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   When tragedy strikes in Buffalo Ridge, Texas, the townsfolk don’t hesitate to circle the wagons and rugged rancher, Mac Bonner, is the first to step up when life throws pretty Callie Murphy a nasty curve. That’s what friends do, after all, but then she has always been more than a friend, as far as he was concerned. She is the one woman he never forgot and though she might not believe it, Mac is prepared to move heaven and earth to gain her love again. Ready or not, he aims to prove himself man enough for the task.
 
   Losing Mac years ago had been a blow from which Callie never recovered but nothing prepares her for the loss she faces now. Left with the care of two children, and more worries than a human ought to have, she vows to forge ahead and go it alone until Mac makes a giant leap back into her life and offers a hand. Trust is hard and accepting charity is downright painful, but Mac’s persistence just might restore her faith in the power of love despite the odds. 
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Life in Calder County, Texas and the small town of Buffalo Ridge was laid back and often downright boring, but this morning the Willow Tree Café bustled with hungry diners whose only concern was to visit with friends and enjoy a hearty breakfast. Outside a slow drizzle dampened the sidewalks, while inside the atmosphere practically buzzed with the sounds of clattering plates, silverware, and the low hum of conversation.  The scent of bacon and coffee filled the air as Callie Murphy hoisted the half-empty coffee pot and topped off the cups of patrons who sat at the counter on this early Friday morning. She’d lived in Buffalo Ridge for most of her life and truly loved the people here. There were a few exceptions, of course.
 
   “Got some more cream, Callie?”
 
   “Sure, Hank.” She reached behind her for another tiny pottery container of half and half and set it in front of the elderly man. “Here ya go. How’s Marjean? I heard she’s out of the hospital.”
 
   “Yeah, she’s out but still hobbling around. It’s pure-d hell gettin’ old and breaking a hip is no damn good, but that woman is a trooper. Told me I was bugging her and chased me off.”
 
   “You babying her since she’s home, I hope?”
 
   Hank doctored his coffee with cream and nodded. “Little too much, I guess. Hey, I’m only trying to help, but she gets pretty cranky with too much pampering.”
 
   “All women secretly like that though.” Lord knew she could use some of that herself. Working two jobs while she cared for her sister and the kids was draining her last stores of energy. These days she ran on willpower alone, but there was nothing she could do about it. A woman did what must be done. She had little family left and knew something about loyalty. Emma needed her and so did the little ones.  “Give Marjean my best, okay?”
 
   “Will do,” he said as Callie moved on down the counter. 
 
   “Order up!” Doris Boggs, owner of the café, chief cook, and Callie’s employer yelled out through a broad opening that separated the kitchen from the rest of the room. As usual, her boss was a harried mess which was logical enough considering the crowd this morning. Doris’ son normally helped out, but he had the flu or something and that left Doris alone to take up the slack. Paula and JoAnn, the other two morning shift waitresses, were at the far side of the room busing tables, so Callie turned, set down the coffee pot, and grabbed the two plates loaded with food. 
 
   She spun around, and as if an act of God had ordered it, a clap of thunder rattled the windows of the café when a tall, broad man stepped through the door, seeming to fill the room with his size.
 
   Callie went still then smiled, her heart stuttering at the sight of Mac Bonner, friend, one-time lover, and the man every woman in town wanted to mess up the sheets with. There was a time when his boots had been firmly planted beneath her bed, but time, distance, and immaturity on both their parts had ended the love connection years ago, and these days they maintained a steady friendship that she dearly loved. 
 
   Would she change that to revisit one of the most exciting times of her life?
 
   In a heartbeat.
 
   Though late fall lay heavy on her small hometown, it didn’t take much of a leap to remember that hot summer so long ago. He’d been her first love but with college looming for him, deep in her heart she’d feared that distance would end things between them.  He’d gone and she’d remained behind. Today she still recalled the desperate longing and the emptiness that had consumed her. With each passing month, his calls grew fewer and farther between. They’d succumbed to the typical fate of young people who hadn’t a clue as to what they really wanted from life.
 
   They’d simply grown apart, moved on, and no amount of wishing changed a damn thing. Now, of course, Callie knew they’d both needed time to mature into the adults they were meant to be, but even knowing that didn’t relieve the bittersweet sense of loss she still experienced each time she saw him. In spite of it all, they were friends. She could handle that. And these days she needed all the friends she could get.
 
    Once she deposited the plates of food to customers seated nearby, she picked up the half-empty coffee pot and a laminated menu then paused to take in Mac Bonner in all his glory. As usual, her heartbeat kicked up a notch and her belly tightened with a need she couldn’t ignore. His very presence commanded attention and though they hadn’t been involved in a sexual relationship for many years, she wasn’t immune to his appeal. Frozen in place, a death-grip on the handle of the coffee pot, Callie watched him shrug out of his shearling coat and hang it on the coat rack near the front door as she admired the sheer size of the man he’d become. No longer a green kid, he was six-feet-four of pure muscle and brawn who carried the look of a hard-edged ranch man as if born to it. And of course, he was. After the passing of his dad, the Deuces Wild had fallen to him, and through hard work and determination the place remained one of the most prosperous ranches in all of Calder County.  
 
   Mac removed his Stetson revealing thick, closely cropped black hair then he scanned the crowded room briefly before he finally spotted her. A broad smile creased his rugged face. He nodded once in acknowledgment as he flicked drops of water from the brim of his hat before settling it on a peg next to his coat. Callie smiled in response and, remembering her duties, headed his way.
 
   Once he slid into a recently vacated booth near the front windows, Callie stepped up, splashed hot coffee into his cup and handed the menu over. “Mornin’, Mac. Little wet out there, huh? What brings you to town?”
 
   Mac grunted as he opened the menu then instantly closed it. “Had to pick up supplies at the Feed and Seed. Figured I might as well grab a bite while I’m in town.” He set the menu aside and looked at her through a pair of narrowed, golden-colored eyes. “You look tired. How are you holding up?”
 
   Her thoughts flashed to her sister, Emma. “Okay. Hanging in there. Some days are worse than others. Right now there seems to be more bad than good.”
 
   Callie didn’t relish the whole Debbie-Downer role so she forced a smile. “We’re getting by.” 
 
   Mac doctored his coffee with cream from a small white container on the table then gave the brew a stir. “Maybe you need a night out.” He relaxed against the booth and took a slow sip. “Maybe a trip to San Antone is in order. We could grab dinner and drinks.”
 
   “Now doesn’t that sound like heaven?” It had been forever since she’d done anything other than take care of her sister and her niece and nephew. Oh, and work. Let’s not forget that. Having two jobs just to make ends meet was grueling to begin with. Add in the family problems and each day seemed endless. Finally, she shook her head. “Timing isn’t right, Mac, but it’s so nice of you to ask.”
 
   “I worry, you know. Things must be hard for you right now.”
 
   “They are but─”
 
   Doris called out another order, and Callie glanced over at the pick-up window. She faced Mac again. “I have a break in about thirty minutes. Maybe we can talk then?”
 
   Mac nodded, rattled off his breakfast order, and then passed the menu back to her. “This’ll do. Come over for coffee when you can. I’ll be here.”
 
   Despite the dreariness of the day, Callie headed back to work feeling a whole lot sunnier.  Lately, her days were filled with far more downs than ups. A thirty-year-old single woman with no time to call her own was a pitiful thing to behold, and she knew that it was more than a little pathetic for her to get such a thrill at the prospect of spending five or ten minutes with sexy-as-sin Mac Bonner. 
 
   She’d take what she could get.
 
   And how pathetic was that?
 
   Within another ten minutes or so, the morning crowd began to file out of the Willow Creek and only a scant number of customers remained, no doubt dreading walking out into the downpour that had begun outside. Hoisting a platter of dirty plates, Callie headed into the kitchen to deposit the mess near the sink. 
 
   Doris planted her fists on ample hips and narrowed dark brown eyes behind the lenses of her glasses. “Go on and take your break, girl. You look plumb frazzled.” She leaned close and grinned. “And there’s a good looking cowboy sitting out there obviously waiting for you.”
 
   “You mean Mac?”  Callie shrugged. “He’s just a friend.”
 
   “Pfft. You can spout that just a friend stuff all you want but don’t shit a bullshitter. I see the way you look at that man, and I also see the way he watches you right back.”
 
   If only.
 
   Callie laughed and lightly tapped the side of Doris’ glasses. “I think you need to get these checked.”
 
   Doris huffed and turned away with a little wave of her hand. “Go on now. Take a break before you fall over.”
 
   Despite her need to be realistic, she was shaken to think others might have noticed how bad she had it for the rugged cowboy. Was she making a fool of herself all over town? She’d been so careful to keep her feelings hidden away but if gossip was spreading, it wouldn’t be long before he got a whiff of it. That could mean the end of a friendship she truly cherished, not to mention needed. He was a cautious man and had given her no indication that he felt anything other than friendship. What had once been between them was history and it had to stay there. 
 
   Though she wore her favorite well-worn sneakers, Callie’s feet ached slightly as she poured herself a cup of coffee and made her way to Mac’s booth. She slid into place across from him, noting his empty plate and the look of satisfaction on his face. Her foster mom had once told her that a well-fed man was a happy one. There might be something to that. 
 
   Mac gave her a smile as he slouched against the booth and studied her. “Forget that whole dancing idea, sweetheart. Maybe we should settle for dinner so I can get you off your feet.”
 
   Callie reached for the creamer and poured until her coffee turned nice and white. “Sounds amazing, but even dinner isn’t in the cards for me right now. Sure is tempting though. I’d love to forget my troubles in the company of a good looking cowboy.” 
 
   “At your service. Anytime.” Mac followed the comment with a teasing grin that did funny things to her tummy then the smile slowly disappeared. “You do look pretty tired, Callie. Burning the candle at both ends can’t be good for you.”
 
   “Not much I can do about that under the circumstances.”
 
   “Tell ya what, why don’t I have Sarita fix some things for you and the kids. I’ll run it by your place one night this week.” 
 
   “Sarita has her hands full just cooking for you and the hands. Bet you don’t pay that lady anywhere near what she’s truly worth.”
 
   Mac laughed. “You’re probably right about that. Good thing the Sanchez family has been with the Bonner’s since the Civil War days. They’re firmly attached at the hip to us wild, wicked Bonners.” 
 
   It was true. Sarita and her husband, Juan, had raised their big family on Deuces Wild land, living in a house built generations ago on the property. They were as connected to the ranch as Mac himself, and the lot of them were connected to the founding of Buffalo Ridge, making them town royalty.
 
   “Well, either she’s really happy working for you or you’re keeping her chained to her stove,” Callie teased. “I haven’t seen her in ages.”
 
   “It’s not as if you’d notice her coming into town anyway. You’re like that damn pink bunny on the battery commercial. Between this place and working at the gift shop every day, you barely have time to catch a breath much less visit with folks.”
 
   Right after her shift at the café, she’d head off to a local shop for round two of her day then top it all off by taking care of her family as best she could. Callie glanced pointedly at the front of her pink tee shirt and shrugged. “Sad commentary on my life, I’m afraid. All this work keeps me out of trouble.”
 
    “You need to get into trouble more than any woman I know and that’s no lie.”
 
   Mac’s gaze locked onto the Willow Creek logo emblazoned across her chest then he lifted it to meet hers. Callie sucked in a breath then held it as she tried desperately to hide her surprise at the flash of hungry lust gleaming in those Spanish Gold eyes. 
 
   Now that was the shocker of the century! 
 
   Was there something to Doris’ observation after all or had she simply imagined the interest burning in his gaze? The idea of the two of them rekindling things after all these years caused an undeniable flutter to beat through her belly but if it were true, Mac’s timing couldn’t be worse. Before everything had gone to hell over a year ago, attention other than friendship from him would’ve been the answer to a wild and wonderful prayer. Mac had always held her heart in his hand, but she’d been too much of a coward to admit it except in the dead of night after she fell exhausted into her bed.
 
    “I’ve been a ‘good girl’ for far too long. Doubt I’d even remember how to get into trouble. At least the fun kind.” She laughed a little hoping to chase away the weird tension that had risen tauntingly between them. “Too busy for it anyway.”
 
   “Things will get back to normal.”
 
   The dark cloud that seemed to hang over her disappeared for a moment, yet the respite was brief. It reappeared with a vengeance. “Things will never be as they were.”
 
   Mac reached across the table and took her hand. “I’m sorry. Is there anything I─”
 
   Rushed voices and chatter came down the aisle toward them, interrupting whatever Mac was about to say. Cassie removed her hand from Mac’s grip and glanced over her shoulder to see Nadine Early, along with a group of her girlfriends, heading toward the cash register in front, checks in hand. 
 
   Nadine, all of five-foot-nothing, her hair resembling a pitch black football helmet, stopped at their table, gasped and clutched her heart. “Oh honey! You have been on my mind constantly,” she said, finally reaching out to pat Callie’s shoulder. Then she leaned close. “I heard hospice is with Emma now.” Nadine whispered the word as if it were a secret. “That poor thing. I just feel so badly about it.”
 
   Though Nadine meant well, it was such a hard topic to discuss. Tears washed over Callie’s eyes. This wasn’t the first time she’d felt love and concern from this small community, and she knew it wouldn’t be the last. Still, these conversations were tough. “Thank you,” she said simply.
 
   Nadine patted her shoulder several more times, and then cruised randomly from one topic to another like a true master. “I lost someone to leukemia a long time ago. I feel so sad for you, Emma, and those poor little children. At least that rotten, no good ex of hers is in prison where he belongs. He can’t stir up any trouble with him being locked up in Huntsville and all. My Sunday School class at First Methodist started a prayer circle. Do ya’ll need anything?”
 
   “More time,” Callie whispered as a tear lost its balance and went tumbling down her cheek. She quickly brushed it away and tried to smile. “That would be nice.” 
 
   “Oh, sweetie.” Nadine patted again then dug into her bag for a tissue which she promptly handed over. “Listen here, you just let me know if you need anything at all, now or in the future.”
 
   More time would be perfect, but then this wasn’t a perfect world. She’d known that forever.
 
   Once Mac left the cafe to return to Deuces Wild, Callie worked to finish the last hour of her shift at the Willow Creek, losing herself in tasks that needed finishing during the lull between the breakfast and lunch hours. She’d never been a stranger to hard work, and these days she appreciated the ethic that kept her mind from dwelling on circumstances that she couldn’t change.
 
   How was she? She heard the question a dozen times each day.
 
   Heartbroken. Exhausted.
 
   That pretty much summed it up, but there was simply no time to sit back and evaluate her emotions these days. That was a good thing.
 
   Another clap of thunder rattled the walls, and she grimaced as the light rain instantly became a gullywasher that spelled bad news for anyone traveling on foot. Her car had been in the shop for several days, and she’d hoped for good weather. Luck apparently wasn’t on her side. Fortunately, Ragged Rose, the gift shop where she worked part-time was only a few blocks away. She reached beneath the counter to fetch her bag just as the phone in the back pocket of her jeans vibrated. Callie stilled at the sight of the now familiar number flashing on the screen.
 
