushed me away from him and took a step back, crossing his arms over his chest. I looked up into his stern face, “Sor-sorry. I didn’t mean to...” I stammered, searching for words.

      “Didn’t mean to what?” he interrupted.

      I could do nothing but stare at him blankly, mouth slightly parted. Annoyed by my silence, he continued.

      “What, cat got your tongue? Face to face with the monster, and now you’ve lost your courage.”

      His face was masked with anger, but it was more than that. As I gaped at the angry man in front of me, I could see the underlying hurt in his eyes.

      “No!” I finally managed to get out. “That’s not it at all,” I implored.

      He turned his head, refusing to look at me. Without thinking, I stepped forward and placed a hand on his chest. “I came up here…” my words caught in my throat as he looked down at the hand on his chest derisively, and then pointedly looked at me again.

      “I’m sorry,” I said removing my hand as if I touched a hot plate. I backed up a step to give him some room. “I came up here to apologize. I hadn’t meant to hurt your feelings earlier.” I hesitated looking for the right words to say, “It’s just that seeing you…it caught me off guard.”

      I waited expectantly for him to say something. But he just stood there. He looked so indifferent. I didn’t recognize this cold man before me. We used to be able to laugh and joke. We had been close once, or at least I had thought we had been.

      The silence stretched awkwardly between us. Finally, he arched an eyebrow and uncrossed his arms, giving a slight nod.

      “Fine, are we done here?”

      I jerked back as if I was punched in the gut at the sharpness of his words. I felt my fiery temper bubbling up to the surface, throwing my hands up in futility, “Fine, be an ass about it. Screw the apology.” I spun around to storm out of his room, but his fingers curled around my arm and he spun me back around to face him.

      His face was mere inches from mine, his eyes cold and hard, and the warmth that used to live in those eyes, evaporated like rain drops on hot concrete. But honestly what did I expect, the same man that left here eight years ago, to just return as if nothing had happened?

      “You don’t get to storm off in a huff, just because I don’t fall for your fake-ass apology, half-naked or not!”

      He sneered as he looked me up and down in a manner that had the hair on the back of my neck standing up in warning, and in anticipation of what he’d do next. His eyes lingered on the too-short hemline of my sleep shirt that I realized barely covered the tops of my thighs, then traveled up to rest on my breasts. My nipples hardened under his direct gaze, and he smirked. I don’t know what had possessed me to confront him without throwing on my robe first. I felt vulnerable and aroused at the same time. And, I didn’t like it.

      Yanking my arm from his grip, I wrapped my arms around myself, trying in vain to cover up. “You are…you are so…vile,” I spit out. “You disgust me.”

      “There,” he said stabbing a finger at me. “Now that is something I actually believe,” he said shaking his head, “You stand there on your high horse, judging me for the way I look and where I’ve been, you who have known me better than anyone else other than Jaime. You have a lot of nerve.”

      For a moment, I completely forgot the reason for my anger as I stood there, mouth open gaping like a fish. The preposterousness of his words was just so shocking; it left me speechless, but only for a moment.

      I thumped my finger right back in his chest, pushing forward, forcing him back with the ferocity of my words, “Well isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black, you hypocritical bastard!”

      Now it was his turn to stand there gaping at me. I didn’t think that he had ever seen me get this mad before, but I wasn’t the shy teenager anymore. All the years of bullying and being teased for being fat, I finally learned to love myself and stand up for myself.

      Gesturing towards his bare chest and my own state of dress, I scoffed at him, “I seem to recall a similar situation eight years ago.”

      He raised his eyebrows but didn’t speak a word.

      “Yeah,” I spat glaring, “Or are you pretending to forget that you kissed the fat girl. Well, I’m not the same chubby fan-girl I was back then.” Placing my hands on my hips, I continued to dress him down. “I cared what you thought of me then, but I don’t care what you think of me now. I was too much for you then, and I’d be too much for you now. So go fuck yourself.”

      Turning around with a huff, ponytail swinging, I once again turned to leave. I made it to the door and began to pull it open when a strong arm shot out in front of me and closed it.

      “Let me out,” I demanded through gritted teeth.

      I felt his body press against mine as he placed his other arm on the door, effectively blocking me in. The heat of his chest seeped through the thin cotton of my t-shirt. His hard body pressed against my ass, making me very aware of what he was feeling. I had no choice but to turn around and face him.

      “What?” I demanded with far more bravado than I felt. Turning around to face him I ground out, “Let me go!”

      “Not until you hear what I have to say,” he said his blue eyes darkened with intensity. “I didn’t leave you alone because of your size; I left you alone because I was a jackass, who lived for the moment, and didn’t believe in strings. And you sweetheart, was the strings-attached-and-all kind of woman.”

      “Well you were wrong,” I said flatly, but it wasn’t true. Back then it mattered, I wanted it all, but was willing to settle for less, and even the little I would have accepted was out of my reach.

      “Was I? You wanted to be fucked the first time you spied on me, and when we finally did get all hanky-panky you wanted more,” he smirked.

      “You flatter yourself, you were just a guy, and it didn’t matter to me as much as you may have thought.”

      “Keep telling yourself that, and how about now, are you still the strings-attached type?” he whispered in a husky tone.

      Even though my brain told me I shouldn’t want this, my body was already reacting to him. Just like it always had.

      “I’m not any type…” I started.

      “Everyone is a type, you’re just in denial, and right now your body is responding to my closeness.”

      I turned my face away from his and mumbled, “You’re making assumptions.”

      “Your body says otherwise,” he grinned as a stroked the side of my cheek with the back of his hand.

      Heat flooded me, as my pulse picked up, and my breathing became quick and shallow. This close, face to face, his sex appeal was undeniable. He was looking at me with such possession in his eyes. Even the scar made him hot. My lips parted on their own volition, and he took full advantage. Without giving me a chance, his mouth covered mine aggressively. One hand cupped my chin gently while the other fisted in my hair, firmly locking me in place. I couldn’t move even if I wanted to. And right now, I didn’t want to. I matched him stroke for stroke as his mouth plundered mine and his tongue delved into the recesses of my mouth. Our tongues battled for dominance, teeth biting and nipping as our lips kissed and sucked. This wasn’t a kiss, this was war, bloodthirsty, brutal, and oh so arousing. I’d never been kissed like this before, but I had no fear. From somewhere deep down my inner minx reared its head, and I wanted more.

      His one hand wandered from my chin to my hip and slid up my shirt to cup the underside of my breasts, and I gasped throwing my head back. Taking advantage of my exposed throat I felt his mouth and tongue on my throat, sucking, licking, tasting as his deft fingers teased and pinched my nipple into a taut hard bud.

      He pressed his hips against mine, his erection pressing against the heat between my thighs that was already beginning to pool in my panties. This was getting out of hand and fast, but I didn’t know how to stop it. Strong hands slid to my waist and lifted me off the ground as if I were light as a feather. Instinctively, I wrapped my legs around his hips as his weight pressed me against the door. The tone in the room escalated to a feverish pitch as mouths, tongues, and hands collided. I gripped his shoulders as I clung to him.  He let go with one hand and reached between us, tugging my panties aside, and then I felt the tip of his cock press against my swollen entrance already damp with desire.

      “Tell me to stop,” he groaned as he teased me.

      “No…” My response was nothing but a murmur.

      “Then I’m going to fuck you now baby. Hard.”

      But still he waited, almost hesitating; I could feel his engorged fat head pressing against my clit. I whimpered with anticipation as he pushed in a bit further, wedging his thick tip right into the mouth of my entrance.

      “Damn, you’re tight as fuck,” he grunted, as he buried his face in the crook of my neck.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck as I felt him pushing deep into me with long hard strokes. His sheer size stretching me beyond anything I had experienced before. But instead of pain, I felt immense pleasure as I felt my walls clench his hard shaft.

      This wasn’t the lovemaking fantasies I had envisioned as a teenager. This was carnal and savage, almost primal and it didn’t take long for my body to start tingling from the base of my skull down my spine to my toes. Each relentless thrust pushing me closer to the edge, and from the way Jason had dug his fingers into my ass cheeks, he wasn’t far from his release either. Whether it was the long dry spell of having no sex, or the fact that it was Jason, was yet to be determined. All I knew was that I was done for, and so was he. We both clung to each other as shockwaves of pleasure rippled through our bodies, as if our bodies served as conduits. As his breathing slowed and I finally felt my limbs relax, he released my legs slowly, and I slid down the length of him. He didn’t let me go straight away, his hands were resting on my hips and I was leaning with my forehead against his chest, unable to string together coherent thought.

      That was until the sound of Jaime’s door broke the silence. Instinctively we both held our breaths, and waited. Jason held up a finger in front of his own mouth and I nodded. The rustling sound of dragging slippers passed Jason’s door, and then we heard the light thudding of footsteps going down the stairs. Only then did we both let out a sigh of relief.

      Oddly the heightened sexual tension was replaced by an awkward silence, neither of us daring to say what was really on our minds.

      I placed my hands on his chest and pushed gently, “I should go.”

      He dropped his hands from where they rested on my waist but didn’t step back.  “Ally…” his expression troubled.

      I held up one hand and just shook my head, I had to be realistic. He didn’t want strings, and he was practically sex starved. I was just an outlet. Don’t get me wrong, it was probably the best sex I’ve had in years, but it was just sex.

      “Jason, I… I’m glad you’re back, but this can’t happen again.”

      His face instantly dropped and a curtain of anger masked his earlier expression. He stepped back and deftly gestured towards the door, without any objection. I knew I should have said more, but somehow I didn’t think that anything I said at this point would change the way he felt about me.  I tiptoed down the hallway, but when I heard the toilet flush, I knew Jaime had come back upstairs. Hoping the sound of the water flushing masked my steps I ran down the hall as quickly disappeared into my room.

      It was only a few seconds, but it felt like hours before I heard the sound of her door click. Climbing into bed, I pressed my fingers to my swollen lips. Running my tongue over my top lip, I could still taste the hint of root beer that had lingered on his tongue. I knew this could never happen again, and that it was the right thing to do. But how could something so wrong, feel so right?
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      After the incident last night with Ally and my sister’s untimely interruption, it had taken me several hours to fall back asleep. Even when I did manage to fall asleep it was restlessly. I spent all night tossing and turning, and when I finally woke up and rolled over to see the clock on my nightstand it was already after 10 am, I wasn’t all that surprised. I hadn’t meant to sleep that long, but I also hadn’t planned on a midnight rendezvous with Ally.

      Nevertheless, I didn’t have time to dwell on the whole debacle. Even though I had been released, I was still required to report to a parole officer. My original sentence had been 15 years; however, I had the option of being paroled after eight for good behavior, so my time spent in solitary and staying out of trouble paid off. Once released, I would be on probation for a year. Any violation and I would be sent back to prison for the remainder of my sentence. I didn’t want that. I couldn’t go back there. I would do whatever it took to keep from going back there.

      I grabbed a quick shower and then headed downstairs. I was surprised to find Jaime at the kitchen table, text books spread out and huddled over a legal pad. She looked up from her books and smiled sheepishly.

      “I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to let you sleep in or not, but I figured you needed it.”

      I just shrugged, “it’s fine, I just have to call my parole officer by 11.”

      She made a face at the mention of the parole officer but I just ignored it. Instead I focused on the books at the table. “What are studying?”

      “I’ve got a chem lab quiz this afternoon. Just trying to make some quick notes I can study from. I should actually be heading out to meet up with my study group, but I wanted to see you before I left.”

      My sister really made me proud, with everything she had to go through, she still found the drive to study. She wrote down couple more sentences and then began to pack up her books while I rummaged around in the fridge for stuff to make a sandwich. Pleased by the fact that the content in the fridge didn’t consist solely of diet food, I grinned, it was really good to be back home.

      “I have classes all afternoon and then a shift at the bookstore so I won’t be home until 10. You’ll be okay by yourself right?” she asked her brow furrowing with concern.

      I lifted my head up out of the fridge and just smiled as she came over.

      “Yes, I think I can manage to occupy myself,” I said as I kissed her on the nose.

      She crinkled her nose and rolled her eyes just like I thought she would.

      “Fine, I won’t worry. See you later bro,” she hollered over her shoulder as she headed out the door.

      I smiled to myself, enjoying the feeling of someone watching my back. It had been a long time since I had felt that. I quickly fixed two beefy sandwiches and poured a big glass of milk before grabbing the cordless phone. I was thankful that Jaime had kept the house phone, otherwise I would have had to find a payphone to make the call to my officer. I took the piece of paper out with his number and dialed. It rang three times before a woman’s voice answered.

      “Malcolm Dunlevy’s office, how can I direct your call?”

      “Um, yes hi, this is Jason Armstrong, I was told I needed to check in with Mr. Dunlevy within 24 hours of my release.”

      I felt a little uneasy about how she might treat me but was pleasantly surprised when she maintained the polite and homey tone.

      “Of course, one moment Mr. Armstrong and I will see if he is available.”

      I was a bit taken back at being addressed as Mr. Armstrong. In prison I was referred to only as prisoner 57124, or monikers too vile to repeat. I was on hold for maybe 30 seconds before her voice came back on the line to let me know she was transferring me to him.

      “Malcom Dunlevy,” answered a deep baritone voice.

      “Yes sir, this is Jason Armstrong. I was released from Kenworth Prison yesterday and was told I needed to check in with you this morning.”

      “Armstrong…. Armstrong…Arm,” he muttered more to himself. It sounded like he was shuffling papers on his desk looking for something. “Ah, yes here we are. Jason Armstrong. Voluntary manslaughter, sentenced to 15 years, paroled after eight.”

      It was ugly to hear him rattle off the details so casually and not sure how else to respond, I replied with another, “Yes sir.”

      “According to your parole requirements you are to check in with me within 24 hours, which you’ve already done. You are to continue to check in with me twice a month for the duration of your probationary period which is 12 months.”

      Most of what he was telling was not news to me. The day of my parole hearing, after it had been granted, the warden had gone over the details of my probation. But I let him list the details and acknowledged each one of them as he went.

      “The final requirement is to be gainfully employed within two weeks’ time.”

      This last one was news to me.

      “Excuse me sir,” I interrupted. “Did you say two weeks’ time?

      “Yes, that’s correct.”

      “Um, is that a new requirement, because the warden didn’t say anything to me about it after my parole hearing?”

      I hated the uncertainty in my voice, but I had no idea how I was going to find a job in such a short amount of time. Not with my record and with Gladys Walters still a very prominent figure in the community even at her age.

      “No, it’s a standard probationary requirement,” he answered curtly. “Is there a problem Mr. Armstrong?”

      “No sir, it just caught me off guard. I am just not sure that I can find anyone in this town to hire me with my record sir.” I hated to admit it, but it was the truth, “It’s uh, complicated.”

      His tone softened a bit, “I am aware of your situation and the prominence of the Walters family. I have spoken with several of the city councilors and they assured me that you wouldn’t receive any prejudice.”

      I gave a derisive snort before I could stop myself. Quickly apologizing, “I’m sorry sir. I just hope you are right.”

      “I’m confident there are people in this town who are willing to give you the benefit of the doubt.”

      After a few more instructions, we agreed for me to contact him again in two weeks. I hung up, feeling far from confident. I knew it was going to be an uphill battle, and by no means did I expect life outside prison to be a walk in the park, but two weeks was ridiculous. If anything, the department could have assigned me to some sort of community service. But since my instructions were loud and clear, I had no choice.  I was willing to do what it takes to stay out of prison and be there for Jamie.  If I was honest with myself, I didn’t want to leave Ally either, but I tucked that thought away as soon as it came up.

      Just after midday, I got the newspaper, and worked my way down the list of possible vacancies advertised in the job section. To my dismay there were no real jobs that would suit me right away, most of them wanted credentials, experience, degrees, the list was simply endless. Considering my rep, I stood no chance to get a decent job.  My next step was to walk door to door hoping that somewhere, someone would offer me a chance at making something of my life. Luckily our town was relatively small, and the business district was only about a mile and a half away. I wish I could have had my parole officer’s optimism, I thought as I made my way there.

      But once I started knocking on doors, reality set in. No one was interested in employing me. It was like a penguin caught in oil slick and then being held in captivity for years until it could be rehabilitated enough to be released back into the ocean. In the case of humans however, there was no such thing as a slow fade back into a world that you had no part of for most part of your adult life. While life inside the prison pretty much stagnated, life on the outside progressed at a much faster pace.

      After being turned down by more than a dozen places, some of them even displaying Help Wanted signs in the window, I suspected that either the councilors had lied to Mr. Dunlevy or Gladys had gotten to them already. Some made the excuse that they already filled a position; while some blatantly admitted that having a staff member with a criminal record was bad for business. That much I could still handle, but then there were the ones who were downright assholes, not bothering to hide their hostility.

      After being berated by an elderly lady at the fabric store and called a murderer to my face, I had all but accepted my fate and that I would be heading back to prison in next to no time. For a moment, I wondered if that wouldn’t be better, I would be no burden to Jaime, Ally wouldn’t have to put up with me again, and they could both carry on with life in the fast lane. I continued walking, not really paying attention to where I was headed. I eventually arrived at a bar on the outskirts of town called Hennigan’s. So much had changed over the years, new buildings had been erected, some of the older places I did recognize had been completely restored and revamped, and this bar was one of those. From what I could remember it was a downright shady bar, but standing in front of it, it looked like it had been completely transformed.

      I had no idea what to expect when I first entered, but I was pleasantly surprised. The ambience was dark without being dingy; the mahogany wood of the bar was polished to sheen, so much so you could probably lick a spilled drink off the counter. And even at 4pm in the afternoon, the bar had a decent crowd. I hesitated at the door, not sure if I would end up running into one of the many enemies, known and unknown, who would want to have a piece of me. I scanned the crowd and then I casually headed up to the bar and ordered a whiskey on the rocks. I pulled a bowl of peanuts closer and grabbed a handful, anything to look preoccupied and not like some shady stranger about to start trouble. The bar tender placed the glass in front of me and casually moved on to the next customer. She was a fetching woman in her late thirties or early forties by my guess. She didn’t take much care to get all dressed up and the minimal makeup showed that she wasn’t the type to hide behind a fake face. What you saw was what you got. Although she was a small woman, she looked like she could handle herself; she radiated an air of confidence that could quite easily intimidate.

      After a couple of drinks, I ordered an appetizer to soak up the alcohol I have been indulging in, then a second and a third.  I must have looked rather pathetic because by the third one, she came over and asked, “Okay, so who pissed in your cheerios?”

      “What?” I looked up in surprise.

      I guess I had been wallowing in my own self-pity, or she knew who I was and that was her point of entry.

      “You’ve been sitting here for three hours, nursing my cheapest whisky, snacking on oily fries and looking like someone kicked your puppy. Spill it.”

      I studied her briefly, there was a tenderness behind the cold exterior that reminded me of my own mother, or maybe the whiskey had softened me up and had broken down the walls I had erected around myself. I found myself confiding in her. I told her everything. About being paroled and trying to take care of my sister and how my parole officer had assured me that this town had forgiven me but the harsh reality was that the people here in Galena had the memory of an elephant, and the Walters name still had clout.

      At the mention of Gladys Walters, her face hardened. I thought for sure I’d done it, and that she too was in the pocket of the Walters. She stared at me for a long minute, before asking pointedly, “You Joe Armstrong’s boy, aren’t you?”

      That was not the question I had expected her to ask.

      “Yeah, I am,” I answered hesitantly, unsure of where this was going. She gave me a long measuring glance.

      “My father new him before he passed. He was a good man.”

      I didn’t quite know what to say, and just swirled the whiskey around in my glass. She uttered the words with such compassion that I felt my heart cramp in my chest.

      It was the great mystery of life that always had my mind boggled. I often wondered exactly what it was that maps out the road ahead for an individual. Circumstance and disaster were the things that shaped the yellow brick road to Oz, it either throws a left turn or gives you up hill, and you have no choice but to follow it diligently and hope that you eventually get to the end.

      “Are you an alcoholic?” she asked out of the blue.

      “No.”

      “You do drugs?”

      “No,” I answered a bit offended, “I’ve never touched drugs and I don’t plan on either.”

      “Good. You can start tomorrow night,” was all she said before walking away.

      “Wait, what?” I said shocked.

      She glanced back over her shoulder and said, “You heard me. Be here at 8pm.” And with that she walked into the back room as another bartender took over.
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      Yawning sleepily, I took another big sip of my grande Caramel Macchiato as I sat in the back booth at Java Jones. I had been coming here for the past few weeks straight, slipping out of the house at 6am to avoid Jason. Jamie had confronted me a few times, but I told her that I was just trying to get in some extra studying since I had papers to submit. I made up some excuse that I wasn’t coping too well with one or two courses, and had to put in extra effort if I was going to pass the mid-terms. In some way, there was some truth to the lie, studying part time and working was a little harder than being in college and running to classes all day.  Needless to say, my excuses, albeit valid, still weren’t enough to convince Jaime that everything was okay.

      It didn’t help that two days after we’d had sex; Jason had shown up at Hennigan’s. I had been about to confront him and ask him what the hell he was doing there, when Mac came by and introduced him as the new bouncer.

      And that right there just complicated everything. Jason was flung back into my life, like a comet out of orbit heading straight for impact. He was everywhere, in the house, at my work, in my head, and there was nowhere for me to hide. At home I pussy-footed around him, uttering an occasional hello or good night. Whenever a conversation started, I darted for my room, with the age-old “I have to study” spiel.  As for work, I did manage to get Mac to change my schedule Jason’s first week, but then she started giving me a hard time and questioning my motives. So, I had to go back to my normal working schedule since I couldn’t really give her a good reason for not wanting to work during happy hour when it was the busiest time. That, and I really needed the money. Tips at happy hour were the best, but that meant I had to spend close to six hours a day in Jason’s presence. Thankfully, when it was really busy I was distracted and hardly had time to think about him. But it was during those quiet times, when I could feel his eyes on me, that an undeniable flutter would swirl in the pit of my stomach. Of course, when it came to cashing up and so on, I had no choice but to be civil while he hovered around like a drone. We hardly spoke, but considering the tension, words weren’t exactly needed.

      I hadn’t really had time to reconcile what had transpired between us and I had no idea know how I felt about it. Truth be told, I had tried everything to avoid thinking about it. Hoping that ignoring it completely would somehow make it all just go away. But deep down, I knew that it wouldn’t, and that I was nothing but a coward.

      We were just getting ready for the heavy night rush, so I made a quick pit stop in the bathroom to freshen up, because I knew I wouldn’t have much time later. Layla, another waitress, was in the bathroom with me and we were bullshitting about work, college, and miscellaneous girl talk while we peed. We had worked together for two years and were pretty comfortable with each other. I was just finishing up when I heard her yell out.

      “Oh, DAMN!”

      “Is everything okay,” I asked concerned.

      “I started my damn period,” she responded, agitation clear in her voice. “And, I don’t have anything with me. Do you have a tampon?”

      Automatically, I began rummaging through my purse. I usually only kept them for when it was my time of the month, but I found a couple in the bottom of my purse. As I handed one to her under the stall, it hit me.  I shouldn’t still have these in my purse.

      While I was doing some quick math, and running through my mental calendar, I heard Layla yell a quick thanks and head out the door. I was thankful for the momentary solitude as my panic began to rise. I had put the tampons in my purse two weeks ago in preparation for my cycle; however I had not had to use them yet. The last time I remember being on my period was during the pop quiz which was almost two months ago. Feeling claustrophobic in the stall, I stepped out and up to the sink and rested my hands on the counter. In the mirror, my face was ghostly pale and my eyes appeared large and glazed as I stared at my reflection. That couldn’t be right, could it? But as I ran back through the days, realization hit me like a tidal wave. My breathing became quick and shallow, as my pulse accelerated. I was late. I am never late. My period has been like clockwork since my first cycle at thirteen. I tried to convince myself that it was just the stress of finals, work, and the situation with Jason that was causing my body to not cooperate, but I knew that wasn’t the case. Even with the stress of my mother’s death, my body has still maintained its rigid schedule. There was no doubt in my mind that I was pregnant. I would still take a test, but in my heart I knew I didn’t need it.

      Just then Mac burst through the door in a flurry, “Hey, Ally! What are you doing? Get your ass out here, we’re slammed!”

      I splashed some water on my face before apologizing and scurrying out the door. She was right, we were slammed. I didn’t feel all that enthusiastic about work, but there was no way for me to get out of it.  All the tables were full; there was even a line outside the door. I was sure we were pushing the limit on capacity, and half expected the Fire Marshall to come in and shut us down.

