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      “I spend enough money on school for you that it won't kill you to do this for me. Besides, it's not like that degree will take you anywhere. Fashion is dead, Jenna, unless you plan on designing clothes for dolls. It's time to make yourself useful for once. . .”

      My step-father's words repeat in my head as the plane glides through the air. It's a short flight, a little over an hour, but it's the quickest way to get there and back home before dinner tomorrow night.

      I'll only miss two classes. It isn't the end of the world. My teachers gave me the notes early so I won't be behind. Flipping through the pages, I take out my notebook and start trying to sketch a useable croquis.

      My pencil moves around the paper, the human form taking shape. My dream is to have a line of my own. I love dresses, especially wedding dresses. I can spend all day staring at Pnina Tornai dresses and never get bored.

      The wheels hit the tarmac, and instantly the wooded view makes me sick. I already miss the skyscrapers, the bustling streets, and the smells of all the different foods wafting from restaurants. It's an overload to the senses in every way, and I love it.

      New York City is my home; it's where I'm meant to be. Not this place; not anymore. I'm not the same girl I was when I left this small rundown town. I don't fit. I know I'm going to stand out like a sore thumb.

      I hope no one recognizes me. Troy should be here doing this, not me.

      It irks me that my step-father is forcing me to do this. But I want to be helpful, I want him to see that I'm willing to help our family. He's done so much for me over the years, what choice do I have?

      It'll be fine. I'll just get this hick farmer to sign over his land once and for all, then I'll be gone. I'll never have to set foot in this place again.

      I don't plan on staying any longer than I need to. I've got a big fat check that would make anyone sign over the deed instantly. It's like they hit the lottery and they don't even know it.

      They can't say no this time.

      According to Troy, he's tried several times to buy them out, but it never worked. He's annoyed with them already, and has too much on his plate to even bother right now. Instead, he sends me with a check that can let this farmer retire and live an easy life.

      Grabbing my small carry-on, I exit the plane and head right to the car rental hub. Everything's already been set up for me, all I have to do is get the keys and head right to the farm.

      I want this done as soon as possible. The sooner it's over, the sooner I can leave. Tossing my bag into the back, I drive the forty minutes to Pittsfield. Taking the exit, it looks the same, but different, if that makes any sense.

      There are remnants of my childhood mixed with open lots and modern updates. Market Square is still here, but the little strip that used to have a coffee shop, a pet store, and an ice cream parlor is empty. The little oasis I can picture in my mind is nothing more than run-down buildings with a few places that were able to hang on.

      Just get to the farm and get this over with.

      I leave the center of town. The farm I'm going to is a place I know well. My step-father didn't tell me the name at first, not until after I agreed.

      Jamison's Farm.

      I almost couldn't breathe when he said it, but it's a place he's wanted for years and just hasn't been able to come to an agreement with Mr. Jamison. Nothing was ever good enough. It wasn't enough back then, it wasn't six years ago, or even two years ago.

      But I'll make it good enough today.

      This time my step-father is going all out. It's the largest offer he's ever given for a plot of land. He wants this bad, and today I'm giving it to him.

      Mr. Jamison is getting too old to keep this up. I know this offer will be enough to put pen to paper.

      The sign comes into view. It's worn, cracking, the words are almost unreadable. The apples painted on the wood are faded to a pinkish white, and the vegetables painted on have all bled together to create one giant blob.

      My tires spit as I turn into the sand parking lot. Parking, I sit in my car for a few minutes trying to gather myself. The second I turned in I was hit with a rush of memories. Too many to count and focus on. It's overwhelming.

      Every inch of my body is buzzing, the adrenaline coursing through my veins as my heart speeds up and the air around me becomes hard to breathe. Looking up at the house, it looks exactly the same as I remember.

      There's a porch that runs the entire length of the front, with flower boxes that hang off the railing. The small building where people can buy fresh vegetables and apples is closed, both doors are shut and locked.

      The sign is still up on top, with the prices for picking apples yourself, or if you buy them fresh in the bag. The gate is open, and I can see Mr. Jamison's old blue Ford Model T, with the wooden bed parked against the barn.

      Inhaling deep through my nose, I exhale slowly through my mouth. Make this quick. In and out, signed and over.

      Grabbing the black folder on the front seat, I climb out of the car and sink into the sand instantly. The ground opens up, attempting to swallow my entire body, stilettos first.

      You've got to be fucking kidding me.

      Grabbing the hood of the car, I pluck myself free, and dump the sand out of my shoes. Balancing on the tips of my toes, I walk to the door.

      Clearing my throat, I adjust my skirt and ring the bell, but no one answers. Ringing again, I try to look through the window beside the door, but I can't see anyone inside.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      The noise draws my attention around to the back of the house. Carefully walking to the gate, I hold it as I lean in and look around. I don't see anyone, but I can hear the banging coming from inside the barn.

      “Hello?” I call out, staying on the outside of the gate. “Hello? Mr. Jamison?”

      Bang! Bang!

      Hanging my head, I'm not sure if he hears me and is choosing it ignore me, or if he's just completely consumed by whatever project he's working on. Mr. Jamison was always working on something, that's what I remember about him.

      The first time I met him he was building that barn. The walls were up, and he was shingling the roof. I wandered in, like most kids at a young curious age. I think I was nine.

      “Hey kid, grab me that box of nails and bring it to the ladder.” He yelled down to me, and from then on, I worked on the farm under the table, making extra money.

      The extra money was good. My mom had nothing, we were poor as shit, barely able to make ends meet with her job at the supermarket. It was a struggle for her, and what little I made on this farm helped us.

      Stepping to the open doors of the barn, I call out again. “Mr. Jamison?”

      Looking in, I see a man in the back, hammering a shoe for one of the horses. His back is to me. His skin is glistening and sweat is dripping down his arms as he hits the shoe one last time before looking back at me over his shoulder.

      Ryder.

      Inhaling a sharp breath, I take a step back.

      Why is he here?

      “He sent you, huh?” Setting the hammer down, he pulls a rag from his back pocket and wipes his face. “Not that it matters, because I ain't selling. I told him that, and I'm telling you the same.”

      Holy shit. What happened to the boy I remember?

      Ryder is not the boy I left behind. His arms are thick and firm, with muscles popping out all over the place. His chest ripples as he moves. The soft jaw I see in my head is now sharp as glass, with cut angles and stubble giving it a shadowy hue.

      His bright red hair is tousled to perfection, and his green eyes stop me in my tracks. I'm in awe. He's all grown up. And sexy as fucking hell. I'm not prepared for this at all.

      Wow. Where did this man come from? He's nothing like I remember.

      With my mouth ajar, I stare at him. My brain is having trouble formulating words, and my heart gallops in my chest.

      Get it together!

      Clearing my throat, I smile through thin lips. “Good to see you too, Ryder.” Gathering myself, I walk into the barn. “I guess you know why I'm here then.”

      He stops a few feet from me, his eyes looking me up and down. “I'm glad you took time to step away from your fancy life and whatever runway you strolled off of.” His eyes stop on my feet, and he points at my shoes. “Be careful, I don't think those are made to get dirty.”

      Rolling my eyes, I pull the folder from my chest and open it. “How about we just cut right to chase and stick to why I'm here. You don't need to worry about my shoes.”

      “Save it, the farm isn't for sale, and even if it was, it's definitely not getting sold to you. So, you might as well just turn around on those spikes and follow the call of Gucci all the way home, because you're wasting your precious time here.”

      Pursing my lips, I arch a brow. “You know what, why am I even bothering talking to you about this is? I'm here to talk to your dad, where is he?”

      Ryder's brows drop hard and his nostrils flare. Through clenched teeth, he snarls, “He's buried next to my mother.”

      He's dead. . . Both his parents are dead.

      I feel terrible. I had no idea that his parents had passed away. Troy didn't say anything before I came.

      My cheeks flush with embarrassment. “Oh my God, I'm sorry. I didn't—”

      He holds up his hand, cutting me off. “Save the sympathy for someone else. I don't need it from you.”

      “Ryder, I really am sorry. I didn't know.” Holding a hand to my chest, I take a step closer.

      I feel like such an asshole. Both his parents have died and here I am demanding to speak with his father. It guts me. I'm almost sick to my stomach with how ignorant I am right now.

      His eyes connect with mine. Gold sparkles in the emerald of his eyes, popping and exploding as he stares at me. For that split second I see hunger in his glare. It's hidden in the shadows, but it's there.

      As quickly as it comes, it disappears with one shake of his head. “Look, I told you I'm not selling the farm.” Flipping his fingers to the door behind me, he ticks his head. “Now you can go back to your fancy life in New York. Go, get out of here, go back where you belong. You don't belong here anymore.” His eyes travel over my body. “I can see that easily, Jenna. Go home.”

      Letting out a sigh, my eyes steady on his. “You know Troy isn't going to just take a simple no for an answer. That's not how he works, obviously. He's been trying to buy this farm for years. He isn't going to be happy if I have to call him and tell him you won't even hear what we have to offer.”

      “That's your problem, not mine.” He folds his arms across his chest, and his muscles thicken. My eyes move down over his chest, taking all of him in. “I don't know how many times someone has to get turned down before they get the point.”

      His chest flexes as he adjusts, wrapping his arms tighter. I can't look away. My stomach twists and flips, reacting to him in ways I never expected. I'm warm all over as temptation and lust work through my body.

      Focus!

      Swallowing hard, I divert my eyes to the ceiling. “Look, at least take the time to hear what I have to say.”

      “I heard enough. I think you should go now.”

      “I didn't come all this way to have you shut the door in my face, Ryder. All I'm asking for is two minutes, that's it.”

      “And I gave you five. Which is more than you deserve.” His jaw clenches, jutting out to one side. I know he's annoyed and pissed, and yet my body still ignores all his anger. His well shaped jaw with coarse stubble makes my thighs gently rub back and forth. My mind wanders to thoughts of how it would feel to have his face between my legs.

      Would his rough skin rub my thighs raw? Would it tingle and tickle and make me cry out for more?

      No! Forget him! Stick to why you're here.

      Huffing under my breath, I slam the folder closed. “Fine, whatever,” I snap. “I'm really tired and I'm not in the mood to listen to you talk to me this way. But this isn't done, Ryder. Not by a long shot.”

      I'm not going to stand here and be belittled by some farm boy. He's aggressive and acting like a jerk. If he wants to throw cheap shots, he can throw them at himself because I don't have time for this shit.

      He wiggles his fingers and gives me a shitty, sarcastic smile. “Bye, bye,” he says.

      The second the words come out of his mouth, I shut down. He says something else, but I ignore him completely.

      “Screw you.”

      Whipping around, I storm back to my car. I can feel him watching me the entire way, but I don't look back at him. I can't, and for two very good reasons. One, he's being a jerk, and two, all I want to do is kiss his stupid fucking face.

      Slamming the door shut, I look up through the windshield. He stands there for a second, all sexy and sweaty with his hand resting on the frame of the barn door. His face is flat, emotionless, and then he's gone, turning and heading back inside.

      Slapping my steering wheel, I grunt to myself in frustration. God, that man is thick headed. Thick headed, sexy, and handsome as hell. He's a triple threat, and unfortunately it's a threat that's giving me butterflies and making my body heat to the core.

      I should just turn around and go back to the airport. Screw this place.

      I should forget about this whole stupid thing and just tell my step-father to do it on his own.

      But I can't. There's something inside me that's telling me to stay. To finish what I started and not give up just because Ryder's telling me I should. Going home would be easy, but staying will be a challenge.

      I've always loved a challenge, and this is no different.

      I'm not going anywhere. Two can play this game.
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      Who the hell does she think she is?

      The balls she has coming here like this, thinking I'm just going to roll over and give her my farm. Fat chance in hell. That's not how this works. I don't care how sexy she is. Her long smooth legs can carry her right back to where she came from.

      She's not who I remember.

      I don't recognize this girl anymore. Where's the tomboy who isn't afraid of the dirt? Where's the girl who would wrangle a pig in the sty and not care about getting mud in her hair?

      The girl who's standing in front of me looks like a carbon copy from a Vogue magazine. If she had told me she was a model, I wouldn't be surprised.

      Her hair is perfect, not a single strand is out of place. The makeup around her eyes is thick, making the blue pop. A copper color is smeared up to her perfectly shaped brows, and her lashes are black as coal.

      Biting my bottom lip, I can't stop myself from enjoying the view as she storms back to her car. Her ass moves deliciously as she wobbles in the sand on her heels making my cock jerk in my pants.

      She's fucking gorgeous. Always has been. But the girl I see now, and the girl I remember, are two different people. This version is all polish and foundation, fancy shoes and expensive clothes. The version I used to know was torn jeans, worn sneakers, with sandy grit in her hair.

      But fuck me, if her golden blond hair and bright blue eyes still don't make my blood hot. I've hated her for years, never expecting to see her again. But here she is, appearing like the ghost of Christmas past.

      My eyes keep bouncing with her ass, eager to dig my teeth into her flesh and give her a little bite. I want to taste her and feel her so bad my cock hurts as it presses against my zipper.

      Her long legs slam angrily into the ground, causing her to stumble slightly as her heel gets caught in the dirt. Chuckling to myself, she slams the car door and sits inside for a second before speeding off.

      She'll be back sooner than later. She isn't lying about that. I know this isn't done. Her asshole step-father isn't going to let this go. He's been trying to buy this place for years, but my father wouldn't budge, and I'm not going to either.

      Sending Jenna to negotiate isn't going to change anything. She can bat her lashes; she can smother me with the grand idea of living the high life with loads of cash. But I'm not going to break for her. Nothing she can say or do or offer me will change my mind.

      Maybe when we were kids I would have done anything for her. I liked her. I had a crush that I couldn't get rid of. Unfortunately for her, things change. She left, she left without saying a word, without so much as a goodbye.

      I'm done with her.

      Walking back inside the barn, I just can't shake her from my head. Her tight black skirt, her long slender legs, her cleavage popping out of the top of her white button-up blouse. And those plump, juicy lips, tinted pink, and shining like they're coated with glass. She looked so damn kissable.

      I'd like to peel those layers right off her, every single piece of clothing, and make her see again how good being dirty can feel.

      Raking a hand through my hair, I force the thought away. She's not here because she wants to be. I could see it in her expression. She's here for business.

      She's here to take my family's legacy, to turn into fucking condos or some shit. I won't do it. I'm not destroying what my parents built. No amount of money is worth it.

      What bothers me most is that she doesn't even seem to care. She doesn't care at all about the time we spent here or the memories we share.

      Jenna sees dollar signs, and I see pavement. She sees more money, and I see lost trees.

      Laughing to myself, I grab the hammer and a horseshoe. There's only one motel in this town, and she's going to get quite the surprise once she gets there. I wonder what she'll say then.

      Hitting the shoe a few more times, I move to the stalls and put it on Swanson, one of our horses. I'm trying to keep myself occupied, but this fucking girl is all I can think about. She's gorgeous. In my mind I keep replaying the way she licked her lips. How the tip of her tongue swept across her bottom lip, wetting it perfectly. And now all I want is to feel her wrap those lips around my cock. Her hair looks soft, and my fingers itch to grab a fist full and tug it hard.

      Fuck, Ryder! Enough!

      I can't do this to myself. I just can't. These feelings, the desires, the urges, they have no place in my life anymore. Especially when she's just rich and evil in the suit of a goddess. Jenna doesn't deserve one single thought or breath from me.

      I thought I was over her, but clearly the knife I felt in my chest the second I laid eyes on her is telling me I'm not.

      She left. She left and forgot about me. She forgot about the small town that created her and the people who loved her.

      I've spent my entire life in this place. My hands are scarred, rugged, and have all the signs of a man who works for what he has. I can look around and see everything I've helped build or built myself. Nothing's been handed to me. School, a social life, all of that took a backseat to this place.

      Because my father taught me about what matters most in life. He taught me about working hard, he taught me about stepping into his shoes, he taught me that life is something you build, not something that's gifted as a present.

      Not all of us were handed a blank check and given the opportunity to do whatever the hell we want. Some of us still know the meaning of family, hard work and loyalty.

      Now she thinks she can just show up one day and steal it from me? Does she really think she can put a price on my family's name? On their hard work? On my hard work? No. Not happening. Not everything in life can be bought just because you have the money to take it.

      She doesn't get to abandon me, have the entire world placed at her feet, bought and paid for by some millionaire asshole, and think we're going to see eye to eye.

      Those eyes. . .

      Her glistening blues glow in my head. Big, bright, and blue as the ocean. They draw me in, they always have. My mind wanders to thoughts of her looking up at me while she sucks my cock.

      I could easily take her, fuck her until she can't walk, and her heels are nothing more than an ornament on her naked body.

      Damn it, I'm doing it again.

      I need to do something else to keep my mind busy.

      Grabbing a wheel barrel, I start filling it with hay. Noticing the bales are all lopsided and about to topple over, I put my energy into fixing them.

      Sweat is pouring over my temples as I heave giant bales on top of each other. I'm doing anything I can to not think about fucking this girl. Every task I can find, I throw myself in feet first.

      Cleaning the pig pens, feeding the chickens, cleaning the stalls for the horses. But nothing is working. I can't stop myself. The images keep coming, vivid and alive.

      Her head looking back at me over her shoulder as she moans loudly and begs me to fuck her harder. Her legs splayed wide open with her palms pressing against the wall, knuckles almost white.

      My fingers running up and over her thighs, cupping her mound as I slam deep inside her heat. I'll flick her clit, I'll work that uptight button until the girl I remember finally comes back.

      It doesn't work that way. People change with time, and too much time has passed to pull the city out of that girl.

      Hanging my head, I stroke my favorite horse, Juniper. He lets out a bray in my face, nudging me toward the saddle. He might be right. I need to get away for a bit to clear my head.

      “You want to go for a run, Juniper? Is that what you want?”

      He neighs again, stomping his front foot and pushing his nose against my chest.

      Running my hand up the bridge of his nose, I agree. “All right, let’s get out of here for a bit.”

      Saddling him up, I climb on top, giving him a squeeze with my legs. He knows exactly what I need right now. He always has. My dad got him when I was ten, he was two then, fifteen now.

      He walks out of the barn, clopping down the trail that runs beside the apple trees. Giving him another squeeze, he takes off running. The wind blows through my hair and moves over my face. Tightening my grip on the reins, I lift up slightly as he gallops down the trail.

      And for right now, for this small moment in time, nothing else exists.

      There's no pending fight to keep my farm. There's no intense burn in my gut from the girl who stole my heart when we were kids. There's no fear that if I make the wrong choice, it will change my little sister's life forever.