   “Allison? Is everything okay?”
 
   The hospice nurse assigned to help Emma each day spoke quietly. “Callie, I think you need to come home, honey. You might want to get the kids from school, too. She’s asking for you.” Another ominous clap of thunder shook the walls, but this time she hardly noticed. All sound seemed to fade as a vacuum of quiet engulfed her. Her heart threatened to beat from her chest. Her legs trembled as did her hands. 
 
   Callie wasn’t ready to lose the most important person in her world.
 
   Not yet.
 
   Logically, she’d known the time was coming, but there was nothing remotely logical about her emotions. They ran the gamut from memory to loss and back again. Callie fisted her hands on the counter in a struggle to catch her breath. Finally, common sense took hold. There wasn’t a moment to waste. 
 
   She hollered at Doris through the pick-up window, explained the situation, shrugged into her jacket, and rushed out into the storm.
 
    
 
   It wasn’t until Mac got just past the edge of town that he realized he’d forgotten something, so he made a quick U-Turn and headed back into Buffalo Ridge. Not like there was much to do on a day like this one anyway. Heavy rain washed over his double cab truck in a wave, and with a quick flick of his wrist, he ramped the windshield wipers up another notch then turned off the radio. After talking with Callie earlier, he wasn’t in the mood for anything that smacked of happy, and he knew that even if he’d had perfect weather, not much would get done. He wasn’t in the mood for it.
 
   Squinting into the storm ahead, he thought of Callie and the ordeal she faced. Life often wasn’t fair and he knew it, having experienced his own share of loss at a young age. A massive heart attack had taken his dad not long after Mac’s fifteenth birthday. The years that followed were some of the most grueling of his life as he’d worked side-by-side with his mother, sister, and loyal hands of the Deuces Wild as they kept the ranch running effectively. It was the hardest of jobs considering it was done while nursing a wounded heart. Memories, rich with renewed pain swamped him, leaving him sorrier than he could say for what Callie would surely face soon. The whole town felt for her because there was no doubt she was popular in their small hometown. She was sure as hell well-liked by him.  Back when he’d been a green kid he’d actually loved her and, well, he figured part of him always would. 
 
   There was something special about her. 
 
   After that long ago summer, he’d headed off to college, had his fill of women and parties and had somehow, miraculously, earned a degree. But always in the back of his mind, Callie was there, and though years had passed and young, immature love had morphed into a deep friendship, a part of him wondered, and yes, wished for more. She wasn’t the glossy, sophisticated kind of beautiful that he’d admired as a kid. Instead, she was wholesome and friendly with a smile that seemed to start in her heart to spread over her face like a blast of sunshine. 
 
   He was a man now, a man who had a whole new appreciation for pretty blonde, blue-eyed Callie Murphy and damn if he wasn’t determined to move them from friends to lovers. The timing was all wrong for that now. The woman had a hell of a lot on her plate. 
 
   Emma Decker, Callie’s sister, had been stricken with cancer a year ago, and after running the gamut of chemo and radiation, it soon became clear that treatment wouldn’t save the divorced mother of two. Callie’s devotion to Emma and the kids, Isabelle and Austin, was clear. She worked so hard to keep this small family afloat. Darrell Decker, Emma’s ex, was sure as shit worthless. He was currently serving twenty years in Huntsville for armed robbery, and even if he’d still been in the picture, he would have been no help. It had all fallen to Callie. To Mac she was a heroine, though he knew she’d never see herself that way. 
 
   Pulling onto Main Street, Mac stopped at two red lights, but when he got to the third, he glanced toward the convenience store and saw Callie trudging through the parking lot, drenched to the bone. Her hair was plastered to her head, and her jacket was a sodden mass, clinging to her body. With her head bent forward, she seemed oblivious. 
 
   Pity threatened to choke him and then anger kicked in.
 
   Mac whipped into the parking lot and laid on the horn as he rolled down the window. “What the fuck? What the hell are you doing out in this weather? Why didn’t you call?” Callie’s eyes widened, rain dripping from her lashes and pouring in rivulets down her face. She opened her mouth and closed it. He’d had enough. “Get in.” 
 
   His tone must have been firm enough because she raced around the hood of his truck as he leaned over and pushed the door open for her. Breathlessly, she crawled into the cab and he gave her a look. “Where ya headed?”
 
   “Home. The Hospice nurse called.” She turned to face him, her features a study of panic. “Oh, Mac. I have to get the kids at school.”
 
   “Damn it.”
 
   She shuddered visibly then nodded.
 
   “Call the school and tell them I’m coming in to get them both.” He turned down the street toward the elementary school. “You’ll get sick if you get out in this cold rain anymore, so I want you to sit tight. Got that?”
 
   “Yes, yes, got it.”
 
   As she spoke to the school secretary, Mac drove the three blocks to the red brick school. Playground equipment set empty, and the American and Texas flags flapped wildly against the stormy gray sky. He pulled into the circle drive and in no less than five minutes, stood looking at Emma Decker’s two children. He’d only been around them a few times in the past and never for very long. 
 
   “I’m Mac,” he said, bending down to place himself closer to eye-level with the children. Isabelle, whom everyone called Izzy was in kindergarten. Cute little thing, she was, with heavy brown hair and big brown eyes. Austin was a second grader who looked remarkably like his sister. Confusion marked their faces, but Mac figured kids were pretty smart and these children knew damn good and well that something was wrong. He smiled a little, trying his best to appear non-threatening. “I’m a friend of your mom’s and your Aunt Callie. Callie is in the car waiting for you. Want to come to the window to see?”
 
   Austin nodded and took Izzy’s hand. Mac walked with them to a wide bank of windows and let them peer out. Callie waved at them from the cab of his truck and Austin seemed to relax. He looked up and frowned. “Is Mama okay?”
 
   Oh yeah. These little ones had been through a lot.
 
   Pity squeezed his heart again, but he forced a small smile, hoping to reassure them if only for a little while. “She just wants to see you two. Come on now. Let’s join Aunt Callie and we’ll see what’s what. Okay?” 
 
   As naturally as if he did it every day of his life, he lifted Izzy with one arm and settled her against his side then took Austin’s hand as they headed out into the storm. Izzy’s hand immediately went to rest against his chest, and he squeezed her a little in return. This kind of trust was new for Mac. He’d lived his life, for the most part, among men, and his experience with kids was limited. They faced a rough time ahead though; something no child ever deserved. 
 
   An uneasy silence fell once the children were buckled safely into the back seat of his truck. He drove toward Callie’s place, and in roughly ten minutes, pulled into the gravel drive next to a tiny wood-framed house that didn’t seem big enough to house a family of mice. Back when he and Callie had dated, both she and Emma lived with their foster parents in another part of town. Emma married Darrell Decker, and he’d brought her here, but after their divorce, Callie had moved in to help her sister with expenses and the care of the children. The neighborhood was ratty, populated by old, run-down vehicles and houses in various states of disarray. 
 
   Mac remained silent as Callie hustled out and tended to Austin and Izzy, noting as he looked around, the attempts that had been made to make the cracker box abode homey. A small bench sat at one end of the porch and several hanging plants hung nearby. A colorful welcome mat occupied a spot in front of the door. When Callie ushered the kids inside, he didn’t wait for an invitation and followed the trio. The house was neat, though poorly furnished. There was a tiny living room and kitchen combination and a small bedroom on either end of the house. Pictures of Izzy and Austin at various ages held places of prominence atop an ancient television and care had been taken to frame the children’s drawings that hung on the walls. 
 
   Callie reached out and touched Mac’s arm. “You don’t have to stay, Mac,” she said. “Thanks for everything.”
 
   “Think I’ll stick around for a bit if you don’t mind. You might need something.”
 
    Callie blinked her big, blue eyes and cocked her head. “We’ll be okay.”
 
   He shook his head. “I insist.”
 
   “Then please, make yourself comfortable. I’m sure Allison put on some fresh coffee, so help yourself.”
 
   Mac started to speak but was interrupted when the Hospice nurse stepped through the doorway of the bedroom. Everyone froze in place as if to gauge the expression of her face but there was nothing except serene acceptance written there. Callie looked at the woman for several long moments and started to pull off her coat. Mac stepped behind her and reached for the sodden mess and helped her with the task before moving to each child and divesting them of jackets. 
 
   It was the least he could do. 
 
   Feeling like an intruder, yet knowing he had to stay, Mac watched as Callie talked quietly with the nurse. A tiny hand found his, causing him to look down. Totally absorbed in what the adults across the room discussed, Izzy didn’t look at him. 
 
   He wondered if the sweet, little thing realized how much her life was about to change. How could she begin to understand? Mac’s heart ached for her. Poor baby!
 
   Austin sat down in an old easy chair and pulled off his shoes before retreating into the other bedroom, shutting the door behind him. 
 
   “Bubba needs to be alone,” Izzy said in a soft voice.
 
   “Well then, I guess we need to leave him be, sweetheart. Why don’t you and I sit over here for a while?” Mac led the little girl to a sofa where they sat together while waiting for news from Callie and it didn’t take long.
 
   “Emma wants to see me and the kids,” she whispered, standing in front of him, looking more uncertain than a body ever had a need to. “Is Austin in his room?”
 
   Mac nodded, and as if on cue, Austin emerged from his safe haven.  Callie looked down at Izzy and Austin, taking each child by the hand, and ushered them into Emma’s room. Mac knew he should leave them in peace to say their good-byes, if that in fact was what they faced today, but something told him he should stay. Allison glanced his way with a sad smile and moved into the kitchen where she began putting away dishes that were drying in a drain rack, leaving him alone with his thoughts.
 
   Finally, closing his eyes, he let his head drop back as the torrential rains slowed to a light patter on the roof. He freely admitted he had little experience with death. The exception being his own dad’s passing, of course. Mac recalled the initial shock at the suddenness of it all and the numbness that had followed. Though his mother had tried valiantly to carry on normally, he and his sister Kate had agreed that nothing would be the same again. Once Kate married, moved away, and became the mother of two rowdy boys, it hadn’t taken long for his mother to follow her only daughter. They’d always been close and, after all the hard years of dealing with the ranch, his mom needed a different kind of life. 
 
   And himself?
 
   Mac was a man of the land and Calder County was home. Always would be. These days he saw what remained of his family several times a year, and though he missed them, he’d never once considered leaving the home that had been a part of his heritage since Texas was first settled. He would do as the others had done and find his way, make a home and a family right here.
 
    Everything changed after a death. 
 
   Maybe that was why he connected with Emma Decker’s children on such a basic level and with Callie too, for that matter. She was a survivor who had a hell of a lot more bad stuff to deal with after this was all done.  
 
   The door to Emma’s room opened with a creak so Mac shoved his thoughts aside for more immediate concerns as two lost-looking, red-eyed children came into the room.
 
    Callie paused in the doorway and looked at him. “Mac?” she whispered. “Could you—?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve got it.” He bent down to Izzy, who had already stolen his heart, and noticed the trembling of her bottom lip. Without hesitation, he scooped her up and sat on the sofa with her in his lap. “There now, little Ladybug. Let’s just sit here and think about things together. How would that be?”  He didn’t expect an answer and simply held her as she rested her head on his chest. Mac looked at Austin who seemed lost and trying hard to hide it. “Buddy, you want to come over here and help your sister? She’s pretty sad. Looks like you are too.”
 
   Austin gazed at him through bleary eyes then studied his sister who had just slid her thumb into her mouth. He sighed as if the weight of the world was on his shoulders, and Mac knew it was. 
 
   Austin walked up and dutifully pulled Izzy’s thumb from her mouth. “Mama doesn’t want you to do that, Iz. So stop it.”
 
   Izzy made a frustrated sound and promptly shoved her thumb back into her mouth. Austin sighed again, this time much more dramatically. “Okay, just this once.” 
 
   Mac was fascinated by the exchange and already he could see the patterns of their personalities. Austin saw himself as the man of the family and Izzy’s protector. And Izzy? Well, aside from being too cute for words, she was just plain stubborn as all hell.
 
   As Austin moved closer, Mac settled a hand on the boy’s shoulder then pulled it back when a soft cry sounded from the bedroom. He moved Izzy from his lap and stood as Callie came through the door, tears pouring from her eyes. She covered her mouth with her hand for just a moment as if to stifle another cry then fell to her knees in front of her niece and nephew, gathered them into her arms.
 
   “Your mom had to leave us,” she whispered. “An angel just came down from heaven and told her that she had to go now, but that it was so pretty up there.  She wasn’t afraid. Not one bit.” 
 
   She paused and Mac saw the trembles that wracked her body. Her grief was like a living thing that had grabbed hold and refused to release her. 
 
   “Your mom told me to tell you every day how much she loves you. She’ll always be watching you, too. From heaven.” Callie’s voice broke over the words as she held those sweet children against her body. The kids began to cry as they clung to the only other person in the world who loved them as much as their mother.
 
    Mac had never felt more powerless. He fisted a hand and rubbed it over his breastbone where a dull ache grew. His eyes burned and his fingers itched to touch them all, this little family, and tell them that everything would be okay. And it would be okay.
 
    He’d make sure of it. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   The past two weeks had whipped by for Callie in one painful blur. Getting back to work after having time off was, in many ways, a huge relief. Some normal was much needed for her family, though she knew definitively that nothing would ever be the same again. Still, wrapping her mind around hard work kept her busy and held sad thoughts at bay, if only for a while. Now that she was home for the day, she walked into the bedroom she currently shared with the kids. A bunk bed featuring a full size mattress at the bottom and a twin-sized above set against one wall. Callie gratefully sank down on the bottom bed and sighed, slipping off her shoes and carrying them to the closet to place next to a pair of miniature Hello Kitty tennis shoes, belonging to her niece. The sounds of SpongeBob SquarePants blasted through the adjoining wall as she shed her work clothes for super-comfy-sloppy sweatpants and a tee shirt. After dragging a brush through her hair, she joined the children who were currently seated on the couch.
 
   They seemed completely distracted by the cartoon, but she was fully prepared for another rough night with them. Nightmares and other small freak-outs had become standard for Izzy since the death of her mother, and Austin remained quiet and withdrawn. She’d been so caught up in dealing with them that she’d had little time to deal with her own grief. Thinking on it now, she knew it was best. Her niece and nephew had to come first, so she ignored the burning behind her breastbone and the hollowness in her heart. 
 
   Existing.
 
   Moving.
 
   Struggling to breathe.
 
   For days, Callie had worked through the numbness of all that had passed by simply putting one foot in front of the other and focusing on each task at hand. She was, by nature, a cheerful optimist, but those traits were currently nowhere to be found. Faking it, when all she wanted to do was bawl like a baby, became increasingly difficult.
 
   Callie put her arms around each child and forced a smile that came nowhere close to suiting her mood. “How was school?”
 
   Austin shrugged. “Dunno. Okay.”
 
   There was only silence from Izzy, whose chin sank further against her chest.
 
   All righty.
 