      For the first few hours, things were running smoothly, and once I settled into the evening, I welcomed the distraction. It wasn’t until around midnight when all hell broke loose. I had been serving a group of guys that had pulled two tables together. They appeared to be construction workers. For the most part they had been fairly reasonable to deal with. They ordered a ton of food and several pitchers of beer throughout the night.

      It was only when they started ordering rounds of shots that they began to get disorderly. A couple of them tried to convince me to take shots with them, but not only was it against Mac’s policy for us to drink with our patrons; I also didn’t want to take any chances if I was pregnant. Plus, I was not in the habit of drinking with complete strangers. I was able to politely decline a few times, however on the third round of shots, one guy wouldn’t take no for an answer. He grabbed me by the waist and pulled me down onto his lap. I tried desperately to free myself, but my attempts were in vain.

      I was getting ready to dump a pitcher of beer on his head, when a deep firm voice came up behind us.

      “Let her go.”

      I glanced up to see Jason’s big form towering over us. I had never been so relieved to have him here than in this moment. He didn’t yell at the guy. He didn’t have to. His tone left nothing to the imagination.  He was deadly calm, but deadly serious. The overzealous construction worker released and pushed me abruptly off his lap. I had to catch the edge of the table to keep from falling over. Jason glared at him as he reached out to steady me.

      “Tab them out, all of them. They are leaving,” he instructed me with the same eerie calm in his voice.

      “We ain’t done yet,” the man responded belligerently.

      Jason just ignored him and nodded for me to get the tab. I could see Mac watching us from the bar and I hurried over to the register and tabbed them all out.

      I handed each one of them their tabs. Most of them begrudgingly pulled out their wallets and began to pay. However, when I came around to Mr. Handsy, he stubbornly refused.

      “I SAID WE AIN’T DONE YET!” he shouted, slapping the bill folder out of my hands.

      “Pay the lady. NOW,” Jason ordered.

      He stood up from the table and for some stupid reason; I put myself in the middle.

      Plastering a fake smile on my face I said, “Will that be cash or card?”

      But the brute didn’t fall for it. Instead he shoved me out of the way for a second time, only harder and this time. I tripped and fell against the table sending pitchers crashing to the floor and shattering at my feet. Before I could gather myself, Jason had the guy by the scruff of the shirt and was nose to nose with him. He was pulled up so high his feet were barely touching the floor.

      I rushed to Jason and laid a hand on his arm. I could practically feel the tension vibrating through him.

      “Jason, let him go he’s not worth it.”

      Jason didn’t budge. The look in his eyes was pure meanness. It even sent me reeling back.

      “Please Jason, for me. Let him go. He’s not worth the trouble,” I implored, my eyes desperately trying to connect with his. I knew that if he got into any trouble, he would be sent back to prison immediately. Finally, I used the one card I knew he wouldn’t ignore.

      “Think of Jaime. Don’t do this.”

      His eyes cut over to mine and reluctantly Jason let the guy go and stepped back.

      Begrudgingly the man reached for his pocket and Jason turned around to step out of the way, but instead of pulling out his wallet, the guy pulled out a knife.

      “JASON!” I screamed but was too late.

      The guy had already lunged forward to plunge the knife in Jason’s back. Faster than I could have thought possible, Jason sidestepped out of the way. The man’s momentum carried him forward past Jason. When he swung back around, Jason grabbed his arm and bent it, the wrist up at an impossible angle. You could hear the bones snap and the man dropped the knife, screaming in excruciating pain.

      That should have been the end of it, but just as Jason released the man and backed up, his friends joined in. They ganged up on him, surrounding him and attacking in twos and threes. But Jason was like a feral animal that had been backed into a corner. He didn’t back down and attacked them with a savagery, uncaring that he was being punched and kicked by one as he deflected and attacked another. One of the men reached over and grabbed an empty beer bottle. When he prepared to swing it over the back of Jason’s head, I didn’t think, I just reacted.

      In a high arc, I swung a serving tray as hard as I could at the man’s arm. But it wasn’t the tray that crashed into his arm; it was a baseball bat from elsewhere. Mac had stepped in, and she didn’t think twice.  It crashed into his forearm with a dull thud and he dropped to his knees holding his arm.

      In the time it took Mac to down the guy, the rest of them were already running out of the bar and Jason had started shoving the injured towards the door.  The intensity of the situation hit me and I began to shake uncontrollably. My legs felt week and my lungs felt heavy, like I couldn’t get any air. A pair of slender yet sturdy arms guided me to the back office. It was Mac who helped me onto the couch. She thrust a tiny snifter of brandy in my face and told me to drink. I tried to ward it off at first because of the possible pregnancy, but she insisted. Deciding that going into shock would be worse; I threw back the dark liquid. The fiery liquid burned its way down my throat, and almost instantly the warmth that settled in my stomach eased the panic. The chill that had seeped into my bones slowly started to fade.

      Mac sat perched on the edge of the worn maple desk while I pulled myself together. Once I managed to get my teeth to stop chattering and my hands to stop shaking, I asked her how Jason was. She said he appeared no worse for wear but she had sent him to hospital to get himself checked out. But she and I both knew that he wasn’t the type to voluntarily go to the hospital. Someone would have had to drag his unconscious body there before he would go on his own.

      I wasn’t in any condition to drive and even though I was concerned for Jason, I wasn’t comfortable facing him right now. I had seen a side of him tonight that I had never witnessed. I knew he had been sent away for a long time, but nobody really talked about why. Other than the public knowledge that it was a charge of involuntary manslaughter for killing his step-father, I had no clue as to what provoked him or why he did it. Not even Jaime spoke of it.

      Then it hit me. Was this the kind of man I wanted to be the father of my child? Even if I wasn’t pregnant, was this someone I wanted to live with in the same house with? Too tired to wrestle with the answers to my many questions, I sighed and lay back against the arm of the sofa. Mac tossed me a pillow and blanket and told me I could sleep in the office for the night. Taking her up on the offer, I curled up in a ball on the couch and in no time at all, fell into a deep sleep.
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      Even though Mac had insisted that I leave work and go to the hospital to get checked out, I refused to go. I didn’t tell her that, but I knew she didn’t believe me when I promised her I would. I had taken much more brutal beatings in prison than this bar fight. It was just a few bumps and bruises, nothing that wouldn’t heal. Thankfully the blade never got close to me.

      I was more worried about Ally. When she started shaking and her eyes glazed over, I recognized the signs of shock. But I knew that I wasn’t the one to console her.  She had made that blatantly clear by avoiding me every chance she got. I couldn’t help but think that me working at the same place was looking for trouble. Had I known she also worked there when Mac offered me a job, I would have turned it down there and then. To find her working there was a surprise on my first day.  I could tell by the look on her face that she thought I had gotten the job to be near her.

      Although, I yearned to talk to her about what happened between us, I respected her space. She still caught me staring at her every now and again at work, but I couldn’t help it. I was drawn to her; I had been since we were younger. She haunted my dreams at night and visited my thoughts during the day. And no matter how hard I tried to ignore it, I couldn’t. I had no idea what to do, but I knew we couldn’t go on much longer living as strangers in the same house. I contemplated waiting for her outside, but when Mac came over to me after the fight, she assured me that she would take care of Ally.

      On my way home, I had a lot of time to think about everything that had happened. It wasn’t about the fight. I was a bouncer. It went with the territory. Besides, it wasn’t the first brawl I’d been in and probably wouldn’t be the last. No, the thoughts that kept coming into my head were about the future. While in Kenworth, I lived in the moment, struggling to survive day by day, never thinking about anything else. The future didn’t matter, since I already appeased myself with the fact that I didn’t have one to look forward to. There were days where I half expected it to be my last.

      I tried to not let the darkness in, but sometimes it would still found me. There had been many nights in prison, when I had been so overcome with grief, shame, and loneliness that I had prayed for it to end. But those prayers had gone unanswered. But last night, for the first time, I was thankful that I had survived.

      I climbed the steps to our front porch, but instead of walking in I sat down on the old porch swing. Swaying slowly, I tried to think about what I wanted, where I saw myself in a few years from now, who I saw myself with and what I wanted out of life. Once the probationary period was up, I was free to leave the city. Hell, I could leave the state or even the country and start over.  I tried to imagine where I would go or what I would be doing. But whenever I thought about the future, all I could see was Ally’s face. I wanted the opportunity to make things right with her. I wanted a future with her, but my hopes for that had diminished to nothing but a puff of smoke swirling up into the atmosphere and slowly disappearing.

      As I stood up to head in, a pair of headlights blinded me before turning into the drive. Once the white spots faded, I could see Jaime coming up the walk, but her smile faded instantly.

      “Jason, oh my god. What happened?” she cried out and rushed up the steps immediately inspecting the bruises that marred my face.

      “Easy, easy,” I said pulling her hands away from my face. The swelling was down, but it was still sensitive.

      “What happened?” she asked again.

      “There was an incident at the bar tonight.”

      “An incident? This looks like a lot more than an incident Jason.”

      “It looks worse than it feels,” I lied, but I didn’t want her to worry, “Look, I will tell you the details, but I don’t want to do it out here.”

      Glancing around at the neighboring houses, I felt exposed. She nodded in agreement and led the way inside. I followed her into the kitchen, where she pulled out two glasses and proceeded to pour us both a generous helping of whiskey. I didn’t ask her when she had started drinking whiskey. I would save that question for another time.

      “Okay, spill it,” she said as she eyed me curiously over the rim of her glass.

      “It’s really nothing.” But she just raised an eyebrow at me. “Okay, so it was a little more than nothing. There were a few guys who had too much to drink and began harassing Ally,” I began. “Relax, she’s fine.” I could tell she was about to lose her shit, so I quickly alleviated her fears. “She just got pushed into a table, but she is fine. She was in shock more than anything. Mac is having her stay with her tonight.”

      “So what happened to you then?” she asked softly.

      “It wasn’t a big deal; really, one of the guys got a little handsy with Ally.” I shrugged trying not to make too much of it. “I came over and politely asked the guy to let her go.”

      “Politely huh?” she said.

      “Yes, politely, anyways, I told her to tab them out. When it came time to pay, they didn’t want to leave and they needed a little encouragement.”

      “Encouragement?”

      “Look Jaime, I didn’t hit him first if that’s what you are concerned about. He pushed Ally into the table and I stepped in to make sure she was okay and that they were leaving. Then he came at me when my back was turned. It was self-defense, nothing more. Eventually, they left and that was it.”

      She stared at me with a blank expression, but her eyes strained as if they were trying to detect a lie. I held myself under her direct gaze, refusing to look away.

      “Okay, if that’s all you say it was. Then I believe you. I’m just glad you’re okay.”

      I felt a little bit of guilt at not having told her the whole truth. I may have glossed over the details about the knife and may have left out a couple of guys, but she didn’t need to know the exact details; at least not tonight. The important thing was that Ally wasn’t hurt and my face would heal. That seemed to placate her for the time being. We chitchatted for a little bit longer, but between the shot of whiskey and coming down from the adrenaline rush from the fight, I was beat. Claiming exhaustion, I begged off to bed and headed upstairs. I didn’t even bother getting undressed. I just kicked off my shoes and flopped into bed fully clothed. In a matter of minutes, I was fast asleep.

      Sometime in the night, I must have woken up and stripped because I woke in just boxers and a t-shirt with my clothes scattered all over the floor. I didn’t remember doing it, but I must have gotten hot or something. Still feeling a little rough from the night before, I took a long shower before heading down to the kitchen.

      I found a sweet little note from Jaime on the refrigerator. She had made me some scones before she headed off to class. I had just finished off my second one, when the doorbell rang.

      Who the hell could that be?

      Whoever it was must have been really persistent, because I had barely made it to the door before they rang the doorbell again.

      “What the hell do you...,” but the words caught in my throat. Standing before me were two county police officers. One of whom, I recognized as the officer who had arrested me for the murder of my step-father eight years ago. Ice cold fear, gripped my spine and sheen of clammy sweat broke out on my forehead.

      “Mr. Armstrong?” the older one asked. Him I didn’t recognize. Either he was new to the force, or hadn’t been involved in my case.

      “Yes,” I answered slowly. I hated cops. Especially the county cops because they had all been in the Walters back pocket. I had never shared with anyone the abuse I had suffered at the hands of the cops. No one would have believed me anyway. And even if they did, they would have believed that I deserved whatever treatment I got.

      “We need you to come with us down to the station.” His voice was monotone and his expression blank, but warning bells were going off in my head. “We just want to ask you a few questions.”

      Bullshit

      “Why can’t you just ask me now?”

      “Cut the crap Armstrong!” Officer Maynard piped up. He had always been an arrogant son of a bitch. “We know you kicked the crap out of some guys at Hennigan’s last night. And now they are pressing charges. It’s back to the big pen for you, my friend.”

      “Cool it Maynard,” the officer stepped in, thumping a hand to his chest. From the name on his badge, he was Officer Kristoff.

      I looked at Officer Kristoff because he seemed the more level-headed of the two. “I don’t know what they told you, but they jumped me. They were harassing one of our waitresses, even pushed her, and then they jumped me.”

      “Likely story,” Maynard scoffed, but Officer Kristoff cut him off with a glare.

      “Mr. Armstrong, I’m sorry but you have to come to the station with us. Now you can come quietly under your own volition, or we can place you under arrest.”

      I glanced from one cop to the other. Maynard was practically vibrating in his polished wingtips, itching to put me in handcuffs again. But I couldn’t give him the satisfaction. I thought of Jaime and how she would handle this. I owed it to her, to minimize the damage.

      Nodding my ascent, Officer Kristoff backed off gesturing towards the car. Thankfully, they were in an unmarked car and not a police cruiser. I closed and locked the door behind me before climbing into the backseat. As we pulled out of the driveway, I glanced up at the house and prayed that this would not be the last time I saw it.
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      I’m pregnant.

      No matter how many times I said it, I still couldn’t quite wrap my head around it. It didn’t matter that I had pretty much already figured it out before the test confirmed it. It still caught me off guard, so much so that I hadn’t been able to hear a word during the lecture. Pre-midterm lectures were in full swing, and although I studied through correspondence, I did have the benefit of attending some lectures throughout the year, which all happened to fall in line with Jaime’s roster. I was thankful for her, she went to classes every day, and then I copied her notes. She also helped me out with topics that were unclear in the online material supplied.

      “Hey. Earth to Ally.”

      Jaime’s hand flashed in front of my face, close enough to make me flinch. I jerked back and then glared at her.

      “There you are. What the hell is wrong with you? You haven’t picked up your pencil once, have you heard anything that’s been said?”

      Heat rushed up to my cheeks, embarrassed that I had been caught so out of it. That, and I was trying to figure out how I was going to tell Ally that I was pregnant, and that her brother was the father; not to mention breaking the news to Jason.

      “Sorry, my mind’s been all over the place today, I didn’t sleep that well,” I fibbed.

      “I figured, Jason told me what happened, at least you weren’t hurt.”

      “I guess.”

      As we were packing our bags to leave, Jaime’s cell phone rang giving me a reprieve from her interrogation. But it was short lived. As we walked down the hall together I could tell something was drastically wrong based on her end of the conversation.

      “Jason. Wait. What’s wrong?” Her face drained of all color and she put a hand to the wall for support. Large fat tears pooled and began dripping down her face. Alarmed, I tried to ask her what was wrong but she waved me off, continuing with her call. We were drawing attention to ourselves, so I ushered her into an empty classroom and shut the door for privacy. Switching from one foot to the other, I anxiously waited for the conversation to end so I could find out what was wrong. All I knew right now was that it involved Jason. And whatever it was, it was bad.

      “Okay, okay I’ll be right there. Don’t worry. We’ll get this all straightened out.”

      She shoved her phone in her pocket, her hands visibly shaking and then looked at me without really seeing me, obviously distraught. When she reached for her keys, I put a hand on her arm.

      “Jaime, you are in no condition to drive at the moment. Take a minute to calm yourself. Tell me what happened.”

      She shrugged off my hand, but she at least set her purse and keys on the table. Her voice edged with panic she relayed the phone call.

      “Jason was arrested this morning. He was talking too fast for me to get all the details, but it had something to do with the brawl last night at the bar.” She eyed me suspiciously. “What exactly happened last night?” she demanded.

      I quickly told her the details of the fight. Apparently, Jason had left out the part about the knife because her face blanched again when I mentioned it. But she remained quiet when I finished.

      “Jason said it was self-defense. If the guy attacked him from behind with a knife, I don’t understand why they would arrest him. He is saying they could send him back to prison for the rest of his original sentence!”

      I didn’t say anything, but my expression must have spoken volumes. Despite the guy attacking Jason first, and with a weapon, there were several times during the fight where I thought Jason could have resorted to less violence. Seeing him that way, and what he was capable of, had shown me a side to him that I didn’t want to see. Now that I knew I was carrying his child, I didn’t know if I wanted to get involved.

      “What?” she asked.

      I just shook my head. “It’s nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing Ally. I’ve known you for more than half your life, and can read you like a book. Now tell me what that face was for!” she demanded.

      Sighing deeply, I hesitated while I searched for the right words. She just simply stood there with her arms crossed waiting for me to continue.

      “It’s true that he was attacked from behind with a knife last night. But, you weren’t there.”

      “Go on,” she urged.

      “He disarmed the guy in seconds, and it should have been over. But, he broke his wrist and then smashed his face into the table. That’s when his friends got involved. I know they attacked him as a group, so it wasn’t a fair fight.”

      I hesitated, feeling a mixture of dread and guilt swirl around in the pit of my stomach. How did you tell your best friend that you were afraid of her brother?

      “I don’t know. It was scary and not because he was outnumbered. I was more worried for the other guys. Jason was a completely different person.  He was cold and calculatingly brutal. He was savage and feral like a caged tiger that had just been let out.”

      “So, WHAT? You’re saying he deserves to go to jail? That he’s some kind of monster?” she yelled back.

      “No….no, that’s not what I meant. It’s just…well maybe he needs some help, a support group of sorts to work through the anger,” I tried to reason. “I mean it’s not the first time he’s attacked someone and it got out of hand.”

      I hadn’t meant to mention her step dad, but she had pushed.

      “You have no idea what you’re fucking talking about Ally. Of all people, I would have thought you would have understood.”

      Her face was a mask of agony and anger. I felt terrible and stepped towards her, but she held up her hand.

      “I only know what I see, no one has ever bothered to tell me what really happened and why he is so angry,” I started, “I know prison can change a person, but Jason has a lot of rage that’s been bottled up for years, so please explain it to me so that I can understand,” I begged.

      I could see her wrestling within herself, trying to gain control of her emotions.

      “It’s true, Jason did kill my stepfather. But it wasn’t in cold blood. He was defending me.”

      She took a deep breath and began to relay in detail the horrifying events that led up to the death of her stepfather and the traumatic events afterwards. I listened in shock and horror at the deplorable acts she had endured.

      “You see, Wallace had taken a special interest in me about the time I turned fourteen. I didn’t think much of it at first. I mean it made me a little uncomfortable. But everyone was always talking about how he was such a wonderful man for taking Jason and I in as his own and how much his family had done for this town. I felt like I couldn’t complain. It started with little things he did at first. He would rest his hand on my thighs. Sometimes his hand would slip and he’d act embarrassed and apologize. Creepy things, but if I tried to say anything to Mom, she would tell me I was making things up and being ungrateful.”

      At this point she had begun pacing the room, wringing her hands as she continued.

      “Then one night, it escalated…”

      I just stood there listing in horror as she told me what had happened that dreadful night, when Jason had taken matters in his own hands. I was shocked and angry, angry at Wallace for being a pig, angry at myself, angry at Ally for never having told me, or anyone else for that matter.  As she told me in detail what Wallace had done, and how Jason had found him with her and lost his mind, my heart melted. All this time he had to live with the fact that he had killed someone, someone who clearly deserved it.

      Jason was angry, and rightfully so. And maybe the way that other jackass at the bar acted when he pulled me on to his lap had triggered Jason’s anger.

      Tears were streaming down my face too now, how could I not have known? How could I have not been there for my best friend during the worst time in her life? She not only lost her brother, but her mother, and her innocence all in a very short time. I felt selfish. But most of all, I felt ashamed. I should have known better.

      “Jaime, I’m so sorry,” my lips trembled as I spoke. “I know it’s hardly enough to make up for not being there for you, or judging Jason so harshly, but I am truly and terribly sorry.”

      It literally felt as if my heart had been shredded into a million pieces, the immense emptiness and sorrow that ransacked my insides, were like a tornado leaving only destruction in its wake.

      She gave me a wan smile and then we flung our arms around each other, holding each other as we both cried for what seemed like ages. Eventually, sniffling we both drew back, and I was the first to speak.

      “Where is he being held?”

      “He’s being held at the County precinct. I don’t even know if they will grant bail,” she replied, her lips still trembling with emotion.

      “Well let’s go and find out. I was there that night, I can attest to the fact that he was attacked first.”

      With no time to waste, we rushed to Jaime’s car, she was in no state to drive, so I drove and we made our way to the precinct, as fast as the speed limit would allow us. The whole way there, I couldn’t help but revisit the past. Now that I knew exactly what had happened, little things I never bothered to remember, surfaced. The times I used to stay over at Jaime’s place, and how she always insisted that I don’t leave her alone. The little things I never bothered to pay attention to, like when Wallace would casually smacked her bottom when we were in the kitchen and how she used to swat his hand away angrily. It all made sense now. And the more I thought about it, the worse I felt. I just hoped that it wasn’t too late to set things right.
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      On our way there I was hopeful that they would have to let him out on bail because I was a witness in his defence. However, my hopes were soon dashed the moment we walked in. The vile matriarch of the Walters family was already there making a huge stink. She was telling anyone who would listen that Jason should be remanded to the custody of the state penitentiary immediately.

      She lost it even further when Jaime and I walked in. “What do you think you are doing here?” she demanded. “You can’t help your vile brother now. He’s proven to everyone what I already knew. He is a monster that deserves to be locked up.”

      Before Jaime could respond, I stepped in front of her and I wasn’t going to lie, but getting in Mrs. Walter’s face felt pretty damn good.

      “I was there last night, Gladys,” I said purposely using her first name instead of addressing her with respect, “Jason was acting in self-defense. Those men attacked him first, after they got handsy with me and he asked them politely to leave.”

      “Lies, it’s all lies! You probably already spread your legs for him, you wanton trollop,” she responded with spittle flying.

      A giggle burst forth, startling everyone watching the scene including myself. But I couldn’t help it. Who still uses the word wanton or trollop?

      “My relationship with Jason is none of your goddamn business. And it still doesn’t change the fact that I was there and I know what I saw, along with dozens of other patrons, including Mac.”

      Gladys opened her mouth to speak but one of the officers stepped in between us. From the name on the badge, this was Officer Kristoff.

      “Ladies, nothing is going to be settled here by yelling.” Looking a little nonplussed, he turned to address Gladys. “Now, Mrs. Walters, I understand your personal feelings in this matter, however we cannot forego the law and Mr. Armstrong’s right to due process.”

      I smirked smugly at her from behind his shoulder. But, he wasn’t done either.

      “And you, young lady. I will take your witness statement but I will warn you that should it be found that you are providing a false statement to protect him, you will be subject to the consequences.”

      Feeling defiant, I replied hotly, “I am not lying and I’d be willing to take a polygraph test regarding the validity of my statement.”

      I could see the shock and surprise behind Gladys’s eyes, but she quickly contained herself. “It’s a case of he said, she said. Besides, where is this supposed weapon you both speak of? Nothing was found on any of the men involved. I bet you are just making that up.”

      Before things could get further out of hand, the officer ordered us to apart. Gladys was escorted out and I was taken to a back room to give my statement. Jaime sat in the waiting room until it was over. By the time we were done at the station, it was time for me to go to work. I didn’t feel much like working that evening. Thankfully, business was slower on Sunday nights. Mac could tell something was up and finally cornered me in the stock room and after a moment of browbeating, I spilled everything.

      She stood there and listened as I confided in her about all the events that had led up to today. Once, I opened my mouth it was like a floodgate. I told her about Jason and me, the pregnancy, the arrest, and Jason’s prior conviction, which funny enough she knew all about. When I mentioned Wallace’s name and what he had done to Jaime, Mac turned white as a sheet.