      Right now, it's just me and my horse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Jenna

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing in the parking lot outside the entrance of the motel, I look up at the building. The white paint is chipped and flaking off. Only five of the letters are lit and glowing. It doesn't say Pitt Motel like it should, it says It Moe.

      The crazy thing is, it still looks the same as I remember. It's more rundown, but the familiarity is there.

      Walking inside, a small bell jingles above my head. Glancing around, I see a young girl slouched behind the front desk, her face buried in a magazine.

      Moving to the counter, I say, “Hello.”

      She pops her eyes up to me from behind the magazine, and has this look on her face like I just ruined her day. “We're full,” she says instantly, lifting the magazine back up over her face.

      “Excuse me?” I ask. Did she really just dismiss me like that? Arching a brow, my lips fold into a heavy scowl.

      “I said we're full. Sorry,” she says with a little snotty pitch in her tone.

      Scoffing, I purse my lips. “I'm sorry, that can't be right.”

      “Yeah? You're saying I'm wrong? That I don't know what we have available in the place where I work?” Her tone is harsh, and I'm not really in the mood to argue. I just want a bed, a bath, and maybe a couple of martinis. That's it.

      “Look, I don't know what's going on here, but let's start over. I'm only here for tonight, and I don't need anything super fancy. Can you just double check for me? I'm sure you can find at least one open room.”

      Her eyes look me up and down, and she chuckles to herself. “By the way you're dressed, I highly doubt you even remember what dirt is, let alone accept something that isn't fancy.”

      My mouth hangs open, eyes wide as I stare at the young receptionist behind the front desk. “The sign outside says there are vacancies,” I snap. “So do your job and find me a damn room.”

      I'm done being nice. Any courtesy I had left is gone. I don't care if I sound rude, this girl will renting me a room tonight.

      The girl is staring up at me as she chews on bubble gum, blowing a small bubble and popping it with her teeth. “I think I already made myself clear, we're full.”

      “No, that's not right. I don't know what your problem is, but how about you tap on that little keyboard there and check again.” Pointing down, I'm not even trying to hide my annoyance.

      This town isn't a popular vacation spot. No one willingly comes here for anything. There's no way every single room is full when there are only two other cars in the parking lot. I don't believe her. She's obviously lying.

      Her eyes roll to a sign posted on the wall beside the computer. “Do you need me to read it to you? Or can you do that on your own?”

      Glaring at the girl, I flick my eyes to the plaque. Management and staff reserve the right to deny service to anyone at any time.

      “You've got to be kidding me? That can’t be legal,” I say sharply, darting my eyes back to the receptionist. “There's no reason to deny me a room. Why in the world would you do that? This shithole is probably barely staying afloat, and you want to willingly drive away a paying customer? Are you serious right now?”

      She smiles with sinister sweetness, tilting her head against her shoulder. “You really don't remember me, do you?”

      “Remember you,” I say, studying her closely.

      Curly red hair, green eyes, petite, with a small scar running across her left brow. I'm trying to remember her, obviously I should, because she knows who I am. But I can't for the life of me remember who she is.

      “I'm sorry, I don't.” Shaking my head, I dig through my mind, but keep coming up empty.

      “My name's Melody.” Arching both my brows confused, she says, “Melody Jamison.”

      As if a lightning bolt strikes me from above, images of her come flooding back into my head. It's Ryder's little sister. I can see it now. The hair color, the shape of the eyes, the high cheek bones.

      Images of her as a kid flash through my head. Even the one where she got that scar. She was about five, and I was helping her dad wash down the horses. Melody was running back and forth through the barn, when she startled one of the horses. The horse kicked back, knocking a bucket with his hoof.

      The bucket flew through the air, nailing her in the face. Her eyebrow spouted blood instantly, and she dropped to the ground crying.

      The memory is so clear, it's like it just happened yesterday. I can't believe I forgot about that. I can't believe I forgot her.

      “Oh my God, I'm sorry, I didn't recognize you. The last time I saw you, you were—”

      “Seven.”

      “Wow, look at you now. You're not a little kid anymore.”

      “Nope. And unlike you, I don't forget things. I also don't run away in silence to avoid hurting people.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” I ask, my head pulling in as I'm taken back by what she's saying. “What did I do to you that was so bad you won't rent me a room?”

      I did nothing to this girl. We barely even hung out when we were kids because she's five years younger than me. She's Ryder's little sister, of course she was around all the time. But it's not like I ever did anything to hurt her.

      She leans over the desk, resting her elbows on the top. “You know my brother told me someone was coming today to try and buy our farm, but I never thought it was you. There's no way in hell I'm going to rent a room to someone who wants to suck our town dry. And I'm certainly not going to rent a room to the girl who broke my brother's heart.”

      Broke his heart?

      I have no clue what she's talking about. Her brother was my best friend when we were kids. It's not like leaving was easy on me either. At the time I wasn't ready for a new life, but I embraced it, and now it's who I am.

      I didn’t want to be the poor girl, I didn’t want to be the girl with nothing. I didn’t want to be the girl working dead end jobs just to make ends meet.

      I'm Jenna Snyder, a fashion student at New York School of Design, and senior adviser for my step-father's company, Blackstone Reality. The old Jenna is gone, and I'm happy with who I am today.

      But breaking Ryder's heart? That doesn't make any sense. We weren't dating. We weren't young and in love. We were just friends.

      “What are you talking about?” I ask, staring at her blankly.

      “Look, when you left without saying goodbye it killed him. I watched him walk around for months in a fog. He wasn't the same. You did that. And now I'm doing this. Leave the motel before I have you removed.”

      “But I—”

      “Get out, go find another place to stay because you ain't staying here,” she barks as she cuts me off.

      “Where am I going to go? Do you want me sleeping in my damn car?” Holding out my arm, I point out toward the parking lot. “I mean come on, there's nowhere else to stay for miles.”

      Melody cocks a brow, her mouth agape as she taps a pen against her palm. “I don't really care where you go. All I know is you're not staying here.” Her eyes drop down to the crossword puzzle she's working on and she leans back in her seat.

      She's really serious about this.

      Snatching my small bag off the floor with force, I throw open the door and go back to my car. This is ridiculous. Who the hell does she think she is?

      Sitting in the driver's seat, I'm so pissed. None of this is going the way I planned. I was going to come in, get the papers signed, and be back home by tomorrow.

      Ryder's being stubborn, his sister is just being straight nasty, and now it looks like I'm stuck sleeping in my damn car.

      Pulling out my phone, I search to see where the nearest hotel or bed and breakfast is. Turns out the closest one is an hour and half away. That isn't going to work for me.

      Laying my head back, I close my eyes and try to think if there's anyone else I can call. An old friend, a long lost family member, anyone who might be willing to take me in for a night.

      There's no one. Not a soul. All my family is moved away. Moving to New York erased everything. I have no long lost friends to call. Then it hits me like a ton of bricks. There is one person I can try.

      I know what to do. . .

      There's only one solution that my mind keeps harping on. It's hard to say no to a girl in distress, especially when she's looking you straight in the eyes. Saying no over the phone is so much easier. But if I'm right there, if they can see the stress on my face, I know I won't be turned away.

      Being stubborn is one thing. Having a spine is another.

      And I've got both.
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      Boom! Boom! Boom!

      The pounding on the door surprises me. Pulling my hands out of the dish water, I dry them on a towel.

      It's probably just Melody. I bet she lost her damn key again.

      “Hold on, I'm coming!” I call out. Pulling on the knob, I chuckle loudly. “What's the matter? Lost your—” I cut myself off as I realize it's not my sister at all. “Jenna?”

      “Hey,” she says, darting eyes around my face.

      I knew she'd be back soon, I just didn't expect it would only be a few hours later. She's shifting on her feet, rocking on her heels and then tipping up on her toes. She isn't looking me directly in the eyes, her eyes pop over and then flick away.

      There's a sheepishness to her, as if she's had a pin stuck in her and she's deflated. I'm not sure what's going on or why she's even here right now.

      “Nothing has changed in the past few hours. The answer is still no. I haven't suddenly changed my mind.”

      She forces a smile, her eyes finally locking on mine. “I know, that's not why I'm here.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “Well, I went to get a room up at the Pitt Motel, and your sister decided I didn't deserve one.”

      “She did?” I ask, barely suppressing a laugh.

      “Yup. She said it's because of who I am and the reason I'm here.” Her lips pop as she says yup, and I'm instantly thinking about those lips around my cock again.

      Running a hand across my mouth, I hide the smirk. It's funny, even though I wish she hadn't done it. I know Melody doesn't like Jenna because of me, but she really didn't have to turn her away.

      “Huh,” I say, “I'm surprised.” I lie.

      “Well, she did.” Her voice falters, and her eyes glisten as if she's holding back tears.

      What's going on with her?

      The spit fire I had seen earlier is gone. She's lost whatever power she's been running on. Maybe it's because she's not in New York anymore. This place doesn't work the way she wants it to. She can't snap her fingers and get what she wants.

      I'm peering down at her, wondering what the hell she expects from me. Her body shivers slightly with the cool evening breeze.

      “You want to come in for coffee or something?”

      She shakes her head yes, so I step out of the way and let her inside. She follows me into the kitchen, taking off her light jacket and hanging it over the back of the chair.

      “It looks the same in here as I remember. This entire town basically looks the same.”

      “Some of it is, but a lot of it has changed too.” Putting on a pot of coffee, I take out the creamer and sugar, setting it on the table.

      She nods, pulling out a chair and sitting down. “Yeah, but you live here. For me, every little thing I see is bringing back so many memories I’d forgotten.”

      “It must be hard on you,” I say. I know my words are a little tough, but I really don't care about the nostalgia she's dealing with. “Lord knows actually living here makes everything just disappear.”

      I wasn't granted a new life, miles away, where I could pretend to be someone else. For me, I have to see it and live it every damn day. Not all of us get a fresh start in life.

      Her eyes shoot up to mine. There are so many words, but she keeps them in. Dropping her gaze back to her hands, she fiddles with her nails.

      My gut tightens as I watch her. I'm not trying to hurt her feelings, but I don't have a single bone in my body that's going to pity the little rich girl.

      Pouring us each a cup of coffee, I pass her one and take the seat across from her. She sips hers slowly. “Thanks, this is good.”

      “Yup.”

      Why did she come here?

      I feel on edge. I'm waiting for her to just spill it and tell me why she showed up here like this.

      “So, you know of any other hotels close by? Or do you think maybe you could call your sister and get her to rent me a room for the night?”

      “You want me to fix your problem? Is that why you're here?”

      Jenna's gaze freezes as her brows furrow. “I'm asking for a small favor, that's it.”

      “Why don't you just hop on your private jet and fly home? I mean, I'm not going to sell the farm to you, so there's no point in you even being here.”

      The words come out too fast for me to stop, and I regret them instantly. Her face softens as she flinches with my harsh tone, her eyes turning glassy as tears bubble up over the surface. I'm not usually this mean, but she's acting like this is somehow my problem to fix for her.

      Jenna inhales a deep breath and swallows hard. Clearing her throat, she shakes the tears away, pulling up her armor. “I'm not leaving, Ryder. I'm staying until I can convince you to see reason. This is the right thing to do. You know it and I know it.”

      She wants to convince me. All right, I can play a long for a little bit.

      I have an idea. One that causes an immediate grin on my face. She won't go for it, but it'll be fun to see the look on her face.

      “Okay, how about this? You stay here.”

      “What?” she asks.

      “Stay here. You can sleep in one of the guest rooms and stay here as long as you're in town.”

      Her jaw drops as her chin crooks to one side. “You're not serious. You're screwing with me, right?”

      “I'm serious, but there is one catch.” Leaning forward, I hold my mug in both hands, a slick smile on my face. “You have to earn your keep, just like when we were kids. You help around the farm, and in exchange, I'll hear whatever pitches you have for me.”

      “This has to be a joke. You're not serious.”

      “No it's not, I mean it,” I answer. “But,” I quickly say, holding up a finger, “I'm not making any promises, I'm only agreeing to listen. You have my ears, but it doesn't mean I'm selling. I'll hear you out, though.”

      She sits in silence. Her eyes staring me down. She's reading me, studying me intently. So, I do the only thing I can. I stare back. I'm still as a statue. She isn't going to see whatever it is she's looking for.

      After a few long seconds of quiet, I calmly shrug a shoulder. “You can always hold up for the night at the rest area up near the highway. I'm sure it'll be cozy enough in the backseat of that sports car you're driving. The bears and psychos out there won't bother you at all.” Grabbing the mug of coffee, I take a long sip.

      Jenna isn't good at hiding her emotions. She never has been. I know exactly what she's thinking right now. She's running scenarios through her head. Weighing her options.

      Her eyes jitter in their sockets as she nibbles anxiously on her bottom lip. It's sexy watching her think like this. There's a vulnerability to her. And I like it.

      “I accept.”

      Is she really saying yes to this?

      “What now?”

      “I accept your offer. It's not like I'll be here long. I'm going to have you signing the paperwork in no time.”

      “I think you're underestimating me, Jenna.”

      She gently lifts the coffee to her lips and smirks. “And I think you might be overestimating yourself.”

      Smirking back, I stand up. “Okay, it's settled. Let me show you your room.”

      “What about your sister? Won't Melody be upset to find me here?” she asks, following me up the stairs.

      “She's hardly here anymore. The girl is seventeen and spends a lot of time working at the motel. Most nights she just crashes there because it's easier. And when she is home, she's studying.”

      I can visibly see the relief as it lifts off her shoulders. My sister isn't easy to deal with. She's head strong, and she isn't afraid to tell you exactly how she feels. I don't blame Jenna for being intimidated by her.

      I'm sure it's weird to be challenged by a girl who was seven the last time you saw her. And if the last decade of your life people were bending over backwards to appease you, a mouthy teenager who doesn't take shit is a shock.

      “Do you have a suitcase in the car? I'll go grab it for you.”

      “No, I just have this.” Holding up a small tote, she tips her toe into the floor and looks down.

      “Well, you have your own bathroom. There are clean towels and anything else you might need. My sister is pretty good about making sure our rooms are stocked like the motel,” I say, laughing out loud.

      “That's not a bad thing.” Jenna has a warm smile as she giggles.

      Fuck. I missed that laugh.

      It didn't hit me until right then how much I missed about this girl. Her laugh. Her smile. The way her nose crinkles up when she's thinking. How she arches a single brow when she's cracking a joke. All the little things that no one else used to appreciate but me. She used to have such a bold and fun personality. I find myself wondering if that girl's still in there somewhere.

      I'm staring at her and she notices, causing her eyes to lower curiously. Glancing away quickly, I shake the thoughts away. “If you get hungry, help yourself to whatever you can find.”

      She nods, rocking her bag back and forth across her waist. There are million things running through my head. Questions I have. Words that I want to scream in her face. I hold it in, letting the silence between us become awkward.

      “Well, it's getting late,” Jenna finally says.

      “Yeah. I still have a few things I need to take care of too. There's no down time in a farmer's world. I'll leave my number on the fridge in case you need me for anything.”

      I start to shut the door, when she suddenly says, “Thanks for this, Ryder. I do appreciate it.”

      “This isn't a favor; this is a trade for work. But you're welcome anyway.” Winking, I take a step back into the hall. “We have an early day tomorrow, so get some rest.”

      Closing the door behind me, I leave her with a smile on my face. There's something about this that excites me. She's here. She's so close. Jenna Snyder has walked back into my life, even if it's only for a little while.

      My excitement is a mix of lust and torture. The opportunity for revenge is in the palm of my hand. And in the same dark breath, having her under my roof opens the door for a different kind of trouble.

      A trouble that's forged in my blood. The lust burns in my gut like one hundred proof alcohol. I'm hot all over. My dick pulses in my pants. Sweat is beading up on the back of my neck as I think of all the things I could do to her.

      I'm not the boy she left behind. I'm a greedy man with no remorse.

      And I'm willing to watch her sweat a little to get what I want.

      This is going to be fun.
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      As soon as I think Jenna's settled, I hop in my truck and head to town. Shoving the door open at the motel, my sister perks up and smiles the second she sees me.

      “Hey, what are you doing here?” she asks, setting her book down on the counter.

      Shaking my head, my jaw crooks to one side. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      Her brows furrow instantly as she cocks her head into her shoulder. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You know what I'm talking about.”

      Holding out her hands, she drops her eyes. “Look, it was only one drink. I swear I didn't drive either. I spent the night, and—”

      “What?” I cut in. Melody's gaze shoots back up, and there's confusion all over her face. “I'm not talking about whatever it is you did. I'm talking about Jenna. But we are going to talk about your little confession later.”

      “Jenna?” As if a light pops on in her head, she laughs. “She told you? What did she do? Run right to you to rat on me? Wow, what a little cry baby. The girl doesn't get her way and she thinks telling you will change something. What a joke.”

      “This is serious, Melody. You shouldn't have done that.”

      “And why not?” Stiffening her shoulders, she lifts her chin in protest. “I saw what she did to you. I might have been young, but I wasn't stupid. You were hurting, and it was all her fault. And now she's here trying to take the farm from us?” Her voice is getting louder and louder as she speaks. “I'm not going to let someone like that around me or you or anyone else. She's an outsider, and she needs to just go back home. We don't need her here.”

      Stroking my jaw, I take in a slow breath, choosing my words carefully. “Look, I appreciate you looking out for me and for the farm, but let me handle this. This isn't your battle, it's mine. And doing childish things like refusing her a room, it doesn't solve anything.”

      “Maybe not, but it sure did make me feel good.”

      “Well, maybe this will make you feel even better. Because of your little trick, she's staying at the farm.”

      “What? You're kidding me?” Her jaw hangs open wide, eyes bulging from her head. “Please tell me you're joking.”

      “I'm not, she's there right now. I told her she could stay.”

      “For how long?”

      “Until it's time for her to leave.”

      “And when is that?”

      “I don't know, Melody, but it's done.”

      She side-eyes me, her lips pursing tight. “There's more to this than you just coming to her rescue. What are you not telling me?” Her eyes jump around my face. “You still have feelings for her, don't you?”

      “No.” Slicing a hand through the air, I cut her down. “It's not like that at all. I just don't want her sleeping under a bridge because of you. You turned her away, and I made it right.”

      Smirking, she drops back into her seat and puts her feet up on the desk. “Bullshit,” she says with a giggle. “You still like her, I can see it.”

      “I do not like her.”

      Grinning big, she sings, “Ryder and Jenna sitting in a tree—”

      “Stop it,” I say firmly.

      “K-I-S-S-I-N-G. First comes—”

      “I said stop it.” Shoving her feet hard off the desk, she spins in the chair. Melody is laughing hard, rubbing her eyes as they tear up. “It's not that funny.”

      “It is to me.”

      “What are you, eleven?”