   She tried again. “Are you guys hungry? What should we do for dinner? How about mac and cheese or maybe sloppy joes?” God, she hated the forced cheerfulness of her own voice.
 
   “Sloppy Joes.” Austin didn’t move his gaze from the TV screen. Izzy remained non-responsive.
 
   Well, that was certainly definitive, if lacking in excitement.
 
   Breathing out a sigh, she stood, resolved to keep forging ahead. Obviously, no further conversation was forthcoming from either of them, so Callie figured it best to just leave them alone. “Okay then. I’ll leave you to your show. I’m off to cook.”
 
   The kitchen set just off the living area and on her way there, she spared a glance at the closed bedroom door leading to the room where her sister had died. Aside from going in to locate a dress for Emma’s burial, she’d not been inside once since her life had gone to hell. Logically, she knew it made sense for her to move into the space to give both her and the kids more room, but she hadn’t had the courage to make the switch. It was all too soon, and yet she knew she would be unable to put off the inevitable forever. 
 
   Things were just too sad to face at the moment and going in there would only bring back memories of her last moments with Em. Too soon. Too painful. Too everything.
 
   Callie entered the postage-stamp sized kitchen and poured herself a glass of wine. It was a cheap grocery store red, but would do the trick.  She took a sip as she leaned against the kitchen sink to peer into the back yard. Winter-ugly had dressed the yard in shades of brown and gray, it’s only spot of brightness coming from a faded plastic play-fort the kids had received for Christmas several years ago. Letting her mind wander, Callie’s thoughts went back to the frenzy of planning and the funeral that followed. Nothing had surprised her more than to learn from Mr. Morrissey at the funeral home that an anonymous donor had picked up the cost of expenses. Callie had never doubted the kindness of folks here, but this was beyond anything she’d ever expected. There had been no whispers of a collection for the funeral and when pressed, the funeral director had been forced to admit that a single donor had ‘taken care of things’.  There was only one person who might have done it. Over the past weeks, and even prior to Emma’s death, he’d been a rock for her and the kids.
 
   Mac.
 
   Callie swallowed another drink of wine and closed her eyes on a sigh. 
 
   He’d been a quiet presence in her life for years. Then during the days following Emma’s death, he’d taken charge, handled visitors and calls, and had let them grieve. Mac had been a solid, but silent support following the service and throughout the dinner hosted in the banquet hall of the First Baptist Church. Though, she had been surrounded by caring people, she honestly didn’t know how she could have gotten through it without him. Mac had moved far beyond the boy she’d once loved, and now it was impossible to deny that her feelings for him were deeper and stronger. This was no silly crush. It was far more.  There was a deep thoughtfulness about the man. He was as solid as an oak, a hero as far as she was concerned, but now she had to move on without that steady presence. Almost immediately after the funeral, Mac had left town on ranch business and she hadn’t seen him since. She missed him. Despite their friendships, the past year of illness and struggle had prevented them from spending much time together, and it was her deepest hope that would change once things settled down.
 
   Daydreaming wasn’t going to get dinner fixed, so Callie set her glass aside and concentrated on gathering the needed ingredients. Just as she reached into the fridge, she heard heavy footsteps on the front porch followed by several loud knocks on the door. She moved to the kitchen doorway just as Austin jumped from the couch.
 
   “I’ll get it,” he yelled as he threw open the door to show Mac filling up the space. 
 
   Callie folded her arms across her chest and smiled, trying for all she was worth to look casual and pleasant, when in fact, her heart thumped so loudly it was a miracle no one else heard it. “I was just thinking about you,” she managed. “Come on in.”
 
   Mac, who held a grocery store sack along with another smaller bag, smiled slowly and Callie thought she might melt into a puddle of girly-goo on the floor. No man alive had that sexy killer smile and yeah, she might be at a rough patch in her life, but she was woman enough to admit it.
 
   Cautioning herself to reign in her libido, she stepped into the living room. “Whatcha got here?”
 
   Mac peered into the top of the bag then looked at her. “I had to pick up some stuff at the Grocery Mart and thought you could use some things.” 
 
   Her heart turned over.
 
   “That’s so nice of you, Mac. Thank you. You didn’t have to do that.”
 
   He grinned down at Izzy who had both arms wrapped around his thigh. “Sure I did. Figured this little Ladybug might be hungry.” As Callie took the bag from him, Mac hauled Izzy high into his arms, and then reached down to ruffle Austin’s hair.  
 
   Austin snatched a white sack from Mac’s hand and looked into the bag. “Hamburgers! Are these for  me?”
 
   “Austin! Mind your manners,” Callie scolded. “Were you raised in a barn? No sir, you were not.”
 
   “We don’t have a barn,” Austin retorted. He was definitely a smart-ass in-the-making. 
 
   Mac laughed and Callie was momentarily caught off guard by the brilliant whiteness of his strong teeth. She had no damn business noticing his teeth! 
 
   “It’s all right, Cal. I picked up some dinner for you and the kids. Hope that’s okay.”
 
   Okay?
 
   More than okay.
 
   His kindness overwhelmed her. 
 
   Callie shook her head. “You didn’t have to do this, Mac,” she said again, feeling like a broken record. 
 
   “Sure I did. It wasn’t any trouble. I took the liberty of getting a burger for myself, too. Figured you could use some adult company right about now and I’m sick of eating alone.”
 
   He squeezed Izzy a bit then plopped her gently onto the couch. Austin, calm now after his initial excitement over burgers and fries, settled into place beside her, and as they got back to their show, Mac followed Callie into the kitchen. 
 
   “I’m having a glass of wine. It’s the cheap stuff, but I’ll pour you some if you want,” she said as she placed the groceries on the kitchen table. 
 
   “More of a beer guy,” he said as he began to pull bread, milk, eggs, a box of sugary cereal that the kids would go nuts over, and other assorted things from the sack. Finally he reached into the bottom of the bag and pulled out a six-pack. “There we go. All set.”
 
   Callie shook her head. “Such a guy. Let me put these in the fridge.” Mac reached out and snagged one, then popped the top as she scrambled to stow the groceries. “I can’t believe you did this. It’s so nice of you.”
 
   “I’ve been known to be nice from time to time.” He pulled a couple of envelopes from his back pocket and tossed them to the table before sprawling into a kitchen chair. “I got your mail for you.”
 
   “Hm. You are spoiling us. I don’t know what I’m going to do with you.”
 
   “I could think of a thing or two.”
 
   Startled by his words, Callie settled her gaze on his and saw the teasing glint in them darken into an intensity that shook her. She was imagining things. She had to be. Still, no man in her experience, other than Mac, had ever looked at her as if he wanted to eat her up with a spoon. Callie dragged a heavy breath into her lungs and broke eye contact before she did something utterly ridiculous like admit that he’d been the star of every hot dream she’d had for most of her adult life.
 
    No. That wouldn’t be a good idea.
 
   She reached for her wine glass, set it on the table, then busied herself putting the food he’d brought onto plates. “I’m glad you’re joining us, Mac. The burgers are a real treat. It has been awhile.” Callie realized she was babbling once she looked up to see Mac watching her quietly.
 
   He shrugged. “We all have to eat so I figured it made no sense not to share a meal. Besides, I wanted to see how you’re doing. I feel badly that I had to leave town right after the funeral and I’ve been worried.”
 
   “I’m glad you’re back. I’ve missed─” Callie wanted to swallow her tongue. How dumb to let him know she’d been thinking of him. The dead last thing she needed was to show her vulnerability. Things were emotionally tricky enough for her these days.
 
   Silence fell. Mac arched a dark brow as he studied her.
 
   “Missed me, huh? Well now.”
 
   Callie sank into the chair opposite him as her cheeks heated. Mac had everything in the world and more to offer a woman and it was beyond silly to think he felt anything for her other than friendship and a lot of sympathy. It was time to stop living in a dream world.  “Yeah, I kinda did,” she admitted. “There for a while you were always around and then it seemed you just fell off the map.” 
 
   Mac leaned back in his chair, that serious golden gaze focused intently on her.  “I’m not the kind of man to sit idly by when a friend needs help,” he drawled.
 
   Friends. Yes, that was it. Best she remember that. 
 
   He felt sorry for her situation and because he was a good guy, he wanted to help.
 
   Callie would take what she could get. 
 
   “I know you’re not. I never got a chance to thank you properly for everything you did.”
 
   “No thanks needed. Now how about those burgers?”
 
   It had been on the tip of her tongue to ask if he’d been the anonymous donor who’d picked up the expensive tab for Em’s funeral, but maybe it was just as well the question remained unasked for a while. Mac wasn’t the kind of guy who’d easily volunteer the information if he didn’t want it known. 
 
   She called the kids in for dinner which turned out to be a much-welcomed chatty affair. Between Austin and Izzy there wasn’t a dull moment. For days, Austin had been unusually quiet, which she supposed was to be expected after all he’d been through. Tonight he opened up, discussing with Mac how he wanted to sign up for the kids’ winter basketball league. Between nibbles of her fries, Izzy talked about her best friend Chloe and the birthday party she would attend in a few days. They didn’t really know Mac well, and Callie was amazed by how open they were with him. The biggest revelation, though, was Mac himself. You’d think he’d been around children most of his life and he had an easy way with them.
 
   When dinner was finished, Callie looked at Izzy. “Okay, sweet pea. I think it’s time for your bath. Do you have homework?”
 
   She shook her head and Austin raised his hand as if he were still in class. “I do. I do.”
 
   “What do you have tonight, Austin?”
 
   “Math.”
 
   “Oh no.” Callie shook her head already stressed about her pitiful skills in the subject. “Will you need help?”
 
   “A little bit.”
 
   Mac stood and made himself right at home as he began gathering wrappers and bags along with catsup and mustard bottles. “I can help you out with that, buddy,” he said. Mac gave Callie a glance. “Why don’t you deal with Ladybug here and Austin and I will get started.”
 
   The man must have better things to do than help with these kinds of chores. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Have no plans. Lucky for Austin he caught me on a good night.” 
 
   Mac grinned at the boy and Callie felt her traitorous heart turn over again.
 
   In better days, Callie and Emma had split household duties and she’d always wondered how single moms managed alone. Now that everything had changed so dramatically, she was learning a thing or two about how tough the life of a mom alone could be. Having Mac here, if only for a few hours, was such a help. Looking back, Callie knew that essentially her sister had always gone it alone. Lord knew Darrell Decker had been no help. Fathering those two sweet children had been his only good contribution to society. He was a drinker, a brawler, a thief, and the poster boy for deadbeat dads everywhere. It wasn’t until he’d gone to prison and Callie had moved in that Emma had finally gotten some relief. 
 
    When bath time for Izzy was over, Callie tugged the girl’s nightgown over her head and took her hand. “Ready to hit the sack? You have school tomorrow.”
 
   “Gotta say ‘night to Mac,” she said, looking up through sleepy brown eyes. 
 
   “Okay, but make it quick, honey.”
 
   Izzy raced into the living room just as Austin closed his math book with his homework assignment tucked between the pages. She immediately ran to Mac until she stood between his spread thighs. “Night, Mac.” 
 
   Izzy held up her arms and Callie’s breath hitched when Mac hugged the sweet little girl hard and gave her tiny back a couple of pats.
 
   “Good night, Izzy. Sleep tight. Don’t let the bed bugs bite.” 
 
   Callie saw his eyes close as his face settled near Izzy’s and wondered if he’d heard those words from his own mother when he was a boy. Approaching them, she settled a hand on Austin’s shoulder. “Why don’t you thank Mac for helping you with the math?”
 
   “Done did it.”
 
   “You mean, you already said thank you.”
 
   Austin frowned. “That’s what I said.”
 
   Callie rolled her eyes and laughed. “I give up. Why don’t you head off for a shower? Want me to tuck you in?”
 
   The boy gave her a get real look but tolerated the quick hug she gave him.
 
   When they hustled off on a chorus of good nights, Callie sank onto the sofa next to Mac. “Whew. It’s a job and a half getting things done at night. Thanks for helping with the homework.”
 
   “I enjoyed it.” He settled back on the cushions and gave her a look. “I can take Austin for the basketball sign-up if you want. I think he might be a little worried somebody will forget.”
 
   “As if I could. That’s all he talks about, but yes, Mac, that would be nice. There aren’t enough hours in the day lately. With both jobs and worries about getting the kids here and there, I swear my brain is fried. Right now, I need to find someone to get them home from school and stay with them until I get off work. Mrs. Bates from next door is doing it now but that can’t continue. She’s getting on in years, and I think Izzy and Austin keep her hopping more than she’d like.” Callie sighed and rested her head on the back of the sofa. Reaching up, she rubbed her temples where a headache bloomed. “I’ll figure it all out soon. Things are just a little crazy right now.”
 
   “Headache?” Mac’s deep voice immediately calmed her, and she jumped a little when he reached for her shoulders. “Turn around. Let me fix you up, honey.”
 
   In the past, she’d seen Mac as a distant fantasy, an unattainable ideal of the perfect guy but here he was, in her pitiful little house taking care of all of them like he did it every day. She still had trouble believing it. Feeling as though she’d slipped into some weird alternate universe, Callie slid forward until her butt was propped on the edge of the sofa and presented her back. She’d never in a million years expected this, but she would take it. Instantly, Mac’s broad, warm hands moved up the length of her back from waist to shoulder blades. Once there, he worked the muscles until a low cry moved from her lips and her head dropped forward. Moaning deeply, no doubt sounding like a woman in the throes of orgasm, she arched into his touch then whimpered a little as his fingers stroked the tops of her shoulders. “Nothing has ever, ever felt this good,” she whispered.
 
   “Now that’s a damn shame.”
 
   Wow. Okay, the man had magical fingers and knew just the right things to say to tease a woman into believing the impossible. Here she sat, her make up worn off, wearing baggy sweats and faded tee shirt, looking like the Holy Wrath of God, and he made her feel all desirable and stuff.
 
   The words faded leaving them bathed in silence, and still his palms and fingers stroked and soothed. Her eyes drifted shut as bliss rolled over her body. “I didn’t know how much I needed to relax.”
 
   He dug his thumbs into stiff muscles hitting every pressure point, and then leaned close enough to whisper. “You’ve had a lot to deal with.  Maybe you should try to do it more often.”
 
   “Do what?” A shiver shook her as his warm breath teased her ear. It was beyond pitiful how long it had been since she’d been intimate with a man. Lord knew she worked too hard and played too seldom. The effect of his touch and the words he whispered played havoc with her libido. Arousal tightened her nipples. Between her thighs, a pulse throbbed and the beginning of raw, unexpected pleasure, rocked her. 
 
   “Relax.”
 
   Exactly how was she supposed to do that with his big, rough hands touching her with such startling familiarity?
 
   “Ah, but there’s no time for that.” Reality intruded and she mentally shook herself. Surely an overactive imagination was responsible for this crazy, physical reaction. “I have work, the kids, maintaining the status quo.”
 
   “Fuck the status quo. Let me hire someone to stay with the kids, and I’ll take you out for dinner or something. You need someone to wait on you for a change.”
 