      “Meet me at the precinct tomorrow at 9, we have a certain matter to settle,” she said icily.

      “Uh… okay, but why?”

      She didn’t say a word, simply shook her head and walked out. I sighed and rested my hand on my stomach. I didn’t look pregnant, but I knew that in no time, my belly would be showing and everyone would figure it out. I was going to have to tell Jason and Jaime sooner or later.

      [image: ]

      The next day, Jaime and I drove to the station. We were both anxious to know what Mac was planning, and by the time we got there, she was already waiting for us. The look on her face was one of pure determination.

      We followed her up to the counter. She asked to speak with Officer Kristoff, that she had important evidence in the case against Jason Armstrong. An Officer Maynard happened to be walking by and snorted with derision.

      “Don’t tell me we have another girlfriend, willing to testify on Jason’s behalf. That boy must sure get around a lot.”

      Mac directed her steely gaze towards the arrogant officer, “I would be very careful what you say to me Brett.”

      Jaime and I both looked at each other wide-eyed at the mention of his first name. The officer seemed taken aback too.

      She didn’t let up, she steamrollered on, “I know all about you. We wouldn’t want the truth about the little mishap with Old Man River’s brand new tractor to come to light now would we? If I am not mistaken, there is no statute of limitation on theft and destruction of property in our lovely little town, is there?”

      Officer Maynard didn’t bother to respond. He just turned and stomped off, but not before we could see the flush of red creep up his neck under his uniform. Mac turned back to the officer at the desk and repeated her request to see Officer Kristoff.

      We only had to wait a few minutes before Kristoff came to the front. “Yes, ma’am, I understand you have information on the assault case against Jason Armstrong.”

      “It’s more than that. I have proof that he was acting in self-defense,” she replied calmly.

      “And you are?” the officer asked.

      “My name is Mac. Mackenzie Roberts. I own the Hennigan’s bar where the assault took place and was working there the night of the incident.”

      “I can take your statement, but understand there are six other witnesses who state Jason was the offending party.”

      Mac reached into her bag and pulled out a disc. She handed it over to the officer. “Here is a copy of the surveillance footage from the cameras inside my bar. There are six separate cameras, with plenty of angles to show that not only was Jason not the aggressor, your complainant is lying. There was in fact a weapon that he used to attack Jason with from behind. I am sure he also failed to mention that prior to assaulting Jason, he also assaulted one of my waitresses,” she explained. She pointed toward me at that last statement.

      “Let’s have a look then,” said the officer. We followed him back into an interviewing room where he cued up the disc. After only a moment, six different camera angles appeared on screen.

      “If you fast forward to midnight, that is right before the altercation began,” Mac instructed.

      Officer Kristoff did as he was told and then we all sat back in muted silence as we watched the events unfold. I heard Jaime gasp when I was thrown against the table and again when the man came at Jason with the knife.

      The incident only took a matter of about 10-12 minutes in total, but that night it had felt like it had lasted forever. At the conclusion of the video, Officer Kristoff cleared his throat. Looking somewhat abashed, he turned to us and said, “It looks like an apology is in order. Based on the clear evidence of the tapes, I can see without a doubt that Jason was acting in self-defense. I will be requesting his immediate release.”

      “I think it should also be known that at the time of the assault on Ally, she was with child. So, the man in the video should be charged not only with assault to her and Jason, but to her unborn child.”

      A pin drop could be heard in the room as all eyes went to me. But Jaime’s were the only ones I connected with. I hadn’t wanted the news to be shared this way, but I understood why Mac did it. She was just trying to protect me.

      “Is this true, Ally?” the officer asked me.

      Swallowing hard, I nodded. “Yes, sir,” I mumbled.

      “We will need to get some more information from you in order to process the assault charge, but that can be done at a later date.”

      He left us in front of the station, while he went to process the paperwork for Jason’s release and I could hardly look Jamie in the eye.

      “Is it true?” Jaime asked me gently. “Is it Jason’s?”

      I simply nodded, as I hugged my arms around my waist.

      “Does he know?” she asked

      I shook my head. “No, I just found out for sure yesterday morning. The only person I told was Mac, and she sort of bullied me into it.”

      There wasn’t much to say after that. Jaime was going to stay at the station until Jason’s release, while Mac took me home.

      Exhausted by the events of the day, I flopped down on the couch and quickly fell asleep

      It wasn’t until I felt a pair of gentle hands brushing the hair back from my head that I finally woke up. It was still light outside but only just. I blinked the sleep from my eyes and realized that it was Jason who was tenderly stroking my hair. He was sitting on the ottoman across from me with a big grin on his face.

      I sat up quickly and threw my arms around him in a fierce hug. He laughed as he hugged me back. Tears welled up in my eyes as he pressed his lips tenderly against mine.

      “I’m so sorry Jason,” I sobbed.

      “Shhh, shhh. None of that matters now,” he cajoled. “What matters is that you, Jaime, and Mac saved me. All charges were dropped and my probation hasn’t been violated. I’m a free man again.”

      “Thank God. I was so scared for you,” I replied.

      “I’d rather talk about something else,” he smiled while looking down at my stomach.

      I blushed immediately. “Isn’t there something you need to tell me?”

      I smiled shyly. “Err…yes. Um, well…” I stuttered but I couldn’t get the words out. Even though I knew the he already knew, I still couldn’t get it out.

      “Ally, there’s nothing I would want more,” he assured me.

      I looked up at him surprised. But all I could see was genuine love and excitement is his face.

      “Really, you’re not mad? I wasn’t trying to trap you or force you into having a family. I swear.”

      “Ally, don’t be ridiculous. I’ve had the hots for you since forever, now, it seems I’ve trapped you.”

      “You mean…” I said with a trembling voice.

      “I want us to be a family,” he whispered as he took both my hands in his, “I want to do this right. Time waits for no man. I know that better than anyone. Will you let me be there for the baby? And you? I promise I will do any and everything to make you both happy. You have my word.”

      I looked at him with eyes wide and my heart literally drumming against my chest. A few weeks ago, he was nothing but a memory, and now suddenly he was sitting in front of me asking me to be with him.

      “Yes, yes, I’d like that,” I whispered.

      “Yes!”

      It was Jaime who came bolting into the living room leaping on to Jason’s back, “I swear, if it took you two any longer to make-up, I would have done it for you!”

      All the stress of the past few weeks, or rather years, had simply vanished in the blink of an eye, and we all broke out in laughter. Jaime was ecstatic to become an aunt, and Jason couldn’t stop pressing his ear to my stomach.

      [image: ]

      
        THE END
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      I am one of the lucky ones. Most gifted people, most commonly known as monsters, are killed as soon as they come of age. It is a human’s legal right to kill a marked individual on sight. When I was young, as with the majority of my classmates, I was brought to a magically protected boarding school—Edmund’s Academy for the Gifted. Humans are pinged across the world if they attempt to infiltrate, and the gifted with malevolent intentions are sent back from where they had come. As long as they enter the academy with pure intentions, they can stay, even if those intents change.

      As a student, I am safe.

      At the age of nineteen, we gain a marking on our backs. It’s when the gifted become fully grown and legally able to be killed. To us, the marks are simply overdue birthmarks. They are different for everyone. They map out the destiny of their inhabitants, yet can be seen by anyone other than the wearer. After all, it is forbidden to know your calling unless deemed necessary by a prophet. Others are able to see pieces of the marking, but no one person can decipher the entire thing.

      I turn nineteen years old in six minutes.

      “What do you think your marking will say?” Coral asks from the bunk above mine. Her long red waves run down the side of our bed, and her excited voice energizes me. I am jittering from the anticipation of receiving my mark. What will the marking feel like? Will I feel an entirely new sense of importance once I am officially marked? I keep my eyes glued to the clock on the other side of the room.

      “I don’t know. Do you think it will hurt?” I ask nervously. I was born at 4:36 PM on July 2, 2197, and I have been waiting for this moment my entire life.

      “It shouldn’t. I call being the first to see,” she squeaks. I don’t allow my eyes to veer in Coral’s direction, but her hair disappears from my peripheral vision and I hear her walking around the room. Most people don’t have their best friend to comfort them while they receive their marks.

      “What if I don’t have a great destiny?” I ask, biting my bottom lip. I pull my bleach blond hair over my shoulder and allow it to fall down my right side.

      “Snow,” Coral starts, “your destiny is bound to be important. You are the only Elite mermaid in the academy.” I sigh and look away from the clock. Coral’s hair is the first thing that catches my attention, which is not unusual in any way. The mermaid warfare professor calls her Ariel, which is the name of an old movie character from the early 2000s. None of the students in the academy have lived nearly long enough to watch the film. All of the movies that gave monsters a positive connotation were destroyed.  The average lifespan of a mermaid is about 300 years, so some of the professors were around to see the movies before their downfall.

      “Being Elite means nothing,” I argue. It is simply the status a person gains if they are the leading individual in their species. They must have good scores in academics, battlefield strategy, ability control, and defense tactics. I just happen to have the best scores in each of the categories. Coral and I are both exceptional at controlling our abilities, so we room together.

      “It means everything. You have more opportunities than any of us. We are all forced into the human world after graduation, but you can stay here forever because you’re an Elite,” Coral says. I nod and look back at the clock. Six. Five. Four. Three. Two. “It’s time,” she says.

      I feel a slight burning sensation ease up my back slowly, starting just above my coccyx and widening as it slides up my back. The sensation is unlike anything I’ve ever felt and it fills me with purpose. It continues for less than a minute before stopping at my shoulder blades. My entire back is covered and I run to our full-length body mirror. I turn and pull my shirt over my shoulders before looking into the mirror.

      I see only tanned skin. “Is it there?” I ask.

      She clears her throat, and I monitor her every expression through the mirror. Her eyes widen and she rushes forward. “It’s there,” she murmurs. I grin from ear to ear and attempt to decipher her shocked expression. She can only see a small portion of my prophecy, but what she’s seeing is causing her face to spasm with multiple different emotions.

      “What is it? What do you see?” I ask.

      She smiles and shakes her head. “Being Elite definitely means something,” she says with a smile. We both know that it is against the rules to divulge another person’s destiny, but I can tell by her mere facial expressions that she saw something important.

      A scream echoes through the corridor loudly and my attention flies to the door of our room. Coral looks at me curiously and I do the same. I throw my shirt over my head before running from my room with Coral on my tail.

      The hallway is crowded with curious teenagers of all different origins. A few pixies float through the air and the magicians stand in the front of the crowd. Vampires make up the majority of the group. There are more vampires than any other species at the academy. A few mermaids are in the hallway, speaking among themselves curiously.

      It’s odd to have so many different species gathered around when we are usually separate. We have classes with our own kind and avoid other groups the majority of the time. I try to push myself to the front of the crowd in general curiosity. Coral leads, but I am grabbed from behind and pulled backward quickly. I don’t struggle against the grip of the person. Once I am in the back of the crowd, I am met with the calculated silver eyes of the academy’s Headmaster.

      “Miss. Annesley,” he greets me, “I have an important matter we need to discuss.”
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      On the way to the Headmaster’s office, I can’t help but wonder what had happened. He walks silently and I follow closely. When we arrive, I am ordered to sit. “Snow Annesley, it looks like you have killed your roommate,” he says with a firm, unreadable tone.

      I gasp and stand, ready to defend myself. “No, that’s impossible. I was waiting in my room with Coral. I received my mark and she saw it. Jasmine,” I begin, thinking about where my second roommate had gone. “Jasmine went to get an early dinner,” I recall. I look at the Headmaster in surprise, coming to a shocking revelation.

      “That’s right,” he begins, “she was killed. She drowned in the dining hall, but there is no water near her and she is in her human form.” I look at my feet and take a seat. Jasmine was also a mermaid, so the only way to drown her is to ensure she doesn’t shift forms, and only someone with extremely advanced abilities would be able to kill a mermaid with water.

      If even a drop of the liquid were to have fallen on her skin, she would have transformed into her fishlike form. If she had gotten wet, she would have been able to breathe both water and air, making it impossible to drown her. As a mermaid, we are able to control water and weather elements, so in theory, an exceptional mermaid should be able to use someone’s internal body fluids to drown them. After all, a human is roughly sixty percent water and a mermaid is eighty percent.

      Out of everyone, I am the only person in the school that should be able to accomplish such a thing.

      “Sir, I would never kill someone. You have to believe me,” I beg. I can’t bring myself to harm a fish, let alone a person.

      “A month ago, a vampire was killed. His head was torn from his shoulders, and the only person strong enough to tear off a vampire’s head is another vampire. The Elite was framed. A week ago, a shaman was killed by a horde of angry spirits, and the only person able to do so is the Elite. Do you see a pattern, Miss. Annesley?” I stare into his silver eyes for a moment and nod.

      “Or an assassin,” I whisper.

      “Precisely my point. If the assassin were a magician, he would have access to the spells necessary to kill his classmates and frame the Elites,” the Headmaster says. He is a powerful magician, so he knows exactly what can be accomplished with a spell book.

      Magicians can achieve almost anything with their books, but if they are also an assassin, they are far more powerful, thus able to mimic the abilities of another species. If we are dealing with an assassin who is a magician, it will be exceedingly difficult to find the party responsible—especially if the magician is being controlled by another creature.

      Assassins can be any species, but they must be bound to a master. A magician ties the two together and the assassin becomes invincible. The assassin is then forced to obey every command of his master. He becomes mindlessly enslaved. We have a few known assassins in the school. Their masters are all intelligent, level-headed individuals, but it appears that one pair has gone rogue.

      “Can’t you just evaluate each pair and find out who is committing the crimes. You know that the assassin must be a magician,” I say.

      “That is the problem. No known assassins are magicians, and this one is covering his tracks very well,” he says.

      “What would you like me to do?” I ask, knowing that I was not brought to his office for a mere discussion.

      “This problem is much larger than just you, Miss. Annesley,” he says. “I am enlisting the help of each of my Elites.”

      “Do you mean the Elites from each species?” I ask, realizing what that means. I will be working alongside people I have never attempted to associate with. How does he expect us to get along? None of the species hold any form of respect toward one another. We can tolerate each other, but people from different species have never gotten along well. We habitually remain with our own cliques.

      “Yes, the Elites from each species,” he says, “but before they arrive, there is an urgent matter we must discuss.” I nod for him to continue, still shocked that I will be working alongside so many different people. “When you become marked, you have the right to any of the items you were left with as a child,” he states, pulling a sealed envelope from the table beside him.

      I feel an overwhelming sense of betrayal and shake my head. My parents left me at the doorstep of the school as a newborn and never came back. I don’t want the letter they had left. “Keep it,” I say. I feel nothing but spite toward my long-lost family.

      “After your assignment you may change your mind,” he says with a knowing smile.

      The door to his office opens with a creak and a line of students step through. I don’t recognize any of them, but I know immediately who they are.

      “Hello,” the Headmaster greets each of them with a smile. “Please, take a seat,” he says, signaling to the couch. I don’t make eye contact with any of the students as they take their seats, each spaced out enough to avoid contact. In total, there are six individuals seated around me. I am the only mermaid.

      “Why are we here, sir,” a loud, graveling voice asks from the end of the couch. I can’t help but veer my attention in the direction of the guy. I gasp when I take notice of his appearance. He is handsome in a rough, unkempt way. His charcoal hair falls past his ears in a mess of waves and his sharp jaw looks as if it is forged from stone. I can tell from his pale skin and thin build that he is a vampire, but his lack of muscle is deceiving. Vampires are abnormally strong creatures.

      “Mr. Lancaster, you know exactly why you are here,” the Headmaster states cryptically. “As for the rest of you, I will explain.”

      He explains that people have been murdered and the Elites have been framed for each of the killings. He goes on with a long explanation, blaming an assassin duo for the shenanigans. “But with you six, I have the utmost confidence we can catch this killer,” he says.

      “What do we need to do?” The vampire asks, cutting straight to the point.

      “I need five of you to leave the academy and gather the ingredients necessary for a tracking spell. The Elite magician,” he looks at the magician beside me, “will stay here and set up the spell.”

      “Isn’t that dangerous?” A girl beside the vampire asks. Her shrill, whiny voice indicates that she is a pixie. They are very innocent creatures, but the kindest of everyone. Of all the species, fairies have the most diverse friend groups.

      “It is extremely dangerous but very necessary. Do you all accept the proposition?” The Headmaster asks. Nobody protests, knowing that this is the reason behind our intense training. We have been taught to fear the outside world, yet we are all eager to experience it from outside the academy walls. “Great. Let’s get started.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      We are each given a means to hide our true selves and blend into human societies. What we wear is disgusting and inhumane. I wonder why it is necessary. Is it common for people to dress in such filthy clothing? We are given the proper clothing and sent to a group dressing room to change. In the midst of changing, I notice the vampire’s eyes locked on my marking, but ignore him completely. We must learn to coexist with one another, and scolding him for looking at my marking is no way to make a friend.

      Once we are wearing our intentionally soiled clothing and back inside the Headmaster’s office, the Elite magician gives us each a list of ingredients we need to fetch. He appears to be uptight and unfriendly with his round glasses and immaculate posture. He looks down his nose at each of us as though we are here simply to serve him. “It is exceedingly important that you get each of these components,” the magician says. “Locater spells are challenging and I need each of these ingredients to get it right.”

      I look at my small note card and read each of the ingredients. Witch’s spell book, demon’s spirit, ogre’s tear (small capsule), troll’s tooth x3. “How are we supposed to find all of these things?” I ask anxiously.

      “That’s not my problem,” the magician says obnoxiously. “Just get everything in three days.” My initial judgment was correct. He is an uptight prick and I scoff at the tone he uses. He can’t order us around like we are objects.

      “Wait, why in three days?” The vampire asks with a stiff tone.

      “There is a full moon in three days. It’s the only time I can do the spell in the next month,” he responds as if the answer to the question is overly obvious.

      The Headmaster makes sure the magician is secured in his office before he escorts us to the front door of the academy. No non-graduated student has left the confines of the building’s walls for years, so as we walk through the doors in our disguises, I look back at the building in awe. It’s unkempt with moss growing up the side of all four walls. From the outside, it looks like a stone palace surrounded by lively, overgrown trees and bushes. It is a fortress of nature and I am unable to look away from the scene. The school is breathtaking.

      We have three days to conclude our journey, and I’m unsure if we can find the ingredients in double that time.
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      We walk down the desolate streets of the outside world and I can’t believe what I’m seeing. We had learned in our history classes that The Great War had destroyed the majority of the United States and laid the ground for what soon became The Western Nation. I saw pictures of the world as it used to be, but not what it has become. Seeing it now is devastating.

      The buildings are all either concaved or rustic and worn. Compared to the Academy, everything else is outdated and revolting. People sit on the street with filth covering their faces and torn clothing hiding their bodies. Nobody looks pleased with how their lives have progressed, so I attempt to mimic their expressions. A person with adventure in their eyes demands attention in a crowd of people who have given up on their lives.

      I wonder if they are all human.

      “I never got your names,” I say to the small group as we walk down the street. I need a distraction.

      “I’m Domino Elvy,” the pixie introduces. Looking at her now, I realize that she is unusual for a fairy. She’s petite and childlike, but she is tall. Most pixies are tiny by nature. “I’m twelve,” she says as though it’s an accomplishment to be such a young age.

      Nobody else speaks as we continue to walk through the street. I roll my eyes and look at Domino, who is strutting by my side happily. “I’m Snow Annesley and I’m nineteen as of today,” I introduce. She gasps.

      “You’re a mermaid. I thought you were the shaman. That’s awesome. Mermaids are beautiful. I should have known,” Domino says with a happy squeal.

      I grin and pat her back. “I’m Kole,” I hear from behind me. I turn and look at the vampire that has been following me closely since we left the academy. Kole is such a strong name for a strong person. “And I’m twenty.” I find it interesting that Kole is in my age range. Vampires live long lives, much like mermaids, so establishing a relationship with them isn’t exactly looked down upon.

      Unfortunately, they are commonly known for expressing intimacy only with their soulmates.

      We continue down the street and the other two Elites remain silent. “We need to find all of these ingredients and I have no idea where to look,” I admit.

      “Trolls are typically found in caves and there is only one cave near here. We can check it out,” Kole suggests.

      And with such a trivial suggestion, we head in the direction of the mountains bordering the village. Kole leads the group and I follow close behind him. I am repeatedly drawn to the marking that peaks from above his torn, gray sweater. It calls for me to decipher it, but I push my yearning aside and settle for doing what needs to be done. We need to find the troll’s tooth. I notice Kole turning his hazel eyes in my direction every few seconds and try hard to ignore it.

      As we near the woods, the few people who were inhabiting the streets disappear. Even the buildings are scarce. For the most part, there is only empty land near the woods. “We must be getting close,” I state absentmindedly.

      “Clearly,” a rough looking man says from the back of the group. He wears an eyepatch over his left eye and scars mar the entire side of his face. Other than the scars, he has a baby face with hair only on his eyebrows.

      “Are you planning to introduce yourself, shaman?” I ask, narrowing my eyes. I receive no response. We near the tree line and I put on a brave face, but I am secretly terrified. Trolls take vengeance in cruel, ingenious ways, so they are typically avoided by all other creatures, including humans.

      When he doesn’t speak, Kole turns his head and grins sardonically. “That’s Keagan Degray,” Kole says.

      “Damn it, Kole,” Keagan shouts angrily. I flinch and feel uncomfortable with my back to the man. They provide an excellent distraction for my soaring thoughts as we enter the lush forest and approach the mountainside.

      “I know you don’t like to talk—unless it’s with your imaginary friends, of course. I’m just helping a friend out,” Kole says in a conniving way. I wonder whether they are friends or passive-aggressive enemies.

      “Spirits,” Keagan corrects tersely.

      “Guys…” Domino says in a panic. My attention snaps forward.

      “Is this the cave you were talking about?” I ask Kole.

      He nods. “Did the bones give it away?” He asks, referring to the variety of both animal and human bones overtaking the floor of the cave. They are noticeable from even here.

      “What are the odds that those are his teeth?” Domino asks rhetorically. Without any warning, she jumps in the air and transforms into her fairy form. She is roughly six inches long with wings the same size, but she still looks like herself. Her wings are beating the air rapidly, much like a hummingbird’s.

      I stare at the cave ahead of me. “Did we come up with a plan?” I ask. We are literally walking into the troll’s den empty handed.

      “Get three of his teeth,” Keagan says sarcastically. I look into the dark, musty cave. I can’t see further than a few feet inside. Seeing through darkness is an essential mermaid skill, so once I’m inside, I will be able to navigate quickly. I can’t say the same for everyone else.

      “They sleep through the day,” I recall, thinking back to my species classes. “If exposed to sunlight, they will petrify. They eat people, but they really enjoy children. They’re supposedly large and robust, but dim-witted. I guess we’ll just have to go inside and improvise,” I say with a shrug of my shoulder.

      “Let’s go,” Kole says with a nod. I take the lead, knowing that I can see through the darkness much easier than the rest of the group. If the shifter were to change forms, he may be able to navigate equally as easily, but he hasn’t been at all helpful.

      Bones crack under our feet and I silently hope the troll won’t hear us coming. It smells of must and rotting meat as we enter the depths of the cave. The walls are moist and the ceiling is dripping, so I take extra caution to avoid any falling droplets of water. Nothing significant lays in our path and I navigate around uprooted rocks and jagged cave walls. Domino sits on my shoulder, trusting me to be her means of transportation.

      Domino illuminates the air around her, making it much easier for the Elites to follow. I jerk backward when I almost step on what looks to be a large rock. I fall into the chest of the person behind me and instantly know who I am touching. Kole wraps both arms around my waist and pulls me to the side of the rock before releasing me cautiously. I begin to walk and halt in my tracks. “What is it?” Domino asks, whispering directly into my ear.

      I point to the rock—or what I previously assumed to be a rock. It extends across the cave and separates into four limbs and a midsection. The cave above our heads is over twenty feet tall. I suck in a deep breath when I realize what I am facing. The foot of the beast is clearly in a rock state, but its body is made of skin, bones, and blood.

      We are face-to-face, or rather face-to-foot, with the troll.
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      The troll is snoring and I thankfully note that he is sound asleep. “Someone has to go pull those teeth quickly,” I whisper. The shifter shakes his head in refusal, which comes as no surprise, and Keagan takes a step backward. I look at Kole, praying that he won’t leave me alone.

      “I’ll do it,” Kole whispers. “I’m stronger than all of you and can pull them out in less than a second.” I dislike that he plans to put himself at risk, but I agree with a nod.