      “Sometimes.” She spins around in the chair on her own. “But aren't we all a little childish at times?” She stops herself so she's facing me, gripping the edge of the desk.

      “Are you coming home tonight?” I ask, changing the subject. I'm not having this conversation with her. I love my sister, but sometimes I can't deal with her.

      “No, I'm here until one and back at eight. I'll probably just grab a room and spend the night.”

      “All right, but call me tomorrow.”

      “Yes, Dad,” she says sarcastically.

      Shaking my head, I say goodbye and head back to my truck. My sister is a good kid. Melody's responsible, determined, and smart as hell. I feel bad she had to grow up so quick.

      After our mother got ill, my father and I still needed to keep the farm running. We couldn't just drop everything. Melody really stepped up, she became our mother's caregiver, helping her with everything up to the day she died.

      She had just turned fifteen when our mother passed away, and six months later she finds our father in the barn. He had a heart attack, something none of us saw coming. My sister thinks he died of a broken heart, but I don't. He worked his ass off for years, the stress of everything finally got to him.

      But I hate that she found him. That kills me the most.

      It should have been me that found him, not her, but I went into town to run some errands. Errands that weren't really necessary, but I wanted to escape for a bit. It's my fault. Maybe if I had been there, he would still be with us. Maybe if I hadn't been so selfish, Melody wouldn't suffer the pain from that memory.

      I'm going to do right by my sister. She's going to get to live the life she wants, not the one that's been forced on her. I want her to go to college. I want her to travel the world and create her space out there somewhere.

      I want her to do the things I never got the chance to. But I always want her to be able to come home. To her home. To the home we grew up in. I won't take that from her.

      Which is why I'm never selling this farm. This place will always be ours.

      Sitting in my truck, I'm not ready to go home. I'm not ready to be in the same house with Jenna. I can feel the desire and lust building inside me. It's clawing up my spine with its sharp talons. I need to get my shit together before I go back.

      Pulling out my phone, I text my best friend Mark, and he agrees to meet me for a drink. Mark and I go back a long time. We've been friends since we were nine. Born and raised two farms over, he's the only other person I ever hung out with aside from Jenna.

      He's someone I can count on. An incredible mechanic and handyman, Mark's a country boy with talent. He can rebuild a carburetor with his eyes closed. Anything that needs fixing, he can do.

      I'm at the bar working on drink number two by the time he shows up.

      “Hey asshole, you started without me.” Mark slaps my shoulder and slips onto the stool beside me. “A beer and two shots of your choice for me and my friend,” he says to the bartender. “So, what's going on?”

      “Man, you have no idea what happened to me today.”

      Mark looks at me, his face falling flat. “You all right? Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah, everything is fine. It's just someone came to try and make another offer on the farm today.”

      “And I'm sure you told them to fuck off, right?” The bartender slips his beer in front of him and he picks it up to take a sip. “Same as always.”

      “Of course I did. You need a job still, too. Whose tractors would you work on if I wasn't here?” Mark nods in agreement and laughs. “But that's not the crazy part,” I say. “The crazy part is it was Jenna who showed up.”

      He almost spits his beer out of his mouth, forcing himself to swallow it fast. “Are you shitting me? Jenna? The Jenna from when we were kids?”

      Shaking my head yes, I add, “And to top it all off, she's staying at the farm while she's here.”

      “Wow. I didn't see this coming.”

      “Me either.” Hanging my head, I sigh. “I feel like an idiot. I don't understand what the fuck is going on with me. She left when we were kids. We were too young to really know or understand things like love. So why the hell does her being here twist me up so much inside?”

      Mark shrugs his shoulders. “I don't know.”

      “It still hurts. I can still feel it like it was yesterday. All I can think about is breaking her down to see if she ever felt like I did. It's hard to think I'm the only one who felt this way. She had to feel something too. Right?”

      “I don't know, but that's life, Ryder,” Mark says, pushing the shot in front of me and lifting his. “We can't choose how we feel about people. And for you. . .” He pauses, pointing a finger at me. “You never got closure. So, get that closure now while you can. You might only get this chance once, don't let it pass by.”

      He might be right. I have all these questions floating through my head, and they deserve an answer. If I waste this opportunity, I might never get another one.

      Mark lifts his shot glass high and nods his head for me to pick up mine. Clanking them together, we both swallow the shots. We spend the next couple hours drinking, shooting pool, and just having fun.

      I'm in no shape to drive once it's time to leave. Mark offers to take me home and promises to have my truck back to me in the morning. Reluctantly, I agree. I don't like the idea of leaving my truck there, but I can barely stand straight without wobbling on my feet.

      The house is dark as he pulls up the driveway and parks out front. “You fine to get inside?”

      “I'm good. Thanks. I'll call you in the morning.” Closing the door, I stand and watch him leave.

      Stumbling into the house, I'm not as drunk as I was before, but my skin still feels hot and clammy. Feeling around on the wall, I flip the switch in the hall. Pulling my jacket off, I stagger into the kitchen and stop in my tracks.

      Rubbing my eyes, I'm not sure if I'm hallucinating or not. I swear Jenna is standing at the sink in a tiny pair of black shorts and a pink tank-top. She looks at me surprised as she shuts the faucet off and puts the glass down in the sink.

      “I'm sorry, I'll get out of your way. I just wanted to grab a quick drink.”

      Without a word, I'm across the room, forcing her back against the counter. I can't stop myself. I lost all the control I have over myself.

      My hands run down her arms, touching her silky smooth skin. She's so soft, I just want to touch her all over. My fingertips slip back up, following the curves of her shoulders to her throat.

      Jenna inhales a sharp breath as I reach her chin and run the pad of my thumb across her bottom lip. I can feel her trembling. Her skin erupts with goosebumps as my hands move from her face to her hair.

      Holding her head, I dig my fingers into the base of her skull and say, “Have you thought about me over the years? Did I ever cross your mind at all? Because I've thought about you. I haven't been able to stop thinking about you.”

      Her eyes dart back and forth between mine, and her lips part as if she wants to answer but can’t find her voice. Jenna tilts her head into my hand, her eyes glued to mine, glistening under the light over the sink.

      Before she can even utter a sound, I kiss her. I kiss her because I have to. The need is overwhelming, consuming me instantly, and there's nothing I can do to stop it.

      To my surprise, Jenna kisses me back. Her body rolls against mine, pressing her soft breasts against my chest. Pressing her harder against the counter, our kiss turns savage.

      My tongue is in her mouth, her tongue is in mine. She's breathing heavily, and exhales with a soft moan.

      No, you can't do this! The voice inside my head screams for me to stop.

      Pulling away from her quickly, I take a long step back. Looking down on her, her chest is rising and falling rapidly, and her eyes are sultry. Jenna lifts her fingertips to her mouth, touching her lips lightly.

      “Good night,” I say, turning around and going up to my room.

      I can't do this. I shouldn't do this.

      If I allow myself to become undone by her swollen lips and sexy eyes, it's all over.

      I need to control myself or this will never work.
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      Knock knock knock.

      Sluggishly lifting my head off the pillow, I look at the clock on the nightstand.

      Five-thirty in the morning, ugh.

      I let my face drop back against the pillow as I groan. Ryder isn't kidding about getting up early. I can barely keep my eyes open, my head is pounding, and all I want to do is crawl back deep under the covers.

      I slept like shit.

      I spent all night tossing and turning. My mind was running wild after that kiss. It came out of nowhere, taking me completely by surprise. It wasn't like any other kiss I've ever had. The way he grabbed me, the way his hands traveled over my body, I melted instantly for him.

      He tasted like whiskey and desire. His tongue sweet, his lips rough with need. The strength of his touch made my stomach swarm with butterflies, and my entire body come alive like a wildfire that's out of control.

      Even now, I can still feel his mouth against mine. The sensation is lingering there on my swollen and tender lips. Lifting my fingers to my mouth, I touch my lips, softly running the pads over the surface.

      I can't believe he did that. Where the hell did that come from?

      Between the kiss and Melody's outburst, I'm not sure what to think. All I know is that kiss turned what little sleep I had into dirty, heated dreams. Every time I dosed off, my mind kept going back to that moment.

      Only in my head, he never stopped. Our kiss became an entangled explosion of tongues dancing, and our bodies rubbing together. His hands never stilled, continuing to glide and explore every inch of my body. The Ryder in my dream only pulled away to run his tongue down my neck and across my shoulder.

      And then I'd wake up soaked in sweat and wet between my legs. The short bursts of erotic fantasy would rouse me awake every time. I couldn't have gotten more than an hour or two of sleep.

      “Hey, wake up in there,” he says loudly, knocking on the door again. “The farm isn't going to run itself.”

      “I'm up, I’m up. I'll be down in a couple minutes.” My voice is horse because my throat is dry as the desert.

      “Ten minutes, that's all you get.”

      “Or else what?” I ask, twisting my legs off the bed and sitting up reluctantly.

      “Or I come back with a jug filled with ice water.”

      I hear him walk away, his feet heavily moving down the stairs. Forcing myself to stand up, I go in the bathroom and wash my face. The warm water helps to clear the fog on my brain.

      Throwing on the only other outfit I have, I pull my hair back into a ponytail, and head downstairs.

      “Wow, seven minutes, that's pretty good,” Ryder says, keeping his back to me as he scrambles eggs in a pan.

      “I said I only needed a few.”

      He plates the eggs and turns around. I'm leaning against the doorway, my arms folded over my chest. Ryder looks me up and down in disbelief. “You're kidding me right?”

      “What?” I ask as he sets the plates on the table. Standing up straight, my arms hang at my sides as I look down at myself. “What is it?”

      “You're not really wearing that are you?”

      Scanning my clothes, I let my eyes drift back up to his. “It's all I have with me. Working on your farm wasn't exactly part of my plan. I shouldn't even be here. I should be on a plane going home.”

      “No one's stopping you.”

      Cocking my head, my lips pull taut. “This is your idea remember?”

      “I didn't forget. But just remember, no one is forcing you to stay. You agreed to this.” Ryder chuckles, looking me up and down again. “You might be the only girl who's ever ruined designer clothes by working on a farm.”

      “I don't have another option. I definitely can't do it in heels and a skirt.”

      “I wouldn't mind watching you try. It'd be interesting for sure.” Laughing, he shakes his head. “Hold on, I'll be right back.”

      Ryder disappears upstairs. I'm in shock he hasn't said anything about the kiss yet. Not an apology, not an explanation, nothing. I thought it would be the first thing out of his mouth, but he's acting like it never even happened.

      Maybe that's not a bad thing.

      If he doesn't remember, then we can avoid the awkward explanation and any tension or apprehension after. Except I can't ignore the small sting in my chest that the kiss was something he could forget so easily. With every blink I see his face rushing to mine, and I feel his hands on my body.

      I'm still having trouble controlling my breathing. My chest is heavy and tight as my heart speed up. Taking in slow breaths, I calm myself down. I can't lose it like this. I can't let this man steal my self control.

      I'm here on business, simple as that.

      “Here,” he says coming back with a small pile of clothes. “I can't do anything about your sneakers, my sister doesn’t have any, but here are some clothes you can borrow.”

      “You don't think she'll mind me borrowing her clothes? I mean, she already hates me.”

      “We can keep this secret between us, no reason to poke the bear. Besides, she's working most of the day at the hotel, she won't even know they're missing.”

      Eating quickly, he taps the watch on his wrist. “We're already running behind. Go change and meet me out at the barn.”

      I quickly change my clothes, and head outside, the screen door slamming shut behind me. There's a chill in the early morning air. Rubbing the outside of my arms, I head to the barn.

      Ryder's inside scooping hay into a wheel barrel. “All right, let's get you to work. Grab the pitchfork over on the wall and come help me. If you remember what a pitchfork is.”

      Rolling my eyes, I head right for it and grab it off the wall. “I think you're going to be surprised at how well I'm going to do today.”

      “We'll see,” he says with a smirk.

      We load up three barrels, pushing them into the horse stables. The horses are already out in the field, so the stalls are open. It stinks, literally. Covering my nose, I breathe in and out through my mouth.

      “Yup, I remember this smell.”

      “Good, because you're the one cleaning it out. I need you to clean out each stall and fill it with fresh hay. Can you do that?”

      “All of them?” I ask.

      “Yeah, all of them.”

      “And what about you? What are you going to do?”

      “It's a farm, Jenna. There's plenty to do. I'm going to fix the barn door, if you must know. It's loose and doesn’t close right.” He grabs a toolbox from against the wall, and walks backward to the doors. “You can handle this right? Or is this too much? You want to call it quits already?”

      “No, I can do it.” Taking the shovel that's leaning against the wall, I start to scoop out the first stall. I'm not backing down from a single challenge he gives me. I want the opportunity to sell him on our offer, and I can't do that if I leave.

      It takes me about three hours to clean all six stalls. Every so often I can feel Ryder watching me. But when I look up, his eyes are on the job he's doing. I caught him once, and he smiled lightly, then went right back to work.

      Plucking rogue hay out of my hair, I wipe my hands on my pants. “Done. And it was easy. So, is it my turn? Can I pitch what we have to offer now?”

      “Uh,” he says, “I said you have to work. We're not even close to being done. I've got a lot more for you to do.”

      “All right. Go for it. Give me what you got. It can't be that bad.”

      Ryder lists off task after task. And when I think I'm done, he's right there, ready to give me more. He has me gather the chicken eggs from the coop, feed the pigs, brush the horses, and give all the animals clean water.

      As I'm scrubbing the gunk off the inside of the chicken coop, it hits me like a ton of bricks. I'm doing all the same tasks his dad had me do when I was a kid. Every single one. Ryder hasn't even had to give me any real instructions. It's like it's second nature to me. I already know what I'm doing without a second thought. It’s shocking how quickly it all comes back.

      Running the back of my hand across my forehead, I spot Ryder as he's pushing a wheel barrel full of apples through the dirt lot. He stops, and I swear he knows I'm watching, but he doesn't look over to acknowledge me.

      Setting down the wheel barrel, he wipes sweat off his head with a rag. And then he does exactly what I don't need him to do. He grabs the hem of his shirt and yanks it over his head. His body glistens under the sun. He's hot and wet, and all his muscles ripple as he stretches his arms over his head.

      It takes me a second to realize I'm not breathing. It's not until my lungs are burning that I finally draw in a huge gulp of air.

      He's mesmerizing. A farm boy model that girls would go crazy for. He'd do great in New York. I know he'll never actually go, but the fashion side of me is drawn to his chiseled jaw and rock hard body. Then there's the rest of me, the feral side, the side that secretly wants this man to grab me and throw me against the barn.

      I'm screwed.

      Taking a few controlled breaths, I clear my head and walk over to him. “All right, I've finished everything you gave me to do.”

      “No you didn't,” he says. “Now we need to wash these apples for the farmer's market this weekend.

      We're standing at the outside wash basin, scrubbing apples and checking them over for any bruising. There's a quiet between us, but it doesn't feel awkward or weird. It feels natural, familiar, even flirty at times.

      He splashes me with water, chuckling to himself. “Oops,” he says. “I missed the apple completely.”

      Smirking, I flick water up at his face, and before I know it we're having a full blown water fight. I'm laughing and smiling, enjoying every second of this. I had always told my friends back in New York that life on the farm was gross, dirty, and I hated every second of it.

      But right now I can't seem to remember why I said those things. I don’t have any bad memories of this place. The farm was always my escape. The only memory that really sucks is the day I left.

      So why have I fought so hard to forget this part of my life? It's not making sense right now.

      “Okay, okay, I think we're done here. How about we get lunch, and you can try to convince me why selling this place will be worth it for me.”

      Finally. This is what I've been waiting for. If he listens, I think he'll see this as a no brainer. Ryder makes a few peanut butter sandwiches, and we sit a picnic table in the back.

      “I’m ready,” he says, taking a bite of his food. “Show me what you got.” Wiggling his brows, he leans back and smiles big.

      “Well, you know my step-father owns the other two lots on either side of this property.” Ryder nods in agreement. “So, I'm sure you can understand how hard it is to plan a build when there's something sitting right in the middle. If you let us buy this land, you'll never have to worry about money again. I can promise you that. He's willing to go big on this, and that's not easy for him to do.”

      “Was that it?” he asks.

      “Yeah. What more do you need?”

      “That was good, but I'm not convinced. You'll have to do way better than that.” He stands from the table, clearing our plates. “But your time is up. Back to work we go.”

      Nodding his head for me to follow him, I can't stop myself from just blurting out the one question that's bugging me. It's not about the farm, it's not about my pitch, it's about the elephant in the room.

      “Why did you kiss me last night?”

      Flicking his head over his shoulder, he cocks a brow confused, and then I see it hit him. The memory rolls down his face like a curtain. He stops moving, his body stills, and then as it quick as it came, it's gone.

      Two trucks pull into the driveway, causing Ryder to straighten his back and stand taller. He doesn't answer me, he simply ignores the question altogether, and walks to the vehicles like I said nothing at all.

      I'm left with a mess of questions and no answers.

      He's down there for a few minutes, laughing and chatting with someone. I'm tired of standing alone, so I make my way down to him.

      “Jenna, you remember Mark right?”

      I eye him for a second, and it doesn't take long for me to recognize him. “Yeah. Hey, how have you been?”

      It's strange. The longer I'm here, the easier it is for me to remember things. My memories are coming cack quicker and clearer.

      “Good, I'm doing good.” Looking at Ryder, he asks, “How's that tractor running? Still kicking?”

      Ryder smiles and nods. “Just like new. I've got another one that's sputtering a bit that I might need you to take a look at it soon.”

      “Just give me a call and let me know when. I have a few other projects going on, but nothing I can't step away from for you.” Mark slaps the side of his truck and gives Ryder a look. “All right, you have your truck back, and I need to get going so I'm not late. It was good to see you again, Jenna.”

      I nod and smile as he drives off. “You guys are still friends, huh?”

      “Yup. Some people are still loyal to their roots.” He arches his brows at me, brushing his shoulder against mine as he turns and walks back up toward the barn. “Time to clean the pig pen,” he says.

      Dragging my feet, I follow him back to work. I'm doubting myself now. Wondering why I ever agreed to this. He's not interested in selling, he's made that clear. But I'm not a girl who gives up easily.

      Maybe this is a big mistake and I'm wasting my time. Why bother trying if I already have his answer? Because I won't give up that easily. That could be what he wants. To see me crash and burn.

      There's no question in my mind that he's trying to break me. He wants me to run away screaming. I'm not going to do that. He's underestimating me, and that's a bad thing to do.

      “All right, grab that shovel and start clearing all this slop,” he commands.

      “I know what I'm doing,” I say, picking up the shovel and throwing it over my shoulder.

      He holds up his hands, folding his lips down into a heavy frown. “Fine, I'll let you just do it. You know what you're doing.”