   A date? 
 
   The idea of spending an entire evening alone with Mac Bonner was a serious threat to her composure, but before she could think on it further, he drew her back until she was sprawled unceremoniously across him, her head cradled in one of his arms. She blinked up at him as he arranged her legs on the sofa.
 
   Mac frowned. “Your head hurts. I saw you rubbing your temples,” he murmured. “Let me.”
 
   In her wildest fantasies, she’d never imagined that tonight she would be spread out across his rock hard body, but she wasn’t dumb enough to complain. Her left arm was trapped between her side and his belly and it was impossible to miss the press of his denim-covered erection against her skin. A look of intense concentration crossed his face as he reached up with his free hand to rub his thumb and forefinger over her temples. Around and around, he pressed where she ached, and though she wanted to get lost in the intense golden depths of his eyes, there was simply no way she could keep her own eyes open. Another little moan left her throat as he applied gentle pressure. “You’ll spoil me,” she managed.
 
   “Someone needs to spoil you a little. That’s what I’ve been thinking for quite a long time.”
 
   Callie opened her eyes. “You have?”
 
   Mac nodded. He opened his mouth to say more when a small voice called out from the kids’ room. 
 
   Callie struggled to sit upright and finally managed it with a little help from Mac who hauled her up. “That’s Izzy. I have to─”
 
   “Go. Do what you have to do.”
 
   He stood when she did and as Callie hurried to see what was up with Izzy, she glanced back at Mac. “She has nightmares sometimes.”
 
   Just as Mac scrubbed his face with his hands, she turned away. Despite her inner doubts, she wasn’t stupid. She understood his frustration. The man had just offered to take her to dinner and if the hard-on hidden behind the fly of his jeans was any indication, he was definitely interested in more than a few burgers with the kids.
 
   Callie rushed into the room, thankfully to find that her niece only wanted a drink of water. Once she’d taken care of the matter and tucked the little one back into bed, she headed into the living room to find Mac gone. Frantically, she looked around then breathed out long and slow when she heard noise coming from the kitchen. Mac stood backed against the kitchen counter, a bottle of beer in one hand. He gave her a hard look.
 
   “Izzy okay?”
 
   “She’s fine.”
 
   “You said she’s having nightmares?”
 
   Callie sank into a kitchen chair and looked at him. Tonight had been weird, wonderful, but stressful too. She sank her fingers into her hair and shoved it back from her face. “Lots of bad things have happened to them lately so it’s no wonder. Emma was sick for such a long time. First there were doctors and chemo, and then the misery of watching their mom fade into a shadow of what she’d been before. Emma tried. She was just so tired at the end.”  Tears filled Callie’s eyes, and she rubbed her fingers across them. There was no time for this now while so much needed to be figured out. Through the inner dilemma and outward display, Mac remained silent. “It was always just Emma and me. Did you know that?”
 
   She looked at him and wondered why she chose this moment to unburden herself. “We were in foster care most of our lives. Our mother left us when we were just little girls. Five and seven.”
 
   “I didn’t realize.”
 
   “I’m not sure most people knew.” Callie smiled a little. “It’s something Em and I never talked about with others. It was our story, ya know? We were lucky to find a foster home that was willing to take us both. So many sibs are split up, but not us. The Campbell’s had three other foster kids and really struggled with the bunch of us. They were good people and losing them years ago broke all of our hearts. We didn’t have money or cars with big bows on our sixteenth birthdays, but our lives weren’t bad.  I really missed Emma after she married that rat bastard Darrell. He did everything he could to keep Emma from having a relationship with me but that ended when he went to prison. It seemed only natural that I move in here and help with the kids and finances. I’m glad I did.”
 
   Mac moved forward, dragged his fingers across her cheeks, and Callie was horrified to realize she cried. “Oh, damn,” she whispered as she tried to duck away. “You don’t need to hear this hard luck story.”
 
   “Don’t shut me out, Callie. If something concerns you, I want to know.” Then he surprised the hell out of her by hauling her to her feet and wrapping her in his arms.  
 
   To see the concern stamped on his face, to feel his tenderness, was suddenly too much. Callie buried her face against his chest as a choked sob escaped, but he only tightened his hold while she released the full force of grief. For once someone was going to dry her tears and hold her and support her.  He smelled good. Like soap and something slightly citrusy. His breath moved warm against the top of her head as he rested his face there and at this moment, Mac seemed the only rock on which to cling. Roughly spoken murmurs reached her ears, and though she couldn’t understand his word, she hung on each one as her fingers clutched his back. Right now he was the only solid thing in her life, and she wasn’t about to let go.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   “It’s okay, baby, let it out. You’ve been strong for too long.” Mac breathed the words into her ear then pressed his lips against her cheek, drinking her grief and tears. It was clear she was exhausted and struggling so bravely to tamp down all those sad emotions. Sunny, sweet Callie, the woman he’d long cared for, had reached rock bottom and all he knew to do was lift her back up. She sure as hell hadn’t deserved the cards she’d been dealt, and the whole situation damn near broke his heart. A shudder wracked her body then another wave hit her like a storm, so Mac did the only thing he could, the only thing he wanted.
 
   He held her. 
 
   Mac brushed his lips over her temple then moved them over the soft, damp curve of her cheek and gently rounded chin before focusing on the side of her turned-up nose. The thick lashes surrounding those wide blue eyes were clumped with tears, and his heart turned over at the sight of them. Everything about her tempted him, heated his blood and encouraged his need to protect. The tender corner of her mouth compelled him to press his mouth there, continuing the gentle tasting, before he finally did what he’d wanted since the moment he’d first realized that he wanted more than friendship. 
 
   Mac couldn’t resist.
 
   With the lightest touch, he caressed her trembling mouth with his, heard the quick intake of her breath then charged ahead despite her quick burst of hesitation. He needed her, wanted to taste, and was compelled to comfort. The tentative kiss burned through his system with a slow, singeing heat that raced through him like lightning.
 
   “Let me in. Open for me.” 
 
   Callie’s breath hitched once then she gave up whatever fight she waged to sink against him, and Mac took full advantage by sinking his tongue deep. The light hold Callie had on his sides turned frantic, desperate. Mac tasted her fully and she returned the kiss with a wildness he never expected. She was vulnerable, but the moment was too ripe with discovery for him to stop now. Again and again, he brushed her tongue with his, swept the recesses of her mouth and tasted a desire that matched his own. What had begun as an attempt to comfort built into a white-hot moment that was wrong on several levels, not the least of them being Callie’s emotional state. Still, he kissed her, feeling the full press of her breasts burning against his ribs and the sudden image of taking her atop the rickety kitchen table bloomed in his mind.
 
   His first time with Callie after so many years wouldn’t go down that way.
 
   Oh hell no.
 
   She deserved better and so did he. Mac would have her again, but not like this. His internal voice yelled at him to slow the fuck down, so he slid his thumb over the sweet curve of her jaw and broke the breath-stealing kiss. Holding her close, he touched his mouth to her forehead.  “You’re breaking my heart. You know that, don’t you?”
 
   She lifted her head, her eyes dreamy-looking before going wide. She blinked. Color splashed her cheeks and her lips were swollen from their kiss. “Oh Mac, I’m sorry. I’ve cried all over you. I hate losing control like this.” 
 
   If she wanted to pretend that hotter than hell kiss hadn’t happened, then okay, he could play that game—at least for now.
 
    Hands down, holding Callie was the best feeling he’d had in longer than he could remember. The length of her back was soft beneath his palms, her waist a gentle curve that tempted his fingers.  “Don’t apologize. You had to give in if only for a little while. Carrying around this kind of burden alone isn’t healthy for anyone, and I know for a fact you want to be strong for those kids.”
 
   When Callie took a halting step back, Mac let her, though he immediately missed the feel of her body against him. She shook her head and sank back into the chair. 
 
   Mac wanted her.
 
   Seemed he’d wanted her forever, but she was a woman with much on her mind and a smart man didn’t push. Nor did he take advantage. And as much as he wanted to get her under him in bed, Mac wanted more than tousled sheets and hot sex. 
 
   He wanted Callie’s heart. Felt like he’d wanted it forever.
 
   There had been no thought in his mind of anything remotely romantic happening between them when he’d showed up at her door tonight. Truth was, he’d been worried about her, and though he loved ranching, it was pure bad luck that he’d scheduled a trip to a cattle auction in South Texas. Bad fucking timing, but he was here now, and he wouldn’t let Callie down when she needed help. 
 
   Red flags of color settled high on her cheeks. It wasn’t hard to see that Callie was unnerved by breaking down like this. Hoping to put her at ease, he sat in the chair closest to her and placed a hand on her shoulder. That’s all he’d planned to do, but then her pale hair tempted him enough to touch. Mac sent his fingers through the silky stuff and pushed the length behind her shoulder.
 
   “This is embarrassing. I don’t usually cry in front of people.”
 
   “These aren’t usual times.” Mac took her hand and leaned close. “Grieving is normal and nothing to be ashamed of. I’ve done some of that myself.”
 
   “You mean when your dad died?”
 
   He nodded. “I was just a kid. Fifteen. It felt like the end of the world.” He didn’t often discuss what had been the toughest time of his life. Spilling his guts wasn’t his thing but talking to Callie was easy. Mac frowned, remembering. “It was important to me that I be strong for Mom and Kate. Dad’s death was so sudden. I just remember knowing I’d lost my best friend, but I couldn’t let my feelings show. Didn’t think it was manly or some bullshit like that.”
 
   “Men.” Callie managed a little smile and squeezed his hand. 
 
   “Guess so. We’re supposed to be tough and hard as nails, but sometimes we’re not. Don’t tell anybody I said that.”
 
   Callie laughed a little. “Your secret is safe with me. I promise not to tell.” Her smile faded and her eyes softened as she studied him, obviously wondering how she could help.
 
    Hell, she was the one grieving now, yet the way she cared about people made her special. Every emotion, every feeling seemed to radiate from her and just looking at her made him happy. She was honest.  
 
   Callie removed her hand from his and leaned back in her chair. “How did you handle it? You were awfully young.”
 
   He shrugged. “It was my duty, at least I believed it was, to take care of Mom and Kate and that stuffing all those feelings down would work for me. In the end, it didn’t. I put a lot of responsibility on my shoulders for such a young kid, and I just wasn’t mature enough to ask for help. Buffalo Ridge was chocked full of good people willing to lend a hand, but I was determined to deal without all that.”
 
   “How did that work for you?”
 
   “Not all that great as it turned out, but eventually I got past it. Anyway, I guess I don’t want you to feel as I did all those years ago. In the end, it’s best to hang on to someone you trust.”
 
   “I do trust you, Mac.”
 
   He smiled. “Good to know.”
 
   Then she frowned. “Except when you kissed me.”
 
   “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Both insulted and intrigued, he stared at her. 
 
   Callie shook her head and plucked a stray paper napkin from the table and began to shred it with her fingers. “Dumb. I shouldn’t have said that.”
 
   “But you did. Why shouldn’t I have kissed you, and why shouldn’t I do it again?”
 
   Her eyes widened. “You feel sorry for me, Mac. You know I’m having a hard time, and though I know you only want to help, I deserve better than pity kisses.” She stood as if dismissing him. “Listen, thanks for dinner, the groceries, and the help, but I think you should leave now.”
 
   Mac stood. “Well, I’ll be damned.” If she wanted him gone, then so be it. Mystified by the abrupt dismissal after the great evening he’d spent with her and the children, he stepped out the front door into the crisp air. He’d just hauled his ass down the steps and made his way to his truck when he heard a sound behind him and turned to see Callie standing not three feet from him. “You’re barefoot,” he remarked, for lack of anything better to say. “You’ll get cold.”
 
   “I’ve hurt your feelings.”
 
   “No.”
 
   She moved closer just as a blast of wind whipped her hair back from her face. “I’m sorry if I did. Um, well, goodnight.”
 
   He couldn’t look away, but it seemed neither could she. Mac scowled as the words she’d spoken moments ago taunted him and, without thinking things through, he reached out, gripped her arms and hauled her close. Callie squeaked at his none-too-smooth move, but he ignored it as he turned her to press her flush against the cab of his truck. Bending close, he brushed his lips over hers then whispered against them. “You’re dead wrong about everything. That kiss didn’t have a damn thing to do with pity and, damn it, neither does this one.”
 
   Mac wasn’t feeling in the least considerate or like her best buddy. Sick of fucking around, frustration riding him hard, he took her face between his palms then settled his lips on hers. Hunger took over as he plunged his tongue deep. Yes, he’d been gentle earlier, but he’d be damned if he’d let her shove him back into some kind of friend zone.
 
   Not happening. He wanted more than that.
 
   A sigh slipped from her, and Mac drank it down, loving the way her body softened against him. Her breasts plumped against his chest and unable to resist them, he released her face, swept his fingers down the slender column of her throat, and then cupped each breast in the palms of his hands. Callie went still then whimpered when he stroked her nipples with the pads of his thumbs. He teased the captured flesh, drawing tiny circles and lightly flicking the tightly pearled peaks. With a soft cry, Callie broke the kiss, her head dropping back against the window of the truck. He moved his mouth to her exposed throat and up to the delicate corner of her lips. 
 
   “This isn’t about pity, sweetheart. This is about me wanting you,” he whispered as he dragged his erection over her center. Once he’d started, Mac was unable to stop. He’d wanted her for too damn long. Thrusting, sliding, thrusting again, Mac wished like hell she was naked and beneath him in bed. 
 
    No pity, just a woman coming apart and bringing him along with her.
 
   “Well now. Ain’t this just some hot stuff?”
 
   Mac jerked away and spun, planting himself firmly in front of Callie to stare at Buzz Decker, the older brother of Emma’s ex, Darrell. If possible, old Buzz was even worse that his brother, and it was a miracle they weren’t sharing a cell in Huntsville Penitentiary. Buzz had once been a muscle-bound bully, but any hardness had long ago gone to flab which wasn’t much of a surprise considering his taste for alcohol. The muscles were gone but the bully remained. 
 
   A visit from this man was no kind of good. Warning bells sounded in Mac’s brain. “What do you want, Buzz?”
 
   “Ain’t none of your business, Bonner. I’m here to talk to Callie.”
 
   Though Mac tried to stop her, Callie moved around him and faced Decker. “It’s late. What do you want?”
 
    Buzz lifted a half-empty fifth of whiskey to his lips and drank, instantly wiping the back of his hand across his mouth. He gave Callie a slow up and down look that threatened to send Mac over the edge. “Just wanted to check on my niece and nephew.”
 
   Mac moved protectively closer to Callie. “Kind of late for that,” he said.
 
   “Butt out.”
 
   His anger ratcheted up another notch. “I’m not going to stand here and trade insults with you, Decker. I think you’d better clear out.”
 
   Callie touched his arm. “Let me deal with him.” She turned her gaze to Emma’s former brother-in- law. “It’s kind of late for you to express concern now, Buzz. You’ve never given a damn about the kids nor about Emma, even after she got sick. You have no right to drop by here anytime you please. State your business and get the hell out of here.”
 