      Domino flies from my shoulder and lands on Kole’s, whispering something in his ear. His hazel eyes lighten and he shakes his head. She comes back and perches on my shoulder, not saying a word. Kole turns to the beast and I turn my attention to her. “What did you say?” I ask curiously. She pulls a sly grin onto her face and shakes her head.

      My attention is entirely on Kole when something else becomes apparent beyond him. It looks like rope laying on top of the bone fragments. It piques my interest and I wonder why there would be rope lying beside a sleeping beast. It’s not like he needs a rope to capture his victims. It is the only human item, other than bones, in this cave. I allow my eyes to follow the rope across the cave floor and up the wall.

      And I finally come to the realization that there really shouldn’t be rope lying around.

      “Kole, stop!” I shout. He takes one more step before stopping, but it’s too late. His weight triggers the rope mechanism and a metallic net surrounds him, lifting him from the ground effortlessly and dangling him above the troll’s head. The snoring stops and the troll sits up, looking around the cave curiously.

      “Visitors,” he moans before standing to his full height. His head doesn’t come close to the cave’s ceiling, but he has to be ten feet tall and five feet wide.

      “We need a plan,” the shifter says from behind us. Domino flies from my shoulder and grabs a jagged rock from the ground before flying upward. She lands on the rope above Kole’s net, beyond the reach of the troll, and begins cutting.

      “Oh, now he speaks,” I reply angrily. The troll looks at Kole and then back at us, ignoring him for the moment. “Hey, uh, Mr. Troll,” I shout up to him. He looks down at me as though I’m a speck of dust. “Can I ask a favor of you?” I ask kindly, hoping that he understands kindness.

      “Are we friends, now?” He asks with an ounce of hope in his voice.

      I cough into my hand, smelling his disgusting breath from a distance. “Of course. We can be friends,” I say to him. “But I need a favor.”

      “I don’t have any friends. Nobody likes me,” he says solemnly, as though he doesn’t fully grasp what’s going on. My eyes veer to Domino, who is still cutting Kole’s rope. I need to buy her time.

      “I’m Snow,” I say, taking a step in the troll’s direction. I’m risking a lot, but he seems lonely, and if I play my cards right, I may be able to get what I need from him. “What’s your name?”

      “I don’t have a name,” he says. He bends down, getting closer to my face. I hold my breath, attempting to control my gag reflexes. “Snow is a pretty name. You are pretty. We are friends?” He asks again.

      “Of course we are,” I lie. “But we can be best friends if you do me a favor,” I say. I look at Keagan and the shifter, who are standing many feet behind me in shock.

      “Really?” He asks with a broad smile. His teeth are rotted and gums are blackened.

      “Really,” I reply. “I need three of your teeth to help out my family. They are dying and your teeth will save them,” I say.

      “I can help?” He asks in surprise. “I’ve never helped before.” Without hesitation, he reaches into his mouth and yanks out three of his front teeth. I grimace, realizing how painful such a thing must be. He wants friends so badly he would rip out his own teeth for someone. It’s sad to see such a lonely individual.

      He isn’t scary. He’s simply lost and yearning for a friend. “Here you go,” he says, handing me the teeth with a toothless grin. He yanked out his front three teeth, so his smile is now lopsided and uneven. I reach for the three teeth in his filthy, dirt covered right hand and am disgusted to touch them. The roots of each of the teeth are bloody and the rest of them are black. I shove the teeth in my pocket, equally grateful and disgusted.

      I hear the rope snap and Kole falls ten feet to the ground and lands with an oomph. He immediately begins separating the net from his limbs and freeing himself. The troll takes no notice of the man behind him. He turns his attention to Keagan and the shifter. “Will you be my friends, too?” the troll asks them. Keagan smiles falsely, evidently still terrified of the creature.

      “Sure, buddy,” Keagan responds with a shaky voice. When the troll turns his attention to the shifter, he doesn’t say a word. I feel Domino land on my shoulder and hide behind my hair.

      “What about you?” The troll asks the shifter. I look at Kole, who is standing behind the troll, unsure of how to get through.

      The shifter stares at the troll with uncaring eyes and shakes his head. “I don’t like friends,” the shifter responds. I gasp and the troll stands to his full height.

      “I eat people who aren’t my friends,” he says, reaching for the shifter. All the troll wanted was a friend, but the shifter couldn’t be civil for three seconds.

      “Run!” I shout, standing my ground. If someone was able to drown Jasmine using her own body fluids, I might be able to do the same. The shifter and Keagan run while Domino flies off of my shoulder. I raise both of my arms and push all the power I can muster into the water inside his body. I pull at the fluid, attempting to force it into his lungs, but I can’t find enough power. I visualize the water perforating his lungs and fall backward, still using my remaining concentration on the troll.

      “Friend?” He says sadly as his knees buckle. In my peripheral vision, I notice Kole running toward me, but I don’t break my concentration. I won’t kill him, but I need him to be incapacitated long enough for us to get away.

      Kole lifts me in his arms and I feel the dizzying effects of exuding so much power. The troll is coughing harshly, so I drop both of my arms and release my hold on his body fluids. Kole carries me through the cave protectively, holding me close to his chest. “Friend? Where are you going?” He asks sadly. “Don’t take my friend away,” the troll shouts at Kole. I bury my face into Kole’s chest as he carries me into the sunlight. I look over his shoulder at the troll. It’s approaching us quickly.

      “No,” I shout at the troll. He’s not going to be able to stop before hitting the sunlight and I widen my eyes. I push Kole away and attempt to stand on my own, but collapse. “Stop,” I cry, but my voice is far too quiet to be heard by the beast.

      “Snow?” the troll shouts, rushing out of the cave and into the sun. He immediately begins turning to stone, staring at me in utter confusion. All the air flows from my lungs in devastation. Kole falls to one knee and wraps an arm around my back, but I pay him no attention. The troll has a permanent look of distress on his face as he becomes fully encased in stone.

      I did this. I killed a lonely troll who wanted nothing more than a friend. What have I done?
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      “Laithe,” the shifter says as we walk toward the town. I am leading and Kole is directly behind me.

      “What?” I bark, still angry at his selfishness. I played my part in killing the troll, but the shifter is the reason the situation escalated.

      “My name is Laithe,” he says with a brooding expression. Is it really necessary for him to act so rude?

      “Kudos to you for sharing your name,” I respond, displaying a fair share of attitude. I speed up my pace, but he can keep up. Domino lands on my shoulder, likely unable to keep up on her own two feet.

      “I’m sorry,” he admits. “I know it was my fault back there and you saved my ass.” I huff and try to ignore his apology, but I find it difficult.

      “It’s not okay,” I respond stubbornly. I halt in my tracks and turn toward Laaithe. Everyone else stops behind me. I poke my finger into his chest. “You are a horrible person,” I say, trying to remain angry. He hangs his head and doesn’t say a word. Wisps of blonde hair, almost the same shade as mine, hang over his eyes, which are currently vibrant green.

      He has changed aspects of his appearance throughout the mission, so the eyes that were once brown are far different now. I wonder why he hasn’t held a solid appearance.

      “I think you’re hurting his feelings, Snow,” Domino says in my ear. I sigh and look at her from the corner of my eye.

      “Fine,” I say, looking anywhere but in his eyes. We are almost back in town, so I try to find the end of the tree line. “What you did was really crappy and you almost got us killed,” I chastise, “but we need your help to finish this assignment. Can you promise to be more civilized?” I ask. He hasn’t so much as tried to help the team and it angers me immensely.

      “Swear,” he says, raising a hand in the air.

      I sigh, knowing that it will be a mistake to trust the shifter. After all, I haven’t even seen his true appearance.

      I don’t say another word to Laithe. Keagan leads the group and Kole stays by my side, not saying a word. Domino shifts back into her human form and follows Keagan. The tree line ends a few feet ahead. I don’t know how to react to the storm clouds blowing in from the north. Water is soothing and I have always loved storms, but it will prove to be a problem. I can stop the storm before it even begins, but it would look suspicious.

      The inhabitants of the town have surely been informed of our abilities. Humans want to know about “monsters” as though we aren’t just like them. It’s a sick fascination for people who simply want us extinct. Most of them know what we are capable of doing and how to determine if one of us is in close proximity. Weather elements are surely monitored closely.

      If I influence the weather, they’ll know I’m here.

      “Don’t worry,” Kole says from my left. “If you get wet, I will cover you.” I look over at him and smile gratefully. I can’t walk without legs, and a single drop of water will turn me into a legless mermaid.

      “Why are you so keen on helping me?” I ask. He has been skulking around me protectively since I met him, and I would love to know the reason. Do we know each other?

      He opens his mouth to respond, but closes it adamantly, thinking better of what he was planning to say. A strand of dark charcoal hair falls over one of his determined hazel eyes and I want to push it behind his ear. His face takes on a pensive expression and I squint my eyes in curiosity. “You saved our lives back there,” he says, but he clearly wants to say more.

      I don’t want to think about the lonely troll or anything that had just happened, but I recall him saving me. “You carried me out, not the other way around,” I say for arguments sake. Honestly, we both contributed equally to the team’s survival.

      “If it weren’t for your distraction, we wouldn’t have had the opportunity to get out,” he argues. I stare straight ahead, attempting to find another argument, but he is correct. I killed an innocent creature. What’s to say his life was worth less than ours? “Hey,” he says. “It’s not your fault that he died.” He wraps an arm around my shoulders comfortingly. His touch causes sparks to flow through my veins and I suck in a tendril of air.

      We walk behind the rest of the group and I can’t help but overanalyze what is happening. Does Kole like me or does he feel gratitude toward my actions?

      His arm almost distracts me from the buildings surrounding the unpaved, gravel street. I’m temporarily distracted from the upcoming storm. When a drop of water lands mere inches from me, I concentrate on the rain and make sure it doesn’t come within inches of me. Unfortunately, the water manipulation I used on the troll weakened me, so it’s especially difficult to control the rain as it pounds the ground around me.

      I release a sound best described as a groan and Kole examines my facial expression. “What’s wrong?” He asks. I know if I speak, I’ll lose my concentration. I watch a drop of water fall on his arm and he gets the hint. “Inside, now,” Kole shouts at the group. A few people veer their attention in our direction curiously, but nobody will know who we are. To them, we are merely ordinary people trying to avoid getting wet. They couldn’t be further from wrong.

      We run toward an old building with an unreadable, faded sign. The only indication that it is a public area is the “We’re Open” sign inside the grime covered window. I find it odd that everything is so filthy. At Edmund’s Academy we have daily chores to keep the area tidy and livable. Don’t these people do simple responsibilities?

      We walk into the old building and I am pleasantly surprised by the inside. It isn’t beautiful or luxurious by any means, but it is clean and organized. Candles light the room from each of the burgundy colored walls. I look around the shop and furrow my brow. “Hello, welcome to The Witch’s Cove. Let me know if I can help you find anything dear,” the woman at the front desk says. She looks sweet with long gray hair and a smile that lights up the room.

      I smile back at the woman kindly, but I am disgusted. We’re in a shop that encourages the murder of magical creatures like me. Or maybe the Humans look at it as Monster Slaying.
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      Witches are the magicians of the human world. Spell books are a crucial part of a magician—just as important as a person’s heart or a mermaid’s tail. If a magician’s spell book gets stolen, he will die. It’s a slow, painful death that can be avoided only if his book is recovered. A witch is a human with a stolen spell book. They are callous murderers.

      I look at everyone’s expressions and they match mine exactly. I take another step into the store and look through the shelves of miscellaneous items, disgusted by the things I am seeing. There is a section for each of the known species and I wince when I see my species’ name. I walk toward the mermaid section holding my breath, praying not to see any hardy body parts.

      Before I am able to see what lays on the shelf, I hear Keagan’s voice directly behind me. “Snow,” he says. I turn toward him and he holds a jar in the air. When I read the label, I widen my eyes. “They have everything here,” he says with a smile.

      I grab the ogre’s tears from his hand and sigh in relief. I wasn’t sure how we were planning on conquering a cunning Ogre when we were almost defeated by an oblivious troll. Looking back now, I realize he wasn’t as ignorant as we initially assumed. He had a trap for perpetrators, so while he wasn’t the brightest creature, he was not dumb. I can’t even imagine how difficult capturing an ogre’s tear would have been. Why hadn’t the Headmaster just told us to come here? Surely he knew that such Human stores exist?

      I grab the capsule of ogre tears and shove them into my pocket. I scan the aisles for a demon section, and once I spot it, I head in that direction. Keagan follows me closely and as we pass everyone else, they head in our direction. Kole, of course, is inches from me. “This is sick,” he mumbles.

      “I know,” I whisper in reply. We each scan the shelves until Domino finally holds an airtight capsule above her head. It is full of black smoke and I know immediately that it is a demon’s essence. Domino slips it into her pocket.

      “Do you think they sell a spell book here?” Laithe asks, golden eyes looking around the store curiously. Does he know how to hold a single form?

      I hear a click from behind me and turn quickly. The old woman is holding a gun to us. I gasp and take a step back into Kole. Due to a vampire’s steel skin, a bullet won’t be able to harm him. “Who are you people? We only get locals in here,” She shouts, motioning to us with her gun. Kole takes a subtle step forward and positions himself in front of me. I want to push him away, but I know that I will die from a bullet. He won’t even bleed.

      “We’re just picking up ingredients for a witch,” Laithe says calmly, holding up his hand. He is holding up what looks to be a mermaid tail and I feel my stomach turn. Does he have to brandish that under my nose? I should look for a Human heart in this house of horrors and return the favor.

      “We only have three of them around here. What spell is she doing?” The old lady asks.

      “A mermaid locator spell,” I say.

      She puts down the gun and takes a step in our direction. I grasp the back of Kole’s shirt for the comfort his touch will offer. The muscles under his shirt are prominent. They tighten under my fingers and I look over his shoulder at the approaching woman. “What does Millie want with that?” She asks suspiciously.

      “I don’t know,” I respond, stepping to the side of Kole. I hear the rain beating on the tin roof and it calms my nerves. “I don’t even know where she lives. She asked my neighbor to pick up the ingredients but his wife is sick. I’m just doing him a favor,” I say. I applaud myself for such an excellent improvisation.

      “All right. Come up to the desk to pay for your tail,” the woman says, turning back in the direction of the desk. I realize too late that we don’t have the money. I turn around and stare at the two people behind me, still clutching Kole’s shirt. Wait, two?

      “Domino?” I ask them, looking around. She is nowhere to be seen and I feel my heart beat increase pace. “Where is she?” I whisper. I turn to head in the direction of the register. I need to come up with an excuse before we are asked to pay.

      I near the counter and the woman opens a cabinet beneath, scanning the contents of a sheet of browning paper. “The tail is six coins,” she says, looking into my eyes. Her eyes veer to Laithe and she smiles. “I know you, don’t I?” She smiles and her laugh lines become apparent. “I can’t believe I didn’t recognize you before. You are the one that took down the great magician, am I right?”

      I look at Laithe in shock and take a step away from him. “No, ma’am. That wasn’t me,” he says wearily. I assume he is revolted by the accusation.

      “You sure, dear?” She asks.

      “I wouldn’t go within a mile of one of those things,” he says convincingly.

      “All right. Well, it will be six coins,” she repeats, looking at me.

      “Uh,” I start, feeling inside my pockets for coins I know won’t be there. We don’t use money at the academy.

      “Here, Snow,” I hear Domino say from behind me. She tosses six coins onto the counter with a wicked smile.

      “Have a nice day,” the woman says with a bitter smile. I nod as we leave the comfort of the shop, yet remain under the outdoor awning. It protects us from the rain pouring from the sky. Laithe holds the unnecessarily purchased mermaid tail and I stare at the droplets of water as they beat on the pavement a few feet away. I can’t leave the dry area.

      “Domino, how did you get six coins?” I ask, trying to buy myself time.

      “Being a pixie is useful, sometimes,” she says. I grin and shake my head. For a twelve-year-old, she’s incredibly smart. Though, that doesn’t say much. It’s in a pixie’s nature to be cunning.

      “So how are we going to get a spell book? There is no way we’ll be able to take on a witch,” Keagan says, pulling his eyepatch up and wiping away the sweat that beads down his forehead. The sight of his missing eye is gruesome and I feel immediate sympathy toward him.

      “Guys,” Domino says, biting her bottom lip. She pulls a small, leather-bound book from under her shirt and my mouth drops. Laithe looks at her in shock and Keagan groans. “I think that woman was a witch.” I look back into the store and see her smiling at another customer.

      “We need to go,” I say. Kole grabs an umbrella from alongside the building and opens it for me. I take it from his hand. It was likely left by the customer inside. I walk into the rain, using very little power to usher any drops away from my body.

      The academy isn’t far. I’m happy about the close proximity, but at the same time, I dread going back. The world around me is dreary and filthy. The people all wear saddened faces and likely hate their lives, but out here we aren’t categorized. In the school we are lucky if we can see other species, let alone befriend them.

      But somewhere in the depths of my mind, my instincts are telling me something is very wrong. I look at each of my newly acquired acquaintances and furrow my brow. I want to accuse one of them of treason against the academy, but who? And are my instinct correct?
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      “Do you want to know what I find funny?” Domino asks. We look at her curiously and she continues. “We could have just gotten the troll’s tooth from that store, but instead we went and took on a mighty troll. I’d bet the Headmaster expected us to find the store, not an actual troll. Do you know how dangerous that was?” She asks. For who was it dangerous—us or the troll?

      We approach the academy quickly and I can’t help feeling something is amiss. We had three days to gather all the ingredients, but we did it in only a few hours, almost all of it from a simple shop. Why were we given three whole days to be away from the Academy? Something didn’t quite add up. My thoughts are interrupted by Keagan.

      “You guys are all right,” Keagan says, casting a quick glance at us all. He turns and exchanges a few words with an invisible presence. I’m sure it is one of his resident spirits.

      “Snow,” Kole says. “A few words?”

      I nod and stop walking as everyone else continues. Once we are far enough from everyone, we begin walking in the same direction as the group, only this time, we are far enough behind to remain unheard.

      “What do you need?” I ask, my heartbeat echoing in my ears. Is it possible that he got more attractive since the last time I rested my eyes upon him? He runs his hand through his thick mane and looks at me with vibrant hazel eyes.

      “I need you to understand. We can’t split up when we get back,” he says cryptically. There is evidently something more he needs to tell me, but either he can’t or he won’t.

      “Do you think this won’t work?” I ask, demanding to know his reasoning.

      “I don’t know how to explain. The spell should work, but that’s not what I’m worried about,” he says.

      “Kole, just tell me what’s on your mind,” I say, grabbing his arm instinctively.

      “I can’t,” he explodes, anger oozing from him. He lifts both arms above his head and looks to the sky as I take a small step away from him. He sucks in a deep breath. “Do you know that vampires don’t mate or connect unless they have found their soulmate?” He asks. I merely nod. “I would only ever show interest in someone if they were my soulmate.” I look at my feet dismally. I don’t know why I thought he would want me. He’s too busy looking for his soulmate. But I am still unclear. Why would he show an interest in me if I am not his soulmate?

      “I understand,” I say with a small, sad smile.

      He is standing at an angle and his mark peeks from his shirt. I feel drawn to it. It’s almost as though I need to see it. He has seen mine after all—though he will never be able to tell me what he had seen. It is forbidden by the Headmaster and nobody would dare stand against him.

      “You do?” He asks, pulling his arms back to his side and taking a step closer.

      “Yes, I do. You are looking for your soulmate. That’s what I want you to do,” I say. Kole’s eyes are hooded and a growl erupts from the back of his throat. “Plus, I’m a mermaid. What are the odds you and I would ever be anything more than friends?” I ask.

      “God, Snow,” he says. I take off in a slow jog to catch up with the rest of the team, trying to ignore being blatantly rejected. Is my mild attraction really so obvious? As a group, we come upon the academy doors and I look at them proudly. We did it. I glance at Kole, who caught up with the group seconds after me. His lips are pulled into a tight line and I can’t bear to look at them.

      The front door swings open quickly and I smile up at the Headmaster, whose face is pale and distressed. My smile immediately seizes. “What is it,” I ask, rushing through the doors.

      “The Elite magician is dead,” he says. “We must hurry.”

      I follow behind the Headmaster and allow him to lead us through the corridors. Kole, once again, is right beside me. I wish he would allow me to get over my unreciprocated feelings for him, but he doesn’t understand personal space.

      We enter through his office doors and take in the horrifying sight. There is no blood or gore, but the magician is sitting at an awkward angle, head turned in a way that should not be possible. His face is pale and I’m sure he is cold to the touch. Everything around the magician is destroyed. I cover my mouth with my hand and stare at the scene in shock.

      “We can still do the spell, right?” Laithe asks anxiously. Something about his tone makes me turn my head and scowl at him. The spell holds little relevance if the magician who was planning on doing it is dead.

      “We can’t,” the Headmaster says. “All the materials were destroyed.”

      I walk toward the body of the murdered magician and look down at him. “Does he look oddly positioned to you?” I ask nobody in particular.

      “Yeah, his head is doing a one-eighty,” Laithe says sarcastically. I shake my head and stare at him for a moment. Both Keagan and Kole look at the man and take a step in his direction. Domino stands beside the door with Laithe, but while Laithe looks as though he doesn’t care, Domino looks sick.

      “Get Domino out of here,” I say to nobody in particular.

      “Come with me, Miss. Elvy,” The Headmaster says, pulling her into his side and leaving the room. I am happy that he took Domino.

      I watch as Kole examines the body alongside Keagan. Kole reaches into the magician’s pocket and pulls out a slip of paper. He scrutinizes the contents and his eyebrows shoot up. We make subtle eye contact and he drags his hand down my opened palm, which goes completely unnoticed by Keagan. I feel the slip of paper between his fingers and accept it greedily. I make my way around the back of the chair and open the paper from the magician’s pocket. The contents of the note fill me with fear and dread.

      Assassin is Headmaster and Commander is Elite.
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      I look at Kole and bite my bottom lip, unsure of how to handle the situation. I turn my attention to Keagan, who seems to be examining the body and looking for any sort of clue. He may be rough around the edges, but he seems genuinely curious as to who killed the magician. Domino is far too innocent to have done such a thing. I turn my attention to Laithe, who is watching us with an unsympathetic expression. It has to be him. It takes me a moment to process the impending danger, but once I do, I come to an awful realization.

      Domino is with the Headmaster—the assassin.

      “I need a minute,” I say, acting as if the body sickens me. I spring up and run past Laithe and into the hallway. I don’t give anybody a chance to follow me as I run through the corridors. “Domino,” I shout down the hall, but she doesn’t answer. A few people open their doors to see what’s happening, but I don’t acknowledge them.

      “Snow, what’s going on?” Coral asks, running down the hallway. “Why are you screaming?”

      “No time to explain. I need to find Domino,” I say. “Domino,” I shout.

      “Domino,” Coral shouts, still noticeably confused. I hear a ruckus from a room on the right and barge in. Domino is standing beside the Headmaster.

      “Come here, Domino,” I say urgently. “He is the assassin,” I elaborate. She looks up at him and then back to me with a terrified look. “Run.”

      Just like I requested, she runs in my direction and the Headmaster looks at us with a wicked grin. He takes a step in our direction and I slam the door between us and take off in the opposite direction. Fighting an assassin is hopeless. They are invincible and only able to control themselves if their commanders are killed or magically separated from them. “Why are we running from the Headmaster, Snow?” Coral asks urgently. I dodge students spread throughout the hallway and take as many sporadic turns as I am able. Domino switches forms and lands on my shoulder. “And why are we helping a fairy?”

      “Long story,” I say, winded. “Headmaster is an assassin and the commander wants us dead.”

      “Snow,” Domino screams in my ear. I halt in my tracks when I notice Laithe running in my direction with fury evident in his eyes. Could today get any worse? I instinctively throw my leg out and manage to push him into the wall and continue running past. Coral is no longer behind me, but she has nothing to do with the situation, so it’s for the best.

      I am running hard and fast. After seconds of sprinting, I am pulled into a small nook and pressed tightly into the wall. I meet a pair of hazel eyes and hold unfathomably still. I open my mouth to say something, but Kole’s finger covers my lips and he blocks my body with his, fully encompassing me. I watch as Laithe runs by as quickly as I had been before, not paying us any attention.