      “I do. You act like I've never done any of this stuff. It makes me wonder who forgot about who.” Flaring my nostrils, I jam the tip of the shovel into the ground and attempt to slip it under the soiled layer of earth and hay.

      The metal head doesn't move, instead it sticks like a dart in a dart board. Digging my toes into the mud, I push down on the handle, and give it a good hard shove.

      Smack!

      The ground beneath me is wet and slippery, causing my feet to slide out from underneath me so I face plant in the mud. Lifting my head, I push myself up onto my knees, and wipe the muck out of my eyes.

      “Ha!” Ryder laughs loudly. His deep laugh echoes across the field as he drops forward and holds his stomach.

      For a split second, my blood starts to boil and I'm ready to yell at him. But as he continues to laugh, I realize he's not laughing at me to be malicious or hurtful. He's laughing because it's honestly funny. His chuckle is full of innocent banter, not to be mean.

      Suddenly, I'm laughing with him. I'm laughing so hard my stomach starts to hurt as I continue to wipe globs of mud off my face and throw them at him playfully.

      Swatting and dodging away the mud snowballs, he comes to my side and reaches out his hand to help me up. “That was classic. I wish I had a hidden video camera. You'd go viral.”

      Giggling, I hold out my arms and scrunch my face. “I smell like shit.”

      “I think you smell like home.” He smirks, and winks as his fingers tighten around mine and he leads me to the back of the house.

      His grip is strong, comforting, and makes my heart pound in my chest. He opens his hand, wriggling his fingers and securing them around mine tighter. My breath hitches at the warmth and comfort I feel from my hand in his.

      Bashfully, I look away. My cheeks flush and my stomach flutters like a swarm of locusts.

      “Here,” he says, bringing me to an outdoor shower. “This will get rid of most of it.” He starts the water, adjusting it until it's warm.

      Stepping under the water fully clothed, I scrub my face and hair. Glancing at Ryder, he's still smiling.

      “Why are you still smiling?” I ask as I rub the mud off the front of my shirt and pants.

      “Because I can actually see the real you. The big city didn't get to all of you. A small piece of the farm girl still exists.” His eyes steady on mine. “New York is only a high fashion gloss. You can't take the country out of the girl. I'm glad I didn't lose you after all.” His voice lowers, and he bites his bottom lip.

      The way he says it does something to me. The richness of his voice ripples through my chest. I can feel his words all over me. It breaks me wide open, undoing the knotted box inside my soul.

      Launching out of the water, I kiss him. My arms are around his neck, hands sweeping through his hair and latching on tight. Ryder accepts my kiss, opening his mouth to let my tongue in his mouth.

      His lips are hungry. His tongue is thirsty. Our tongues collide, greedily licking and tasting, dancing around each other. Raking his thick fingers through my hair, he cups my face and kisses me deeper.

      Walking me backwards, we stand under the hot stream of water. It's pouring down our faces, but it doesn't stop our kiss. His fingers slip under my shirt, and he kneads my breast. A soft moan vibrates under my lips. The rough pad of his thumb rubs circles over my nipple, the lace of my bra making it extra sensitive and bringing my nipple to a hard point. My hands grab at his ass, bringing him closer to me. We break away for a moment as he tears my shirt over my head, but our lips quickly find each other again.

      His mouth works its way down my neck, licking after the stream of water dripping down my neck, leaving a delicious trail of heat that doesn’t just end where his mouth touches me, but shoots straight down between my legs, leaving me wet and pulsing with want. My hands fumble between us as I try to work open his belt buckle. I’m momentarily distracted by the hard bulge beneath his jeans. Is it my imagination or is it hot to the touch? My palm takes in his hard length, and his hips respond, rocking up into my hand, and I feel him getting harder. I finally open his belt buckle and slide his pants down just under his hips, my fingers grazing his bare ass. Just as his fingers venture past the waist band of my own pants, I freeze. Through labored breaths, I speak against lips. “This is a bad idea.”

      “It's a horrible idea,” he says. Ryder pulls his head back and looks at me. His eyes shift between mine, darting back and forth rapidly as his chest rises and falls quickly.

      The water is raining down on us, and we stare at each other in silence. My heart is racing in my chest, and my blood is pumping hot and heavy through my body. Every inch of me wants him. No, not wants—needs. I need him.

      As if he's reading my mind, Ryder drives his lips back on mine, harder and more determined than ever. Passion flows through his kiss. He's moaning softly between inhales. It's sexy as hell.

      He has this look in his eyes. It's feral, wild, a savage destruction I've never seen in him before. And I like it.

      We’re slick from the water, and although it’s tricky getting off my shoes with just my feet, our kiss never breaks. I hear the zipper of my jeans and then feel the cool air on my bare wet legs. Ryder helps me out of them and tosses them to the side. His hands run up the length of my legs, from my ankles all the way to my thighs, coming to rest on my hips. The tips of his fingers dance over the lace of my panties, and fireworks explode from those tiny touches alone. His hair is dripping in front of his eyes, but there’s an unmistakable spark there, a hunger. I lunge at him again, grabbing a fistful of his hair as our lips meet. Ryder's hands find the clasp on my bra, freeing my breasts as he drops it to the ground. His mouth moves down my neck, and across my collarbone. Tipping my head back, I dig my fingers deeper into his hair as his tongue finds my nipple. He rolls it between his teeth, plucking it gently, then moves to the other one.

      Goosebumps explode on my skin like tiny mountain peaks. The water rushes down between the valley of my breasts, over my stomach and soaking my panties. He grabs my ass with one hand, pulling me close against his chest as his mouth finds mine again.

      His hand slides down my belly and under my panties. One finger runs up and down my seam, and by his sudden intake of breath, I can tell he feels that I’m not just wet from the shower. Slowly he runs that finger back and forth, spreading the slickness from my pussy to my clit, until I’m panting. My clit feels swollen between my legs, and every time his finger trails back down, I hold my breath until he makes the return trip up again, giving me the touch I long for.

      Pulling away, he flutters kisses down my body as he drops to his knees.

      Grunting, he digs his fingers into my hips as his eyes land on my pussy. “Fuck,” he says, long and low, and I feel his hot breath on me. Licking his lips, Ryder kisses the inside of my thigh as he spreads my legs wider.

      Pressing my back against the wall, I tilt my hips up toward his face. My fingers are still in his hair, tugging and tearing at his roots. I'm trembling, my entire body is shivering as he moves his mouth closer and closer.

      He's so close to my heat I can feel him exhale before he grabs my panties and yanks them aside. Immediately he laps his tongue up between my folds. The tip of his tongue circles my clit, drawing a moan out of my chest. My eyes are closed and my head is back as he teases me with soft flicks and tender licks.

      Driving his face forward, he dips his tongue inside my entrance, and groans with satisfaction. It's like he's starving and I'm the meal he's been waiting for. His hand is tightly wrapped around my panties, keeping them pulled away, and as he feasts on me, bringing me higher and higher, I can feel his grip get stronger and stronger, the lacy material digging into my skin. He’s as turned on as I am. His tongue swiftly glides back up my center, flicking my clit. He sucks on the swollen bud, causing my legs to wobble and my knees to buckle.

      I hold on to his head with all my might so I don’t fall down, and also so I keep his clever mouth exactly where I want it. My grip on him doesn’t let him move an inch from where I need him. I’m so close, getting closer as he repeats the same pattern over my clit with his tongue. My entire body is igniting from the inside out. The warmth spreads through my belly, spilling down my legs and up my chest.

      Suddenly Ryder pulls his face away, leaving me breathing heavy and delirious. I was so close, so close to the edge, but he's refusing to let me jump. His eyes steady on mine, boring a hole in my chest. Wiping the back of his wrist across his mouth, he scoops me up in his arms and starts to carry me inside the house.

      I know I should stop him. I should end this right now before it goes any further. It's the responsible thing to do. But I can't. I don't want to.

      My body and mind want him too much to just end it now.
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      Her body is still wet, her hair dripping on the floor as I carry her through the house and up to my bedroom. Her nipples are hard as diamonds, and goosebumps riddle her body from head to toe.

      Jenna's fingertips gently tickle the back of my neck as she nuzzles her head against my chest. She's looking up at me, and every few seconds she kisses my chest.

      She tastes so fucking good. Her pussy so hot and sweet, I can still taste her on my lips, and all I want is more.

      I'm not thinking about how wrong this is or what will come after. I'm in the moment, being driven by a wild desire I can't control. My cock is hard as rock, poking out of my boxers as I drop her on my bed.

      The mattress squeaks beneath her, replacing her voice as she stretches her body out. Crossing her legs, she's rubbing them back and forth. She wants me too. I can see it in her eyes, in her body language, in the way she sucks her bottom lip in and slips her hands up her belly, resting them over her head.

      God, she's so fucking beautiful.

      Her legs keep moving, doing their best to end the ache of her throbbing clit. Arching back, she tilts her head to the side, drawing me in. Like a sexy little vixen, her lids drop seductively, and she lets out a slow breath.

      There are no words between us. I know what she wants, she doesn't need to tell me. But I want to hear it. I want to hear her beg for me. I want to hear her plead for me to fuck her.

      Call me selfish if you want, but I won't fuck her until she does.

      “You want me?” I ask.

      She nods with a delicate whimper. Her body is rolling with need, faster, harder, with more demand to be taken.

      “Say it. Tell me you want me.” I push down my jeans, palming my cock, I stroke myself through my boxers. Her eyes slip down my body, landing on my thick length.

      “I want you,” she utters.

      But it's not enough. I want more.

      “Again. Say it again.” Pulling my boxers off, I kneel on the bed, and yank the last bit of clothes, her panties, off her body. I wrap them around my cock and stroke slowly, loving how the wet lace feels against my sensitive skin.

      “I want you.” Her voice is firmer, but still too damn soft. Her eyes laser focused on my cock.

      “Again,” I command.

      “I want you. Fuck me,” she says, her hands slipping down the inside of her thighs as she spreads them slightly open. “Fuck me, Ryder. I need you to fuck me.”

      Her pussy is so pink and wet, glistening, and as much as I want to hear her beg me more, I can’t resist. Growling, I split her legs all the way open with my knees as I climb between them. I'm not here to make slow, sweet love to her. This is about taking her. This is about making her mine. This is about hearing her scream my name as she comes on my dick.

      Running my hands up her thighs, I push her hands away from her pussy as she teases her lips with her fingertips. “Uh, uh,” I chastise her. “That's mine right now.”

      Jenna moans as I slip a finger up her slit. Pressing my thumb against her clit, her back shoots up off the bed. She's so tender and ready. Her pussy is dripping. Wetting my finger in her juice, I push inside her entrance.

      Her walls clench around me as I finger her, and her eyes snap shut as her mouth opens with a soundless moan. Pushing my finger in and out, I stroke myself at the same pace. My cock is throbbing, and the friction from her panties is setting me on fire. Precum is pooling at the tip, and my cock jumps in my hand as I think about my cum and her juices soiling her panties.

      Adding another finger, I fuck her with my hand, working her clit with my thumb. She's grinding against my palm, rocking her hips hard. She's close already, and I haven't even started yet.

      Pulling my fingers free, I suck each finger clean. “You taste so damn good.”

      Jenna looks up at me, then drops her eyes to my cock. She spreads her panties over my cock completely, holding the base with one hand so my cock is sheathed in the lace. With her other hand, she starts stroking me slowly, rubbing her finger lazily around the head until a fresh bead of precum seeps through the fabric. Her thumb moves over my crown, smearing the precum. She continues to stroke me, her fingers slipping over the lace, faster and faster. The sensation is so intense, I'm seeing stars and my head is foggy.

      Stopping her hand, I pull her away and toss her panties aside. I can't take it anymore. I need to be inside her before I lose my mind.

      Crawling between her legs, I press my cock to her entrance. Gripping her hips, I lift her ass off the bed and slide her onto my cock. She's so fucking wet, I glide in easily.

      Her hands curl around the blanket, bunching the fabric as she moans out loud. My balls slap against her ass, before I pull back out to the ridge of my crown. Then I drive myself back inside.

      This isn't sweet or romantic. This is hard, dirty sex. This is sex that's been years in the making. I spent countless nights thinking about this moment, and now that it's here, I'm going to make her see what she left behind.

      Jenna rocks her hips with every thrust. She moans every time I bottom out. Holding her hips higher in the air, her shoulders dip deeper into the mattress. Reaching above her head, she tears at the blanket harder as I fuck her vigorously.

      Over and over I pound her pussy. Pistoning my hips, she's growing wetter and wetter, and the room is filled with the sounds and scents of our sex. Milking my length, her walls tighten around me. She's close, I can tell by the way her body is grinding against my lower stomach. Her tits are perfect globes, and her nipples are flushed a deep pink. I reach down where our bodies meet and press my thumb to her clit, so every time I thrust into her, I kneed her clit. I feel a fresh burst of wetness on my cock, and I don’t know how much longer I can hold back this feeling that’s growing inside me.

      Jenna lets out one long, soundless moan. Her mouth opens wide, her eyes seal shut, and her hands fly from the blanket, digging her fingers so deep into my hips I hiss out in pain.

      That’s what pushes me over. Her fucking hands. The way she grabs onto me. The expression on her face of pure, unadulterated satisfaction and lust. With one final thrust, I come hard and fierce. My cock pulses, throbbing inside her. I pull out and stroke my cock through the rest of my orgasm, watching the last jets of hot cum splash onto her stomach and dribble down her waist.

      Lowering her down, she's breathing heavy. Laying my head in the center of her chest, I can hear heart beating fast.

      She runs her fingers through my hair, wrapping pieces around her fingers and letting them fall free. “I did, you know.”

      “You did what?” I ask between breaths.

      “Think about you after I left.” Looking up at her, her eyes rest on mine. “But I tried not to. It hurt too much. It was easier for me to pretend that everything here just sucked. Forgetting made it tolerable, and eventually I think I even convinced myself that it was all true.”

      Is she serious?

      I wasn't alone with how I felt.

      The thought makes my heart hammer and my gut turn into a ball of knots. All this time I thought she didn't care. I thought she felt nothing. I thought it was just me.

      Knowing that she felt the same way sparks something inside me.

      She lied to herself to make it better, and I lied to control the pain. I told myself I hated her. But that's not true. I don't hate her; I still love her. It doesn't matter how much time has passed; I can still feel it.

      And now I know I can never let her go again.

      I'll do whatever it takes to keep her here. Anything she wants, so long as she stays. I'm not sure I can go through that pain again.

      “What do you think now? Do you still think it's all bad?” Smiling with thin lips, I run my fingertips across her forehead and brush the hair out of her face.

      Her cheeks turn pink as she smiles coyly. “No, it's not all bad.”

      Rolling off her, I lay on my back and pull her into my arms. Gripping her chin, I lift her face up and kiss her. I kiss her slow. I kiss her gently. I kiss her so she knows this isn't just about sex.

      There's more too us than this. There always has been more.

      We were just too young to realize what it was.

      But not now, now I can see exactly what we have, and it's worth too much to walk away from it again.
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      His arm falls over my side, wrapping around me tightly as he pulls me in closer. The small movement wakes me from my sleep. Blinking a few times, I look out the window beside the bed.

      The sun is just starting to come up over the horizon, turning the sky a dusty blue. I can barely make out the shadowed treetops as they sway back and forth. The window is open, allowing the morning breeze to chill my skin.

      As if he senses the coldness of my body, his arm lengthens, and he pulls my naked body all the way against his. His skin is warm, heating me all over. Butterflies zip through my stomach, making me smile.

      Glancing over my shoulder, Ryder is still out cold. His face is nuzzled close, and I can feel his chest rise and fall as he breathes. Turning back around, I braid my fingers in his, and snuggle deeper into the blankets.

      I could get used to this. It's nice.

      I never expected to be here, laying in his bed, his arm holding me protectively. There are so many emotions running through me, I don't know what to think. He's opened a door inside me. Memories, feelings, laughs and smiles we shared all those years ago.

      Ten years doesn't seem like a long time, but when you leave as a child and return as an adult, a decade changes everything.

      My childhood wasn't easy, and Ryder knows this. My father abandoned my mother and me, leaving us to fend for ourselves. Mom did her best, she really did. Unfortunately, sometimes your best just isn't good enough.

      When the opportunity presented itself in the form of a man with everything to offer, my mother latched on and never let go. And I willingly embraced it all. There was no more hunger or stress. There was no more wonder of where our next meal would come from or if we would still have a roof over our heads.

      Troy whisked us away. He made life easier. Pushing the past away, cutting it out my life like a cancer, was the easiest thing to do.

      But cutting Ryder out wasn't easy at all. He was kind, giving, and supportive. He'd share his lunch with me, and he helped me with my work so we could have time to play on the farm.

      Kind is far too light of a word to explain Ryder's place in my life at that time. He had been my whole world. He was my light in the darkness.

      He doesn't know it, but I cried every single day for months because I missed him. It got to the point where the pain was just too much, and I had to do something to stop it. The walls went up, and that's where they stayed.

      I threw myself into the socialite world, embracing it with both hands, and using it to forget everything I missed. It changed me, it made me the person I am now.

      What the hell am I doing?

      My fingers loosen around his, and I brush the tips up and down his arm. I'm tracing the muscles of his forearm, and all the scars on his hands from working the farm. There's something about his hands that make my stomach tumble and my body ignite.

      Strong, rough, but oh so gentle.

      There's a faint noise coming from down the hall. Lifting my head up, I realize it's my cell phone. Looking at the clock, it's barely five in the morning, and there's only person I know who would call me this early and not care if they wake me up.

      It's probably Troy.

      Picking up Ryder's arm, I'm able to slip out from underneath without waking him. Walking on the tips of my toes, I go to my room and dig my phone out of my bag.

      The light off the screen makes me squint it's so bright. I had been right, it's my step-father.

      “Hello,” I say quietly, keeping my voice as low as possible.

      “Well?” he asks immediately, not even bothering with the niceties of a good morning or how are you. “Is it done?”

      Sighing softly, I sit on the edge of the bed and say, “Not yet, but it will be. I just need a little more time.”

      Scoffing, his breath crackles against the receiver. “Come on, Jenna. I didn't send you there on a damn vacation. It shouldn't be this hard. You said you could do it.”

      “And I can—I will.” My voice is short and firm. “It's just taking longer than I thought, but it's going to happen.”

      “It better. I'm a busy man, I don't have time to come there and do your job. Which, if you forgot, is why I sent you in the first place.” He grunts. I can picture him clear as day in my head, massaging his forehead and smoothing out the thick wrinkles. “Just make the damn deal, Jenna, so we can finally move forward. I'm done waiting.”

      “I wi—” I start to say, but I hear the line go dead.