   The leering smile faded from Buzz’s face. He thrust a thumb over his shoulder indicating his battered truck parked on the side of the street. A spiral of gray smoke drifted through an open window, and Mac saw a faint orange glow as the person inside took another drag from a cigarette. “Patsy Jean and me figured we’d come by and let you know our intentions.”
 
   A stillness came over Callie, and Mac’s hands fisted. Dread washed over him. Finally he broke the sharp silence. “You’d better explain yourself.”
 
   “Don’t have to explain nothin’ to you, Bonner.”
 
   “I’m afraid you do.”
 
   “Just cause your fucking her, don’t mean this is your business.”
 
   Mac lunged forward, rage riding him hard, but just as he reached out for Buzz, Callie grabbed his arm and placed her hands on his chest. “Stop. Don’t, Mac.” She faced Buzz, her breathing audible in the quiet night. “Say what you’re going to say then get the hell out of here. Make it fast.”
 
   “Me and Patsy Jean got to talkin’ after Emma died. Being as Darrell’s rights were terminated after he went to prison, I figure aside from you, I’m those kids only living blood relative. Reckon I’ll be hiring a lawyer right quick. With the insurance money Emma left for those kids, somebody needs to make sure they’re taken care of properly.”
 
   “The insurance money? How did you know about that?”
 
   Buzz grinned and it was all Mac could do to keep from knocking that smirk from Buzz’s face. 
 
   “Patsy Jean and Emma worked together back years ago. You might remember that. It was just after the little girl came along. Emma told my wife all about the life insurance policy she’d taken out and how the kids would get it if anything ever happened to her.” The man looked at Callie’s pitiful little house and shook his head. “Plumb awful place you’re keeping these kids in. You work two jobs. You don’t have a bit of help. Hell, Patsy Jean can take mighty good care of those babies of Darrell’s, and I can raise them right with that insurance money.”
 
   “You bastard!” 
 
   Callie lunged for him, and Mac managed to grab her around the waist just before she plowed head-first into the slug. 
 
   “Whoa now. Calm down. Believe me, if anyone is going to kick his ass, it’s going to be me, but that’s not happening tonight.” As Callie struggled with her rage, Mac looked at Buzz. “You get the hell out of here right now or I’ll call the police and have you arrested for public intoxication and trespassing. We’re done for tonight, but not for good. Got that?”
 
   “We’ll just see, Bonner. I’m gonna have my blood kin and that’s my final word.” Buzz held up the whiskey bottle and thrust it to the driveway where it shattered into pieces before he turned on his heels and stalked to his truck. 
 
   Mac narrowed his eyes and watched Decker’s taillights speed down the street, knowing Buzz, drunk or sober, was going to be a hell of a lot of trouble for Callie and, ultimately, for himself, too. 
 
    
 
   Several days later, Callie stood in Mac’s kitchen, marveling at the beauty of his home. To her, it seemed the most spectacular spot on the planet. The entire ranch was amazing, a sight to behold. Deuces Wild set nestled among other fabulous ranches of various sizes no more than three miles outside of Buffalo Ridge. Mac’s land was marked by twin flagstone pillars flanking either side of a long, winding road that led directly to the huge house and the outbuildings so necessary for ranch life.  Last night he’d called and invited them all to come out to his place for dinner. For days, she’d thought of nothing but the way he’d comforted her at her lowest and how he’d kissed her until her toes curled and her body throbbed.  She thought of how, together, they’d stood up to a drunken Buzz Decker.
 
   Things were getting a little weird between them, and her first instinct was to back away. Callie couldn’t imagine falling harder for Mac only to learn she’d just been a blip on his sexual radar. Life was tough enough without adding to her already overloaded emotional burden. She’d almost said no, yet after considering the invitation, she realized they all needed some fun. Besides, she was no coward. She could do this. Keep things friendly and her expectations low. 
 
   Despite the fact fall was in the air, it was unseasonably warm outside, sunny and bright and the sounds of laughter reached her, making her pause to look out the window over the sink. The pool beyond the lanai out back was covered in preparation for the coming winter, but there was plenty of yard space. Mac raced over the area like a teenager as he kicked a soccer ball with Austin and Izzy. It was so good to hear their laughter and to see them all enjoying this late Saturday afternoon.
 
   Callie propped her elbows on the edge of the sink and wondered who she was fooling. Certainly not herself. She was more in danger of falling in love with Mac than ever before. He wore a pair of sweats and a long-sleeved tee shirt that was suited to outdoor activity, yet hugged his broad chest like a dream. Just nights ago those rock hard muscles had been pressed against her. Even now her fingers itched to move beneath that soft cotton to test the warmth and resiliency of his flesh. 
 
   But there was far more to Mac Bonner than sculpted abs and ruggedly handsome features and, for Callie, the innate goodness of the man drew her as nothing else ever could. As Austin kicked the ball between the poles of a makeshift goal and hollered wildly, Mac threw his arms up and whooped along with him, eventually grabbing the boy and swinging him through the air. Not to be overlooked, Izzy tackled Mac’s thighs and before long, the three of them were laughing and rolling in mountains of red, fallen leaves. There was nothing on earth more appealing than a happy, smiling man and the sound of children’s laughter.
 
   Callie’s heart turned over.
 
   How long had it been since these kids had been so happy and so carefree?  What she wouldn’t give to see them like this every day!
 
   “I love seeing that smile on your face, Callie.” Sarita Sanchez, Mac’s housekeeper and cook, moved up beside her to share the view outside the window. She settled a hand on her shoulder. “You and these little ones need some fun and relaxation after all you’ve been through.”
 
   She tore her gaze away from the view out the window and looked at the older woman. “We’re managing, but being here this afternoon must feel like going on a trip to Disney World for Izzy and Austin. They’ve never seen a place like this and getting positive attention from a man like Mac is completely foreign to them.” Callie pumped soap onto her hands and after thoroughly washing them, reached for a small towel. She shook her head and moved to the kitchen’s center island where she began assembling a salad. Sarita slid a casserole dish into the oven then moved to help her. “It’s funny. Emma and I used to drive by this house on Sunday afternoon’s when we were teenagers and imagine being inside.” She grinned. “Now here I am making myself right at home. It’s really a beautiful place. You’ve worked for the Bonners for a long time, haven’t you?”
 
   Sarita smiled. “Forever, it seems. You may not know this but members of my family have worked for the Bonners in one capacity or another since they homesteaded here in the eighteen-hundreds.” She closed her eyes for a minute as if figuring out something in her head. “Hm, I think it was my husband’s great, great, great grandfather who worked as a ranch hand here.” Sarita shrugged. “One of the greats, anyway. There is much history about this place, and my people have all been a part of it. There is a lovely creek near the back of the property, and my husband and I live in a house out there. We raised our family right here on this place.”
 
   “You go back a long way with the Bonners.”
 
   “It was hard when Mac’s mother moved away, but I understood her wish to live near her daughter and her grandchildren. After Mr. Bonner died, living here was hard for her, too many memories, so I think she looked for a reason to eventually leave. Mac loves this place and she knew he’d take care of it.” She smiled. “This is my home, too. I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. Working for Mac and taking care of him, makes me happy and one day, I hope he fills this big house with a good woman and lots of children. Being around to see that happen would be the best feeling in the world. He’s a good man.”
 
   “I’m actually surprised he hasn’t found someone by now. I mean, you have to admit, he’s drop dead gorgeous,” Callie admitted with a grin. “I’ve picked at him about it for years, but he always changes the subject.”
 
   Sarita gave her a sly look before glancing away. “Over the years he’s been involved with a few women, but they never lasted. He’s fairly picky.  As you know, Mac could crook his finger at any lady in town and she’d come running, but that’s not his style. He was born quiet and careful. It’ll take a special person to turn his head.”
 
   Was she that special person? Could she be? 
 
   A little shiver raced over her skin. Images of his lips devouring hers burned through her mind and along with the thrill of that memory lurked a fear she couldn’t suppress. Callie was the furthest thing from a classy, sexy woman of what some might call good breeding. Hell, she had not a bit of higher education, couldn’t trace her family roots, and she’d had no one but her sister for as long as she could remember. How could people from such different worlds realistically make a future together? 
 
   As Sarita left to set the table for dinner, Callie shook her head. It was so dumb of her to think of a future with Mac when she could barely manage each day. Things would eventually get better, but now she faced raising two kids, working two jobs and fighting Buzz Decker for custody. Truth was, she didn’t have time for a hot affair with Mac while her focus needed to be elsewhere. Didn’t keep a girl from dreaming a little, but in the end, she had to be practical.
 
   Later that night they had dinner together like a real family, and she couldn’t help wishing it could always be this way. While the kids were busy being kids, her focus remained on Mac. Nobody filled out a tee shirt and jeans quite like him, and while he wore a bit of black scruff on his face, there wasn’t a thing unkempt about him. It was far more than his sex appeal that caught and held her, though. He exuded a quiet strength that she knew wasn’t an act. He was as real as it got. But as she was busy admiring his striking good looks, she worried too. The smiles she’d seen from him earlier in the day were nowhere to be found tonight. He was quiet and subdued, obviously a man deep in thought.  Maybe she should gather up the kiddos right after dinner and bundle them into the car for a quick drive home. 
 
   With that thought firmly in her mind, Callie was surprised when Mac settled Izzy and Austin in his big ‘man cave’ and put on a movie for them. He ruffled Austin’s hair then grinned over his shoulder at her as she entered the room after cleaning the dinner mess. 
 
   “A movie? Are you sure about that? I figured we’d head on home to give you some peace and quiet.”
 
   He turned and gave her a steady look. “I’ve had plenty of that in my life. You guys shake things up some. I kind of like it.”
 
   Callie lifted a brow. “Oh really? Do tell.”
 
   The gaze he sent slowly over her body did funny things to her insides, and she suppressed a shiver when he finally gave her a solemn look. “Walk with me?”
 
   As much as she enjoyed her associations with friends and the love of those two adorable kids, the idea of spending time alone with this particular man rushed through her system like wine, intriguing, rich, mysterious, and full of possibilities. It was an invitation she couldn’t refuse. 
 
   This day had meant the world to her, but through it all, she continued re-living that moment in front of her house when he’d kissed her, swearing in that gruffly sexy way that his actions didn’t have a thing to do with pity. Over and over she replayed that raw admission, and despite the little mental flips dancing through her brain, she needed to douse all that fiery excitement with a healthy dose of reality. Expecting too much was a rocky road often filled with disappointment, and she’d had plenty of that. Best prepare herself.
 
   He’d been quiet all evening. There had been a stillness about him that told her Mac was a man with something on his mind. Maybe he regretted what happened between them that night at her place, and he wanted to clear the air. With a feeling of dread in her heart, Callie leaned down between her niece and nephew. 
 
   “You guys be good and watch the show, okay? Mac and I will be back in a little bit.”
 
   After Callie dealt with the kids, she faced Mac and together they walked through the house and out the backdoor onto the patio. She’d expected they would take a seat and talk so she was surprised when Mac took her hand and kept walking past the back yard and into a vast open area. A white barn rose stark against the night sky, and in the distance a coyote howled, breaking the quiet. 
 
   “I keep a few horses that are really gentle. Think Izzy and Austin would like to learn to ride?”
 
   “They’d love it, I’m sure.”
 
   Mac stopped for a moment and sent his gaze over the inky blue horizon.  “Throughout history my ancestors have raised thousands of beeves on this land. Dad once told me that every generation has its share of desperation and it’s a miracle the ranch has remained intact for so long without a single acre of it being sold.  No matter what comes, I plan to hang in for the long haul. “
 
   “Noble. I like the idea of holding onto a piece of history and your people have done a lot of living and dying here. Must be nice knowing that. Emma and I didn’t know much about our people. I suppose if it had been special or interesting, we might have not ended up in the system like we did.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that, honey. You know, you can build your own history. It may not seem like it, but you already are.”
 
   She smiled, surprised and a little touched by the conversation. “I never thought of it that way. Who knows what kind of adults Austin and Izzy might grow up to be? Kind of daunting to think that I’ll have a hand in raising them to know they can achieve anything.”
 
   “There ya go.” They continued on past the barn and moved further across the land until they came to a spectacular tree-guarded spot. Mac paused and put his arm around her waist. “Remember this place?”
 
   Callie smiled up at him. Though Mac would deny it, he was a sentimental man. “How could I forget Heritage Garden? The boundary is made from the old rock foundation of the first ranch house built here on Deuces Wild. I loved it the first time I saw it and I love it now. Even at night, it’s just spectacular. The last time I came out here with you it was springtime and flowers were blooming their little heads off.”
 
   Three long shallow steps led it into the garden. Mac flexed his fingers on her waist, then released her to take her hand as they moved into the space. A brisk breeze whipped through the limbs of ancient oaks and ruffled the petals of hibiscus that hadn’t yet died away after fall’s arrival.  For the most part, south central Texas stayed fairly warm which was a good thing if you had an aversion to the cold, as Callie did. Mac lifted a hand. “How do you like the new benches I added? Found them at a shop in Fredrickburg a month or so ago. I thought something hand-crafted suited the garden.”
 
   Callie released Mac’s hand and walked to one of the ornamental benches. It was made of highly polished wood that was intricately carved on each end. Mac had placed several of them around the area. She slid onto one and patted the spot next to her. When he joined her on the bench, he put an arm around her to pull her close, and Callie accepted the warmth of him, leaning her head back against his shoulder with a sigh. “I think your ancestors, Sidda and Calvin Bonner, would like what you’ve done with this place.”
 
   “I like to think so. Calvin wasn’t born a rancher you know.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “Nope. He was a Georgia farmer who returned home after the war to find his feelings about the place had changed. After deciding to seek his fortunes elsewhere, he headed West to Texas. That’s how he came to meet Sidda, my great-great-whatever Grandma.  Her folks had settled this land already and eventually she inherited it and was running the place practically alone. She hired Calvin as a hand, they married, and the rest was history. Now, I understand she was quite a handful, but he managed to tame her.”
 
   Callie playfully jabbed Mac in the ribs with an elbow. “Tame her? That’s just barbaric. I actually like the fact that she was one sassy customer.”
 
   “She would probably have liked you. You’re one sassy customer yourself.”
 
   “Moi? Heavens to Betsy, I don’t know about that. Lately I think my sass got up and ran away.”
 
   Mac laughed. “Ah, I wouldn’t be so sure about that. Sass seems to stick to some people more than others.” He swept his hand over her arm. “They lost this house in a fire and rebuilt eventually.  According to stories handed down through the generations, Sidda began a garden here so they could always remember how lucky they were to be alive and that building again was another proof of strength of character.”
 
   “A wise woman.” Callie looked at the rows of hedges and mounds of greenery and a giant oak that had been planted one day, many years ago, in the center of the area. Its branches spread out starkly over the spot, providing shade for any who stopped here to enjoy a summer day. “It’s beautiful here.” 
 