      I don’t notice I am holding my breath until he finally passes and I release the air. “Thanks,” I say breathlessly. He looks into my eyes and I become exceedingly aware of our close proximity. His breath fans over my nose and I smell his natural scent, which proves to be appealing to my senses. Frankly, everything about him entices me.

      He leans into me and my attraction multiplies. When our lips are mere centimeters apart and our breathing is laced together, Domino clears her throat from my shoulder and I’m shaken from whatever trance I was put into. “Now really isn’t the time, guys,” she scolds.

      “You’re right,” I whisper. Kole takes a small step back and allows me to ease past him, brushing his toned stomach along the way. “Okay,” I say, trying to break myself of the trance I was in only seconds ago. “We need to get away from this or we’ll all be killed. It looks like leaving the school is the only option,” I say.

      “Let’s go,” Kole says. I feel moisture soaking through my sleeve and I assume Domino is crying.

      We scurry down the hallway in the direction opposite of Laithe. Kole leads and I follow behind, Domino hiding behind my hair. “Hey, Kole,” I say. He looks back at me and I wring my fingers. “What happened to Keagan?” I ask, afraid to know the answer.

      He looks at the floor. “I don’t really know. I hope he got out,” he says.

      “Isn’t it funny how we just risked our lives to get these ingredients and we’re not even using them?” I rant. I can’t convince myself to be quiet in such a stressful situation.

      It’s my fault that I distracted him, because when the Headmaster comes around the corner, Kole is entirely unprepared for the attack. When the Headmaster grabs Kole and drags him backward, my fight or flight instinct kicks into overdrive. Today the fight instinct wins.
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      I pounce forward and tackle the Headmaster away from Kole. I know Kole wouldn’t have been able to do anything from his position, so I take it in my own hands. As the Headmaster and I crumble to the floor, Kole becomes an afterthought. Why did I just risk my life to save a man I hadn’t met once before today? And why is all hell breaking loose on my birthday?

      A strong hand tangles in my hair and pulls me toward the nearest door, so I instinctively kick everything around me, hoping to eliminate the threat. My eyes fill with tears and I feel locks of my bleach blonde hair rip from my scalp. I open my mouth in a silent scream. Kole chases after me and Domino picks herself up from the ground. I must have flung her from my shoulder when I went for Kole.

      When my hair is released, I jump from the ground and run to the opposite side of the room. Kole and Domino join me as we stare at the Headmaster. I hold the back of my head where my hair was yanked from my head and groan in pain. Kole pulls me to his side and I push Domino behind me protectively.

      It’s a three-on-one stare down until the sprinklers spring to life. I fall to the floor, legs no longer present. My long, heavy tail squirms beneath me and the Headmaster takes a step forward. Behind him, a black haired Laithe steps through the door. I soak the water into my skin and it gives me strength. “Do you even know what you look like?” I ask Laithe, irritated by his constant change of appearance.

      “I avoid mirrors,” he says with a cold smile. “So I’m sure you are all dying to know why I’m doing this, am I right?” He asks.

      “Not really. Where is Keagan,” Kole asks from above me.

      “He got lucky. That Keagan is a survivor if I must say. Humans had taken his eye before he got here, but that didn’t stop him. He escaped before I could get to him. He won’t be coming back. He wanted out from the start,” Laithe hisses. “Now I only have to kill three of you.” My eyes widen and I ball my fists, ready for a fight.

      Kole runs across the room at full speed toward Laithe and I’m left alone, facing the Headmaster. He takes a step forward, taking advantage of my weakened state. I try to scoot backward, knowing that I currently have no leg function.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Laithe says, looking past Kole and into my eyes. The Headmaster picks me up with an arm around my neck and another around my waist as though I weigh nothing. Without my tail, I weigh about one-hundred and ten pounds. With the tail, I weigh well over two hundred. Mermaid tails are heavy and long. They are full of solid muscle. “One wrong move and I will snap her neck,” Laithe begins, “or rather the Headmaster. It’s basically the same thing at this point.”

      I realize that Domino is no longer behind us and I hope that she has a plan. Without her, I don’t know how we will get out of this situation. “Does he even know what he’s doing?” I ask angrily. The Headmaster tightens his grip slightly and I grab at his arm. It’s more uncomfortable than painful, but I don’t like the compromising position.

      “To answer your question, Snow, he does not know what he’s doing. Do you want to know what’s different between us and most duos?” He asks rhetorically. “With the Headmaster, I don’t need to speak my commands. I just think them,” He says with pride evident in his voice.

      I’ve heard of assassins who are controlled on a cellular level by their counterparts. It is actually quite common, but Laithe acts as though he has made an astronomical accomplishment. I try to think my way out of this situation, but no matter what we do, there isn’t an outcome that will secure our safety. “You’re sick,” Kole says, venom oozing from his voice.

      I jerk backward when Laithe’s eyes become a fiery red and he grows fangs, much like vampires do when preparing for a fight. He bulks up and swings his arm at Kole, who takes the hit standing. I’m sure the jab didn’t even tickle Kole, but he looks absolutely furious that Laithe would try.

      And when Laithe looks in my direction, I am terrified.

      The grip around my throat tightens immensely and I can’t catch even the smallest tendril of air. I claw at the Headmaster’s arm, but know it won’t do any good. “Stop. Stop hurting her,” Kole shouts in agony. The grip doesn’t loosen and I open my mouth, trying to find oxygen.

      “Say you’re sorry,” Laithe says. My vision is blurry and turning black, but I hear the teasing in his tone. I pray he lets me go.

      “I’m sorry, Laithe. Just let her go,” Kole pleads. I imagine it’s the closest to begging Kole has ever come. My hearing begins to fade and the pressure around my neck does not seize. I feel myself spasm, but can no longer control my limbs as they drop to my side.

      “I’m not cruel, but it’s due punishment to kill her first. She seems to be the most intelligent of all of us Elites. She’s my toughest competition,” Laithe says. I miss the tail of his sentence as my ears go out of focus. The pressure in my head is overwhelming and I try to hold onto consciousness—I really do—but I lose my grip and fall headfirst into the pit of darkness.
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      I don’t think I was unconscious more than a few seconds. I drop to the ground and inhale as much oxygen as my lungs will allow. I look at the scene unwinding before me. Domino stands with a mirror in her hand, holding it to Laithe’s face. He looks equally mesmerized and horrified by the reflection. Kole springs from his knees and places Laithe in the same hold in which he had me.

      He whispers something into Laithe’s ear. Laithe begins struggling against Kole, but it is useless. By the time my breath finally evens, Laithe stops and the Headmaster falls to the ground beside me. The sprinklers were off when I awoke and my tail transforms into a pair of human legs. I realize I must have been out far longer than a few seconds if the water managed to drain so quickly. As a mermaid, my body absorbs any water near me and I dry far quicker than average, so it would have only taken a few minutes to switch back into my human form.

      Kole drops Laithe to the ground and runs to my side. Domino follows closely behind. He falls to his knees and pulls me into his lap, holding me as close to him as humanly possible. No words are spoken as Domino grabs my hand and we accept one another’s comfort. It takes me a moment to realize that Kole’s shirt has slashes and holes all throughout, so there is one less barrier between us.

      “I almost lost you,” he whispers into my hair, kissing the top of my head affectionately. I curl into him and allow the warmth of his body to seep into me. As a mermaid I am cold blooded. Vampires are more coldblooded than most, but their body temperature is still rather warm in comparison to ours. And after they feed on human blood, which they do only a few times a year, their body temperatures rise exponentially.

      I almost forgot about the other presence in the room and I turn to Domino. “Honey, are you all right?” I ask, looking into her nearly black eyes. Her dark brown hair falls over her face and she nods. She will undoubtedly be scarred by this situation, but at least we are all alive.

      “I heard him say that he doesn’t like mirrors, so I went and found one,” she says. I guess it distracted him long enough to save you,” she smiles.

      “I see you three have stopped the assassin,” the Headmaster says proudly.

      We nod and I pull myself to my feet, Kole’s arm never leaving my waist. “Did you know it was you? Why did he do this?” Domino asks.

      “I did not know it was me, Miss. Elvy. Will you all follow me back to my office?” The Headmaster asks kindly. I take a peek at Laithe, who is still unconscious on the floor.

      We each step over his body and the Headmaster whispers an incantation to Laithe’s body and it disappears. I don’t bother asking where the monster had gone. The wooden paneled hallways look completely different after everything that had just happened. I push myself further into Kole, knowing that my fears will subside if he is close enough.

      We enter the Headmaster’s office and I take a seat. Kole remains standing and peels his shredded shirt from his body, still facing me. Domino stands directly behind him.

      “So did he not mention his motive?” The Headmaster asks. We all shake our heads. “Well, if you haven’t heard by now, I am leaving Edmund’s Academy for a few years to assist in building another academy just like this. This year, I was planning on choosing an Elite to temporarily take over as the Headmaster or Headmistress. I don’t know how Laithe heard about the opportunity, but the power drove him to madness,” he says. I notice that the Headmaster called Laithe by his actual name. He stripped it of any form of respectful title. “But because of your accomplishments, each of you will run your own sectors of the academy while I am gone. If you accept, you will all three be in charge and can remain with us for as long as you would like.”

      “Of course,” I answer immediately.

      Kole merely nods and Domino jumps up and down excitedly. It is a great honor to receive this position, especially as a twelve-year-old.

      “Spectacular,” the Headmaster says. He turns away and walks toward his desk.

      Domino tilts her head and looks at Kole curiously. “How did it get shredded?” She asks, referring to the shirt he stripped. She still looks excited, but the distraction calms her. Kole turns in her direction.

      “Laithe thought a knife would do damage to my skin,” he begins. I miss the rest of his statement as I look at his marking. The intricate drawings are clear and beautiful with two faceless souls connected in the center. Because I see only the part of his destiny most relevant to myself, I furrow my brows in confusion. What does this have to do with me?

      I widen my eyes in realization.

      “I’m your soulmate,” I mutter, not trusting my voice. Kole turns to me and smiles. His white teeth and dimpled smile are gorgeous and I stand, staring at him.

      “I’ll leave you two alone,” the Headmaster says, understanding the importance of finding a soulmate. He sets a sealed envelope on the sofa beside me as Domino follows him out of the room, giving us a suggestive look. I look at the letter in anguish.

      “Open it,” Kole says. I look at him and don’t give my actions a second thought. I rush into him and crush our lips together. I don’t know what I was expecting, but he is so much more. He wraps an arm around my waist and pulls my body into him so we are linked together in virtually every sense.

      His chest is warm and firm beneath my fingertips. One of my arms circle around the back of his neck as my fingers wrap themselves around dark strands of charcoal hair and pull at the tips. One of my arms remains pinned between us, laying gently on his chest. I groan onto his lips as he lifts me with one arm and presses me into the couch.

      His lips break from mine and they deliberately work their way down my throat and onto the most tender sections. His touch sends sparks through me and I enjoy being with him. He pulls back as though it pains him to do so and grabs the letter from the table. “Snow, open it,” he demands. I don’t know what motivates me into listening to his demand with open ears, but I grab the letter and tear it open.

      Kole sits in front of me on his knees and I lean forward on the couch, staring at the open envelope for a moment. This is from the people that abandoned me as a child and I don’t know how to feel about this letter. I pull it from the envelope slowly and examine the brown tinted paper. While I still have the nerve to do so, I open the letter and begin reading

      My dearest Snow,

      Do you know why you are named Snow? Your mother and I had experienced the last snowfall years before you were born. Like many animals and plants in this world, snow became extinct. I’m sure you’ve learned about it, but never seen it.

      When your mother became pregnant, we hadn’t the slightest idea what to do with you. She was a mermaid, so she could live in the sea if she pleased, but as an infant, you couldn’t. I am human, but raising a mermaid child would mean death for the both of us, so that was out of the question. We loved you more than you will ever understand, but we had to do what was best for you, and that was Edmund’s Academy for the Gifted. There are schools for the gifted everywhere, but yours is the most prestigious.

      Snow, I love you and your mother loved you. Don’t think for a moment that we don’t. Unfortunately, when your mom gave birth, she could not receive medical attention because of her origin. Nobody accepted her kind, so we had to deliver you at home. Your mother did not make it, but she loved you more than you can imagine.

      Your mother and I had decided before you were born to send you to the Academy. When people see me walking in with a child, I will no longer be considered human, so as you read this, know that I did all I could to keep you safe. We never left you, Snow. We will always be with you.

      I love you my dearest Snow—more than anything.

      Love, Daddy

      Tears run down my cheeks by the end of the letter and I set it on my lap. “You weren’t abandoned,” Kole comforts. A small smile finds my lips. My parents aren’t here, but they loved me. I want to be saddened that they are likely both dead, but I never knew them. I never even knew of them. I’m happy that I was loved, despite going my whole life believing the opposite.

      I lean into Kole. “I had parents who loved me,” I mutter. The realization that I was never unloved is surreal.

      “And you have me,” he says, kissing my temple sweetly. I skim the letter once more and look into his hazel eyes. We caught the murderer, made new friends, and found each other. And on top of everything, I now know I wasn’t abandoned. After all these years, my life finally feels right. I stare into his soft hazel eyes and push a strand of charcoal hair from his face. I couldn’t be happier; because for once, everything is exactly as it should be.

      “And I have you,” I agreed whole - heartedly.
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      Raedene

      

      All it took was one eventful and memorable night and here I was, a mother with a four-year-old toddler who refused to speak like other children his age and who believed that he had another family.  He compared everything I did to his imaginary mother; from the food I gave him to the clothes I dressed him in. He couldn’t get himself to even call me mom. But here, where Braden lay sleeping, he looked like a real angel. I just wish I knew why he was so different from other children. Everything went for a loop after his second birthday. Initially I assumed it was the terrible-two phase all experts refer to when it came to toddler behaviour, but two years later I wasn’t all that sure. He became progressively worse as he got older and I had no idea how to help him.  Every day he would talk about his other mother, the one who died a horrible death after being attacked by white tigers, and his little sister who fell into the ice. And if I dared tell him that it’s his imagination he would throw the worst temper tantrums ever. He believed everything his mind conjured up, it was so real for him that he would spend hours crying about his dead mother and how he couldn’t help his little sister.

      “Is he sleeping?” Damien whispered from the doorway.

      If it wasn’t for my brother I would be so lost, but I had to start accepting the fact that Damien would soon move away to start his own family.

      “Yeah finally, I just wish I knew what triggered him to behave this way,” I said softly while I brushed the brown curls away from Braden’s forehead.

      “Maybe you should consider taking him to a paediatrician or a child psychologist,” Damien suggested.

      “And tell them that my child believes I’m not his mother?” I piped up and laughed softly, “I mean really, white tigers? Just today he told me how he used to walk in knee deep snow to go collect fire wood for his family, I honestly have no idea where all this comes from.”

      Damien came to stand next to me and placed his hand on my shoulder, “You’re going to have to get some expert advice Rae, otherwise you’ll never figure it out. This behaviour is not normal.”

      No shit Sherlock, of course it’s not normal, “I’ll make an appointment to get him assessed, but I’m just so scared they find something horribly wrong with him.”

      I swallowed at the lump in my throat, choking back the tears of defeat. What if my son was odd, what if he was diagnosed with some mental disorder that required permanent care that would eventually result in him never having a normal childhood? The questions were endless. I spent many nights researching all possibilities, from past life experiences to Autism and Schizophrenia, but all that resulted in, was me going more insane every day.

      “It will only help you Rae and once you know what’s going on, you will be better equipped to deal with these challenges. You should also consider getting in touch with Caleb; he has the right to know.”

      “Caleb? Why would I do that?” I asked shocked, I never told anyone that Caleb was Braden’s father.

      “I wasn’t born yesterday. You two were close, hell, you were almost inseparable.  And when you came with the news about your pregnancy, I knew straight away.”

      Wow, and he kept quiet all this time? “Why did you never say anything?”

      “I figured you’ll talk when the time was right, which never happened. But still, you need to get in touch with him.”

      Maybe my brother was right, Caleb had the right to know, but how on earth was I going to find him? The last I heard he was in the military, who knows where he was now.  And if I did find him what do I tell him? Oh by the way, you left and I was pregnant. Congratulations you’re a dad.

      “I wouldn’t even know where to find him Damien, it’s been five years. The day he left, he left for good,” I said and pushed myself up off the floor and walked out of Braden’s room pulling the door closed behind me.

      “I have his number; maybe you should just give him a call, test the waters and see how he is. In a week I’m leaving and if you ask me you are going to need all support you can get. Doing this on your own will be no easy task,” he said and hugged me tight.

      I was going to miss Damien once he was gone. Over the past few years, he had been my pillar of strength. He was the only one who understood me and even more so, he was the closest thing to a father Braden ever had. The idea of him leaving was almost too much to bear. I couldn’t even bring myself to tell Braden.

      

      After Damien left, I flopped down on the sofa and finally broke down. This was the only time I could allow my own weaknesses to surface knowing that no-one was around to witness them.   I had to stay strong, for Braden. Sometimes when I was caught up in my own thoughts, I felt like the protagonist in my own stage play with the world as the audience. But rather than cheering me on, they flung rotten tomatoes and lettuce at me.

      I reached for my phone and scrolled down the list of contacts, compared to how many friends I had back in college to the handful I had now, I was nothing short of being a recluse who avoided social media like the black plague and hid behind books and manuscripts to avoid meeting new people. I paused at Caleb’s name, Damien must have added him to my address book when I wasn’t looking, I realized and my thumb hovered over the message icon.

      “Mommy!” it was Braden’s hysterical cry that sounded from the bedroom and I immediately dropped my phone to run to his side.

      “Mommy’s here sweetheart,” I said trying to pull him into my arms.

      “No! Mommy, I want my mommy!”

      He was looking for his imaginary mom again and this was the third time in one day this episode repeated itself.

      “She’s not real Braden,” I said trying my best not to over react and show him that I’m upset.

      “Mommy!” he kept on as if he didn’t hear a word I just said.

      Okay, calm down Rae, just go with it, I told myself and closed my eyes then let Braden go. He flopped down on the bed and in one motion rolled onto the floor kicking and screaming.  Tears stung my eyes as I tried to keep my wits about myself, but it wasn’t easy.

      All I was left to do was lie down on the bed and watch him eventually cry himself to sleep. As soon as he was asleep I got up and pulled a blanket over his small frame. Exhausted I decided to stay in his room and finally fell asleep on his bed.
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      Caleb

      

      I was ready as ever, adrenalin pumping through my veins as sweat dripped down my face. All we needed was one drop kick over the posts and we would win this game and walk away as the undefeated champions to win the Inaugural Season. I glanced at the clock –seventy eight minutes and counting. The ball came flying my way and I caught it mid-air, and without a second thought I drop kicked the ball and sent it sailing right between the goal posts. The sound of the crowds as they cheered was one of the best feelings any rugby player could ever experience. It was a sense of achievement.

      The final whistle blew and the game was set with the Denver Stampede winning by 39 to 33 against the Ohio Aviators, it was a close one to say the least, but we did it.

      After the game, instead of joining the guys for a night out to celebrate our victory, I headed home. Despite the excitement that still flowed through my veins I felt irritable and the text from Damien did not help at all. That was a part of my life I laid to rest a long time ago. Why on earth did he think I wanted to touch base with Rae?  The last time I saw her was the day I left to do my civil duty for my country and I never looked back again. Surely she finally settled down with someone who was able to give her what her heart desired.

      I gritted my teeth, fighting off the sudden ache that emitted from my chest, we had a good thing going, but we were still so young.  And after my father decided that my mother wasn’t good enough for him and he hooked up with miss-priss, I realized then and there that love was nothing but a pain in the arse. It was an overrated emotion that just brought pain and disappointment.  It was the one thing I would never forget. The look on my mother’s face when my dad arrived home with Leandra on his arm as if she was stuck to him like an appendage. If he could have his way he would have opted for a polygamous lifestyle, one where he could have multiple wives and father a multitude of children, but then again he didn’t care much for children. I knew that.

      I dropped my duffle bag on the ground and went straight for the bourbon; I needed something strong to calm the anger that raged deep in my soul.  I’ll sleep off this sudden annoying feeling and wake up in top form, ready for the ride up-country.  My ass and fingers itched to get on my bike and just be one with it and be free.

      I was about to settle down when my phone rang, it was Joanne a most welcome distraction at the best of times.

      “Hey babe,” I said answering the phone and just as I thought she wanted to hook up again. The convenience of being in the national rugby squad was that women, more specifically cheer leaders would throw themselves at you shamelessly without expecting the strings that usually come as part and parcel of any relationship.

      “I’m having an early night, but why don’t you come around over the weekend and we can head out to the club?”

      There was an evident disappointment that lingered in her tone, and as much as I needed a distraction, I wasn’t really in the mood for company.

      “Why don’t you send me a teaser, and I can keep it as a reminder of what to expect when I see you again,” I suggested with a smirk.

      I didn’t need to do any convincing on my part, she was more than willing to share the occasional sneak peek that most men could only dream of seeing, but even though I asked for it, I knew it would do nothing to any part of my anatomy.

      I finally killed the call after she tried again to convince me to see her and told her that I will only be back in town by the weekend.

      [image: ]

      The morning arrived with promise and regardless of my bourbon induced hangover I knew that once I was on my motorbike it would disappear instantly. A long hard ride would also silence my conscience that kept nagging me to call Rae. The past was just that – past tense – it had no place in my future. Past experience taught me that valuable lesson. The moment you allow the past to command your future you may as well kiss your ass goodbye.

      I clicked the remote and the garage door slowly rolled open. There it stood in all its glory, my Harley Davidson, chrome polished frame and its complimentary blue and diamond ice finish.  It was nothing short of a majestic piece of machinery that made me crave the open road.  My leathers crunched against the leather seat and as I started her up she became an extension of my own body.

      I finally hit the open road and opened the throttle, and as the wind whipped past me I could sense the different aromas as they passed me by. It was never the same, each time I rode my bike it was new smells and sounds that kept me alert. But unlike other times where it was just me and my bike, Rae’s face kept flashing in my mind’s eye.

      That last day before I left for the military, there was a sadness in her eyes, it was as if she knew I was never coming back and although I didn’t explicitly tell her or break up with her, she sensed it. When I was out on detail, I received two letters from her and I never responded to either one. For days after her first letter to me, I contemplated the future, trying to figure out where she fitted into my life. By the time I got the second letter, I was elbow deep in desert sand fighting for a cause bigger than my own and time simply won. It was the time to let go, let go of the past so that I could work on my own uncertain future. I never intended on looking back, until now.
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      Raedene

      

      I hated doctors’ rooms like I hate creamed spinach, the smell of disinfectant always reminded me of death, but I had no choice. Damien insisted I seek help to try and figure out what was wrong with Braden. Scattered magazines lay across the table in the waiting room; next to us was an old man whose face mapped the years of hardship he must have endured in his life time. I couldn’t help but wonder what brought him here today.

      “Miss Callaway, you can come through,” the receptionist said, standing with our file in her hand.

      I reached out to take Braden’s hand, but as usual he pulled away and my heart sank. This was going to be interesting.

      We spent close on an hour with the psychologist, who made Braden draw pictures of his family. It was no surprise when he drew his imaginary family, a mother with long brown hair, a dad he had never mentioned before and a little sister, all standing next to what looked to be a wooden house covered in snow. I didn’t even feature.  After all the tests were done, Braden was left to play in the play room while I waited for the conclusion to this madness.

      “Miss Callaway, does Braden have a father?” he asked and I cringed.

      “Well, it’s complicated, I only found out I was pregnant after his dad was out of the picture, so he doesn’t know his dad.”

      “Have you ever told him about his dad?”

      “No, he never asks about him, he has also never mentioned his imaginary dad,” I said, watching him jot down notes.

      Why did I suddenly feel like I was under scrutiny?

      “Look, it’s very early to tell, and there are other tests I can run, but from what I am able to determine, it looks like Braden is experiencing some sort of past life regression, are you familiar with that term?”

      Off course I am, I wasn’t born under a rock, “Yes I am, but as far as I know that’s a lot of speculation with no real facts to prove that it actually exist.”

      “Yes, it is. The idea of past life regression is unfortunately unchartered territory, but some great progress has been made to determine the science behind it,” he slid a brochure over to me and then smiled, “Children eventually grow out of it. With the right approach, they soon learn that the past life they tend to cling to is something of the past and they soon start to adopt their new life with much enthusiasm.”