      Pulling the phone away from my ear, I have a handful of messages from some of my friends. There are pictures of them at a club, all of them smiling and dancing, holding their drinks up high. They're all dressed to the nines, in designer dresses and four hundred dollar heels. Their makeup is perfect, probably done by professionals.

      Because that's what you do when you have liquid cash to piss through. I know. I do it too.

      Scrolling through my emails, I have a few from my professors at school. Reminders of what I'm working toward. My name on the covers of fashion magazines, my designs on the runways. It's what I've spent the last few years focusing on.

      My stomach coils like corded rope, and my throat feels like it's swelling. There's a weight on my chest, and my heart is beating rapidly. I'm anxious. It's making my hands clammy and the air around me thick as molasses.

      What the hell is going on with me?

      Where is this coming from?

      I love that world. I love the bustling streets and bright lights. I love the city that never sleeps. It's where I belong. . .

      And yet, the thought of closing this deal and going back home makes my tongue swell, and acid bubble up in the back of my throat with fear. I can't understand this feeling that's beginning to consume me.

      It's a fear I've never felt before, and I have no idea how to shut it off. I should be eager to get back to New York. Eager to slip back into my life. But inexplicably. . .I'm not.

      Shutting my phone off, I tuck it back inside my bag, being sure to push it deep down inside. I don't want to see any of that right now. Shoving the bag under the bed, I feel like the further out of sight it is, the further out of my mind it will be.

      Quietly, I sneak back into Ryder's room, and slip back in bed. He moves slightly, his arm reflexively falling back around me and pulling me close. And I let him.

      It feels too good to not be in his arms. There's a level of comfort that I've never gotten anywhere else.

      It feels like home. The thought makes me smile, relaxing the fear and anxiety that had taken hold of me before.

      Rolling over to face him, I study his face. He's so sexy and cute as he sleeps. His eyes are flickering behind his closed lids. Every so often his eyebrows wiggle and his mouth tightens and relaxes.

      Gently, I run my fingers up over his jaw, sweeping them across his lips. Moving up the side of his face, I slip my hand into his hair. I can't stop touching him. Pushing through his hair, my fingers tickle down the back of his neck, following his spine all the way to his ass.

      Ryder chuckles, his eyes still closed as he says, “That tickles.”

      “Sorry, I didn't mean to wake you.” Pulling my hand away, I tuck it up between his chest and mine.

      “You don't need to stop touching me.” He opens is eyes and smiles. “Good morning.”

      “Morning.”

      “No, I mean good morning,” he says it with a grin on his face as he pushes his erection against my inner thigh.

      Giggling, I nibble on my bottom lip as I look into his eyes. “Shouldn't it be wood morning?” I ask.

      Ryder lets out a laugh that’s more like a growl as he grabs my ass and tugs me in, erasing any space between us. “That does sound better.”

      His firm cock presses between my thighs and slips over my pussy. His thick length is moving back and forth over the surface of my slit as he starts to rock his hips. Ryder places light kisses against my cheek, moving his mouth down my neck and then back up.

      Palming my breast, he grips my thigh and pulls it over his waist. I'm soaking wet already. My pussy is warm and slick. The tip of his dick teases my entrance, causing my muscles to shake.

      Kissing my chin, Ryder pinches my nipple, rolling it between his thumb and finger. “I like this. Waking up with a beautiful girl in my bed. I'm not going to lie, I could get used to it.” He jerks his hips, forcing his cock to spread my lips open.

      Moaning, I dig my fingers into the muscles of his back and roll my body forward. “I won't lie either and say this isn't nice.” Lifting my leg higher, I slip one hand down his chest, and over his abs. Grabbing his cock, I slide it through my arousal.

      Ryder closes his eyes and groans. Slow and gentle, he presses his cock inside my pussy. He's so hard, solid as granite as his cock opens me wide. Pushing all the way inside me, his body goes rigid.

      He's so deep, stretching my walls to the max. His cock pulses inside me, causing my stomach to clench. Pulling back out to the tip, he pushes back in with such slowness it sends a shiver through my body.

      Arching my head back, I coo, “Mm, Ryder.”

      Ryder grabs my chin, pulling my face down and looking me in the eyes. “Don't look away. I want to see you.” His gaze settles on mine, his expression seductive, locking my eyes on his.

      His body moves as he begins to fuck me. Every muscle in his body is tense and tight. I'm at his mercy right now. His hands hold me in place, his thick length spearing me with a tenderness that makes my toes curl.

      We're laying on our sides, my leg curled around his body, and his leg slipped between mine. Thrusting up, he stays still again, watching me, drinking up every moan and heavy breath I let out.

      I'm losing my fucking mind. I want him to slam inside me, fucking me hard and fast until I finally explode with pleasure.

      Only he doesn't. He won't. He's enjoying this too much. I can see it in his eyes.

      My clit rubs against his lower belly, and I'm rolling my hips with every thrust, trying to ease the need I feel for more.

      And then, out of nowhere, he throws his cock inside me, and with just a few quick and hard strokes, an orgasm fans through every inch of my body like a firework in the sky. I'm breathing heavy, my eyes still steady on his.

      Ryder suddenly stops moving, but I feel his cock inside me. It's throbbing, pulsing, and there's a light tremble that radiates from his hands to my skin, and I feel his hot cum filling me up inside.

      He smiles, pulling himself free and rolling onto his back. “Now it's a great morning.”

      “It is,” I say as he holds out his arm and I snuggle up against his side. “So, I'm not sure what work needs to get done, but I should probably take a trip into town for some clothes.”

      “We can do that. I don't think my sister wants to lend you her entire wardrobe.”

      “Yeah. I'd rather ruin my own clothes than hers.”

      “Well, the store opens at nine. We can go grab breakfast and then head to the store after.”

      Smiling, I twirl my finger through the small tuft of hair in the center of his chest. There's something about this that feels so natural. His arm wrapped around me. The way my body fits perfectly against his.

      I know none of this can be real. I have dreams. I have goals.

      And none of them include falling for a country boy and staying here.

      Am I just doing exactly what I've done for years, lying to myself until I believe it?

      Ignoring the questions that swirl through my head, I remind myself why I'm here. Make the sale, get it done.

      Throwing on some clothes, we head downstairs. We're walking to the front door when the handle turns and the door opens. Melody stops in her tracks, her eyes growing wide as they land on me.

      “Morning,” he says to her, giving her an overly happy smile.

      Her gaze shifts between us. “I'm just here for some clothes. I picked up an extra shift today and then I'm meeting Daniel in town for dinner.” The rattle in her voice is telling. She isn’t sure what else to say.

      “Sure, we can handle the farm all on our own,” Ryder says with a grin.

      “We?” she asks, her voice confused.

      “Yeah, we. Jenna's gave me a hand yesterday and she’s gonna pitch in today, too. She's going to help out for as long as she's here. So, take as many shifts as you like, she'll be here for a little bit longer.” He tosses his keys up in the air and catches them. “All right, you ready?” he asks, turning his attention to me.

      “Yeah, I'm ready when you are.”

      “Where are you two going?” Melody asks. She folds her arms over her chest, her eyes turning to slits as she glares at me.

      “To town. Jenna needs some clothes, but we're grabbing breakfast first. You're more than welcome to come with us, if you want.”

      “I'm good,” she snaps, flailing a hand as she walks past us and heads upstairs.

      “Text me later,” Ryder calls up to her as she disappears around the corner.

      “Yup!” she yells back.

      “She hates me,” I say, letting my eyes drift up to his.

      “She doesn't hate you. She's just being protective of her big brother.” He takes my hand, pulling me along with him down to his truck. “Don't worry about her though, she'll warm up to you soon enough.”

      “And if she doesn't?”

      “Then she's grounded.” He flashes me a playful grin.

      I don't know why it bothers me. It's not like I'm staying here forever. She doesn't have to worry about me being around all the time. She'll have her brother all to herself soon enough.

      The thought cuts through my chest, making my heart hurt. Deep down I know this isn't my life. I don't belong here. My life is in the city.

      And in the same breath, it hurts to think about leaving.
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      One day turns into another, and before I realize it, a week has gone by. Every day is new. He shows me how to do things on the farm I wasn't allowed to as a kid. I mowed the back field, used a chainsaw to cut back some thick brush, and even helped him clean the silos.

      And every night, we fall into bed together. A perfect ending to a perfect day. The work is hard, but something about it is fulfilling. I can't explain it. I feel good when I'm on the farm.

      The more I do, the more I remember. It's like riding a bike. The memory is there, the skills are there, it's just a matter of digging them up.

      Standing on a ladder, I'm brushing the side of the barn with a new coat of paint. The sun is hot against my back.

      “I like this view,” Ryder says.

      Looking down, he's staring up at my ass. “I bet you do.”

      He bounces his brows and bites his lip. “I do. I'm tempted to tear you off the ladder and drag you upstairs.”

      “What's wrong? Too afraid to fuck me out in the open?”

      He smirks and looks around. “That's not a bad idea either.”

      Laughing out loud, I look back at the wall and continue painting as I say, “Did you just come to tease me? Because I have work to do or the boss is going to get upset.”

      “Yeah, he might punish you. Maybe a spanking is in order.”

      “You're bad.” Shaking my head, I'm smiling.

      “Actually, I have some cold drinks and lunch if you want to take a break.”

      “Sounds good to me.” Dropping the brush in the bucket, I climb down the ladder.

      His hands grab my ass, holding me firm. “Don't want you to fall,” he says, giving my ass a squeeze.

      As I jump off the bottom rung, Ryder spins me around, wrapping his arm around my waist and pulling me in for a kiss.

      “You can pitch me again. We can see how this one goes.”

      “This one might get you actually, I have faith in it.”

      Crooking his jaw, he tips his head side to side. “We'll have to see, I guess.”

      Ryder has let me try to change his mind every day at lunch. It's become this game with him. He nods along, oohing and aahing with interest. Each time I think I'm swaying him to sign, he says no. But he smiles like he appreciates my effort, and kisses me after like I'm his girlfriend.

      Today is no different. I give him my best pitch yet. Telling him that the sale of the farm could provide enough money for him to put Melody through college and still leave him with enough to buy a small piece of land for himself.

      He strokes his jaw in thought for a few moments. Peering up at the sky, he looks like this time I might have a point. I'm waiting anxiously in front of him, wondering if this is it. Bobbling back and forth between both feet, I can't stand still.

      “As great as that sounds, the answer is still no.”

      “Another no? What a shock.” The strange thing is that I'm not disappointed in his answer. The little voice that's been begging him to agree is now taking a back seat to the voice that's begging him to say no.

      Standing up, he takes a long stride in my direction. “I have a pitch for you, though.” He reaches out and softly rubs the underside of my arms with the tips of his fingers. “What do you think about me throwing you over my shoulder and taking you upstairs?”

      “I was right.” Smiling up at him, I gently nibble the tip of my tongue.

      “Right about what?”

      “You're afraid to fuck me out here.”

      Growling, Ryder grins as he lunges forward. Grabbing me around the waist, he tosses me over his shoulder as if I was a bale of hay. He doesn't struggle at all as he carries me down the hill toward the barn.

      “Where are you taking me?” I ask with a giggle.

      “A place I always wanted to fuck you but never had the chance.”

      I wobble and bounce on his shoulder as he walks with determination. Throwing the barn door open, it slams shut behind him as he walks inside. Ryder moves to the ladder that leads up to the loft, climbing it easily despite me hanging on his shoulder.

      Swinging me over, he drops me onto a giant pile of hay. “I remember coming up here when we were kids.”

      “Yeah, me too. It was our fort. We'd come up here and read comic books, do homework, and just hang out.” He lays down next to me, softly tracing the shell of my ear with his fingers. “Every piece of this place reminds me of you. I've never been able to erase you from it.”

      Looking over at him, his eyes settle on my face, and instantly I see the hurt I’ve caused him. The green in his eyes is dark, shaded like a pond under an oak tree. The pain is visible, the loss is visible, all of it is written in his eyes.

      “I never meant to—” I start to speak, but he quickly shoves my voice back into my throat as he kisses me.

      His mouth is hard, his kiss delirious and unhinged. He's unraveling right in front of my eyes, turning his pain into lust. Curling his tongue around mine, he pushes all my guilt away with one savage kiss.

      It's amazing how he does this. How he clears my mind and all I see is him. His hands are in my hair as he climbs on top of me, pressing me deeper into the hay. I can feel it tangling with my hair and tickling the back of my legs.

      Using his knees, he presses my legs open wider. Dropping his hips down, I can feel his hard bulge against my pussy. Firm, thick, and threatening to break through the denim.

      Pulling away, he looks down at me. His eyes flick between mine as his fingers massage my scalp. He looks like he wants to say something, but whatever it is, it stays with him.

      Ryder crushes my lips, turning his thoughts into actions. Grabbing a fistful of hair, he pulls my head closer to his. Kissing me deeper, harder, with intoxicating need I can feel him force through my body.

      His hand finds the button on my jeans, tugging it free. Lifting my hips, he shimmies my pants down my legs and tosses them away like they don't belong anywhere near us.

      Grabbing his shirt, I rip it over his head, exposing a work of art. Muscles and ink paint his body. My fingers trace the black lines, following them over hard shoulders and a firm chest.

      Moving my fingers down his stomach, I work his button free, shoving his pants down to his thighs. I drag my nails up and down his hard cock, and he throws his head back with a moan. I roll the waistband of his boxers down an inch, so just the head of his cock, red and swollen, is peeking out. I lower my head and lick, slowly, a circle around the crown. Then I pop it into my mouth and start sucking. My head bobs, quick and shallow little sucks, but the effect on Ryder is instant and electric. I feel him try to remain in control. His thigh muscles are steel under my hand, and if it weren’t for the occasional hisses he makes as my tongue laps at his dick, I’d think he wasn’t breathing at all. I can tell he wants more when his hips start moving, just ever so slightly, and I taste the precum starting too ooze over my tongue.

      I drag his boxers down below his balls as I take him farther in my mouth, and then I grab his balls, hard, as I take his cock as deep in my throat as I can. That’s when he breaks. His hands fly to my hair holding my head steady, and he pumps into my mouth, all semblance of control gone. His cock is hitting the back of my throat and I feel him swelling in my mouth, getting bigger if that’s even possible. I can feel every vein sliding against my tongue. The urge to breathe begins to overwhelm me, but the feeling of his fingers digging in my scalp, and the guttural sounds escaping his throat tell me to wait, let this play out a few seconds more. My pussy is dripping, feeling him taking what he wants from me, fucking my mouth as if it’s the only thing in the entire world that matters to him. I slide my hand between my legs and rub a finger over my clit, hoping to feel a fraction of what he does.

      Just when I think I’ll need to pull away to breathe, Ryder grabs my hair tighter and I feel his cum shooting down my throat. His cries echo across the rafters of the barn, and his cock jumps inside my mouth. He falls backwards onto the hay with a delirious smile across his face, and I fall over onto his chest, laughing.

      As his breathing comes back to normal, I trail a piece of hay across his chest and around his nipples. I watch as the hairs on his chest rise in the path of where I touch him. His face is a mask of absolute contentment.

      “Did you ever daydream of that when we were kids?” I ask, laughing.

      “Honestly, I can say that that was beyond my wildest dreams,” he says, rolling over. “I never thought I’d get that lucky.”

      He palms my breast and kisses me gently. On my lips, and then down my throat, and then back up the other side of my jaw to my lips again. His kiss is deep and tender. I stroke his cock, still slick from my mouth, and feel it stir again in my hand. His lips slip free from mine and he steals nips of my skin all the way down my throat until he finds my nipple.

      Plucking my nipple with his teeth, he exhales a hot breath across my skin, sending chills through my body. Moving to my other breast, Ryder rolls my nipple between his teeth, biting down a little harder.

      It's so erotic. The slight twinge of pain and the tingle of arousal is enough to make me moan. And then his hand moves down my belly and he slides his fingers up and down my wet slit, barely grazing my clit.

      “You’re so wet for me,” he whispers in my ear. “Did my cock in your mouth do this to you?”

      I can hardly pay attention to his words as I try to angle my hips so he’ll pay a little more attention to where I want his finger most. He chuckles softly in my ear. “Greedy girl,” he says, just before he traces slow figure eights against my swelling bud. Again and again his wet finger slides over my clit, and he’s getting me so close, I can feel it. His cock is now rock hard in my hand.

      “Yes, yes, yes,” I pant. “More.”

      “There it is, that's what I want to hear,” he says, whispering against my tit. He squeezes my breast, flicking the hard bead with his tongue before sucking my tit into his mouth.

      Moaning louder, it seems to fuel something inside him. He growls deeper, shifting his pants down his hips. Reaching down, he grabs my hand and pulls it off his cock, pinning it above my head. He's not being too rough, just rough enough that my entire body is buzzing from head to toe.

      He presses the tip of his cock against my pussy and enters me slowly. It's almost torture how slow he's moving. Pulling back out just as slow, I dig my nails into his back, and try to jerk my hips up.

      My clit is swollen, aching to feel him again. But he doesn't give. With smoldering fire in his eyes, he watches me writhe beneath him. And he likes it. He's enjoying the feel of my body as it begs for more, demanding to be taken.

      He won't crack. I'm not in charge right now; he is. Lowering his hips, he drives his thick length back inside my body. Over and over he fucks me with devastating slowness.

      Slamming against my clit, he coaxes a scream from me. My body is shaking as the orgasm builds. I can feel it growing in my lower belly until it finally bursts at the seams.

      Curling my legs around his waist, I'm trembling from head to toe as he releases inside me at the same time. Warmth fills me inside as he jerks on top of me, grunting out the last of his orgasm. Dropping onto my chest, Ryder rests his forehead against my shoulder. We're both breathing heavy, our hearts are racing. I can feel his heart beating in his chest because it's throbbing so intensely.

      “Jenna,” he says my name softly between broken breaths of air.

      “Yeah?”

      “Why are you so determined to get me to sell this place?”

      I'm surprised by his question, and I don't know the right answer to give him.

      It's not me that wants him to buy, it's my step-father. I'm only here as the raven with the message. My mind starts to tumble with mixed thoughts. I'm not sure I'm doing the right thing anymore.

      Being with him like this makes me feel alive. But knowing my whole purpose is to tear this world from him is causing me a lot of doubt.

      Why did I let Troy put me in this position?

      Troy is the one pulling the strings, I'm merely his puppet, and I don't know why I let him force me here.

      “Why are you so determined not to?” I ask him, deflecting his question. I can't give him any answer he's looking for. Anything I say will sound shallow and cold.

      Ryder gets quiet for a moment. He pushes himself up and adjusts his pants. Dropping back to sit down, he picks up a piece of hay and starts sweeping it across the floor. He won't look at me, he's lost in his mind.