   “I manage to keep it up. It’s the least I can do.” They sat in silence for a while then Mac released her and sat forward, his forearms propped against his spread thighs. “I’ve been thinking about something.”
 
   “Uh oh.”
 
   “I’m serious.”
 
   “Okay, sorry. I’m listening. What’s on your mind?”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about Buzz Decker.”
 
   “Oh, hell. Do we have to talk about him?”
 
   Mac glanced at her and Callie noted the muscle that jumped in his jaw. “I’m afraid so. I’ve done some asking around and Buzz hasn’t hired a lawyer yet to challenge custody of the kids. We both know he wants to get his hands on the insurance money, little as it is.”
 
   “Rat bastard.”
 
   Mac nodded. “He is that. I don’t think he has a chance in hell of any judge giving him custody but we shouldn’t take chances.”
 
   “We?”
 
   “Yeah, we.” He straightened and faced her. “I don’t know if you get it yet, but I’m a guy who sticks. I’m not going anywhere. Those kids deserve a good life and they won’t get it with Buzz and Patsy. Everyone in town knows it, too. They belong with you.”
 
   “Where are you going with this, Mac?”
 
   “I aim to see that things go your way and to that end, I’ve been doing some thinking.” Callie waited, but it didn’t take long for Mac to make his point. “I know you do your best. You work your ass off but Callie, honey, you’ve got to move those kids out of that bad neighborhood. Damn it, their mother died in that house, and they’ll have a hard time moving on by staying there.”
 
    She wanted to be pissed at his words but it just wasn’t possible. Mac was right and she’d known it for a long time. They deserved better. She felt so defeated. “I’m trying.”
 
   “I know you are, but you need a hand. I have a proposition. I’ve been thinking about this for a while now, and I want you to pack up and you and the kids move out here to the ranch.”
 
   His words hit her like a punch. Callie shook her head. “I can’t do that! Are you crazy? I mean, you have a beautiful, quiet life. That would all change in a heartbeat if we pile in here on you. No. No, I can’t do that.”
 
   “Yes, you can. My place is big, each child would have a bedroom, and the school bus drives by the ranch every morning. Izzy and Austin would have the best of everything and so would you, for that matter.”
 
   She was beyond touched, yet along with that came a healthy dose of disbelief. They’d known each other for a very long time, and she knew there was no better man than Mac but this? Really? “This is so nice of you but I have to say no.”
 
   “Callie, don’t think for a minute those kids would do well being raised by Buzz. Can you afford to take a chance on that?”
 
   God!
 
   The very idea of that ass raising Izzy and Austin sent terror racing wildly through her brain.  Surely no judge would allow that to happen! Surely. She blew out a breath and sank against the back of the bench. “I don’t know, Mac. I just don’t. The thought of messing things up just scares me to death.”
 
   Mac rubbed his hand along the ever-present black stubble on his jaw and looked out into the garden before finally turning his head to study her. “It’s not my intent to upset you. The kids are well-cared for and your little place is so clean you could practically eat off the floors. I just want to help you do better by them and for yourself, so hear me out, okay?”
 
   “I’m listening,” she managed, as she fought to keep her bones from rattling with fear. To have someone else voice her scariest concerns shook her.
 
   “You work two jobs, honey. You can’t keep that up. The kids just lost their mother, and they need you now more than ever.”
 
   “Think I don’t know that?”
 
   “Shh. Just listen and don’t interrupt. Most ranches of this size have a big crew of cowboys to feed. Deuces Wild employs a fair number and roughly half a dozen of these guys live in the bunkhouse and depend on Sarita for their breakfast and lunch every day. She’s getting older and could use help with that. Who better than you? You could work for me and be here every day when they ride the bus home from school. They’d have room to play and hell, just be kids.”
 
   “But─”
 
   “No, buts. I’ve already talked this over with Sarita and she would welcome the help. She likes you and knows you’re a hard worker.” Mac put a hand on her shoulder and the steadiness of his touch threatened to undo her. Tears burned in her eyes, but she blinked them back. “Think about it, Cal. This is a perfect living situation for the kids and no judge in his right mind would consider Buzz’s petition. Do you have any other choice?”
 
   Did she? 
 
   Choices, especially good ones, weren’t something she’d had a lot of these days and Mac’s offer was the answer to a prayer.
 
   A slow, stunningly sexy smile appeared on Mac’s face. He traced tiny circles on her shoulder. A shiver raced over her flesh that had absolutely nothing to do with the fall temps. “You’re considering it. Say yes and I’ll have you guys moved out here tomorrow.”
 
   She couldn’t think with Mac’s fingers stroking her mindless, so she backed up a bit. “Okay, yeah. I’m thinking about it.”
 
   “Do it. Come on.”
 
   “You know I don’t take charity.”
 
   “That’s a given. You’ll work hard. Hell, after a week or two you’ll probably be cussing me.”
 
   “Never.” Callie frowned. “I just want to make one thing perfectly clear.”
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   “That…um…thing that happened between us the other night at my place? Look, I know you were just feeling sorry for me after I got so emotional. I understand. I just don’t want things to be awkward. Hey, I know we’re just friends.”
 
   Mac stilled. Tension practically sizzled from him as they sat together in silence, staring into each other’s eyes. Maybe she shouldn’t have broached the subject but, damn it, it had to be said.  
 
   “Is that what we are, Callie? Just friends?” He shook his head, sending his gaze over her, burning her with that golden stare. “I don’t think so. Matter of fact, lately I’ve thought little other than getting you beneath me in bed so heads up on that. Don’t get me wrong, I like being your friend, but I want a whole lot more. If you move out here to the Deuces Wild, best prepare yourself. I won’t do anything you don’t want, and I won’t take anything you aren’t willing to give freely. Just don’t expect me to sit idly by and let you slip through my fingers again. I’m not that much of a gentleman. Got it?”
 
   Stunned, Callie stared at him, unable to believe his words until Mac reached up and cupped her cheek. “Say yes, Callie. Give this thing a chance. Give us a chance. We all deserve it, don’t you think?” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Mac stepped out of the shower and reached for a towel from a nearby stack. Quickly drying, he walked into his bedroom, pulled on a pair of jeans, and dragged his fingers through his hair to restore some order to it. It had been roughly three weeks since Callie and the children had moved out to the ranch. Deep in thought, but almost as satisfied as a man could be after achieving an especially important goal, he strode through the double doors leading to a private patio outside. Immersed in the quiet night, he sprawled into one of the big, padded chairs, and sighing, settled his head against the cushion.
 
   The night he’d made his proposition, he’d fairly held his breath waiting for Callie’s answer. Never in his whole damn life had he been so nervous. He’d called upon every bit of patience he possessed, worried over the uncertainty in her eyes as he watched her gnaw her bottom lip and took note of her hesitation.
 
   “I see the wheels turning,” he’d said. “Don’t overthink this. You know it’s best for the kids and, in the end, best for you, too. Despite my wanting back into your life, this is a good move, especially with Buzz breathing down your neck.” It wasn’t particularly gallant to throw up the threat of Buzz Decker and he knew it. He didn’t want her moving in with him out of fear, but then, hell, he wasn’t perfect. He’d take Callie however he could get her. 
 
   Finally, she’d nodded, watching him carefully, and he knew she wasn’t concerned about taking the job or bringing the children here to live as much as she worried  about his intentions toward her. 
 
   The expression of her concerns didn’t take long.
 
   “I’ll accept the offer of work and lodging but, dang it, Mac, you’ll have to give me some time on these rest of this.”
 
   He’d grinned. “The rest?”
 
   Her puny little fist pressed his chest. “Doggone it. The last time we were together you left and quickly forgot about me. It hurt. I don’t like to be hurt. We’ve been friends for a long time, and it wasn’t until a few short days ago you seemed to want to change that. Why now?”
 
   Mac sobered. “Fair question.” Her hand was still fisted so he took her hand and gently teased her fingers apart. He’d found it odd that he’d never noticed how long, slender and pretty they were. When he focused on her, he recognized the real curiosity in her eyes. “I’ve been feeling this way for some time. It didn’t come on suddenly, but was more of a gradual thing.” He shrugged. “We were kids before. You are a woman now, and I’m a man who is interested in more than short affairs. I don’t know if we could make it work again, but I want to try.”
 
   “All right then,” she’d said before narrowing her eyes. “Don’t push me, Mac. And don’t you dare hurt me or I just might kill you. I’ve had enough grief lately, and I don’t need a damn bit more. Got it?”
 
   Now, the conversation made him smile, but at the time, he’d absorbed the underlying sincerity behind the teasing. She didn’t want to be hurt. Well, he didn’t either. The last thing he wanted to do was apply pressure when Callie and the kids were still adapting to their new lives. The five bedroom ranch house gave everyone ample space to stretch out and breathe. For the first time ever, both Izzy and Austin had their own rooms. Eventually, he wanted to send Callie and Sarita into San Antonio to pick out new things to help them make the spaces more their own. 
 
   That was a fine idea.
 
   Deuces Wild had become a paradise for those two and, in Austin, he saw a little cowboy-in-the making as he tended to follow Mac and the other hands around asking a million questions. He didn’t shy away from the livestock and was particularly fond of a pretty paint mare. Izzy had adapted, too, and though she was still painfully quiet, she was coming around. Tonight, while Callie had dealt with Austin and a mountain of homework, he’d spent an interesting few hours with Izzy in her very own room. Mac scrubbed one hand over the stubble on his chin. Who would have imagined that one little girl would steal his heart this way? Callie’s niece and nephew had known more hardship than many adults experienced in a lifetime and it wasn’t right. If he could help them, then he would pull out all the stops. He had a big empty home and he cared. 
 
   Mac glanced down at the splashes of red polish on his fingernails and grinned. Maybe tonight, he’d taken that caring just a mite too far. He had a big problem for sure. Shaking his head, he walked back into his room listening for sounds of Callie moving around in the room next door and found nothing but silence. Either she was already asleep or still tucking the kids into their beds on the other side of the house. Thinking he’d head to the kitchen for a snack, he stepped into the hallway only to be stopped in his tracks by a tiny, milk-white kitten who stared at him through a pair of wide, blue eyes. Mac scooped it up with one hand and rubbed its small head. “Let’s go find your mama, okay, buddy?” With the kitten nestled against his bare chest, he made his way across the house to the kids’ rooms and, sure enough, Callie was there on her hands and knees by Izzy’s bed, peering beneath. The little girl stood nearby, nibbling her bottom lip.
 
   “Kitty, Kitty,” Callie called softly. “Come on, baby, where are you?”
 
   “You looking for this guy?” Mac smiled as Callie straightened and Izzy rushed up to him with a squeal. “I think he was lost and looking for a certain little girl.”
 
   Izzy cuddled her kitty. “Thank you, Mac.”
 
   “Crisis averted,” Callie said. “Now into bed with you both.”
 
   When the child climbed into her bed, she reached up to get a good night hug from her aunt, and then she surprised the devil out of him by reaching for him, too. Touched, Mac bent low, gave her a hug and a kiss on the top of her head. “Night, night, Ladybug.”
 
   “Night, Mac. Love you.”
 
   A lump grew in his throat, and he swallowed once to reduce the pressure. “See you in the morning.”
 
   After Callie flipped on a night light, Mac walked with her back across the house toward their own set of rooms. She looked up at him and smiled. “It was so nice of you to give Izzy the kitten.”
 
   Mac shrugged as he recalled finding the abandoned kitten near the road several days ago. “What else could I do after some rat bastard dumped it like that? I figured they could both use a friend.”
 
   Callie stopped halfway through the living room. “To look like such a big, rough badass, you are lots bigger here.” She placed her hand over his heart. “You’re just full of surprises.” Mac settled his hand over hers only to see her eyes go wide.
 
   She gasped. “Oh dear sweet baby Jesus! Look what Izzy has done!” Callie grabbed his hand and stared in horror at the red smears on his nails. “Unless you have a drag queen future I was unaware of, I’d best get this stuff off. Come with me.” 
 
   The brief moment of intimacy gone, Mac allowed Callie to take his hand and practically drag him into the bath in her room. Out of respect for her privacy, he hadn’t been in this space since she’d moved in, and now he noted a small, silver basket full of cosmetics, along with pretty perfume bottles on the counter. A hint of fragrance from the soap she’d used after her evening shower still lingered in the air. The room smelled like Callie.
 
   Clean.
 
   Perfect.
 
   Callie reached into a cabinet and quickly soaked a cotton pad with pungent fingernail polish remover and began to apply it to his nails. She laughed, shaking her head. “I can’t believe you let her do this.”
 
   “Ah, it’s okay. She was having fun.”
 
   “What a mess.”
 
   “Hey, at least she’ll be a woman who won’t feel she has to color between the lines.”
 
   After she tossed the red-tinted cotton into the trash, Callie looked at him. “There is that. Nothing like being your own woman. It’s good the kids have a solid male influence in their lives. Lord knows, they didn’t have that with Darrell. Emma would be happy. Here, let’s wash your hands. That cleaner smells to high-heaven.”
 
   Mac could’ve done it himself, but it was nice to have Callie fussing over him. She turned on the water and squirted a bit of hand soap into her palms before lathering him up. A brilliant shade of pink color washed over her cheeks as she slowly stroked his hands with her fingertips giving Mac ample opportunity to take her in from top to toe. Callie was one of those women who didn’t need a drop of makeup, though Mac knew she’d argue with him about that. She didn’t wear of bit of it now. Her bright hair was pulled back in a big clip, and she wore a skimpy tank along with low-riding matching flannel shorts. A flash of belly showed beneath the hem of the top, and Mac felt the sudden urge to stroke that bit of flesh with the pads of his fingers.
 
   Still holding his hands, she placed them under the water, and then carefully dried them. “There,” she whispered. “All done.”
 
   “Not quite,” he murmured. “Hell, I’m beginning to think we’re just getting started.” Mac moved closer, heard her sharp intake of breath, and then reached up to pop the clip holding her hair. Thick, glossy strands instantly tumbled to her shoulders and were so tempting, shining gold beneath the bright bathroom lights, that he knew he had to touch. He sent his fingers into the mass noting her stillness and the sense of anticipation that rolled from her in waves.  He found her bottom lip with the edge of his thumb and repeatedly stroked it. “Patience has never been my strong suit and, lord knows, it has been sorely tempted with you living under this roof. I’m done with that. Understand what I’m saying?”
 
   Callie licked her lips, nodded slowly, then focused intently on his mouth. Satisfaction curled through his belly. She was his. She might not realize it yet, but she would soon. Not wasting the moment, he pulled her close then took her mouth with a savage intensity that he could no longer suppress. With a little whimper, she opened to him, and he sent his tongue deep, tasting acceptance as she returned his kiss slowly, and then with a wild and unmistakable abandon. 
 
   Mac wanted more and he wanted it now. 
 
   Fuck waiting. 
 