      “Okay, so what am I supposed to do now? I mean, he hardly talks and putting him in a day care makes it even worse, because other kids make fun of him.”

      “It’s no easy task, but I would like to help you through the process,” he said and rode back in his chair.

      “I don’t want him on any medication,” I objected, that was the last thing I wanted. Nowadays everyone seems to want to shove pills down kids’ throats for the simplest of conditions. If the kid is too active its ADHD, when all it is, is the fact that the child has no way of expending the pent-up energy that gathers from spending too much time behind the television or playing computer games.

      “No pills. Your first step is to stop rejecting his other family, you need to embrace them. Ask him to tell you about them. You need to show him that you are interested in his life, and that you care for his other family.”

      What he said made perfect sense; I was just not so sure if I could cope with the jealousy factor. Braden compared me to his mom with everything I did.

      “Another thing I might suggest is to get in touch with his biological father if you can. Giving him that closure might just trigger him, the fact that he has never mentioned that to you means that he is afraid to approach the subject with you.”

      “I’ll see what I can do, it’s no easy task to get in touch with his father, but I’ll try.”

      That was it, settled. I left the rooms with an information overload and a threatening migraine; at least it wasn’t anything serious like Autism, which was a relief. Now all I needed to do was figure out how I was going to reach out to my little champ.

      Much later that day after taking pain killers and while Braden was taking his afternoon nap, I picked up the pamphlet the doctor gave me.  Lamarckism - a condition whereby an organism passes on acquired characteristics to offspring, which may include past memories of the parents or grandparents. The more I read the more I realized that going to the psychologist wasn’t such a bad idea after all. There were still a lot of questions that remained unanswered and the condition itself was still being studied in-depth, but at least I had some direction now.

      Get in touch with his biological father – my conscience reminded me very inaptly. Caleb had no idea that Braden existed, how was I ever going to tell him after all these years?
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      Caleb

      

      I shoved the empty glass over to the bar tender and around me the bar was buzzing with bikers from all over taking advantage of happy hour. Above me the television blared out loud, as always baseball or football, never rugby.

      “How about changing the channel,” I asked the bartender above the noise.

      “Watcha wanna watch?” he asked, leaning on the counter with his greasy elbow.

      “Rugby,” I said blankly, hoping that it may be a much-needed distraction from the thoughts that haunted me.

      “Naw man, no-one watches that backwards ball passing shit,” he said laughing and shook his head enough to make his double chin quiver like a blob of jelly.

      Exactly the response I expected, these morons all lived under a rock of their own, each with shields on either side of their eyes. Talk about one track minded dumbasses.  This dump was seriously starting to work on my nerves.

      “Hey Caleb, wanna play a game of pool?”

      It was Stinger, who called me over and under normal circumstances I would never turn down the challenge to beat him at pool, but it wasn’t going to help my predicament. I just couldn’t get Rae out of my mind.

      “No I’m good, I’m going to head out anyway,” I said and stood up to put on my leather jacket, “I have an early morning tomorrow,” lame excuse, I know, but there wasn’t much else I could say.

      On my way, out I greeted the guys from a bikers’ club that frequent the place and headed out. The cool night air was a total contrast to the musty dank smell of the bar. I took a moment just to breathe it in and chase away the smell of cigar smoke that clung to my nostrils.  When I closed my eyes, an image of Rae popped into my head. She had the cutest button nose with a dust of freckles that shaded her nose and cheeks, which she hated, but I always told her that she had them because she was kissed by the sun. And she ever did cut her long silky red hair as she always threatened to do on hot summer days. For a moment, I could almost feel her hair threading through my fingers. I recalled the last night we spent together at her dorm room; I had to climb up the side of the dormitory to avoid being caught by the matron on duty. That night was imprinted in my mind forever. She had this cute blush that made her look all innocent while she slowly undressed. I was like a horny teenager then, she never got past her bra, I simply couldn’t wait to touch her, and boy did I touch her!  She was like clay in a potter’s hand, and I was the potter, moulding her body with my hands and my lips.

      I let out a groan and shook my head; these were careless memories that evoked nothing but pain and loss. I was about to get back on my bike when my phone vibrated in my pocket, it was a message from an unknown number, but the message was from no stranger.

      Hey Caleb, it’s been a while, where are you these days? Rae

      We’ll I’ll be damned, Damien must have given her my number, how else would she have gotten it? I read her text again, my thumb hovering over the reply button, but instead I locked my phone and shoved it back in my pocket. Do I reply to her or do I ignore the text? If I had to be outright honest with myself, there was no place in my world for a woman, not one I would settle down with anyway. My life was an easy cruise, I had everything I wanted. I played the game I loved; I got to go on road trips without anyone tying me down. I was pretty damn comfortable and the best part was that money was no problem. My father’s business was self-sustaining with board members running it expertly and all I had to do was show up at meetings and rake in the benefits of being the main shareholder.  Besides that, I had Hayley, Stephanie, Joanne and Tracy the four hottest cheerleaders of our squad who were more than willing to be content with one night stands when the mood was right. What else could I possibly ask for?

      By the time I got home my fingers were frozen and my face was numb, but in my pocket my phone was like a burning coal, reminding me of Rae’s text. I rushed inside, tore off my jacket and rolled my shoulders to relieve some tension. What was it with me, and why was she contacting me now after all these years, surely she wasn’t still looking for closure.

      I looked at her text again and against my better judgement I hit reply.

      Hey, I’m in Denver living the life, you? C.

      I didn’t quite expect such a quick reply, but there it was.

      I’m in Lafayette, we’re neighbours, fancy that!

      I could hardly stand the suspense, there was more to this than idle chit chat, so instead of responding by text I called.

      There was a slight delay in her answering her phone, and I was about to hang up when a tentative hello resonated on the other side.

      “I hope you don’t mind me calling you,” I said and as lowered myself down on the sofa toeing my boots off.

      “Oh no, not at all, it was a little unexpected, that’s all,” she said, she sounded different. Obviously four years down the line I couldn’t exactly expect her to sound the same, but I did notice that there was sadness in her tone.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, of course it is…” a suspended pause followed, “well, no. There’s something I need to talk to you about.”

      “I gathered as much after Damien told me to call you, so what’s up?” I asked and for some reason the thought of her getting married popped up in my mind. I felt my mood change from indifference to annoyance. Why would her getting married affect me this way after all these years? I shifted and stuffed another cushion under my head. I had no reason to be upset in fact I should be happy for her.

      “Caleb, I-I don’t know how to say this…” she started.

      “You’re getting married, is that it?” I butted in.

      “What? No!” she said in a high-pitched tone followed by a soft controlled sigh, “maybe this was a mistake, I need to go.”

      Without as much as a goodbye she hung up and I stared blankly at my phone. I wanted to call her back but the uneasy feeling that settled in the pit of my stomach made me think twice. Instead of calling her back, I shoved my phone in my pocket and got on my bike again. Maybe she was right, it was a mistake and repeating history had the habit of stabbing you in the back.  I much preferred to let sleeping dogs lie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      Rae

      

      What was I thinking considering telling Caleb about Braden after all these years? Caleb had gone on with his life, and I was sure that the last thing he would expect is a surprise father’s-day gift.  To suddenly throw a spanner in the works for him could have serious implications. What if he was married or planning to get married, what would his wife or fiancée do or say? The thought of him being married caught me by surprise as a sudden stab of pain poked at my insides, but the moment it surfaced I was quick to supressed it with a dose of reality.

      All these years, I managed quite fine on my own and if it wasn’t for Braden’s imaginary world, I would not be in this predicament in the first place, in fact, I wouldn’t even have considered calling him at all.  I looked down at Braden where he sat playing with his Legos and I couldn’t help but smile, when he was like this he was so easy to handle and these were the times I wish I could just reach out and hug him and never let him go.  Just as I moved to sit on the floor with Braden and attempt to play with him, my phone rang, and when I saw the caller ID my heart skipped a beat. It was Caleb. He wasn’t going to let it go, was he?

      “Hello,” I answered tentatively.

      “Hey, I figured you needed time to gather yourself after my call last night,” he said and paused, “You wanted to tell me something?”

      “It was nothing,” I lied.

      “Are you kidding me? After five years, you call to tell me something and then get cold feet?”

      I went quiet, and I could hear Caleb breathing on the other end, maybe it was time to come clean and this was a cosmic sign to speak my mind once and for all.

      “I have a, well actually, we have a son, he’s four years old now and his name is Braden.”

      You know that feeling you get when it feels as if your entire world just got sucked into a black hole and everything faded into the shadows of uncertainty leaving you with nothing but the unexpected truth staring you right in the face? No, me neither and why? Because I knew that the moment I told Caleb he was a father, it will undeniably change the past, present and the future. That was the exact magnitude of this weighted situation.  I bet you Caleb had his entire life mapped out; from the coffee he drank every morning to the toothpaste he’d been using since I first met him.  And this was the last thing he would have expected, and by the deadly silence that followed, I knew that he was not going to take lightly to the news.

      “I’m sorry? Did you just say I have a son?” he sounded tentative.

      “Yes, his name is Braden, he’s four now.”

      “Send me your address, I’m sending my driver to pick you up,” he demanded and by the tone of his voice, I couldn’t quite determine if he was angry, sad or excited.

      “You’re sending your driver?”

      I should have figured, even with all that went down when his dad walked out on him; he still had the luxuries most other people could only dream of.

      “Yes, my driver. Since I have a son I would very much like to see him,” he stated, a little too expressively.

      “I know you do, but there are things I need to tell you first…”

      “It can wait, make sure you’re packed and ready, now can I please have your address?”

      I rambled off my address and then we ended the call.

      This was not going to be a walk in the park; I could tell by his tone that he was upset, if not upset at least irritated. What surprised me even more was that he simply accepted it. I would have expected him to at least question my intensions, but instead he simply arranged for his driver to collect me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    

    
      Caleb

      

      I stared down at the small piece of paper I scribbled Rae’s address down on; my mind was still spinning like an out of control gear on a lawnmower.  All this time and she never bothered to let me know I had a son.  Expecting her to be married and dealing with my own disappointment was one thing, finding out that I’m a dad was a whole different ball game. It was like throwing me into a tennis game expecting me to know what I’m doing.

      I dragged my fingers through my hair and sank down on the sofa. The why’s and if’s all started to fight a territorial battle in my mind all at once. The overwhelming realization that I was a father was almost too surreal.

      I grabbed my phone again and dialled Damien, he had some serious explaining to do, I would have expected my best friend to at least give me some warning.

      “Hey, so I assume you spoke to Rae?” Damien said straight off the bat and it instantly annoyed me.

      “Bro, seriously, you knew that I was a dad and never bothered to tell me?” I ground out as I paced up and down.

      “It wasn’t my place to tell you, she’s my sister and besides, it was only a hunch I had all this time, she only admitted it to me when I told you to get in touch with her again.”

      The thing with Damien was that he was painfully in control of any situation even at the worst of times. By the tone of his voice he didn’t sound intimidated or upset, he sounded as if he rehearsed this for a public speech to convince people that radioactive waste was safe.

      “Bullshit! You knew this all along and if you had told me about this back when we were in the military, I would have tried to at least be supportive of Rae, and I would have had a chance to get to know my own son.”

      “I swear to you, I didn’t know. She never even told our parents you were the father.”

      “For fuck sakes man, I have no idea how to raise a son,” I admitted and pinched the bridge of my nose.

      “So you’re planning on raising Braden?”

      “No, yes, I mean, I have no idea. I’ve sent Samson to go fetch them and bring them to Denver, I honestly have no idea what to expect.”

      “A word of advice, they are both fragile, especially Braden so try and stay calm. Things will work themselves out.”

      What did he mean by fragile, was Rae in some sort of trouble?

      “Fragile, how?”

      “That my friend, you will soon figure out, all I’m asking is that you take the time to listen to Rae,” he said. But I wasn’t so sure if I could be tamed after finding out that the mother of my child had kept him hidden from me as if he was a dirty secret.

      “I can’t promise you that, but I’ll try,” I said and then hung up.

      There were so many secrets all of a sudden, and I had no idea how to handle it. In my world, it was a matter of black and white. You tackle the player; you steal the ball you score a tri. There were no grey areas, but now I was facing a million shades of grey all at the same time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    

    
      Raedene

      

      Everything just happened so fast, by nine o’clock the next morning a Lexus pulled up in front of the house and good old Samson got out and opened the door for us. Some things never change; I can still remember him being dropped off at college by Samson. Caleb was always the spoiled, rich kid amongst the rest of us. Things did however change drastically after his parents’ divorce, and for some reason I figured that he may have finally descended by force of gravity and tasted real-life after he left for the military.

      “Miss Callaway, it’s lovely to see you again,” Samson greeted me with a friendly smile.

      “Hi Samson, it’s been a while hasn’t it?”

      “Indeed. And I see your little boy looks just like you,” he commented.

      It was true, Braden had my strawberry blonde hair and forest green eyes, but on closer inspection the shape of his mouth and nose was a cloned copy of Caleb’s.

      “Yes he has my eyes, but that’s about it.” Did Samson know that Braden was Caleb’s son? Unsure of what Caleb had confided in his old friend, I omitted to mention the resemblances between the two.

      The closer we got to Denver the more nervous I became, so much so that I could feel a hollow form in the pit of my stomach. The last time I was this nervous was when I found out I was pregnant. It was like yesterday when I looked at the two pink lines on the pregnancy test, and now I had no idea how I was going to explain to Caleb why I never told him.

      As we turned into the driveway through the large automated gates I wanted to run.  He really outdid himself this time. The house looked like a glorified bachelor pad with a masterful modern cubed design and large windows. It was nothing short of a glass house apart from the concrete and wood that panelled the sides, definitely not designed for a family or kids. Not that I was actually hoping to rekindle an old flame, frankly there was nothing left to rekindle.

      To make matters worse, Caleb was standing outside on the stairs, legs apart and his arms folded across his chest. Completely transformed, he was much bulkier in his biceps and chest than I remember.  The frown that furrowed between his brows was intimidating and for a moment I contemplated asking Samson to take me back home. If it wasn’t for Braden, I probably would have been gone by now.

      Caleb reached the car and opened the door for us and I attempted a casual smile, I could feel the muscles in my cheeks jump uncomfortably and I quickly pursed my lips to relieve the tension.

      “I’m glad you decided to come,” he said without a smile but glanced right past me at Braden who was still fast asleep on the back seat.

      You didn’t really give me a choice, I thought to say, but instead I nodded, “It wasn’t too much trouble.”

      Samson brought our luggage and came to stand beside me and Caleb’s frown deepened, “Is that all you have with you?”

      What did he expect, it wasn’t as if I was moving in, “Yes, it’s just a weekend bag, it’s enough for a couple of days.”

      I saw the muscle jump in his jaw as he clenched his mouth shut, clearly holding back whatever he wanted to say.

      “Samson will take your stuff upstairs; will you be okay to carry him or can I take him?” he asked hesitantly.

      “No it’s fine, I’ll take him,” I quickly said and ducked into the car pulling Braden closer and lifting him into my arms.

      “Are you sure? He looks a little heavy.”

      “I’m used to it and I don’t want him to wake up in a stranger’s arms,” I said and immediately wished I had a filter.

      The pain that flashed in Caleb’s eyes was evident, and I instantly felt terrible. Although he was technically a stranger to Braden, he was still his dad and it wasn’t exactly his fault that he never had part in his son’s life.

      “Actually, my back is hurting a little, so if you don’t mind carrying him that will be great.”

      I carefully placed Braden in Caleb’s arms and as his hand brushed my arm I felt that familiar spark that shot through every fibre of my being and from the look in his eyes, he felt it too. I clumsily took a step back and he abruptly turned away and headed into the house.  I waited outside for a few minutes to calm the raging storm inside me. I was halfway up the stairs when my heart stopped, I could have sworn I heard Braden’s voice and as I entered the open plan living room I stopped. Caleb was sitting on a small square bench with Braden next to him looking through a state of the art telescope.  I literally clutched the front of my shirt trying to calm myself down since it felt as if my heart was about to jump out of my chest.

      “Now if you turn this knob just a little to the left it increases the focus ratio. Can you see the craters on the moon now?” Caleb asked Braden.

      “I can!” Braden said excitedly, “Is there really a man on the moon?”

      “I think there is buddy, but he hides so well. Maybe one day we’ll be able to see him.”

      Oh dear god, Braden was having a conversation with Caleb, how was that even possible? Braden hardly spoke to me other than when he needed food, or water.  Tears stung my eyes, I felt like a complete failure as a mother.

      “Miss Callaway, can I show you to your room?”

      Samson appeared next to me just in time to save me from a completely breakdown. I glanced at Caleb and he nodded, that was my cue. And with a heavy heart and a lump in my throat, I followed Samson.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      Caleb

      

      For a moment before Rae arrived I had doubts about Braden. I couldn’t help but wonder if he was really mine, but when I laid eyes on him as Rae placed him in my arms, all the doubt I harboured disappeared. He may have her hair and eyes but he definitely had my features. And now sitting here with him looking at the moon, even if it was broad daylight, it felt as if my heart was about to explode in my chest. He was such a bright little boy regardless of the sadness in his eyes.

      I spent most of the day catching up with Braden, who told me the strangest story of his mother and sister, but I assumed it was his imagination running away with him so I simply played along. He spoke of them with such conviction that he could make me believe they were real.

      Later that evening after he was settled down and was sleeping peacefully, I waited for Rae to join me for dinner. Naturally I had completely forgotten that I had a date with a friend and when the doorbell rang I cursed inwardly and rushed to do damage control.

      “Hey handsome, you ready to go?” Joanne said as she sauntered into the house.

      “Hey, I’m kind of in the middle of something, I had unexpected guests that arrived a little while ago, can we do this another time?” I asked uncomfortably.

      “Oh please, no need to hide your guests from me, we can just stay in and order some dinner.”

      She was relentless, and the only reason I kept her company was because she was hot. It was all about the ego if I was honest.

      “It’s a little complicated, but I’ll call you tomorrow and explain everything,” I said modestly, walking her out the door.

      “Caleb?” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Shit.

      “Oh who’s that?” Joanne asked and peeked over my shoulder.

      “No-one,” I said and took her by her arm.

      “Caleb, Braden is awake and he’s looking for you…” Rae started and then grew silent.

      “I’ll be right up,” I said as Joanne pushed past me.

      Great! Just what I needed, I turned to Rae and stepped aside, “Rae, this is Joanne, Joanne, this is Rae, she’s here with her son for the weekend,” the daggers that shot from Rae’s eyes did not go unnoticed, and I quickly corrected myself, “I mean with our son, so I’ll give you a call tomorrow.”

      The way Joanne raised her brows was nothing but arrogant and to top it off, she looked Rae up and down as if she was something that the cat dragged in. I’m not going to lie, but Joanne lacked the humble-factor.  And right now, I just needed her gone.

      By comparison Rae was everything Joanne wasn’t. She was beautiful in a natural kind of way, she didn’t plaster her face with makeup thick enough to scrape off with a spatula, and she was naturally shaped, unlike the overly thin women that hang out in the locker rooms waiting to bait the unsuspecting sport stars with their glamor and haughty attitudes. My chest tightened when Rae disappeared around the corner, but at the same time relief flooded me when Joanne spun around on her heels and stormed down the stairs back to her car. At least that settled it, I only had one woman to contend with at this point, and Joanne was hardly intimidating. In no time, she would be moving on to her next victim like a praying mantis and I’ll be nothing but a memory.

      I found Rae outside at the pool when I finally conjured up the courage to talk to her.

      “You didn’t have to walk away, Joanne was leaving anyway,” I said as I came to sit on the lounger next to her.

      “It’s none of my business, you can entertain whoever you want, it’s your house,” she said laying back and closing her eyes.

      “I know that,” I said trying not to let my irritation surface, “But if you haven’t noticed, I just found out I am a father; it’s a lot of information to process, so I didn’t feel like other company. Why after all these years did you only contact me now?”

      She draped her arm over her eyes and sighed, “When you left to join the military I didn’t expect to see you again, I waited for a letter or a phone call every day, and when you didn’t contact me I closed that chapter of my life,”

      Perhaps I could have made some effort, but still there was no excuse for her to keep the pregnancy from me, “I know I could have written but I was dealing with a lot of shit, you know that.”

      “I do, and I was also dealing with a lot. I found out I was pregnant, Damien had no idea where you were stationed, and I had no way of contacting you. Time went by too quickly to figure out how to find you.”

      “So why now?”

      She sat up and looked at me; her eyes were glistening with tears.

      “Braden is a troubled child. Damien and the psychologist suggested I contact you since it may help him get better,” she started to say and I felt the sting of disappointment linger at the realization that if circumstances were any different, I would still be oblivious to my own son’s existence. But Damien’s words to me reminded me to listen to her and instead of voicing my own opinion I rubbed my forehead and gave her time to continue.

      She told me all about Braden and his past life regression, which explained the stories he told me. It was a strange one to say the least, how on earth was I going to help him with all that. She rambled on, finally telling me that the psychologist suggested that she introduces Braden to me since he lacks the much-needed father figure in his life.

      “So let me get this straight, if he was normal, you would never have contacted me?”

      “This is not about us Caleb, it’s about our son, he needs help, and the psychologist suggested I find you. We parted ways on bad terms a long time ago; surely you didn’t expect me to just fall over my feet to find you?”

      “No I didn’t but I reckon a child is a pretty big thing,” I objected.

      “You think I don’t know that?  Love is a sham, you said, it’s something I can live without, you said, I never want kids, you said. Pray-tell what did you expect me to do with all that?”

      I stood up and cracked my knuckles, how dare she hold that against me. I was bloody pissed that day when my dad decided to leave my mom for someone only five years older than me. Those words were said in anger.

      “People say things in anger when they are hurt. You can’t be that ignorant that you would think I really meant what I said,” I said raising my voice just a fraction.

      “Your silence spoke volumes, thank you very much,” she retorted and stood up shoving me out of the way, but as she stepped, she lost her footing and tumbled into the pool.

      I didn’t think twice before I too jumped in, clothes and all. Instinctively I gathered her in my arms; knowing she had a phobia for water ever since her near drowning incident when she was only six. But instead of accepting my help she pushed at my chest and swam to the corner of the pool.

      “I’m not an invalid, I can swim,” she spluttered and held unto the edge of the pool.

      “Since when? The last time I recalled you hated water,” I said and swam towards her.

      “I got over all that.”

      I couldn’t help but find her little outburst adorable, and despite everything that had happened, I wanted her, right here right now. Not even the cold water in the pool could constrict the blood flow down south.

      I slipped my arm around her waist turning her to face me. Her green eyes were wide and although uncertainty lingered behind the windows of her soul I could see that somewhere in that chaos was the affection I used to see when we were young and in love. Although I had no intentions of settling down soon, the fact remained, I still wanted her and as I dropped my head and captured her lips I let out an audible groan. To my disappointment it was short lived. At first she didn’t protest, she opened her lips and our tongues swept over each other’s but in a split second she pulled away and hastily lifted herself out of the pool and fled into the house, leaving a nothing but a watery trail behind her.

      Maybe it was for the best; attempting anything more would just complicate matters. I had a comfortable life, a big enough bank balance to support her and Braden for the rest of their lives.

      “Keep it simple,” I said to myself before lifting myself out of the pool.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      Raedene

      

      I was a complete mess after that kiss a few days ago. Especially knowing that it would have been so easy to give in to Caleb, but I just couldn’t. I may have known him years ago, but so much time had passed from then to now. And although I may not have paid attention to the sport headlines it soon dawned on me that he was somewhat of a rugby celebrity and that was just a little too overwhelming. Having long overstayed my welcome according to me, myself and I, I was desperate to get back home, but Caleb was making it practically impossible for me to budge. He spent nearly every day with Braden and watching my son blossom like a real four-year-old was worth the torture I had to endure. Okay fine, it wasn’t exactly torture, it was worse. It was self-inflicted stupidity. I pussy footed around Caleb all the time, sometimes sneaking around like a mouse in a cattery, expecting to be pounced on any moment.  All things considered, one thing was certain, we were not leaving any time soon and since we might as well get comfortable I was going to have to make a trip to town and stock up on clothes and other necessities.

      I quickly tied my hair in an untidy bun and made my way downstairs to find Samson. As I reached the bottom of the staircase, the doorbell rang, it was just past eight o’clock in the morning and curiosity got the better of me, especially when Caleb came stalking past me, so I quickly snuck into the kitchen and stood listening.