      “You know how much my father loved this farm,” he eventually says. I sit up, listening to him intently. “All he ever wanted was to build something great for his kids, and eventually pass it down to us. As he watched the other farms get sold and bought, it only drove him to work harder, to make this place thrive so he didn't need a bail out. He didn't want this place to become some corporate robot. Now, both my parents gone, and this farm is all my sister and I have left of them.” Exhaling a deep breath, he looks up at me. “Can't you understand that? Can't you see that's it not about the money, it's about the memories?”

      Hanging my head, I fiddle with the hay in front of me. I do get it. I not only get it, but I also feel it. I don't have a childhood home. I don't have a place that brings a smile to face or drums up amazing memories. . .

      Except here.

      The time I've spent here recently has woken me up. It's real. I feel more alive than I have in a really long time. This place is special, it's always been special.

      What the hell am I doing?

      This is wrong. I shouldn't be trying to force him to sell his world. And for what? For something that will never give him what he gets here?

      I can't do it. I can't make him give up all of this.

      I need to do the right thing and tell my step-father he's going to have to find someplace else. This is only one piece of land. There are plenty of others out there who are willing to sell for the right price.

      Troy needs to realize that not everything can be bought no matter how badly he might want it. I have to convince him to move on.

      He'll listen to me. He has to. He won’t have a choice.
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      “You ready?” he asks as he laces up his boots.

      “I think so.” My voice is timid and unsure.

      It's the farmer's market in town today, and I'm going to help Ryder at his stand. I'm nervous as hell. I know there will be a lot of people there, a lot of people I haven't seen in years.

      We pack the truck and drive to town. The farmer's market is and always has been the place to go on Sundays for as long as I can remember. From what he says, that hasn't changed at all over the years.

      It's where he does most of his business. The market is where most of the town does its business. Buying and selling, trading products with neighbors, catching up on local gossip. You can find anything and everything at the market.

      Ryder parks the truck at his rented site, and we both hop out. Looking around I see that Mary's Bees is still here, with her homemade wax candles and fresh honey. I used to love the honey sticks, especially the cinnamon ones. Fred's Produce, Val's Dairy, Christine's Country Fresh Herbs, they're all still here.

      Ryder unfolds the tables and puts up the tent to shade us. It's hot as hell outside and the sun will scorch these apples in a matter of minutes. We spent two days baking fresh pies with his mother's recipe. Even Melody came by to help with baking and sorting the apples.

      She wasn't as angry or withdrawn as she was the last time I saw her, and we actually shared a couple of good laughs. It felt amazing, like we were a family. A real family. I've never felt that before. Even with my mom and Troy, we've always lived separate lives aside from the small role I play in his business.

      In New York you're always coming and going. Social life is more important than quality time. Our family dinners are based around business talk, with the occasional question from my mom about school or my plans for the weekend. Other than that, it's like strangers sharing a meal.

      Being with Ryder and his sister is so much different. They joked and reminisced about their parents. There was some banter and a few rogue apple slices getting whipped through the kitchen as they threw them at each other. It was nice, and I can't lie, it felt more like home than my own bed in Troy's high-rise condo.

      “All right,” he says, wiping his forehead with a rag. His muscles bulge, shining from sweat. It's sexy, making me lick my lips and grin. Ryder smiles. “I know what you're thinking, and we'll do that later. Right now, we have apples to sell.”

      Giggling, I say, “But what if I can't wait that long?”

      “You best get to selling apples then.” Smirking, he nods his head at the giant barrel of apples.

      Pouting, I drag my feet across the ground to the barrel. “Fine.”

      Chuckling, he snatches an apple from the bin and tosses it in the air. “How about this? If you sell all of these pies and most of the apples, I'll even throw in a full body massage later.”

      “I'm in.”

      Ryder throws me an apron, and I slip it over my head. He blows me a kiss and smirks as his eyes run up and down my body. “I'd really like to see you in that apron and nothing else, too.”

      “Deal.” Letting my eyes drop to his waist, I lick my lips.

      “You're bad,” he says. Shaking his head, he sets the lock box on the table for the money and pulls up a chair. “We're never going to sell these if you keep teasing me.”

      Pulling up a chair next to him, I relax back. “Who's teasing who?” I ask, flipping down my sunglasses and looking out into the crowd of people as they move through the market.

      “You started it.” Nudging me with his shoulder, a customer comes up and he jumps into action.

      His smile is bold, broad, and eye catching. He's so comfortable, talking to the woman like she's a member of his family. Ryder sells two pies and a five pound bag of apples right off the bat.

      The day flies by, and before I know it, we're packing up and heading back to the farm. We sold almost everything, coming back with about twenty pounds of apples. They won't go to waste. He'll either use them, eat them, or feed them to the animals.

      Mark is waiting in the driveway when we pull in, resting against his truck. As we climb out, he walks over to greets us.

      “Hey guys,” he says. “I had some extra time today and thought I would check out that tractor for you, Ryder”

      “Sure,” Ryder says, then turns to face me. “This might take a bit.”

      “No problem, I'll go get cleaned up.” Smiling, I head inside.

      Standing in the window in the bedroom, I watch Ryder and Mark for a moment. They're looking at the tractor, walking around it and talking about what's wrong with it.

      He and Mark are laughing. I'm mesmerized by Ryder's smile. There's a small dimple on his right cheek, and his eyes have a tendency to squint when he's laughing really hard.

      It's the same smile I grew up loving. Some things never change, no matter how much time passes. A laugh, a smile, a twitch of a brow or hard eyes when they're upset or angry, those little nuances never go away.

      Sighing to myself, I pull away from the window and drop to my knees. Fishing under the bed, I tug out my bag and dig the phone out from the bottom. Sitting down on the floor, I lean back against the bed and turn it on.

      It takes a few seconds. The screen flickers a couple times before glowing bright, and then I'm hit with a million pings of new messages and voicemails. Scrolling through the messages, the tones of each one changes from curiosity to anger.

      A few of my friends are pissed that I haven't called or messaged them back. While others are worried and concerned they haven't heard from me. And then I start to read the messages from my step-father.

      'Where the hell are you? Call me now!'

      'What is going on? I've left you four messages! This is unacceptable!'

      'You're not on a damn vacation, Jenna!'

      Closing the screen, I rub my temples. Pressing the phone to my ear, I listen to his messages and they're even worse. He's yelling, literally yelling, into the phone. He's demanding answers, he's screaming about how I'm a failure and can't even do a simple task.

      In a way he's right, but it's not because I'm weak. It's because it's wrong. Terribly, horribly wrong. My step-father needs to understand there's more to this place than just a piece of land.

      I have to just call him and explain.

      The phone is against my ear, the ringing like a nightmarish echo in my brain. My heart is pounding so damn hard, and my stomach is flipping with nervous knots. It seems to ring forever before Troy finally answers with a yell in my ear.

      Yanking the phone away on reflex, I can practically feel him spitting on me as he yells through the phone.

      “Where the fuck have you been? Why haven't you been answering me? Do you think you have the authority to just do things any way you please?” His tone is harsh, fueled by rage.

      “I'm sorry, Troy, things have gotten a bit complicated.”

      “Complicated? What the hell do you mean complicated? Did he sign?”

      “No, not yet.”

      “And why the hell not? It's not that fucking hard to hand someone a damn pen, Jenna!”

      “It's not that simple. He's not going to sign. I'm sorry, nothing is going to change his mind.”

      He growls into the phone, speaking through gritted teeth. “So you failed? Is that what you're telling me? You can't handle a simple fucking task.”

      “No, it's not like that at all.” Pressing the tips of my fingers deep into my forehead, I say, “This place is his home, Troy. This is his family's world, it's their legacy. His father is gone, his mother is gone, it's all he has left. It doesn't feel right to me to force him to sell it. There's nothing we have that he wants. The money doesn't matter, nothing can replace what he has here. Can't we find another place? A different farm? There have to be others.”

      “Do you realize what I've done for you? Do you have any idea how much I've given to you and you're not even my biological child?” He's seething. I can hear him foaming at the mouth. “Everything you have is because of me. Your money, your clothes, school, all of it. I care about your mother, so I do these things for you. And I ask you to do one thing, one fucking thing, and you can't even do it right.”

      “Troy, look—”

      “No,” he snaps, cutting me off. “It doesn't matter. I was done waiting around for you anyway. I already sent someone else to do what you couldn't.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You haven't been answering your phone. Did you think I was just going to sit back and wait for you? I'm a businessman, Jenna, it's what I do. This shit has an expiration date that's far overdue.”

      I sit in silence. He's actually sending someone else. Troy is determined to get this farm one way or another and there's nothing I can do about it. I'm not going to be able to stop him. His mind is made up and I won't be able to reason with him.

      “I want you on the next plane home,” he continues to say. “If not, you're done. No more money, no more fancy things, no more school. I'll cut you off and disown you. You'll get nothing.”

      I'm about to speak when the line goes dead. I'm numb. I can't feel anything, not even the floor beneath me. It's like he pulled the rug out from under my feet.

      He's going to take my entire life from me.

      The thought makes my stomach curdle. Everything I know, everything I have, everything I'm working toward will disappear in a blink of an eye. I'll be right back where I started, with nothing.

      I can't let that happen. It will gut me to have to walk away from college and all my friends. I don't know where I'd go, I don't know what I'd do. But none of that matters. Troy made the choice for me.

      I have to do it. I have to go home.

      Hanging my head, I reluctantly push myself up off the floor. Setting my bag on the bed, I pull the clothes out from the drawers and closet, laying them on the bed. I'm folding them up, stuffing as much as I can into my small bag.

      “What are you doing?” Ryder asks, leaning against the door-frame.

      Glancing up quickly, I drop my eyes back to the pile of clothes. “What does it look like?”

      “It looks like you're packing.”

      “Bingo.” Shoving a shirt deep into the bag, I practically punch it in place.

      “Whoa,” he says, coming to my side. Ryder grabs both my hands and squeezes himself between me and my bag. “What's going on? Why are you packing?”

      Tears bubble up over my eyes, making it hard to see. But I don't want to cry, and I know if I blink the tears will start to fall, and I won't be able to stop them.

      Looking up at the ceiling, Ryder studies my face. He knows me, he knows something is really wrong.

      “Jenna, what is it?”

      “I have to go back.” My lip trembles as I speak, and my hands are starting to shake.

      “I don't understand. You haven't convinced me to sign yet, so you can't go.” There's a tone to his voice, a hidden plea, a soft beg. He wants me to stay.

      “I know,” I say. Closing my eyes, the tears begin to fall, streaking down my cheeks. “But it doesn't matter anymore. I failed. I couldn't get it done, and now Troy is threatening to take everything from me.”

      Ryder wraps me in a big hug, pressing my head against his chest. “Jenna, calm down.” He strokes his hand down my hair, and over my back. “Everything is going to be okay.”

      “No, it's not.” My voice is sharp and almost hysterical. Taking a step back, I wipe the tears from my eyes and look up at him. “He's going to take everything if I stay here any longer. Even college, all of it just gone. I can't lose everything I've worked for. I can't let him do this to me. I need to go home.”

      Ryder is quiet, his eyes steady on mine. He doesn't look upset or angry or sad. Turning around, he picks up one of my shirts and puts it in the bag. The silence is killing me. I need him to say something, anything.

      “Ryder. . .” His name comes out of my mouth, barely audible.

      “I get it, Jenna,” he says. Twisting back around, he reaches out and takes my hand. Pulling me in, he cups my face, wiping away more tears. “I understand what it feels like to lose everything. If you think this is what you need to do, then do it. I won't stop you.”

      Stop me! Tell me not to go! All you have to do is say the words.

      Tell me you love me. . .

      My heart lurches for freedom, hoping and praying he says what I want to hear. His thumbs stroke up and down my jawline, and his eyes glint like gun metal as he leans forward and kisses my forehead.

      “Do what makes you happy, Jenna. You can't live your life for other people. If there's something you want, then you need to do whatever it takes to make it yours. It's been nice having you here again, even if it was just for a short time.”

      He looks like he wants to say more. His eyes dart back and forth between mine, and his hands tighten around my face. There's so much pain in his stare. Another loss for him. Another thing that's being taken from him and there's nothing he can do about it.

      The words I yearn to hear don't materialize, and I'm left with a giant gaping hole in my heart. It's like the air has been sucked from my chest. I hurt all over, but it's not his fault. It's mine. I'm too weak to let go. Too weak to ignore Troy's threats and do what I feel is right.

      What is right? Is it right for me to give up my future for this man?

      I hate that I'm doing this to him. Our time together has been great, but I'm not ready to give up on my dreams. The city calls me, just like the farm calls him.

      Ryder's hands fall off my face, and he bends down, picking up my phone off the floor. Handing it to me, he gives me an awkward smile. “Here. I'll help you finish packing.”

      We pack the rest of my stuff in silence, and he brings the bag downstairs for me and puts it in the car.

      Standing at the driver's side door, I say, “We can keep in touch, you know. It doesn't have to be like last time.”

      Smiling with thin lips, he shakes his head. “We live different lives, Jenna. You and I both know that neither one of us wants to be let down waiting for a phone call that will never come. I've done that already. I can't do it again.” Stepping in closer, he pinches my chin and lifts my head higher. “At least we always have this, and that's better than nothing.”

      Kissing me slow and soft, his hand glides up into my hair. He tilts my head so he can kiss me deeper. There's more to his kiss than just a simple goodbye. I can feel it. The sensation passes through my chest, and down into my belly. It spreads all through my muscles like an electric surge until I'm left breathless.

      Pulling away, his hand untangles from my hair and he takes a long step back. “Good luck, Jenna. I hope it all works out.” Ryder turns, walking away with his head down.

      Dropping into the front seat, I close the door. My hands are shaking as I grip the wheel, and the tears are pouring from my eyes.

      I don't understand why this hurts so much, but it does. My heart feels like it's tearing in two. As if he drove his hand inside my chest and squeezed the life right out of me.

      I don't have a choice. I can't lose everything.

      Pulling out of the driveway, I look in the rear-view mirror one last time.

      Ryder is in the background, his hands on his hips, watching me as I go.

      “I'm sorry.” I speak the words out loud, but only I can hear them.

      He's right, we are two different people. It was never meant to be.
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      I watch her pull away and my heart sinks instantly. It's literally hurting, breaking apart into a million pieces as she disappears from my life again. My stomach twists tight like corded rope. This isn't what I want at all.

      I should have done more. I should have told her exactly how I feel. I'm a fucking idiot for thinking she'd ever want to stay on her own.

      I'm a fucking mess.

      She came back to me out of nowhere. An unexpected but welcome surprise, only to run away again for a life that isn't hers. Jenna isn't made for a world of concrete and lipstick. I just wish she could see in herself what I do.

      A vehicle pulls in my driveway a few minutes after she's gone, but I don't wait outside to see who it is. I walk inside my house, pour myself a drink, and down it all in one swig. I'm tempted to pour another one, but it's only mid-day and I still have work to do.

      Hopefully the alcohol dulls the pain a little.

      Slamming the glass on the counter, I wipe my lips and let out a scratchy breath as the alcohol burns my throat on the way down. It warms me slightly, but it isn't enough to fully erase the serrated blade slicing through my chest.

      My eyes shift to the window, watching the road and wishing to see her come back. It's a flightless wish. She's fallen victim to the world Troy has dangled in front of her face like a worm on a hook.

      The fancy cars, the glamorous apartments, expensive clothes, and lord knows what else that he's given her over the years. It's all for show, none of that defines you or gives you true happiness. Like a peacock spreading its tail feathers, it's a superficial reality. It's not real, none of it is.

      At least, it's not as real as what I can give her.

      She can't see that money and expensive things don't equal happiness. Jenna isn't allowing herself to see what she can have here with me. The life she's made for. The life that will accept her with open arms and never let her down.

      If she did lose everything, no one would stand by her side, no one would swoop in and save her from falling. Not one of her so called friends would come to her rescue. That's not how it works in the world of the rich. Without the cash flow, you're out. Period.

      Dropping into the chair by the window, I lay my head back as I wait for the man to get out of his car. This has to be the guy Troy sent to replace her. He's dressed in an black suit like he stepped off the set of Men In Black. His hair is slicked back, shining like plastic.

      He's on his phone, probably getting orders from Troy about how to win me over. Her step-father thinks she couldn't do it, that she failed him because I rejected his offer. He has no idea that she won me over years before he was ever in the picture. Troy stole her from me, and now he thinks he can steal the only thing I have left of my parents.

      Not a chance in hell.

      I haven't worked my ass off to have some corporate suit take it and turn it into condos or another big chain shopping store. My father built this farm up with his bare hands. That's more impressive than Troy's bank account. I don't care how much money that guy has.

      But what if his offer is enough to bring her back?

      The thought lingers, making me question myself. With enough money, I could do anything. I could put Melody through school. I could buy a small place for myself, and never have to worry about the bills again.

      And if I'm lucky, maybe Jenna will come back to me too. If I can provide for her, and give her all the things she thinks New York can, why wouldn't she come back?

      Desperation to keep this place alive for my father isn't doing me any good if I'm not happy. Jenna makes me happy. Everything about her makes me smile from the inside out. Melody is doing her own thing, living her life like she deserves to.

      So why am I fighting for something that doesn't make me happy?

      While Jenna was here, I felt more alive than I had in years. I love this place, but I love Jenna more. There's no doubt in my mind about that.

      We're meant to be together. She was created for me and I was created for her. If my father were still alive, he'd smack me upside the head and tell me to go after her. I just know it.

      His dream was for me to take over, but what good is living if you're not happy? He had my mother, and he knew what it felt like to love and be loved. He'd never want me to miss out on that.

      She's gone. I'm going to have to live with her choice. Jenna chose money over me.

      It stings to think she only knows success as green pieces of paper and ornate jewelry. She's been conditioned to think being rich is more important than being happy. But love can't be bought or sold, it can't be packaged or designed.

      I'll never be happy without her. Her being here has shown me that. I never got over her. I never let go of her. And after having her, after holding her and kissing her, it'll never wash away.

      'Do what makes you happy.' My father's voice plays in my head.

      Running my thumb over my bottom lip, there's a knock at the door. From the window I can see the man fix his hair in his reflection on the glass storm door. He licks his fingers, brushing a few strands back into place. Adjusting his suit, he straightens his back, trying to look taller.

      These people will never go away. They're like sharks constantly circling prey. They'll keep coming back over and over again. If it isn't Troy, it'll be someone else the next time. Another corporation, another rich asshole whose greed will outweigh their humanity.

      Do what makes me happy. Jenna makes me happy, and there's only one way to get her back.