   He nipped her lips, once, twice, then, ignoring her gasp of surprise, he gripped her waist and lifted until she sat on the counter. In one seamless motion, he spread her thighs and stepped between them to wrap her in his arms. Her breasts settled against his bare chest, soft and lush, but it wasn’t enough so gripping the hem of her top, he pulled it from her and tossed it aside with a low growl of frustration. Mac wasn’t stupid and giving Callie time to analyze things to death didn’t serve much of a purpose for either of them. Yeah, he was taking advantage, but simply couldn’t stop after all the frustrated nights of tossing and turning, all those nights of taking himself in hand to relieve the pressure of wanting her.  Now Mac filled his hands with her breasts, loving how her nipples instantly swelled to press his palms.   “You have the prettiest breasts I’ve ever looked at, but it’s not enough, not even close.”
 
   Hungry, ravenous, he settled his mouth around one plump nipple, circling with his tongue, gently scraping with his teeth until a soft sound broke the surface of Callie’s lips. Gently sucking the stiff little pressure point, he drew his hands over her sides, testing the flexibility of her warm flesh, before moving his attention to the other breast. Mac glanced up and lost whatever finesse he might’ve possessed. Callie’s eyes were closed, her head dropped back like the stem of a broken flower. That she loved his touch was evident in the blissful yet aroused expression she wore.
 
   Releasing the nipple, Mac stroked the puckered flesh with his tongue. “I’m tired of dicking around, Callie. We need to be together. You know it. I know it. Put your legs around my waist.”
 
   She lifted her head and looked at him through slumberous eyes and followed his command. Mac filled his hands with her sweet ass and lifted her straight into his arms. “Hang on to me.”
 
   Handy, he thought, when he spotted her neatly turned-down bed.  He laid her on the cool, white sheets and leaned close. “You ready for me?”
 
   “I don’t know if we should do this.”
 
   “It’s too late to re-think things, Miss Callie. You should’ve stopped me before I managed to get your nipple in my mouth. No backing out now. Besides, I’ve learned a few things since that summer a long time ago.”
 
   “I give up,” she whispered. “Show me.”
 
   Mac stood looking down at her, sprawled like a half-naked fantasy on the bed, her pink nipples tightly pearled, still damp from where he’d licked her. Her tongue streaked out to pass over kiss-swollen lips, and her breasts rose and fell rapidly indicating she was a hot as he.
 
   “I like you this way. Rumpled and sexy. You were cute years ago, but now you’re downright beautiful.”
 
   Mac drew her shorts, along with her panties, from her body to drink in her nudity before moving his touch over every sweetly exposed curve. His hand found the bends of her knees, and he caught them in his palms lifting until she was spread like a seductive banquet just for him. Moving her legs to curlagainst her belly, Mac leaned over her and pressed her lips with his own. “You make me hungry, Callie.”
 
   He drew his lips down the center of her chest, teased her ribs with his teeth and tongue, then headed south to taste her belly and the tender flesh between her thighs. His tongue found the damp seam then circled the swollen bundle of nerve-endings. Around and around his tongue swirled, sucking the bit into his mouth as Callie’s back bowed from the bed, and her fingers tugged sharply on his hair. Soft moans, tiny whimpers filled the air above them as he took her higher and higher, pausing only to send two fingers deep into her body. The clasp of vaginal walls gripped against the intrusion, coating his hand with wetness. 
 
   She was his.
 
   He knew it, felt it. 
 
   There was no going back for either of them as her cries grew frantic with the need to climax. 
 
   Mac showed her no mercy, dragging out the slow pulls of his lips and tongue, sliding his fingers with excruciating slowness through the resistance of her tight muscles. 
 
   “Mac!”
 
   Mac’s erection threatened to burst the zipper of his jeans, throbbing like a son-of-a-bitch, but still he teased until he finally, finally, pulled against her clit harder, finger-fucking faster until she let go with a sob. Callie shivered, her body drawn tight as a bow until rhythmic spasms shook her.
 
    Belatedly realizing he’d forgotten one important thing, he rose over her and pressed his mouth to the side of her lips. “Don’t move. Not a muscle.”
 
   “O-okay,” she gasped breathlessly.
 
   Calling himself a dumbass a dozen times over, Mac rushed into his room and rummaged through the top drawer of his night table until he found what he needed. By the time he returned, Callie had slid into her place on the mattress and had pulled a sheet over her nakedness. 
 
   Mac pointed a finger. “You moved.”
 
   She shrugged, grinning at him, and then her eyes went wide as he tossed a handful of tiny packages across the bed. “Ohhhh. Optimistic.”
 
   “Always.”
 
   Mac watched the grin slide from her face as he unsnapped his jeans. The look she gave him was hot, a lit match to kindling. “You should feel optimistic,” she said, her voice husky. “I can’t wait to get my hands on you.”
 
   He’d thought it impossible for his dick to get any harder but he was wrong. The throbbing flesh pulsed against the fly of his jeans, and his balls tightened as he pushed the denim from his hips and shoved them aside. Staring at Callie, intently focused, Mac gripped his erection at the base, dragging his fist high over his length then back down again. He needed to get inside her in the worst way.
 
   Composure was a tenuous thing considering he’d fantasized about taking her for a hell of a long time, so knowing there wasn’t another moment to waste, he yanked the thin sheet from her lower body and crawled between her spread thighs. Still on his knees, he looked down at her before settling his palms on her belly. It was soft and sweetly curved as it should be. Mac moved his palms over her thighs, his gaze riveted to the damp flesh between them. Reaching down, he drew a finger down her center, teased the sensitive skin, and traced slow circls around her clit. “You’re ready for me.”
 
   Understatement.
 
   She was ripe, ready.
 
   Callie closed her eyes, pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and said nothing as she writhed slightly against the sheets. Her breath broke as he continued to touch and tease. Mac found the opening to her body and slipped one, then two fingers inside her tight channel. In. Out. Slowly, then faster, he pumped them into her body telling himself he wanted her ready for him but knowing the truth. He wanted to extend the pleasure that had evaded him for so long. For him, the reality of her, the needing of her, had been a long time coming so sue him if he wanted to drag out the moment. But then even that wasn’t enough.
 
   Mac slid a thumb over her clit and pressed lightly, repeatedly, until a cry broke from Callie’s lips. Gauging her reaction and noting her eagerness, he reached for her, pulling her up to sit astride his lap. His erection pressed high between their bodies, and she instantly reached for it, stroking, touching, lightly squeezing his agonized flesh. Grabbing a condom from the bed, Mac ripped the package with his teeth and started to roll the latex into place, but Callie’s hand stopped him.
 
   “Let me.” 
 
   Mac wasn’t about to argue at the prospect of her hands on his body, so he handed it over, gritting his teeth as she slipped protection over the thick head and down the long stalk. 
 
   Her hand stayed there, resting at the thick base, and he took advantage of the close proximity to kiss the tender joining of her shoulder and neck before finding a nipple. Again, Callie’s fingers clutched his hair as her body responded with a crazy abandon that brought him right along with her. Arching, writhing, Callie’s hips moved with ageless momentum. The feel of her slick heat brushing over him sent his memories into overdrive as he remembered the way she’d fit him so perfectly all those years ago. 
 
   But this was now. Callie was still as she’d been then but more. More everything. 
 
   He loved her.
 
   Maybe he always had.
 
   Releasing her nipple with a groan, Mac filled his hands with Callie’s ass and lifted, lifted until her moist heat hovered over the broad head of his erection. “Now, Callie, now.”
 
   Making an almost panicked sound, Callie lowered over him, taking him in, taking him deep and when he was seated to the hilt, they both went still. The stillness couldn’t sustain them, though. The urge to move overcame them as they rose and fell together, Mac pushing high and hard inside her. Again and again, raw pleasure washed over him. Satisfaction curled through his belly, winding tighter, tighter, as chills raced over his flesh. The near-violent pleasure couldn’t hold on forever, though, and as they climbed together, at the exact moment she whispered his name, shuddering in his arms, Mac gave up his closely guarded control. He rose with her, pulsing deep, thrusting high once more before he finally came apart in her arms.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   A week later, Callie sat with her lawyer in the Family Law judge’s informal chambers and looked up when Mac stepped into the room. This meeting with the judge over her guardianship of Austin and Isabelle was one of the most important of her life. Last night, she’d tossed and turned, sure she’d bothered Mac until his arms went around her and his whispered assurances that everything would be fine had calmed her enough to sleep for at least a few short hours. No, this sweet boy and girl weren’t her own children, but they were her blood, and over the past years, she’d had a major hand in raising them. They were all she had left of Emma, and she loved them so much that her heart ached at the thought of losing them.
 
   Thank God she had Mac for reassurances.  
 
   After taking their relationship to a whole new level, it was hard to believe they’d ever been apart and, in a way, they hadn’t. Even through the years of being simply friends, it had always been more. He’d been the one solid thing, aside from Emma, that she’d always been able to depend upon. Now he walked toward her, his boot heels snapping smartly against the hardwood floor and she smiled at him, pretending that butterflies weren’t doing crazy aeronautical dives in her belly. She turned to her lawyer, Alan Bates.  “I don’t want to mess anything up. Are you sure it’s okay for Mac to be here?”
 
   “I don’t know why not. He can testify on several issues. Good to have back up.” He nodded at Mac who took a chair next to them. “Hey, Mac. Good to see you.”
 
   After the men shook hands, Mac removed his Stetson and placed it on an empty chair before glancing around. “Any sign of Buzz?”
 
   Callie shook her head and glanced at her watch. “Not yet. I heard rumors that he doesn’t have a lawyer. I only hope he’ll realize what a terrible mistake he’s made and decide not to show.”
 
   “Don’t hold your breath. Buzz smelled that insurance money from a mile away and came running.” Mac reached out and briefly squeezed her hand. “Judge Gibson will see through him just as everyone in town has.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   Alan reached into his briefcase to remove a stack of papers. “One-hundred-thousand is a joke and doesn’t come close to providing for two young children. Believe me, I have three of my own. It’s expensive to raise them.  Of course, to a guy like Buzz who tends to live by the seat of his pants that money probably seems a like fortune. He is purely motivated by greed here. Relax, Callie. It’s going to be fine. Judge Gibson is a fair man, and he’ll see right through Buzz. He’ll do what’s right for the kids.”
 
   On cue, the Judge walked through a side door and approached his wide desk. Callie had known the man for years, but had never once had occasion to see him in his black robe. Jay Gibson was a big man, easily over six-four with a girth that matched his stature. His shock of gray hair was thick and slightly disheveled as if he had the habit of dragging his fingers through it. He smiled at them before sinking into a worn, leather chair.
 
   “Mornin’, Callie.” He nodded at both Mac and her attorney. “Gentlemen. Are we ready to take care of this business?”
 
   “Buzz Decker isn’t here yet,” Alan stated.
 
   “Hmm. We’ll wait another five minutes or so.” Judge Gibson reached into a manila file folder to extract a stack of papers then, after adjusting his glasses, peered at them for a second or two before setting them aside. Callie was jumpy as hell and hoped it didn’t show. Trying her best to appear calm, she relaxed back in her chair.
 
   “It’s good to see you, Callie. I didn’t have a chance to tell you how sorry I was to hear about Emma,” Gibson said. “She was a nice lady.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   He smiled kindly. “I’ve missed you at the Willow Creek. Seems weird there without you, but then you served me breakfast five days a week for a hell of a long time.”
 
   She laughed. “Two eggs, sunny side up, bacon and hash browns every single morning until the doctor said you had to switch to oatmeal.”
 
   “Still can’t abide that crap, but the wife would kill me if I had a heart attack.”
 
    “And I wouldn’t blame─”
 
   Her comment remained unspoken as Buzz stepped into the room. It was odd that Patsy wasn’t in attendance, but maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t truly on-board with raising another woman’s kids. Something told her that might be the case. Beyond that, it didn’t look good that a woman who proposed raising them hadn’t bothered to show up. Buzz nodded gruffly and tugged nervously at the waist of his jeans as he moved forward and took a seat across from the judge’s desk.
 
   “Your Honor.”
 
   “Hey, Buzz.” Gibson looked at the occupants of the room and nodded. “It looks like everyone is here but Patsy. Is she on her way?”
 
   “She has work today and can’t get off so it’ll just be me.”
 
   “I see.” 
 
   Callie’s heartbeat sped. She could feel Buzz side-eying her, and it brought to mind the confrontation she’d had with him that night in front of her place. He’d always been a bully, and she had no doubt he wouldn’t think twice about striking a woman, but she was safe here. Still, the man scared her. The entire Decker clan had a reputation for brawling and battering, and she shuddered to think of Izzy and Austin living among them. As if Mac read her fears, he patted her hand once in support, but soon they were listening to Gibson.
 
   “Buzz, I’d like to know your thoughts and why you decided to challenge Callie’s guardianship of  Isabelle and Austin.” 
 
   Buzz cleared his throat. “They’re my brother’s children, Judge. He’s in prison and can’t raise them. I understand that, but I don’t know why me and Patsy shouldn’t take care of them. We’re a married couple and Callie is single. Doesn’t seem right they shouldn’t have two parents.”
 
   The judge leaned back and steepled his fingers across his chest. “Well, as to that, I’ve seen a lot of very good single parents over the years. It takes all kinds to make a family, and from what I’ve seen, Callie has a strong work ethic and a good heart. I don’t think even you could dispute that. Callie is well-known here in Buffalo Ridge, and I have a stack of notarized testimony from the people here who can attest to her character.” He picked up the papers he’d studied earlier and held them up briefly before placing them back on the desk. “You’re welcome to look through them, Buzz, but you’ll see what I say is true. Her reputation is spotless.”
 
   Callie’s face burned under the unaccustomed praise, and inside, she began to relax somewhat. Her lawyer reached for several documents and handed them to the judge.
 
   “Your Honor, I wanted to present documents I obtained from police records. In the past ten years, Buzz has been arrested twice for public intoxication and one for domestic battery. Charges on the battery were later dropped, but as you can see, there’s a pattern here. Callie is the proper guardian for these children.”
 
   Gibson frowned over the documents then glanced at Buzz over the top of his glasses. He set the papers aside. “What can you tell me about Austin and Isabelle? Give me some examples of their likes and dislikes.”
 
   Buzz shifted, obviously uncomfortable. “Um, well, the little girl just started school. Austin, um, he’s just a regular kid. Looks a whole like my brother Darrell.”
 
   The judge turned his attention to Callie and lifted a brow. “Callie? How long have you been helping care for them?”
 
   She smiled. “I moved in with Emma after she divorced Darrell. She really had her hands full at that time and was really struggling to get her life together. I like to think I took some of the burden off her shoulders and I love them both. After Em’s diagnosis, I fed them, dressed them, played with them and made sure chores and homework was done.” She shrugged. “Am I perfect? No. Absolutely not! But I’ve been there for them every step of the way. Judge Gibson, I would die for them. They deserve nothing but love and care. I promise to provide that.” 
 
   “Mac, tell me about things since Callie has gone to work for you and how the kids are adjusting.”
 