      “What do you want?” Caleb said sounding irritated, which was nothing out of the ordinary, but when the visitor spoke I froze.

      “Mr Hayes, is it true that you have an illegitimate child that you only found out about now?”

      “It’s none of your business,” I heard him say in threatening tone.

      “Will you be claiming custody of your son?”

      There were a few clicking sounds that undoubtedly belonged to a camera. How on earth did they know about Braden? Joanne – brilliant, just brilliant, she was a real piece of work.

      “I said, it’s none of your business, get out before I have you forcibly removed.”

      “Will you be marrying Miss Callaway?”

      “I said get the hell out of here, Miss Callaway and her son has nothing to do with you!” he shouted and this time I heard the door bang shut – Miss Callaway and her son – he didn’t even acknowledge Braden as his. As I turned around Braden was standing behind me rubbing his eyes.

      “Rae I’m thirsty,” he said in a croaky voice, and as usual calling me by my first name, but I was so used to it that it hardly bothered me anymore. I simply picked him up in my arms and lifted him unto the kitchen counter.

      “Come here sweetheart; let me get you some water, what do you say we go out and get some ice cream later?” I said and gave him a glass of water.  I had to get out of here, get some distance between Caleb and I, and I needed to clear my head.

      “Is Uncle Caleb going too?” he asked.

      “I think he’s a little busy today, we won’t be out long,” I said and took the cup from him.

      “I want him to go with,” Braden insisted with a pouty lip.

      “Not today,” I said which only aggravated the situation.

      Braden started kicking his legs and wailing about wanting Caleb to go with and nothing I did or say could calm him down.  I was about to storm out of the kitchen when Caleb appeared next to me.

      “Did I hear ice cream?” he asked and just like that Braden calmed down.

      Oh my god, I hate you!  “I wanted to take Braden out for ice cream and let you have some time to yourself,” I said blankly turning my back to them.

      “Why don’t I order pizza and ice cream and we can stay here,” he suggested instead and I instantly had my back up.

      “So you can hide us from the vultures?”  I bit out coldly.

      “Rae…”

      “Don’t you Rae me! You couldn’t even admit that Braden was...” I started but bit back my words. I couldn’t very well drop the bomb on Braden that Caleb was his dad, “Forget it, order pizza. I have things to go do, so if you could watch Braden for the morning that would be great.”

      I kissed Braden on his forehead and smiled at him, “Caleb will spend the morning with you, mommy has to go and do a few things.”

      Braden’s eyes lit up and my heart sank. He really loved spending time with Caleb; I just wish he would open up to me like he did to his dad.

      I didn’t even look at Caleb, I simply walked out to find Samson and see if he could take me to town, I was in desperate need of good old fashioned retail therapy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      Raedene

      

      I stayed out most of the day, and only returned much later that afternoon when the sun was already setting. Throughout the day I kept checking my phone for a message from Caleb, but it never came. I knew that he would have called if things were getting too much and as much as it killed me I had to force myself not to run home and cuddle Braden. I had to simply let the two of them bond. When I got back to the house, both Caleb and Braden were asleep on a bed of pillows in front of the TV, pizza boxes scattered on the floor and game controls haphazardly lying next to them.

      I gathered the pizza boxes and quietly went through to the kitchen. Caleb connected with Braden unlike anyone else, for the first time my son was doing things other boys his age did, instead of sitting in the corner of his room reminiscing about his imaginary family. If I had to take this away from him he would be devastated. But staying here would do my heart an injustice. I may still have feelings for Caleb, but I highly doubted he felt the same. He never even bothered to talk to me after our failed kiss, much less acknowledge his son to the reporter that showed up earlier this morning.

      “Did you enjoy your day out?” Caleb suddenly said behind me and as I spun around I almost smashed both pizza boxes into him, but before that could happen I clutched them in my arms and crushed them against my chest. I could feel the left-over mozzarella cheese and toppings plaster against my new top.

      “Oh my god, are you deliberately trying to scare me to death?” I cried out and dropped both boxes on the counter grabbing the paper towels.

      Caleb didn’t even flinch, he just looked at me with this dead pan expression on his face, and my insides twisted.

      “I’m sorry, I thought you heard me come in,” he said and tossed me a dish rag, “So did you have fun shopping?”

      “It was pleasant, how was Braden,” I asked quickly changing the subject.

      “He was fine.”

      There was clearly something on Caleb’s mind, he didn’t quite sound like himself, and I felt an uncomfortable shiver run down my spine.

      “I’m glad you spent some alone time with him,” I said and turned my back on him to escape his scolding gaze.

      “Why did you come here exactly?”

      Well that was a little out of the blue, I’m sure I told him why I was here, “I told you why I am here, and the psychologist suggested it.”

      “Yeah I know what the psychologist suggested, but I want to know what you are doing here.”

      He took a step closer and I retreated, “I don’t know what you’re talking about, the only thing that is of any significance is getting Braden better.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with him, he has a great imagination, and he’s just misunderstood.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I blurted out, how did he dare suggest that I misunderstood my own son.

      “What I meant to say is, you need to embrace all of him, that includes his other family too,” he said calmly.

      “Did you speak to the psychologist?” I asked fumingly.

      “No, I did not, but I wasn’t that much different from him, so I know exactly what he’s going through. When I was a toddler I always thought I was adopted, it was like that until I was about seven years old.”

      That bowled me over. Caleb also had an imaginary family. Suddenly the whole concept of Lamarckism made perfect sense. I had no idea what to say to that, I simply stared at him.

      “Braden needs both of us to help him through and get him to realize that we are just as important as his other family. The reason he pushes you away is because he is scared of losing his mother again,” Caleb said and walked to the fridge to take out a bottle of water.

      I never thought of it that way and the realization of what my little boy must be going through swept over me like a flood.  He looked at me for a moment and then turned to leave, “Don’t ever walk away from him again,” and then he headed for the living room.
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      Caleb

      

      “I learned from the best,” Rae said with such loathing, the devil himself would cringe. Instead of defending herself, she was quick to hand out punches and this game was starting to get really old.

      I stopped in my tracks, turned and looked pointedly at her, “I left because it was my duty to go and defend my country, I didn’t just leave because I wanted to.”

      I knew that was a blatant lie, I left because of my own selfish reasons, and as much as I tried to convince myself otherwise, I knew the truth.

      “And I left because it was my duty to go do my hair,” she bit out sarcastically.

      God but she was beautiful when she was angry. Her green eyes grew a shade darker as if a storm cloud had descended overhead, and that expression alone should be terrifying, but to me it was a challenge. If I could break through that storm and survive to tell the tale I can challenge any storm that ever crossed my path.

      With determination, I crossed the distance between us and cupped her face, green lightning bolts cascaded in her eyes like a thunderstorm on Jupiter. I slid one hand around the back of her neck and crushed my lips against hers. Half expecting her to shove me away, I was relieved to feel her fingers dig into my biceps as she clung to me; she wasn’t fighting me this time.  Her lips parted and I delved into the confines of her mouth, and her tongue met mine like a perfect dance partner. I dragged her body flush against mine and I felt her soft breasts press against my chest. My body was on fire and rigid in every sense of the word. The pent-up desire I have tried to ignore since she waltzed into my life again was reaching breaking point. I tilted her back and slid my one hand up to cup her left breast as I trailed my lips down the side of her neck to her shoulder.

      “Caleb,” I heard her whisper my name.

      “Rae,” I countered.

      “Caleb,” damn I loved the sound of her hushed voice and the way my name rolled off her lips.

      “Caleb,” she said a little louder this time and shoved lightly against me, but before I could lose all hope, she pointed at Braden.

      “Damn, it’s taking some time getting used to a little person in the house,” I said and then grabbed her hand and led her to the nearest isolated spot in the house – the pantry.

      By the time I had her cornered between the canned food and condiments she was already fumbling clumsily with the drawstring of my sweats, and I was not far behind. The simple cotton dress she wore was no deterrent for me and I quickly shoved her panties down her long legs and I lifted her up against one of the shelves.

      “You know this is never going to work,” she said as she wrapped her legs around my waist.

      “You’re right, this damn pantry is too small, but right now it will have to do,” I said huskily.

      I knew she wasn’t referring to the confined space of the pantry, but I chose to ignore the obvious. I spun around and knocked the potatoes off the crate that stood in the corner of the pantry and sat down with her straddling my lap and she slowly lowered herself unto my rock-hard length. And as I buried myself deep into her I felt her body tighten around me. With one hand splayed across her back, I dipped my head down and tugged on her hardened nipple through her dress.

      “You feel so good,” I whispered as I dragged my lips up to hers.

      “Shh,” she said as she held unto my shoulders and slowly started to rock her hips back and forth. Her eyes fell closed and her lips parted while the rapid bursts of her breath fanned my face. She put a spell on me, of that much I was certain, but it was one I would welcome any day. With each deliberate stroke, she bit her lip in an attempt to stifle a moan.  I tried my utmost not to vocalize just how I felt this very moment, which was near impossible.

      Each time her hips rose I gasped for a breath and each time they fell taking my length deep into her velvet centre I groaned. She too started panting breathlessly and the erratic movements of her hips were bringing me closer and closer to my own release. I could hardly stand it anymore, I bucked my hips upwards, rougher and harder and she met me each time. And when she bent forward and buried her face in my neck she cried out and clung to me as her body shook in my embrace. That was all I needed, every muscle in my body drew taught and with one last thrust I buried myself deep inside her, filling her with my own essence, and in the confines of the pantry it was only the two of us, and nothing else mattered.

      As our frantic heart beats slowed down I held her close against me, burying my face in the crook of her neck inhaling her scent.

      “This is never going to work Caleb,” she said as she stood up to fix her dress.

      A few days ago, that was exactly what I thought – this would never work – but now I wasn’t so sure if it was just stupidity talking. I stood and pulled her into my arms and cradled her neck pressing my lips against her hair. I couldn’t agree or disagree, this was already far more complex than I anticipated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    

    
      Raedene

      

      I stood in the kitchen looking out the window and watched Caleb and Braden flying a kite and my heart skipped a beat, what if this was exactly what Braden needed? He’s been so caught up in this past life of his that he had missed out on being a real kid. Even though Damien tried to fill a dad’s shoes in most parts of Braden’s life, it was nothing like this. Braden was practically beside himself every time he got to spend time with Caleb.

      Just as I turned to get back to making lunch, I spotted a suspicious character at the front gate pointing a camera at Caleb and Braden.

      “Samson!” I called before storming out of the kitchen armed with a spatula.

      If those reporters were back at it, I was going to give them a piece of my mind. They had no right to spy on us or take photos without our consent and I didn’t give a hoot as to whether or not it was part and parcel of Caleb’s claim to celebrity status. That was my son out there and I was not going to allow them to hurt him in any way.

      “Samson!” I called again as I marched down the driveway towards the gate. Samson quickly fell into step beside me trying to keep up at his old age, but he too must have seen the person at the gate.

      “Those vultures have no common decency; they always hover around here trying to find the next best gossip scoop for the tabloids,” he said as we hurried to the gate.

      The stranger saw us approaching and he hurried to take a few more shots before he scurried away. By the time we reached the gate, all we saw was a car speeding off.

      “What’s going on?” Caleb asked as he came to stand beside us, with Braden sitting on his hip.

      “I saw a man taking photos of you,” I said through gritted teeth, I knew better not to start throwing accusations around in front of Braden, “I wanted to find out what he wanted.”

      “I’ll handle it, they come around every now and again before a big game to get an inside scoop, so I’m sure it was harmless.”

      “Harmless. Right,” I said and stalked off towards the house.

      

      How could he be so indifferent about this? Just the other day a reporter came asking about his son, and now this? I simply refused to expose Braden to these vultures, and if Caleb could not consider our privacy then I would have no option but to take Braden back home.

      “Rae, wait!” Caleb called after me but I refused to stop.

      “Rae! Hold up, can we just talk?” he said again and this time I spun around.

      “Talking is just not good enough Caleb, I can’t have these journalists poking around in my life, much less Braden’s. Things are complicated as it is,” I said folding my arms.

      “I know, but unfortunately it comes with the territory, and it’s not something that will just go away. They have a scoop and they will do what they can to find out what’s going on, I can’t change what or who I am,” he said and leaned against the pillar on the wrap around veranda.

      He was right, as much as I hated it; I was the one that walked into his life, not the other way around. Just because he was Braden’s father didn’t give me the right to make any demands. The fact remained, he was a sports star, and I was the unpopular nobody who had his child, his child. Talk about being the insignificant other, it was nothing short of pathetic, not to mention disastrous.

      “I know, I just don’t like it, and if it wasn’t for that Joanne woman, they wouldn’t have had a story in the first place. She feels jilted that you stood her. You should have just gone out with her. I really don’t know why you bothered with me in the first place”

      Caleb pushed away from the pillar and stood with his hands on his hips, “There’s no proof that it was Joanne who told them anything.”

      “See? You even try to defend her, when the truth is staring you right in the face, unbelievable!” I spat out and then spun around and stormed into the house.

      Before I knew it, Caleb had me by the arm, “I merely meant that we can’t go around accusing people by mere assumption, I’ll have a talk to her and find out what’s going on okay?”

      I tugged my arm free, “Well I’m telling you she is behind all of this, and if you think for one moment I’m going to be target practice for a scorned ex, you’re wrong. Braden and I will be leaving first thing in the morning.”

      “No you won’t,” he said blankly, “Our son needs a father, and if you’re too blind to see that, then you’re pretty selfish. You’ve spent every moment of that child’s life cooping him up and protecting him in this bubble of imperfection that he never had a chance to experience what it is to be a four-year-old boy!”

      Blinded by rage I slapped him so hard my hand stung right into my wrist. How dare he blame me for Braden’s lack of childhood experiences?

      “You’re a real jackass,” I said furiously before I hurried up the stairs to my room. I couldn’t allow him to see my tears.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      Caleb

      

      I had more than enough time to think things over after our little fallout the night before, and instead of running after a raging female who could do some serious damage with that left-hand swing of hers, I left her to calm down.

      In my defence I wasn’t trying to protect Joanne. In fact, she was the last thing on my mind, I was just trying to contain a bad situation by playing this whole journalist thing down to me being a sports star. But if I had to be honest with myself, it was more than likely Joanne’s doing and whatever her angle was for pulling such a stunt, I was not planning on letting it slide, but that was the least of my problems. I needed to reassure Rae that she belonged here and that Braden needed me.

      “Has the baby sitter arrived yet?” I asked Samson as I entered the kitchen just after dawn.

      “She’s on her way sir,” he said with a smile on his face.

      “Good, when she gets here, just show her where everything is.”

      “Of course.”

      Although Samson was my butler, he was more like a father to me than my own dad had ever been and I knew that he had always liked Rae, he never made it a secret. I remember how he went out of his way to make sure he always offered Rae a ride when he picked me up from college just so that he could push us towards each other. The day I decided to leave, he was the one who told me I was making a mistake. My dad was caught up with his new girlfriend, while my mom spent days drinking herself into a stupor over his betrayal. Thinking back now, I should have listened to Samson when he told me ‘she’s the kind of girl who deserves more than one second chance’. I never quite understood what he meant by that at the time, but now it was slowly starting to make sense.

      Fine, so she never tried to reach me when she found out she was pregnant, but that’s no reason to keep the noose around her neck. She was scared and alone, I was gone and she deserved a second chance as much as I did.

      “Shall I take Miss Rae’s tea up to her room?” Samson asked, drawing me out of my train of thought.

      “No, I’ll take it up; you tend to Maria when she arrives.”

      On my way to Rae’s room I stopped at Braden’s room, he was talking to himself again and I couldn’t help but smile. He reminded me so much of myself; I had no doubt that he was going to grow up to be just fine. I could only hope that I would get to be part of it all. My heart ached just thinking of losing him.

      I continued to Rae’s room and knocked lightly on the door and waited, when there was no answer I entered expecting to find her sleeping, but instead I heard her in the bathroom. Should I leave the tea and come back later or wait for her to come out of the bathroom? I wondered. The latter option was more than just tempting and images of her wrapped only in a towel flooded my mind. I was about to leave when the door opened and as if I had telepathic powers, she exited with nothing but a towel around her.

      “Oh! I-I, what are you doing here?” she asked and hugged her arms around her.

      I was rendered speechless for a moment as she stood before me. Her skin was flushed and her wet hair clung to her cheeks and shoulders. As much as I wanted to take her there and then I had to control myself.

      “Peace offering,” I said clearing my throat. “I’ve brought you some tea.”

      “Thank you,” she said and shifted her weight awkwardly; “You can just leave it on the dresser.”

      Pull yourself together man, I reprimanded myself and walked to the door, “Dress comfortably and meet me downstairs,” I said and without waiting for her answer I left the room.

      A short while later Rae came down the stairs dressed in skin tight jeans and knee high boots with a black vest that accentuated her curves. Naturally all my blood ran south and I had no choice but to force thoughts of pink bunnies and fluffy coyotes to ease the tension that rose up inside of me. If she had the slightest idea how she tempted me, she would have run away when she had the chance.

      A pale young girl accompanied by Samson stepped out of the kitchen and shifted her glasses up her nose.

      “Rae, this is Maria, she’s going to be babysitting Braden today,” I said and stepped aside.

      “Hello Miss Callaway, I’m so pleased to meet you and I can assure you that Braden is in great hands,” Maria said reassuringly.

      Rae’s jaw dropped as she looked at Maria, then at me, and back at Maria, “I’m sorry Maria, I think there was a slight misunderstanding, we won’t need your services.”

      “Of course we do.” I placed my hand on Rae’s shoulder and forced a smile.

      “No we don’t,” she bit out and shrugged away from me.

      “Just work with me here, okay?” I turned and looked at Maria, “Can you give us a moment?

      “Of course, I’ll go tend to Braden.”

      “Why the hell would you make these decisions without consulting me?” Rae said the moment Maria was out of sight.

      “I’ve arranged a baby sitter so that I can take you out for a bit, you need it,” I took her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes.

      “She’s a complete stranger and I don’t need to go out, I just need to be with Braden.”

      “She has good references, the agency reassured me she can be trusted and Samson is also here to keep an eye on everything.”

      Rae turned out of my grasp and walked to the doorway then spun around and whispered under her breath, “How do you know she’s not an undercover journalist?”

      I threw my head back and laughed shaking my head, “You watch far too many CSI episodes, she’s not a journalist, she is only sixteen and trying to save for college. I promise you she will not jeopardize her income.  My managers’ wife runs an Au Pair company and she owed me a favour, Maria is one of the best on her payroll and she can be trusted.”

      She scrunched her nose up and then bit her thumb, “I just don’t think it’s wise to leave him with a complete stranger, you know how he gets.”

      I looked over her shoulder at Maria sitting with Braden on the floor. Braden was a little tentative and had distanced himself from Maria, but he was also not shying away from her completely. In fact, he had shoved some of his Legos over to her.

      “Rae, he’s a little boy with a great imagination, he’ll be safe and sound here with Maria and Samson and I think the more he is exposed to other people the better it is for him.”

      “What, so now you’re a specialist in the field of what he needs, while you weren’t around half of his life?” she bit out and the moment she did her hand flew to her mouth and I knew she did not mean to say what she said.

      I clenched my jaw and pinched the bridge of my nose. Now was not the time to throw stones and instead of reacting to her allegations, I reached for the helmet on the table and held it out to her along with a leather jacket that conveniently popped up out of no-where. I could only guess it was one of the cheer leaders’ jackets that got abandoned after one of the many parties I’ve hosted at my house, but Rae didn’t have to know that.

      “I’m not taking no for an answer,” I simply stated and then walked out the door.

      Part of me expected the helmet to fly out the door and hit me against the back of my head, but it never did. Instead Rae stepped out of the house dressed in the leather jacket with the helmet in her hand.

      “Caleb, I’m sorry,” she said as she shuffled closer, “that was uncalled for, it’s just that I have never left Braden on his own with a complete stranger, and I get nervous.”

      I got that she was trying to protect him, but I also knew she was going about it the wrong way, “I know you are worried, I just think it’s time you give him a chance to spread his wings,” I reached up to trace a single finger along the angular line of her jaw, “When it comes to raising kids, I’m the last one to give advice, but I know myself and I promise you if I had a mother that cooped me up like a porcelain doll, I would also pretend I had another family.”

      That made her laugh, “I’m not that bad.”

      “Wanna bet?” I grinned and tugged her earlobe playfully and the way her eyes fluttered closed as she inclined her head into my touch nearly made me change my mind and take her back inside and to my bed instead, she was simply irresistible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      Raedene

      

      The moment we hit the open road and Caleb opened the throttle I felt the adrenalin rush through me and the tension from moments earlier eased away. He was right, I have been cooping Braden up far too much, but in my defence all mothers tend to do that with the first born, or so I read. I forced my insecurities about the baby sitter and leaving Braden with a stranger aside, and decided to just enjoy the moment.

      Being on the back of a bike with my chest pressed against Caleb’s back brought back memories. When we were younger he always used to give me a ride on his bike whenever he rode it, we were wild and free back then. The golden couple that everyone always thought would end up together.

      The day was perfect, the wind was cool but not cold, and the leather jacket he gave me was enough to shield me from the cool breeze as it whipped past us. We rode for what seemed like a few minutes when Caleb took a left into Denver itself. I couldn’t help but contain my own excitement not knowing what he had planned. It felt like Deja vu, the scents and smells that filled my senses reminded me of so many things, things I had forgotten over the years, and now being here with him, the memories all started flooding back.

      We finally pulled up outside a steakhouse called Mickey’s. Caleb got off the bike and then helped me to take the helmet off.

      “I see your hair didn’t suffer any damage,” he said smiling.

      I laughed and shook my hair, “Cocooned like that, I highly doubt a typhoon would touch my hair.”

      He chuckled, and handed me my helmet “Hang on to yours, you hungry?”

      I took a deep breath and as the smell of food assaulted my senses, my stomach rumbled, “Does that answer your question?”

      “Sure does.”

      He laced his fingers with mine and led me to the entrance, other than the waiters and the odd patron the place was empty. I glanced around at the interior; it was a homely place that indicated the owner insisted on a personal touch. On the far wall, next to the bar was a bunch of framed photographs, all sports related and among them, rugby photos. I spotted one in particular. It was Caleb flying through the air with arms stretched out and a ball in his hands.

      “Is that you scoring a tri?” I asked curiously.

      “Yes ma’am, that’s our golden boy,” it was an elderly man who spoke next to me, “Caleb here is a real sports hero; he makes us proud every time he gets on the field.”

      “Morgan buddy,” Caleb said and let go of my hand, then clasped hands with Morgan and bumped shoulders, “You shouldn’t be exaggerating like that, it’s a team sport.”

      “Oh that’s no exaggeration, that tri won us the game, and so did many others,” Morgan said.

      I felt like the odd one out between the two men as they chatted about ruby, it was as if I didn’t exist. I slid away awkwardly to look at the other pictures that lined the walls leaving the two of them to catch up. I couldn’t believe how I never noticed that Caleb was famous, he was really a celebrity in these parts and probably the country and there I was, completely oblivious to what was going on in the world of sports. I used to be a fan when I was in college but only because I was trying to impress him, but after that I hardly watched sports, much less read the sports section in the newspapers. I blamed Damien too, if he knew all along that Caleb was Braden’s father he should have kept me in the loop, surely he knew all along where Caleb found himself and how popular he had become.

      “Miss Callaway?” A young man spoke next to me.

      “Yes?” I turned to look at him.

      “My name is Justin, I’m from the Daily News, and I was wondering if you would mind answering a few questions?”

      “Listen here…” I started but before I could finish my sentence, Morgan had the man by the scruff dragging him to the door.

      “They just won’t let it go,” Caleb said as he came to stand next to me, “I’m sorry Rae.”

      “It’s okay, I suppose it comes with the territory,” I looked towards the door where Morgan still stood with his arms crossed over his chest, “Looks like you have your personal body guard at least.”

      “Ah, this is the only place I can eat in peace without reporters harassing me.” He slid his hand under my elbow and led me to one of the tables in the far corner away from the window.

      “It’s a nice place, very cosy.”

      “It is, Morgan prides himself in making sure this place stays a family establishment where everyone can have a decent meal away from home.”

      “A family restaurant, so why do you come here?” the words slipped out before I could stop them, but Caleb just smiled.

      “Great food, it beats the best steakhouses in town.”

      “Fair enough.”