      Forcing myself up, I crack the door. “Yeah?” I ask.

      “Mr. Jamison?”

      “Yeah, that's me.”

      “I'm Craig Vernon from Blackstone Reality,” he says, holding out his hand.

      Pulling the door open wider, I push the storm door out and take his hand. “What can I do for you?” I ask.

      I know what he wants, but I'll let him do his thing. I'm sure he spent the entire morning running what he's going to say through his head over and over.

      “Mr. Jamison, I'd like to talk to you about your farm, if that’s all right?” He lifts his briefcase and taps it with his knuckles. “I think I've got something that might make your day.”

      “Please, call me Ryder. Mr. Jamison was my father.” Taking a step out of the way, I invite him in. “We can talk in my office.”
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      “Mom?” My voice is rattling in the back of my throat as I try to hold it together. I'm on my way to the airport, but I'm not handling it very well. I can't stop crying, and breathing is a struggle.

      Her voice comes through the speakers in the car, and I hear the same flat tone as usual. “Jenna, where are you? Are you on your way home?”

      “Yes,” I say, the words coming out cracked and broken. “Have you talked to Troy? Did he tell you?”

      “Tell me what?” she asks. She's fumbling with something, I can tell. She isn't paying attention at all.

      “He's making me come back, he threatened to cut me off. He didn't tell you anything? Nothing at all?”

      “Oh, don't worry about him. It's probably just one of his moods.” Brushing away my frantic question, she says, “You know how he works.”

      There's a pop and fizz in the background. She's drinking. Again. I'm not sure if she drinks to drown out life, or if it's just because she has nothing else to do. I don't remember the last time I've seen her without a glass in her hand.

      “Mom, please, I'm trying to talk to you. Can't you listen for once?”

      I can hear her take a sip of her drink. She exhales into the phone and lets out a soft sigh. “Oh, Jenna, stop being dramatic. You know how Troy gets when he wants something. This is no different.”

      “He said would stop paying for my schooling, that he'd disown me completely.”

      “Well, what do you want me to say? I can't make choices for him, Jenna. You know that.” She smacks her lips, swallowing hard. “So, should I be expecting you home soon or not? I've got a hair appointment at six, so I'm not going to sit around and wait. I'll send the car to the airport. Just tell me what time.”

      “Forget it,” I say, hanging up on her.

      My mother's been poisoned by this world.

      She's turned into a person I don't recognize anymore. She isn't my mother. She's some weird extension of Troy, and I don't like it. A little compassion, maybe a little emotion or anger over how he's treating her daughter would be nice.

      Tears are pouring from my eyes. I can't see the road, so I pull over into the breakdown lane and park the car. Holding the steering wheel, I lay my head on it as I cry uncontrollably.

      What the hell am I doing? What is going on with me?

      Sitting up, I take a deep breath, running my hands over my head and pulling my hair back tight against my scalp.

      I'll call Meg. She'll listen.

      Scrolling through my phone, I open my messages and see the pictures and texts from my friends. Flipping through image after image, I'm met with fake smiles, fake laughs, fake everything.

      None of these people are real. Most of my friends aren't really my friends at all. They're questioning why I'm still here in the messages, why I would lower myself to stay any longer than necessary.

      These people are not who I thought they were. They don't really care about me at all, they only care about how much money I have.

      My stomach twists as the realization settles in my gut like a heavy weight. I'm not one of them. I never was and I never will be. I see that now. Ryder has given me the gift of sight. I've been blind for too long.

      Troy never cared for me, but Ryder did.

      My friends only see worth, where Ryder sees character.

      What the fuck am I doing?

      Why am I running back to a world that doesn't want me, when I have a life that's been waiting for me all this time?

      I feel so stupid for not seeing it sooner. All those years of suppressing memories and acting like one life is better than the other has pulled a veil over my eyes. But not anymore.

      Turning the wheel hard, I make a U-turn in the street, hitting the gas. I can't pretend anymore. What I feel inside is too strong to ignore.

      Ryder is the only person who loves me for me. Nothing in the world can replace that. No amount of money can ever give me what he gives me. Because with him, I'm truly alive. I have real worth.

      Whipping into the driveway, I stop the car, and jump out. Rushing into his house, I go from room to room. I'm not sure where he is, but the other car outside tells me my step-father wasn't lying. The rep is here.

      Throwing the door open to his office, Ryder is at his desk with a stack of papers in front of him. The man is pointing at a line on the bottom of the page and Ryder has a pen in his hand.

      “Jenna?” he asks in shock. “What are you doing here?”

      “Don't do it. Don't sell this farm, Ryder.”

      “What?”

      “You can't do it. You love this place, it's too beautiful and incredible to let it go. You can't do it. I won't let you. I'll do anything and everything I can to help you keep this farm. For you, for your sister, for your family's legacy. I can't let you sell it, especially to someone like Troy. He doesn't deserve something so beautiful and special. There's no way he'll ever appreciate it for what it is.”

      “Jenna—” he starts to say, but I refuse to let him finish.

      I have something to get off my chest, and he needs to hear it before this goes any further.

      “Ryder, I love you. I've loved you ever since we were kids. I never stopped loving you all these years. I just didn't know it. But I do now, I feel it and see it and breathe it in. I can feel you in every inch of my body, mind, and soul. I love you.”

      I stand still, waiting for a response. But he's silent, not moving at all.

      “Say something, anything.” I'm begging him to respond. I need to know how he feels too.

      Does he feel what I feel? It can't just be me, it's not possible. I saw the look in his eyes when I left, I felt the pain in his touch and the sadness in his kiss. I felt it like it was a living, breathing thing.

      The man glances between us, arching a single brow. “Ryder, you agreed already. You said you'd sell. All you have to do is sign. Just—”

      Ryder doesn't look at him, he simply rises from his seat and holds out his hand to stop the man from saying another word. He walks around the desk, his eyes frozen on mine.

      “You mean that?” he asks as he steps closer.

      “Every word.” I'm firm in my answer. There's no doubt in my mind.

      Capturing my face in his hands, he pulls me in and kisses me. Whispering into our kiss, he says, “I love you too. From the second I laid eyes on you, I just knew we were meant to be together. You belong here with me. This farm is a part of you too. It brought us together, not once, but twice.” His lips crash against mine as he kisses and talks. “I love you so damn much I hurt when you're not here. I can't imagine my life without you, and never I want to.”

      Our kiss turns from passionate into hungry and savage. His hands are in my hair, my hands are in his. His tongue sweeps through my mouth, and mine wraps around his.

      The man clears his throat, causing Ryder to break away and look over his shoulder. “Deal’s off. I'm not selling.”

      “But—”

      “I'll escort you out,” he commands, braiding his fingers in mine and walking to the door. He looks back at the man, glaring at him. “This way.”

      “You agreed,” the man demanded. “You can't change your mind now.” Snatching the contract off the desk, he lurches from his seat and storms toward Ryder. “Sign,” he barks, holding out the papers.

      Ryder releases my hand and takes the contract. He looks it over, then lets his eyes settle on the rep from Blackstone Reality. Pinching the middle, he tears it in two, and drops it to the floor.

      “Get out.”

      The man grunts heavily under his breath, tucking his briefcase under his arm and storming past Ryder. He's not happy and rightfully so. Odds are he just lost his job. My step-father doesn't play well with others, obviously.

      Ryder stands in the doorway, watching the guy leave. His tires kick up dirt as he speeds out of the driveway, causing a small smirk on Ryder's face.

      “Is it bad that I enjoyed telling him to fuck off?”

      “Not at all.” Leaning against the wall next to him, I cross my arms. “It feels good to get what you want.”

      Flicking his eyes to mine, his smile widens. “It really does.” Throwing his arm out, he yanks me into his arms. “I got everything I've ever wanted now.”

      “Yeah?” I ask, slipping my arms around his neck. “This is what you've wished for?”

      “Hundreds of times over,” he says, moving his hand to my face and sweeping his fingers across my forehead. “I can't tell you how many times I went to bed at night with you on my mind.”

      Kissing me, his lips are tender and soft. This isn't a kiss built off raw desire or need, it's made of love and passion. He loves me, he loves me in a way I've never been loved before.

      I can feel it. It passes through his kiss, spreading down through my body, infiltrating every inch of muscle. I'm warm, tingling from head to toe like I just swallowed a shot of bourbon.

      Ryder swoops his arms under my legs, lifting me off my feet. He doesn't stop kissing me. His tongue licks across my bottom lip, forcing me to open and welcome him in. He carries me upstairs easily, and kicks his door open, laying me down on the bed, delicately and gentle.

      This feels different. There are no walls between us, no fear or resistance or worry that what we're doing will one day get destroyed by an outside force.

      I'm not going anywhere. Everything I want and need is right here. It's always been right here waiting for me to come home.

      I'm home.

      Slipping his hand up my shirt, he squeezes my breast. His fingers pinch my nipple, twisting gently as he moves his lips from my mouth to my neck. I coo softly, unable to contain the sound, which causes Ryder to groan against my skin.

      My nipple stiffens as he plucks and pinches, rolling it between the pads of his fingers. His hard cock is pushing against my mound, making my clit throb. Raking my nails through his hair, I rock my pussy against his bulge.

      Ryder pulls my shirt over my head, and unclips my bra, tossing it over his shoulder. Trailing light kisses across my shoulder, he runs his tongue between my breasts, licking all the way down to the edge of my pants.

      Goosebumps erupt over my skin as he keeps kissing and licking every inch of exposed flesh. He lets out a breath of hot air against my lower belly, carefully working the button free on my pants.

      Curling his fingers under the hem, he rips my pants down my legs. His eyes expand as they fall on my black, lace panties. Dropping back down between my legs, he softly kisses my pussy through the fabric.

      “You're so fucking wet,” he says, kissing my pussy harder. “I want to taste you, devour you, and claim you as mine.”

      “I've always been yours.” Tangling my hands in his hair, I pull on it softly.

      Ryder moans, his eyes closing slightly as I play with his hair. Opening his eyes, I notice instantly they're darker, heavier, and smoldering like a hot fire. Flicking my panties to the side, he runs the tip of his tongue up through my folds.

      My body shivers, causing my back to arch high off the bed. He grabs my hips, holding me in place as he eats my pussy like it's a meal. His tongue swirls around my clit, flicking it rapidly, and then sucking on it.

      Moaning, I tear at his hair, yanking on it hard. My thighs attempt to close around his head, but he digs his fingers into my legs, slamming them back down onto the bed. He growls, the tone more animal than human.

      Harder and faster he licks my clit, causing my entire body to ignite. I'm a live wire, ready to explode at any moment. The orgasm is building, pushing me closer and closer to the edge.

      Ryder pulls his mouth off my heat, leaving me tender and breathless. I'm so fucking close, I know he can see it in my gaze. Staring down at him, my hips rock up, attempting to reach his lips, begging him to finish me off.

      “Why'd you stop?” I ask, my voice unhinged and my heart galloping in my chest.

      “Because I want to feel you come when I’m deep inside you.” Pressing up onto his knees, his cock is so hard it's threatening to bust through his jeans.

      “Fuck me,” I utter as I bite my bottom lip and tug it into my mouth. “I need you in me.”

      He rips his pants down, and his cock jumps out of his boxers. The tip is engorged, shiny with pre-cum, and the thick vein is throbbing down the side. His boxers are off in seconds, and he's slamming his cock deep inside my pussy before I can take a full breath.

      A silent scream causes my mouth to open wide as my hands grip the blanket, holding me in place. His hips pull back, then drive in harder. Dripping with arousal, his cock glides in and out with ease.

      He buries his face in the crook of my neck, and bites down, sending a rush of tingles through my body as his cock works my pussy. There are no words between us, because we don't need any.

      I can feel him as he breathes, as his heart beats against my chest, as his hands and lips and cock make me unfurl, shattering any walls that were trying to stay standing. I know he can feel me too.

      He can feel my hands on his back, my chest as it rises, and my body as it clenches tight, trying to keep him inside. I'm never letting him go. Ryder Jamison is mine, just like I'm his.

      This isn't two people just having sex, this is two people giving themselves to each other forever. My heart has, and will, always belong to him. I can't deny it anymore.

      And as the orgasm steals me away, as his cock pumps me full of hot cum, I know I made the right choice.

      I chose happiness over money, and being happy is far more important than anything else. Nothing in this world can compare to this moment.

      Ryder grunts, his body tensing for a moment as his cock pulses. Dropping to my side, he rolls onto his back, exhaling a labored breath.

      “Wow,” he says, resting his arms above his head.

      “Wow is right.” Snuggling against his chest, he wraps an arm around my body. “I can't believe I almost left all this behind.”

      He tickles the tips of his fingers up and down the outside of my arm. “You came back, that's all that matters. You saw what I've always known, Jenna.” Kissing the top of my head, he holds me tighter. “That we were meant for each other.”

      Smiling, I look up at him and ask, “If you knew that for all these years, how come you never came for me?”

      “I did. . .” Pausing, he sighs. “Well, I tried anyway. I called your house a couple times but hung up before anyone answered. I even went to New York City once, right after I turned eighteen, but I didn't know where to look for you. I wandered around for a weekend, hoping I'd just accidentally run into you. It didn't happen.”

      “Are you serious?” Pushing myself up, I arch a brow. “You really did that?”

      Ryder nods, reaching up to softly cup my jaw. “I did. Do I sound like a stalker now?”

      “No, I just wish I had known. Maybe it wouldn't have taken me ten years to get here.”

      Thinning his lips, he smiles. “It was meant to happen this way, that's what I believe.” His eyes search mine. “I love you, Jenna Snyder.”

      “I love you too.”

      Maybe he's right. Maybe fate has a path it sends you on, and you can't take short cuts.

      Maybe life can't be controlled.

      Maybe love takes you in the direction it needs before finally bringing you home.
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      Looking out at the garden, Jenna is wearing a big floppy hat and picking fresh strawberries off the bushes. She has a basket hanging off her arm, and she's smiling.

      Smiling. All by herself, plucking berries off a stem, and smiling. I've never seen someone so happy to do something so simple.

      The sun is catching her perfectly. Her skin is glowing, her cheeks are rosy, and she looks stunningly beautiful. I can't stop watching her. I haven't been able to take my eyes off her since the first day she walked back into my life.

      Glancing over her shoulder, she gives me a wave. Waving back, she blows me a kiss. My cock turns stiff instantly. The way her lips purse out and her eyes soften seductively, she's calling for me to come fuck her.

      Stuffing my hand inside my pocket, I walk down to her.

      “Hey,” she says, holding out her basket. “These look amazing. Look how ripe they are.”

      “They look great,” I say, snatching one out and taking a bite. “Juicy too.”

      “Ryder!” she yells playfully, yanking the basket out of my reach. “These are for the market this weekend, not for you.”

      “You're right. If I want to eat a juicy berry, I can just eat you.”

      Laughing out loud, she wags a finger in my face. “You're dirty.”

      “You set me up for it. Can you blame me?”

      Cocking her head, she arches a brow in thought. “I think you just have a dirty mind.”

      Chuckling, I pull the basket off her arm and set it on the ground. “I can't help it. You're so damn sexy and beautiful.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. You think I'm lying?”

      Pursing her lips, she squints her lids as she looks up at me. “No, but you have a funny look in your eyes. What are you doing?”

      “Nothing. I can't just compliment the woman I love?”

      Smiling, she lifts up on her toes and kisses my cheek. “I love you too.”

      “You really like it here, Jenna?” I ask, curling my arms around her waist. “You're not missing the city life?”

      Her brows drop hard into the bridge of her nose as she glares at me. “What? No, not at all. I love it here. Why are you even asking me that?”

      “I don't know, I just want to make sure. It's been a few weeks now, and once the novelty wears off, I don't want you to wish you hadn't given everything up for this.”

      “Ryder,” she says, her voice gentle, “I didn't give it up just for this, I gave it up for you. I love you and I love this farm. This is my home, it's where I belong. I'll never walk away again.”

      Hearing her say it out loud like this makes my heart hammer inside my chest. I never want to be without her.

      “Good, because I love you too.” Sucking in a nervous breath, I drop to one knee.

      “Oh my God, what are you doing?” she asks, taking a small step back and throwing her hands up to cover her mouth.

      Pulling a ring out of my pocket, I hold it up. “Jenna, I've spent my entire life waiting for you to come back. You're the girl of my dreams, the woman I want to have children with and grow old with.”

      Tears stream down her face as her breathing increases. She's trying to hold it together, but it's not working. Her eyes glitter like the stars as the sun hits her face, and the redness in her cheeks is spreading down her neck.

      Pulling her left hand down, I hold it in my hand, and keep pouring my heart out to her. “My world was empty without you. I was living, but I wasn't really alive. I want to spend the rest of my life giving you my heart and soul. Jenna, will you marry me?”

      Her eyes are glossy, the tears are falling fast, but her smile is the biggest I've ever seen.

      “Yes,” she says, nodding softly.

      Slipping the ring over her finger, her hand is trembling. Climbing to my feet, she jumps into my arms and kisses me.

      “I can't believe this!” she yells, kissing me between each word. “I had no idea.”

      “I just want you to be happy,” I say, kissing her back. “I want to make every day better than the last. I can't imagine my life without you, and I don't want to.” Looking in her eyes, I see my entire life right here. She's my world. I'm never letting her go.

      Her fingers slide up my neck and into my hair. Her nails scratch against my scalp, and coil deep into the roots. She moans into our kiss, and that fucking moan does things to me I can't explain.

      My heart speeds up, my chest constricts, and my blood begins to race through my veins. Every inch of my body is surrendering to this woman. She owns me in every way.

      I can taste her salty tears as they roll down her cheeks, blending with our kiss. Her body sways against mine, her nipples hard as they rub against my chest. My cock thickens as she pushes her hips against mine.

      Grabbing her ass, I yank her in. “I need you,” I say. “Now.”

      “So take me inside.” The words are a whisper against my lips.

      “How about I take you right here?” I ask, running my tongue across her bottom lip and biting it gently. Plucking it with my teeth, she moans louder.

      My cock is rock hard, ready to just fuck my future wife. I don't want to wait. I need her now. I need her right here.

      “What are you waiting for then?” she asks.

      Growling, I tear her pants down her legs. She steps out of them, and stands back. Crossing her legs, her thighs rub back and forth together. Biting the inside of her cheek, she stares up at me.

      She looks so beautiful as the sun hits her skin. Her smooth pussy, her perfect hourglass figure, her long legs. I want to lick every inch of her body, tasting all of her.

      Reaching out, I take her hand and pull her back close. Unbuttoning my pants, I pull my cock out and start to stroke it up and down. My balls are tight, and my tip is tender, ready to feel her heat.

      Lifting her off the ground with ease, I can feel her juice as she grinds her pussy against my stomach. Her lips find my neck and she bites me. It stings, but I like it. A rush of electricity zips through my muscles. Groaning, I slip my arm up her back between her shoulder blades and bite her back.

      Jenna throws her head back, rubbing her pussy harder against my abs. Her juice slicks my skin, and all I can think about is being inside her. With my hands on her ass, I lower her to the ground, laying her down.

      My cock pushes against her entrance, causing her legs to spread open and her heels to dig into the bottom of my calves. Her mouth forms a perfect O as I glide inside her. Slamming her eyes shut, she doesn't make a sound.

      Her nails dig into my back, tearing at my shirt as I push my entire length in as far as it will go. Holding her ass, I pull my hips back until my crown is right at the edge of her opening, only to slam back in.

      “Mm, Ryder,” she moans loudly as her lids shut and her back bends up high.

      No one can see. We're in the middle of a field, tucked away from prying eyes. I love this. This moment we're sharing together. It's as if we're the only two people left in the world.

      Driving myself in and out of her body, bits of grass and dried leaves tangle in her hair, but she doesn't care. Jenna isn't afraid to get dirty. She isn't worried about being in the dirt as I fuck her.

      She loves me. She loves the life we're going to build. And she loves what little I can give her. But as long as she knows that I'd go to the end of the earth and back again just to make her happy, that's all that matters.

      Her pussy clenches around my shaft, milking me hard. She won't let me go. The closer I get to breaking free, the harder she holds me in place. Thrusting hard and fast, my stomach tightens as my balls slap against her ass.

      My cock hardens like granite as I feel her thighs shake. Jenna moans, piercing my skin with her nails as she comes on my dick. I can't stop myself. I love feeling her fall apart like this. I love knowing that I'm the reason for her pleasure.

      Pistoning my hips, my cock pulses hard as the orgasm hits my body and turns my muscles stiff. My eyes roll back in my head as my entire body ignites.

      And as I look down on the woman I love, I know there's no place I'd rather be than right here. Dirt coats my knees, debris is in her hair, and we're both breathing hard, but this makes my life worth living.

      Stroking the back of my fingers up her cheek, I smile. Jenna smiles back, tickling her fingertips up and down my back. “I love you,” I say, my voice heavy and thick. “I don't think I can ever tell you in words how much I truly love you.”

      “I know, I can feel it.” Her eyes still on mine as her lips thin. “I love you too.”

      Jenna is my everything.

      And I know that together we can take on the world.

      Another land thief, the anger of her parents, the resistance of my sister, whatever gets thrown our way.

      Together we'll tear it down.
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        Six Months Later

      

      

      

      I hold my breath as Melody tugs the strings on the back of my wedding dress. It's hard to believe this day is actually here.

      I'm getting married today.

      The thought sends a tsunami of butterflies crashing through my stomach. I've always imagined this day ever since I was a little girl. I just never knew who would be waiting for me at the other end.

      I'm the luckiest girl in the world to have found the man that compliments me perfectly. I couldn't ask for a better person to spend the rest of my life with.

      It doesn't change the fact I'm so damn nervous I can't see straight, my palms are sweaty, my heart is racing, and I constantly feel like I'm going to puke.

      “You all right?” Melody asks, tying the ribbon tight. “You look super pale right now.”

      “Yeah, I'm okay. This is just crazy. I can't believe I'm getting married.”

      “Right. And to my brother of all people,” she says, giggling softly. “If it's any consolation, I'm really happy it's you. I know I was hard on you in the beginning, but—”

      “Don't,” I cut in. “I get it. You were just protecting your brother and rightfully so. I hurt him. You had every right to hate me.”

      She smiles, looking at me in the mirror. “I was too hard on you. I'm sorry for that.”

      My stomach bubbles, and I feel it rise up in the back of my throat. “Ugh, I think I'm going to be sick.” Throwing a hand to my mouth, I look around for a trash can or bucket to use.

      Melody's eyes grow wide and she grabs the small can by the table. “Here,” she says, passing it to me quickly.

      Hurling in the bucket, she pulls back my hair so I don't accidentally throw up on it.

      “You really are nervous, huh?”

      “I've been a mess all morning.”

      Dropping into a chair, I wipe my mouth with a tissue and take a sip of water. I haven't told Melody, but I already threw up two other times this morning and once yesterday. For over a week now, I haven't gotten up in the morning without feeling sick.

      This wedding has caused my nerves to go wild. Planning it was easy, picking out the flowers and the food didn't take more than an hour. I wasn't a bridezilla. I didn't need to have anything big and extravagant. But no one warned me about how nervous I was going to be once the day came.

      Calm down, Jenna. Just take a breath.

      Inhaling slowly, I let the air back out with an audible whoosh. “This is too much. My hands are shaking.” Holding out my right hand, my fingers are visibly trembling.

      “You're going to do great. You look beautiful.” Melody picks up my bouquet and hands it to me. “Here, make your hands do something. Holding this should help stop the shaking. Better?” she asks.

      “Actually, it is.” Having my fingers wrapped around the stems of my bouquet, it does help to steady my hand. “Good idea.”

      “Yeah, I know. Where do you think Ryder gets all his good ideas? He steals them from me.” Smirking, she chuckles as she pats herself on the back.

      There's a knock at the door, and my friend Hanna pokes her head in. “You almost ready? It's just about time?”

      Hanna is one of a handful of my friends from New York that stood by my side after my step-father disowned me. There are not many people in that rich circle that would embrace a simple country girl like me, but I'm lucky enough to have found those diamonds in the rough.

      Exhaling hard, I take another sip of water and stand up. “Yeah, I think I'm ready.” Running my hands down the front of my dress, I look at Hanna and ask, “Is Tara back?”

      “Yeah, she's downstairs. Why?”

      “Just making sure,” I answer nervously. “I'm ready.”

      “Good,” Melody says. “Now let's make you a Jamison.”

      I follow them downstairs, holding up my dress the best I can. I love my dress. I found it on the first day I went looking. I spotted it in the window, and I knew it was the one.

      Champagne colored with a sparkling floral design that traces the hem, it hugs my body and curves perfectly. A small train extends off the back, and the bodice is multiple layers of silk that create a cross pattern. The heart shaped top shows a little bit of cleavage, not too much, just enough to give Ryder a peek. The back is open across my shoulders, and the laced up corset top creates more curve to my hips.

      Our wedding is small. We're having it at the farm. The ceremony is in the field, and the reception is going to be in the barn. I did decide in the end to invite my parents, but neither one responded back.

      I'm at least hoping my mother shows up, but if she doesn't, I know it's only because Troy won't allow her to. All I can do is wish she finds the strength to tell him to fuck off, that her only daughter is getting married, and she's coming if he likes it or not.

      Except, I know my mother isn't strong enough to stand up to the man who holds her livelihood in his hands. If she goes against him, he'll punish her for it. He'll take her credit cards away, maybe even remove her name from the bank account.

      She won't give all that up for me.

      The music is playing, and the bridesmaids start to walk down the aisle. I peek around the corner and look at the tiny cluster of chairs still hanging on to the hope that my mother might be here.

      Glancing over the faces, she's not.

      Saddened, I try to understand. I know she could never stomach being sent back to this level. And that's okay. I don't hate her for it. I wish she was stronger, but in the end, it doesn't change the happiness that waits for me.

      Her weakness has turned into my strength. My strength to realize that I don't need material things to be happy. The strength to choose love over status.

      I won't let her absence ruin my day. Today is not about my mother or my step-father.

      Today is about us.

      The music changes, signaling it's my turn. I step out around the corner, smiling instantly. I can't stop it. My lips curl high and my cheeks flush as I lay eyes on the sexiest man on earth.

      Ryder is at the altar, flawless and perfect. He's dressed in a coal black suit with a bright red tie. A red rose is pinned to his breast pocket, and his hair is tousled to perfection.

      Our eyes connect. His glisten in happiness, and he grins from ear to ear as I make my way down to him. Holding out his hand, he pulls me in. The look in his eyes says he wants to kiss me right this very second, but he doesn't, he maintains control.

      He braids our fingers together as the guests sit back down, and the justice of the peace begins the ceremony. I can hear her voice, but it sounds far away. I can't focus on anything but Ryder.

      She finishes a really sweet speech about finding love and what it means to give your heart to someone else. Glancing between us, she asks, “Ryder, do you take Jenna to be your wife?”

      “I do,” he says, slipping the band over my finger.

      “And do you Jenna, take Ryder to be your husband?”

      “I do,” I answer eagerly, slipping his band over his finger.

      “By the power vested in me, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.”

      Ryder licks his lips as his smile broadens and he wraps an arm around my waist. I'm about to go in for the kiss, when he dips me hard. Swinging me around, he crushes his lips against mine, and kisses me.

      Our friends and family all begin to cheer and clap as Ryder and I walk back up the aisle. We take some pictures out in the gardens, and then head into the barn for the reception.

      It all seems to happen so fast. We dance, we eat, we dance some more. Everyone is having a great time, and that makes me so happy. From the corner of my eye, Tara is waving me over with a quick hand.

      Kissing Ryder on the cheek, I say, “I'll be right back.” Hurrying over to Tara, I ask, “Did you get it?”

      “Yeah, I put in the upstairs bathroom. You want me to come with you?”

      “No, that's all right. Can you just send Ryder inside for me in like fifteen minutes?”

      “You really think—”

      “No, no, I don't think so. I'm sure it'll be fine. But just in case, tell him I need his help for a minute. If it's nothing, I'll at least be able to grab a few minutes alone with him.” Lifting the front of my dress, I head into the house, doing my best to navigate the tight hall to the bathroom.

      Opening the cabinets, I shuffle through the drawers, and under the sink. Checking the closet, I eventually find the small plastic bag tucked in my makeup bag. I haven't touched that bag in months, so it's funny to me my friend from the city would think to put it there.

      I should have known.

      Tugging up my dress, it's even harder to navigate the toilet, but I get it done. It's a stupid test, but it'll ease my nerves a little bit. Ryder and I haven't exactly been cautious, but we've been together for over six months and nothing has happened yet.

      The only reason I even want to take a pregnancy test is because I haven't felt like myself the past few days. Throwing up daily isn't normal for me but getting married causes your nerves to run wild, too.

      This is just to ease my nerves.

      If it comes back negative, there's no reason to think my upset stomach is anything other than being crazy nervous. If it's positive, then Ryder and I have a few things to think about. Our plans will have to change a little, but it will be worth it.

      Tapping my nails against the sink, I pace back and forth in front of the mirror. I'm nervous, more nervous right now than I was before the ceremony. Nibbling on the tip of my nail, I can't sit still.

      My pulse is beating rapidly, sending a cold chill down my spine. I'm breathing fast, only able to inhale short gulps of air. I have no idea how long it's been. The box says to wait three minutes, but time feels like it's going by so damn slow.

      Screw it. I'm looking anyway.

      Snatching the plastic strip off the back of the toilet, I hold it in my hands and close my eyes. I want to look, but something is stopping me.

      Fear. Uncertainty. Excitement. It all flows through me in a matter of seconds. If it's positive, how do I know I'll be a good mother? If it's positive, how do I know I'll be able to give a child everything they might need?

      If it's negative, will the disappointment crush me, or will it make me breathe a sigh of relief?

      I won't know until I get the answer.

      Cautiously, I open my eyes, keeping them on the ceiling. The plastic strip is tightly perched between my fingertips, and already I can feel my hand shaking.

      Exhaling an audible breath, I count to three.

      One, two, three. . .

      Two lines.

      I'm smiling instantly. All the doubting thoughts I had vanish, and I'm filled with nothing but happiness. It's a happiness I've never felt before. An instant love. A love that's so strong, so intense, so real, I can feel it as it seeps from my heart and fills my soul.

      Sitting down on the toilet, I start to cry. Resting my hand on my stomach, I whisper. “Welcome to the world.”

      There's a soft knock on the door, causing me to sniffle and clear my throat. “Yeah?” I ask.

      “Jenna, you all right?” Ryder asks. “Can I come in?”

      “Yeah, you can come in.”

      He opens the door and pokes his head in first. “Tara said you were looking for me. Are you okay? Why are you crying?” He squeezes through the small opening he made, closing the door behind him.

      Grabbing some toilet paper, I wipe my eyes. I can't find the words to tell him we're having a baby.

      Concern falls over his face as he walks over to me and drops down to the floor so we're at eye level. Running his thumb under my eyes, he tilts his head. “Baby, what's wrong? You're not having second thoughts about getting married, are you?”

      Shaking my head no, I smile. “No, that's not it at all. I'm happy, Ryder, I'm really, really happy to be your wife.”

      “What is it then?” His voice is quiet and gentle as he runs his fingertips over the curve of my jaw. “What's wrong?”

      Looking down at my hands, I'm spinning the test strip around and around. His eyes follow mine, and he quirks a brow.

      “What is that?” he asks.

      Handing it to him, he takes it and looks it over. His eyes squint, and I know he's trying to figure out what it is. But it doesn't take long for the realization to set in.

      “Is this. . .” His voice trails off as his gaze shifts back to mine.

      Nodding, I say, “We're having a baby.”

      “Are you serious?”

      Shaking my head again, the tears return as I smile. “Yes. I'm pregnant.”

      Ryder grins, his eyes moving back to the test. “Oh my God, this is amazing.” He runs a hand through his hair as his excitement takes over. “Jenna, this is incredible! I'm going to be a father, we're going to be parents!”

      I nod as he speaks. Grabbing my hands, he lifts me off the toilet and pulls me into a strong hug.

      “This is amazing, I can't believe it.” Scooping my face in his hands, he kisses me. “I wasn't able to keep my hands off you before, and now, now you're in trouble.”

      “What?” I ask giggling.

      “You're carrying our baby. Do you know how fucking sexy that is?” His hands glide down my exposed back, barely touching me.

      But I can feel him. I can feel his fingertips as they slip over my spine. I can feel them as they glide back up, tracing my shoulder. He's so light his touch is like butterfly kisses. Goosebumps shoot up all over my body as he moves his left hand over my collarbone and under my chin.

      His touch gets more possessive as he growls against my lips and captures my throat in his hand. Tipping my head back, he paints my skin with his tongue as he whispers.

      “This is everything I've ever wanted. I've wanted you for so long, and now I'm never letting go.” His hand slips down between my breasts, coming to a stop on my belly. “And now you're carrying our child. Our baby is in here, there's nothing more I could ever ask for.”

      Moaning, my head rolls on my shoulders as his mouth moves to the other side of my neck. He nips at my skin, running the sharp edges of his teeth across my shoulder.

      “The world could fall apart around us, and as long as I have you and this baby, I know we'll be fine.” His mouth finds mine again, his kiss fierce and deep.

      His tongue pushes into my mouth, swirling around mine, and drawing another moan from me. I love when he touches me this way. With power, need, and hunger. There's nothing sexier than a man who shows you how much he loves you.

      When his touch cuts you deep, branding his name on your heart and soul, you know he was meant for you.

      I found the love of my life long before I knew what love is. And I'm so glad our paths crossed again. I don't know where I'd be right now if they hadn't.

      Ryder takes me by the hips and spins me so I'm facing the wall. Lifting the back of my dress, he tears my panties down and drops to his knees.

      “Ryder,” I say with a smirk, looking down at him. “We have people waiting for us outside.”

      “I don't care. I need you right now. Not later. Not after the last people trickle off and leave. I can't wait that long.”

      His mouth is on me instantly. His hands are squeezing my ass and tilting my hips back so he can devour my pussy. His tongue pushes inside me and my knees buckle. My hand searches for the sink to hold myself upright. The bathroom is filled with the sounds of his mouth slurping me up, and his tongue slides over my clit, again and again. His hand runs up my bare leg and I notice a new feeling, the feeling of the wedding band on his finger. Soon that finger and one other are sliding inside me, fucking me while his tongue works my clit. Relentlessly. I try to stay quiet, hyperaware of all our guests right outside the door, but I can’t help the moan that escapes my lips when I come quickly and so hard. My shoulders jerk forward, spasms shooting through me. His tongue keeps gliding over me and my hand knocks over the soap dish on the sink, sending it crashing to the floor and breaking into pieces.

      Ryder stands up, kicking the shards to the side. My hand on the wall, I look back at him over my shoulder. I can see the desire in his eyes, his mouth glistening from eating me out.

      Sliding a finger up the center of my pussy, he smears my juice around my lips. “You're so damn wet, I love it. I love doing that to you. I love the way you taste.”

      “I love when you fuck me.” The words are sultry and thick as I bend over further. “Take me, make me yours.”

      The metal teeth of his zipper echo off the ceramic tiles, causing my body to shiver. He pulls his cock free and slaps my ass cheeks one at a time. Rubbing his tip around my wet center, he slowly thrusts inside.

      Tilting my head back, I press the tips of my fingers into the wall and hold myself up as he slams his cock in deep and hard. The bottom of my dress ruffles up higher over my back. Ryder grabs a handful of the fabric, using it to pull me back into his thrust. His cock is hard as stone, going so deep I can feel him in my lower belly. Using his feet, he spreads my legs wider, fucking me vigorously. My orgasm has left me sensitive as hell, and I know in no time I’ll be coming again.

      Arching my back, I press my toes into the floor and slam my ass back. The only sound between us is our skin slapping and our heavy breathing. Sweat is beading up across his forehead, and my skin is flushing red.

      His hands grab my hips as his cock thickens. Every inch of my body begins to tingle. The orgasm bursts like a firework, causing my eyes to snap shut and a moan to slip free. Ryder's fingertips grasp me tighter as he throws his hips forward one last time.

      His cock pulses, jet after jet of his cum pulsing into my pussy. Releasing me, he grabs a few tissues and hands me some. Cleaning up, Ryder helps me fix my dress, and straightens the train.

      Pulling me in for a slow, sweet kiss, he smiles at me. “I can't believe we got married and found out we're having a baby in the same day.”

      “I know, it's wild.”

      He looks in the mirror, wiping the sweat off his forehead and fixing his suit. “You think everyone is wondering where we are?”

      “Probably.” Giggling, I look at the window beside the sink. “Or they might know already.”

      Ryder laughs loud and takes my hand. “Let's go share the great news.”

      And as he leads me back to our reception, I know what we have is special.

      This man loves me for me. He loves the life we have.

      And he loves the life we created.

      I wouldn't change anything for the world.

      I'm home.
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        * * *

      

      Ready for another over the top hero who knows what he wants and doesn't back down until he gets it? (Click to read now)
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading my books. If you liked this one, or even if you didn't, it means the world to me if you let me know! Reviews are so important to authors. You can leave one right on Amazon where you bought/borrowed it from. Sending you major hugs and kisses!

      -- Penny

      xoxoxo
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