      I slipped into the seat opposite Caleb and glanced at the menu, printed on the placemat.

      “It’s still early, so if you want something light I won’t hold it against you, but I’m starving,” he said grinning.

      “It’s just after ten in the morning, so I’ll stick to a breakfast,” I said pointing to the Country Breakfast. “Eggs, bacon and toast with a side of fries, that’s all I will be able to eat.”

      Caleb opted for a rump steak and by the time the waitress took our order Morgan had already sent some coffee over.

      I kept looking towards the door, nervous that another reporter might try and sneak in, but Caleb didn’t seem too deterred.

      “So, when last have you been out and about to have some fun?”

      “Plenty,” I lied.

      “Come on Rae, you’re lying to me.”

      “No I’m not,” I smiled and tore of the tip of the sugar sachet and poured the sugar into my coffee, “I’m not a recluse, I just don’t- I don’t spend my nights partying anymore.”

      “I wasn’t talking about partying; I was talking about dating or just hanging out with friends. Surely you have dated since Braden was born?”

      Caleb was fishing for information, trying to stir the water and see what secrets lay below the surface.

      “I tried once, it was a complete failure. He turned out to be gay.”

      “He was gay?” Caleb said laughing, “You must have been one hell of a date to send him running in the other direction.”

      I reached over the table and slapped his shoulder, “That was not my doing. He was a closet case, didn’t want anyone to know and I was his alibi.”

      “So what happened?”

      “Well,” I giggled, “We went ice skating one night, and he had disappeared at some point in the evening so I went looking for him. Let’s just say, I found him in a very compromising position with another guy and that was the end of it.”

      Caleb roared with laughter and sat back crossing his arms over his chest, “I would have loved to be a fly on the wall.”

      “How about you?” I asked tentatively, “How many women have you dated?”

      He shifted in his chair and looked everywhere accept at me.

      “Come on, I told you about my experience, now it’s your turn.”

      “I won’t say I’ve dated anyone steadily for some time, being on the team, I’m always busy at practice or playing the game.”

      “Liar, what about Joanne, she seemed like she had a different idea.”

      He scratched his head and then dragged his hand down the back of his neck, “She’s one of the cheer leaders, and they are all like rabid dogs trying to get their teeth into us. It’s quite shocking, but convenient if you want no strings attached.”

      “Woah, referring to women as dogs is derogatory. That’s not nice,” I laughed.

      “You know what I mean; to them it’s all about fame, which player they are latched on to and how much publicity they get being on a sports star’s arm.”

      “So you never went on dates, dinner, dance, sex?”

      Oh my god, I did not just ask him the sex question, that was a little too direct but it literally slipped out.

      “Dinner yes, dance no, sex yes,” he said as he tapped his fingers on the table, “I’m a hot-blooded male; sex is something that comes naturally.”

      I felt my cheeks grow hot and I averted my eyes, “That’s true I suppose.”

      Caleb’s hand cupped mine unexpectedly and I looked up to meet his eyes.

      “Sex is not making love, there is a distinct difference,” he said as if to justify his response.

      “It’s in the same category as the birds and the bees lesson Caleb,” I joked and tried to pull my hand free but he held on.

      “It is but it’s different, men are animals, I’m not going to beat around the bush with you. We only have enough blood to operate one head at a time, and sometimes it’s not even enough to feed our hearts.”

      I rolled my eyes and forced a smile, “Why are you trying to defend yourself? It’s not as if I was going to hold it against you, it’s been over five years and what you did with your free time has nothing to do with me.”

      Caleb let go of my hand and sat back as the waitress came with our orders. Suddenly I didn’t feel as hungry as I did earlier, in fact the hollow feeling of regret that filled my insides was enough to keep me away from food for the rest of the day.

      “I regret leaving you,” he said once the waitress was gone.

      “Well shit happens, and you had a lot going on.”

      “Rae, look at me,” he said and reached for both my hands stilling them, “I was confused, I’m not going to lie, and I was angry, but I should never have taken it out on you.”

      I smiled at him then, “Are you here to have breakfast or seek absolution for your sins? It was a long time ago and we both moved on with life.”

      He looked at me with an intensity that took my breath away, and before I could say a word he pushed himself up and reached over the table sliding his hand behind my head, then crushed his lips against mine. I could taste the coffee on his tongue and his scent flooded my nostrils and I was lost, his kiss suddenly felt like a whispered promise, one I wanted to believe with all my heart.

      When he finally pulled away, he looked deeply into my eyes and it was as if everything around us had faded to black.

      “It was always you,” he said and then slowly sat back down and casually took a sip of his coffee.

      We ate our food in silence but there was no denying the sexual tension that was building between us. My mind was a muddled mess and all I could think of was how intense that kiss was. It was as if it drilled down into my soul to arrest my heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      Caleb

      

      That kiss was the defining moment when I realized that I was still very much in love with Rae. Regardless of the past, and how my own parents’ marriage ruined my outlook on the happily-ever-after aspect. No two people could be more entwined than us at this very point in time. We spent the rest of the morning walking the streets of Denver enjoying each other’s company, I kept checking with Samson to make sure Braden was fine just so I could put Rae’s mind at ease. After sightseeing, I had one more stop to make before we headed home.

      “Can you bear to be in my company a little while longer?”

      “Depends on what it all entails,” Rae said and put the helmet on.

      “You will like it, I promise.”

      “We’ll see.”

      I revved the engine and set off, I liked how Rae’s arms felt around me when she clung to me and I was tempted to speed up a bit, but then the thought did cross my mind that she might squeeze the air from my lungs and we’ll end up in the nearest ditch.

      A few minutes later I pulled into the parking lot of the Botanical Gardens and again helped Rae off the bike. This time we left the helmets on the bike and made our way through the large gates. It was late noon and the sun had already started to set, there were only a few other couples around, so I picked one of the benches near the willow trees and water pond that looked like a deck of lilies. With the sun already disappearing, so did the star white flowers, but the fragrance still hung heavily in the air.

      “This place is breath taking,” Rae said as she sat down on the bench.

      “It really is, I don’t think it gets nearly enough credit, the locals don’t always appreciate the beauty of this place.”

      “Wasn’t this where one of those corpse flowers bloomed recently?” she asked curiously.

      I was impressed, very few people were aware of the sudden anomaly that hit the US by storm after multiple corpse flowers bloomed around the same time, “Yeah it’s in one of the pavilions, but it’s not blooming anymore. I was on tour when it happened otherwise I would have been here to watch it bloom.”

      “I would have loved to see it, better luck next time,” she said smiling.

      “I’ll make sure you see the next bloom.”

      She was sitting up with her back straight and her hands planted on her knees. From her casual demeanour earlier, she almost came across as nervous now.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Of course I am, why do you ask?”

      “You just seem, I don’t know, tense.”

      “I just, I’ve never been away from Braden this long, and its already starting to get dark.”

      I moved closer to her and wrapped my arm around her shoulders, then took her hand in mine and pressed my lips against her finger tips, “Braden is fine, I’ve been checking with Samson every hour.”

      She sighed, “I know, I’m being silly.”

      At that opportune moment, the entire place lit up in a display of beautiful colours that transformed the gardens into something more like a magical fairy garden, and that was all it took to draw Rae’s attention.

      “Oh my god, this is absolutely breath taking,” she stood up and turned around, “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      I smiled and came to stand next to her near the pond, “They do this every evening, it’s like a tradition, it’s even more beautiful in winter, and then it’s more like Whoville at Christmas.”

      Rae suddenly giggled and I couldn’t help but laugh, “You remember when we watched the Grinch? That movie was sooo funny, I want Braden to watch it this Christmas.”

      I chuckled, “We will have to make sure he watches Horton Hears a Who first, he’s going to need to know where the Who’s come from.”

      Yep, I just said ‘we’, and by the way Rae’s mouth fell open and her eyes met mine, I knew that she read between the lines, and suddenly there it was, that sexual tension I have been trying to ignore since the kiss at Mickey’s, but now here in this magical place the lights and all the colours served as the fireworks one can expect when you look at a beautiful woman and realize she’s feeling exactly the same.

      I stepped in, and so did she; my heart thumped with hope at her approach. I wrapped my arms around her waist and she gripped the front of my shirt and our lips met midway. Her breath mixed with mine and filled my lungs and I let out an audible groan, how I wish we were completely alone. I slid my hands down and pulled her more firmly against me, wanting not to scare her, but show her exactly what she did to me. Instead of pulling away she leaned harder against me. As she slid one hand up and around my neck her other hand found the hem of my shirt and slipped under it. The moment her cool fingers touched my skin, I knew I was damned.

      “Rae…” I whispered as I pulled away from the kiss, cupping her face, “Baby if we don’t stop now, the trees and the flowers are going to have a lot more to talk about than bees.”

      She tucked her teeth into her bottom lip and smiled mischievously up at me, then slid her hand further under my shirt until she cupped my left peck, “Then I suggest you take me home right this minute, or we’ll put nature to shame.”

      I gritted my teeth as I felt her hand slide from my chest to my stomach to stop just above my jeans, she had the art of seduction down to perfection and anything she did from this moment on would put me at risk of breaking the law and being locked up for indecent exposure. Determined I took her hand and lead her back out of the gardens to the motorbike.

      “Get on, before I go insane,” I said and she laughed.

      “Yes sir!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      Raedene

      

      By the time we got home my body was on fire, sitting pressed up against Caleb’s back was excruciating, all I could think of was his lips on mine and those intense eyes that that bore into my soul. The moment he turned the bike of I scrambled off and rushed into the house and I knew he was short on my heels, but I had to check on Braden first.

      “Samson, Maria?” I whispered as I entered the living room.

      “Hi,” Maria said as she excited the kitchen, “Braden’s asleep upstairs, he went to bed about an hour ago.”

      “He never goes to bed so early,” I said concerned.

      “Well we had a lot of fun and he was so exhausted. He did have something to eat before he passed out, so don’t worry.”

      “Oh okay then, I’ll go look in on him,” I walked to the stairs then turned, “Maria. Thank you.”

      “No problem.”

      I ran up the stairs and quietly opened Braden’s door. He was fast asleep hugging a plush toy bear to his chest. My heart ached as I looked down at him sleeping and I brushed a lock of hair from his brow.

      “Sweet dreams my boy,” I whispered and then kissed his forehead before I quietly left his room.

      As I entered the hallway, Caleb was there waiting for me and from the way he looked at me, I knew he was also reaching the end of his sanity. Without a word, I grabbed his hand and pulled him into my bedroom.

      The moment the door closed, Caleb spun me around and pressed me up against the door. He lowered his one hand to my hip and his fingers brushed the bare skin between my vest and jeans, which sent a shiver of pleasure coursing through me. I sighed as his lips met mine and I knew that there was no turning back now. I slid my hands down to his waist and pulled him tighter against me and that was encouragement enough. In one swift motion, he reached for my vest and pulled it off over my head and his hands instantly cupped my breasts, and even though they were covered in lace I could feel the heat of his palms burn into my skin.  I followed suit and pulled his T-shirt off and the sight of him took my breath away. He was all muscle and ripped abs and I knew that it could make any woman swoon helplessly at his feet.  I felt a stab of jealousy poke at my subconscious knowing that other women had seen him like this, but the moment his hands moved to the buttons of my jeans those thoughts fled for the hills.

      We undressed each other eagerly until we stood naked in front of each other.

      “You are so beautiful,” he whispered as he drew me into his arms.

      “You’re biased,” I joked as I ran my fingers down his chest stopping just above the V that cut down in front of his stomach. I felt his stomach muscles contract and tighten and I smiled.

      “I promise you that this has nothing to do with being biased, it’s the honest truth,” he groaned and lifted me effortlessly into his arms then carried me over to the bed.

      I met his eyes and his desire reflected my own, I needed him, I needed to feel him make love to me, but before I would allow myself that pleasure, I wanted him to know exactly how much I needed him. As he stood at the edge of the bed, I sat up and looked at him with a smile tugging at my lips while I ran my hands up along his thighs to his waist. He was rock hard and as I reached to wrap my hand around his erection, he cursed under his breath.

      “Too much, too soon?” I asked smiling as I stroked him.

      “Hell no, but if you keep that up, it will be the quickest climax in history,” he said in a strained tone.

      “I doubt that very much.”

      I lowered my head and took him into my mouth, his hands fisted my hair as I rolled my tongue around his tip as his hips started to move. With my one hand at his base, I dragged my tongue along his full length and then sucked him into my mouth again.

      “Oh my god Rae…” he uttered breathlessly.

      “Not even god can save you now,” I said and continued teasing him.

      As I pleasured him with my mouth he groaned audibly and rocked his hips, not once letting go of my hair. I could feel my own arousal as the wetness between my legs increased. I was lost in time and space and the present was all that mattered. Before I knew it, Caleb had tugged me away from him and was now laying on top of me, kissing me with such passion I thought I was going to faint. I felt his hand slide down over my stomach and between my legs and when his fingers slid between my folds I cried out, “Caleb, please!” I was slowly coming undone.

      “Patience,” he said and I could feel him smile against my skin as he pressed kisses along my jaw, down my throat and between my breasts. He moved his lips to one of my nipples and sucked the aching tip into his mouth. It was like a magical chord of ecstasy that connected every nerve ending in my body to each other. And while he slid his fingers in and out of my wetness and sucked on my nipple I felt my entire world spiral out of control.

      He moved up along my body again until our eyes met and as he lay nestled between my thighs I raised my knees, spreading myself for him.

      “Are you sure about this,” he asked with a smile tugging on his lips.

      “Is the pope catholic?” I asked dragging my nails up along his spine.

      “His loyalty is questionable,” he joked and then slid his rock-hard length between my slick folds.

      “Oh god, just…” I started, unable to formulate a coherent sentence.

      “Say please,” he teased.

      “You’re making me beg?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Seriously?”

      Caleb looked down at me and I bit my bottom lip and in one smooth motion he moved his hips and entered me slowly at first, but with each stroke he became more relentless, thrusting faster and harder. I wrapped my legs around his thighs and gripped his biceps as he thrusted, over and over. I arched my back and met his every stroke; overwhelmed by the intensity of the moment I could feel every nerve ending in my body tingle and rise to the pinnacle of pleasure.

      “Caleb,” I uttered over and over as I felt my body and mind slipping further and further into oblivion. Each thrust of his cock into my core drove me closer and closer to the edge and I knew that he too, was reaching that tipping point.  When he called out my name my entire world came undone and I surrendered myself completely to him.

      For a while after, I lay cradled in his arms while he drew patterns over my back and arms, something I always loved. Everything felt perfect, it was as if our stars were aligned and nothing and no one could ruin this sacred moment.

      “When you said that we have to show Braden Horton hears a who, did you just say that?”

      I felt the smile tug at his lips and then he pressed his lips against the top of my head.

      “I meant it; Braden deserves to have us both in his life.”

      I closed my eyes and bit my lip, for now I’ll take what I can get and leave the empty promises and unhappily ever after’s, for when they rear their ugly heads.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

      

    

    
      Caleb

      

      I looked down at the financials, it’s the first time in weeks since I’ve visited the office and I knew I had to show face sooner or later. It was fun having a board of members running the show, but in reality, I couldn’t keep hiding from obvious obligations.

      “Mr. Hayes, your manager is here to see you,” my secretary announced.

      “Send him in.”

      “Gary, this is a pleasant surprise, didn’t expect to see you here,” I said and sat down, “surely you could have caught up with me at practice tomorrow.”

      “Unfortunately this cannot wait Caleb. There are stories flying around left right and centre and it’s not helping your image.”

      “What stories?”

      “Well some reckon the girl is leading you on and that she’s just a gold digger after your money,” he said and shifted uncomfortably.

      “And who may I ask would be spreading these rumours?”

      “Everyone, we’ve had reporters peeping around at the club and asking questions. They want to know if you did a paternity test to prove that the child is yours.”

      “Is that so?”

      Grant stood up and walked over to the window, “I know it’s not my place, but maybe you should insist on a paternity test. Some women will go to any length to get what they want.”

      Not Rae, I thought as I collected the papers and placed them into a manila folder, but if that is what the public wants I don’t see why it will be a bad thing. I knew for a fact Braden was my son, and I was more than certain that Rae was no gold digger.

      “I’ll arrange a paternity test, but then I want you to handle the journalists,” I said and as I looked up I saw Rae standing at the door, her face as white a sheet.

      “Rae,” I said and stood up, but the look on her face told me to stay put.

      “A paternity test, so that’s what you plan to do?” she bit out coldly, “Don’t bother Caleb, I’ll be gone before you get home.” And without a word she spun around and walked away.

      “For god sakes,” I cursed and ran off after her, “Rae, wait!”

      She spun around and shoved her finger against my chest, “No! I’m done Caleb. Braden is much better and we do not need you or your money. I can do this on my own, I don’t need you.”

      I dragged my hands through my hair and sighed frustratingly. Going after her now would simply provoke her, I had to give her some time to calm down and then talk to her. So, I watched her leave and I cursed under my breath.

      “She’s up to something, Caleb, otherwise she would have agreed to a paternity test. What has she got to hide?”

      I strode towards Grant and grabbed him by his shirt, I was fuming, I had enough of managers trying to rule my every decision and journalists hounding me down, “She is not hiding anything!” I said angrily before shoving him away from me, “Braden is my son, and I don’t give a shit what everyone else believes. You do what you’re supposed to do and handle it, it’s what you get paid for.”

      Grant stumbled back and then fixed his shirt and headed for the door, “This will leave a mark on your career.”

      “Then maybe you should start looking a replacement.”

      I looked at the time and although I desperately wanted to get home to Rae to sort this mess out, I had to attend the general board meeting first. I cursed under my breath and then marched to the boardroom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 18

        

      

    

    
      Raedene

      

      A week later I sat in my own apartment back home in Lafayette, and every day there was a few more missed calls from Caleb, which I refused to answer.  The fact that he even suggested a paternity test was enough for me to make up my mind. To find out that he had the slightest doubt about Braden hurt more than anything and I simply refused to stay under the same roof as him.

      I paged aimlessly through a magazine trying to keep my mind off Caleb, but in all honestly reading a local sports magazine wasn’t the best therapy either. On every second page, there was mention of the famous Caleb Hayes, or the Denver Stampede and although I didn’t exactly read the articles his name jumped out at me like a bad memory.

      “Mommy,” Braden called out as he came running into the room, “look what I made.”

      My heart stopped and I dropped the magazine. Did he just call me mommy? I was beside myself, he has never referred to me as his mom, but I knew I couldn’t exactly make a fuss about it, so I forced my own excitement aside and looked at him, “Let’s see what you have there.”

      It was a picture with a house and a family; this time instead of his other family, he had drawn three people and I knew exactly who the third person was. A lump formed in my throat and I fought back the tears. What on earth was I going to do?

      “Wow, this is beautiful, is that Uncle Caleb?” I asked and cleared my throat.

      “Yep, he’s my new daddy, I want to visit him.”

      I let out a controlled breath and hugged my little boy. Decision made, I had to move to Denver so that Braden could see Caleb whenever he wanted, but that would mean I would have to agree to a paternity test. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea, but I don’t think I would be able to put my heart on the line again. I was sure that I could live in the same town as Caleb without melting into a puddle of goo every time he looked at me.

      “I’m sure he would like that,” I said and then lifted him unto my lap, “Caleb is playing Rugby now, do you want to watch the game with me?”

      “He’s on the TV?”

      “Yes he is,” I said and flicked to the sports channel.

      We sat and watched the game and at half time I made us a quick snack. Initially the sport did not interest me, but seeing the players on the field and how excited Braden got each time he saw Caleb had me hooked.  Half time was over and the players all jogged back onto the field and the game got underway. The Denver Stampede was leading 18 – 6, but the players looked exhausted from their efforts.  Each bone crunching tackle had me on edge; I’ve never been one for such barbaric sports, and watching players being carried off on stretchers or with cuts in their faces made me nervous.

      Ten minutes into half time, Caleb was sprinting to the try line, one of the opposition players came storming him from the side and when he collided with Caleb, he was catapulted into the air and came down head first and that’s where he stayed. I looked at Braden and was grateful that he was busy playing with his Legos instead of watching the game. I glanced back at the screen; the referee had blown the whistle and raised his arms above his head with his wrists crossed. Within seconds, paramedics came rushing unto the field with a spine board and I held my breath for a second and when the live broadcast was interrupted, I knew something went horribly wrong.
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      Hours later I sat next to Caleb where he lay in traction. He had suffered a compression fracture on his C5-C6 vertebrae which caused pressure on his spinal cord, leaving him paralysed. And although the doctor reassured me that it was only temporary, I couldn’t help but worry.

      In his sedated state, I took his hand in mine, “I know you can’t hear me, but I’m going to say this anyway. You have to get better, Braden needs you and-and I need you.”

      Realisation swept over me as I rubbed my thumb over the back of his hand. I still loved him after all these years and coming so close to losing him after just finding him scared me more than anything. Outside reporters gathered to get a scoop of the story but Samson was determined to not allow anyone in, which I was thankful for.

      “Rae…”

      Caleb was waking up and even though he couldn’t move, a smile tugged at his lips.

      “Caleb, you stupid fool,” I said and shifted closer to him, “You scared the hell out of me. How are you feeling?”

      “Right now I’m not feeling much at all,” he said and I could see the laughter in his eyes. Unbelievable! Even at this point he could make silly jokes.

      “It’s not funny, you could have broken your neck,” I said and squeezed his hand.

      “It will be convenient though, you would have to look after me for life then,” he said in his croaky voice.

      His response caught me off guard and I could only smile, “I’m serious Caleb, what would I have told Braden?”

      The door to the room opened unexpectedly and I turned to see who entered expecting Samson, but instead it was two men I haven’t seen before.

      “Mr. Hayes, I’m from the Daily Tribune…” one of them started and I instantly got my back up and glared at them.

      “Have you no consideration, you can see he’s not well, get out of here this instant!” I ground out and went to stand between Caleb and the parasites.

      “Are you Miss Callaway, the mother of his child?”

      God, he was relentless. I was about to attack him physically when Caleb spoke up.

      “It’s okay Rae, I can handle this,” he said.

      I hesitated and then stepped aside.

      Caleb looked at me and then at the reporter, “For the record, Miss Rae Callaway is the mother of my child, and no, I’m not going to fight for custody. I plan on marrying her,” he said and then glanced my way.

      I was too overwhelmed to say anything; my mouth fell open and closed a few times.

      “That is if she will have me,” he continued while the reporter’s camera man clicked away taking photos.

      I glanced at Caleb and caught him watching me. What just happened? He just stated to the reporter that he wanted to marry me.  I was sure it was his concussion speaking, so I moved closer and leaned down to whisper, “You don’t have to pretend for the press, they can make their own conclusions, I don’t really care, I just want you to get better.”

      “I’m not pretending, it’s the truth, I am in love with you.”

      Shocked I sat down not trusting my own legs, even the reporter and camera man stood silently watching. I knew I had to say something but words failed me, so instead I leaned over and pressed my lips against his.

      “Is that a yes or a maybe?” he asked against my lips.

      “It’s a maybe, first get better so that you can get on your knees to propose,” I whispered and then kissed him, the other people in the room forgotten.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      Two months later Braden and I went with Samson to meet Caleb at his physiotherapist. He had been working hard to get back on his feet, and was finally able to take more than twenty steps before having to rest. When I entered the rehabilitation centre it was decorated with gold balloons and white roses all over the place. At the far end, I spotted Damien and his fiancée standing among the staff along with a bunch of really big bulky men who I could only assume were Celeb’s rugby mates. Caleb stood near the parallel walking bar in a suit. I glanced around the room and slowly approached him with Braden holding my hand.

      Caleb looked at me and smiled and with the help of his physiotherapist he went down on one knee and held out a little velvet box.

      “Rae Callaway, I’m on my knees finally, so will you do me the honour of being my partner in crime?” he said with a grin. Around us everyone stood holding their breaths and waiting in anticipation, some of the women were dabbing tears from their eyes and I was pretty close to tears myself.

      I looked down at Braden and then asked him, “So do you want Caleb to be your real dad?”

      Braden didn’t even wait; he launched at Caleb and hugged him tightly. I smiled and went down on my knees then leaned in and kissed him, “I would want nothing more,” I said softly and Caleb slid the ring unto my trembling finger.

      Finally, my life was starting to get direction, my son finally accepted me as his only mother, while I had the love of my life right by my side, nothing could be more prefect that this.
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        THE END
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