   Mac cleared his throat. “Callie does a great job with the kids, and they’ve adapted to country life as if born to it. Callie or I walk them down the ranch road every morning to catch the bus and someone is there to meet them after school is over. They each have their own room and the care of every adult on the place. I realize I’m a little partial to the ranch, but it’s a great place for kids to live.” 
 
   Gibson nodded and stayed quiet for several moments. “Ordinarily, I would take a day or so to make a decision, but in this instance, it seems clear to me that Isabelle and Austin should stay with Callie.”
 
   Buzz stood. “Hey!”
 
   “Sit down, Decker,” the judge demanded. “We haven’t been formal here today, but I won’t hesitate to have you tossed out of here.” When Buzz huffed, his face flushed, and he sat again, Gibson continued. “These children have been through far too much in their short lives to be uprooted. Callie, you’ve shown yourself to be a loving caregiver to both of them and everything points to the fact, this is what Emma wanted. I have to believe she was right in entrusting them to your care. As for Buzz. Well, the past history of trouble with the law compels me further on this decision. There is no reason why you shouldn’t have visits with them, should you choose, however, I must insist they be supervised by Callie and completely at her discretion.”
 
   Buzz jumped to his feet again. “This is bullshit! I’m their blood.”
 
   “And so is Callie,” Gibson said. “My decision is final.”
 
   Buzz glared at the judge then at Callie. She tensed at the look of hate on his face and was relieved when he stalked to the door where he turned to face them.  “Fuck ya’ll,” he said. “You haven’t heard the last of this, you bitch!”
 
   Mac stood so fast, his chair crashed to the floor. He took a step, then another, and before Callie could blink, Mac had Buzz pressed to the door, his fists clutched around the fabric of Buzz’s shirt. “That sounds like a threat. This isn’t the first time you’ve given Callie a ration of shit, but it damn well better be the last.”  
 
   “Go to hell!” Buzz yelled, apparently unconcerned that Mac was almost a foot taller and a whole lot stronger than himself. “She ruined everything!” Buzz struggled, trying to shove Mac away. 
 
   Callie heard footsteps pounding down the hall outside, but she rushed up anyway, knowing the last thing needed here was flying fists and chaos.
 
   “Stop it. Mac!”
 
   Mac released Buzz’s shirt and stepped back. His face was flushed, his breathing heavy. He was angrier than she’d ever seen him. Eager to calm him down, she reached for Mac’s arm and pulled at him just as Buzz lashed out.
 
   His fist connected with her face.
 
   Callie went reeling, falling back onto the floor as pain exploded in her cheek. Dazed, she heard the sound of flesh meeting flesh, the roar of male voices, and loud shouts as all holy hell broke loose. Alan Bates kneeled on the floor next to her, lifting her gently to a sitting position.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   Callie couldn’t speak between the shock of being hit and worry over Mac who had his own fist drawn back. Obviously, he’d already hit the mark once because Buzz’s bottom lip was bloody, dripping red down his chin. Two armed cops held his arms while Judge Gibson stood near Mac.
 
   Gibson spoke calmly as if uproars in his court were the norm.  “I’m warning you now, Buzz, if one hair is harmed on Callie’s head, if she gets a migraine or stubs her toe, I’ll see you’re rounded up and tossed in jail. Now you’ve shown your ass around here enough for one day, so I’m going to have these officers show you to a bed in county until tomorrow, and then you can be released. I don’t want to take the chance that you’ll get soused and try something stupid.” He pointed at Buzz and said to the officers, “Get him out of here.”
 
   As Callie struggled to her feet with the help of her lawyer, the cops left with Buzz in tow and Mac turned to her. The rage stamped on his face increased and a muscle worked in his jaw as he hurried forward to haul her close. “Damn it, Callie, I wanted to kill him for hitting you.”
 
   Her face hurt like hell, but that didn’t matter now. It was more important that she was safe in Mac’s arms. She settled her uninjured cheek against his chest and squeezed tight. “For what it’s worth, I think I just got in the way. He was going for you.”
 
   “Damn it,” he said again.
 
   She laughed suddenly. She couldn’t help herself. “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter? Are you crazy?”
 
   “No, no I’m not,” she said, shaking her head, and then looking up at him. “The kids are going to be okay, Mac. That’s the only important thing.” Her cheek stung, throbbed a little. She touched it lightly. “This will heal, but nothing would have fixed losing Em’s kids.”
 
    
 
   Later that night as the rain came down, Mac’s windshield wipers slapped in time to Austin’s constant chatter. It was good to see this change in the boy. Not long ago, he’d been quiet and withdrawn, almost surly, but now, glancing at him across the cab of his truck, Mac wondered if there was an off switch. As they neared the turn-off to Deuces Wild, the boy continued to gush about being placed on the Winter League basketball team, and Mac had to remind himself that, yeah, he’d once been an eight-year-old kid, too.
 
   “Our first practice is next week. Mac, can we get me a basketball so I can practice? I’m not very good. Not like Justin and Dallas.”
 
   “Sure we can. Might as well set up a basketball hoop in the driveway while we’re at it.”
 
   His eyes went wide as saucers, and an excited grin spread over his face. “Cool. Will you help me?”
 
   “Yep. No problem. I wasn’t a great basketball player. I was more of a football guy, but I shot a few hoops, too.”
 
   “You were probably real good since you’re great at everything. You can teach me.”
 
   Mac wasn’t great at everything. He hadn’t been great at protecting Callie earlier today, but Austin’s words affirmed that he wasn’t a total loser either. Right now there was only one thing that seemed certain. He loved Callie and he loved these children. 
 
   “It’s a deal as long as you keep doing your chores, keep those grades up, and mind your Aunt Callie. You can do that, right?”
 
   “Yeah, Mac. I can do that. Boy, that pizza smells good. I could eat a whole one by myself.”
 
   Mac grinned. The scent of tonight’s dinner rolled through the cab reminding him that lunch had been a hell of a long time ago. Considering it was Friday night and there was a lot to celebrate, he sprang for a double cheese and a pepperoni. Tonight was family night.
 
   Family night.
 
   He liked the sound of that
 
   Once the courthouse thing was done, he’d driven Callie home where they greeted the kids who’d just stepped off the school bus. He’d immediately taken Austin into town for the basketball tryouts. Talk about chaos—loud, rowdy, insane chaos. Volunteer coaches watched the group of boys shoot free throws, layups, and do passing drills while he’d sat with the other dads in the bleachers.
 
   The other dads.
 
   Now wasn’t that a trip? 
 
   Austin continued to chatter as they pulled into the long drive leading to the ranch. Mac barely listened and dutifully nodded, and though he knew it was terrible, didn’t actually hear a word. His mind was too filled with the changes in his life. His heart was too full. 
 
   Walking into the kitchen, Mac faced another new kind of chaos altogether. Callie stood at the kitchen table next to Izzy, and he wondered when cupcake fairies had dive-bombed them with the things. They covered almost every empty surface with enough fluffy whiteness to make a dentist’s eyes boggle. He held two pizza boxes, and the combined smells of the baked goodies and the food made his mouth water. But before he could locate a spot to set the boxes, Izzy squealed and started jumping, an icing covered butter knife clutched in one little fist. 
 
   “Pizza, pizza. I. Love. Piz-za.” Jump. Jump. Jump. “Pizza, Pizza.”
 
   Callie moved into action, snatching the dull knife from Izzy’s clutches then grinned at Mac. “Too much sugar. We were celebrating.” 
 
   Not to be outdone by his sister, Austin yelled, “I’m on a team. I did it, Aunt Callie.” 
 
   Whoops and hollers ensued as she bent to give the boy a congratulatory hug and through it all, Izzy bopped across the kitchen floor in celebration of pizza. 
 
   Somehow through the craziness, he and Callie managed to clear a space on the kitchen table and before long they were having their dinner, the kids chattering through it all, discussions ranging from Austin’s basketball tryout to the art work Izzy had done after school. 
 
   Callie handed each child another napkin and smiled at Mac. “We have a lot to celebrate.”
 
   “That’s a fact,” he said, enjoying this dinner as much as any in his life. Naturally, the kids were too young to know about their aunt’s worries or the custody hearing. Only the adults knew they celebrated so much more than the kids would ever imagine. “Let me see those drawings, Ladybug.”
 
   “I’ll get ‘em.” She jumped down from her chair, dashing off for a few seconds before running back into the kitchen while holding several white papers. Instead of taking her seat, she moved over beside him and proudly presented her work. “This is Phillip.”
 
   “Phillip?” Mac looked at the drawing of what was obviously a cat with the name Phillip scrawled beneath. “Guess you’ve finally named the kitten, huh? Good name.”
 
   Izzy poked out her bottom lip and nodded. “And this is us.”
 
   The next drawing was more detailed, and pretty darn good for a five-year-old. His eyes widened and he glanced up at Callie who looked at him with teary eyes. The picture featured a big house with a stick woman, man, a boy and girl and a cat standing nearby. The blonde squiggles on stick-woman’s head told him this was Callie and the brown squiggles on the little girl was obviously Izzy’s self-portrait. “This is beautiful. Good job,” he said looking down at her. “You’re a good artist.”
 
   “This is our family.”
 
   “Looks like a fine one, too.” Mac’s chest tightened.
 
   “Uh huh.” Izzy pointed to the angel in the upper corner. “And this is Mama. See? She gots wings.”
 
   “She’s an angel all right.” Now his eyes burned. Keeping it together was almost too much, but he managed as he bent to kiss the top of Izzy’s head.  “I think I have some magnets in a drawer over there. Maybe your Aunt Callie can get those and you can put them on the fridge so we can all see them every day.”
 
   “I’ll help.” Austin jumped from his chair. “These are pretty good, Iz. Good job.”  He patted her shoulder protectively and together they arranged the drawings. Mac stood to help Callie clean up, and their eyes connected over the expanse of the table. Her eyes were shiny and he suspected his might be just a little bit, too.
 
   Much later, the kids tucked in after a family-night of movies, Mac grabbed a bottle of beer for himself and a glass of Callie’s favorite red and together they headed outside to enjoy what was left of the night. As they stepped onto the patio, he looked at her and grinned. “Sure you don’t want me to run back in and grab another cupcake or two?”
 
   Callie laughed. “Gotta admit, I love a good red velvet cupcake, but I’m cupcaked-out right about now. Thanks though.” She held up her glass. “This’ll do.”
 
   Her eyes widened a little when he settled a hand at the small of her back to steer her past the patio, but she didn’t say anything. Once they reached the Bonner garden, where the first homestead had stood, Mac paused.  “Is it okay with you that we hang out here for a while?”
 
   She smiled. “Are you kidding? I love this place. I can’t wait to be here in the spring when the flowers are popping up everywhere.” Callie slid onto one of the benches and patted the spot next to her as she leaned back to sip her wine. “Ah, this is the perfect ending to a crazy day. I’ve never been so nervous in my life.” 
 
   Mac reached out and lightly drew his finger along her swollen cheek. “How did you explain this to the kids?”
 
   “Easy. I told them I ran into a door and they bought it.”
 
   “Hurt?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “I still want to kill Buzz.”
 
   “Better not. I think we need to leave him alone and let him lick his wounds.” Callie went quiet and frowned. “You don’t think he’ll bother us anymore, do you?”
 
   Mac recalled Judge Gibson’s words and shook his head. “Men like Buzz are bullies. Inside he’s a coward or he wouldn’t act the way he does. Besides, Gibson made it clear that he’ll take any threat seriously. And then there’s me.”
 
   “You?”
 
   “Yeah, he’d better know I’ll beat the shit out of him if he tries anything.  I’ll never forgive him for hurting you. I’ve got your back, boo.”
 
   Callie laughed as he knew she would. “Boo? My, how you do talk, cowboy. Okay, you can be my boo and I’ll be yours. Crazy man. Lord knows, we’ll have to work closely if we are to raise these kids to be fine, upstanding adults. “
 
   “If anyone can do it, it’s us. We’re a team.” Mac pulled her close and held her as they breathed in the Texas air and finished their drinks. When they were done, he took her glass and set it and his bottle aside before hauling her close to his heart. Her hair was bright framed against his black tee and her breath moved warm through the cotton. Bending his head, he rubbed his cheek against the silken strands loving the feel of her pressed against him. “Been thinkin’ about something.”
 
   “Hm?”
 
   “Remember that night you told me about your past with Emma? I remember how you talked about how lucky you were that you could stay together, but that you didn’t have a family history.” Callie became very still in his arms then lifted her head to look at him. Mac settled the edge of his thumb on her chin and rubbed lightly. “You do have that history, sweetheart. Maybe there are a few missing pieces, but they’re out there for the finding.” He shook his head. “Hell of a way to make a point, but I do have one.”
 
   Callie smiled. “That’s okay. You’re doing fine.”
 
   Mac wished he were an eloquent man. She deserved pretty words.
 
   “I guess what I’m trying to say is, you are part of this place now. You have a place in the history of Deuces Wild. You’ll be part of my history just as those kids will be. I love you, Callie. I’ve loved you for a long time, and now I love those young ones, too. Ya’ll belong to me and to this place and one day, if we’re really lucky and you agree, we’ll bring a few more Bonners into the world. That is, if you want me.”
 
   She didn’t say a word and Mac began to mentally curse his lack of finesse, but then her eyes filled and her laughter broke free. Callie melted against him and twined her arms around his waist. “Oh Mac, I love you, too. Making our lives here on this land sounds like a mighty fine idea to me.”
 
   He took his kiss deep, drinking her soft sigh, and tasted her acceptance as the crisp Texas wind wrapped around them like a song. Then later, as they sat together under the ancient oak and watched the stars flash in the sky, he knew they’d spend their lives here, loving each other and raising the future.
 
    Calvin and Sidda would be proud. 
 
   The land lived on. And so did love.
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   They would never have imagined that life would throw them together again, not after all these years since their teenage love was destroyed.  Now Rand and Lily discover that not even time can kill the love that was once there.  It burns as hot as ever.
 
   Unfortunately there's as much standing against them this time as there was when they were teenagers.  The difference is that this time the cost may be more than their love.  It just may be their lives.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Spring roundup at the Coiled Serpent had always been his favorite time of year. Gorgeous weather, new life popping up everywhere in the Texas Hill Country—he loved it. He’d loved it, that is, until Texas started getting overrun by the flood of undocumented aliens pouring across the southern border and causing trouble for ranchers all over Texas, not just near the border. 
 
   It seems that lately we spend more time running off squatters than we do rounding up cattle. Unfortunately, a good many of the migrants who made it this far north were members of Mexican cartels—vicious gang members who’d as soon shoot you as look at you—instead of poor people looking for honest work and a better life than the one they’d left.
 
   Disgusted at having to strap a semi-automatic pistol on his hip every time he went out on his own ranch, Rand Sanders double-checked the deer rifle on the gun rack of his four-wheeler to be sure it was loaded before setting it back next to the .22 long rifle that he always kept there. The smaller weapon was generally enough to dispatch the occasional rattler or put a downed animal out of its misery.
 
   For the fourth time this month, work crews had found trespassers that he’d had to go and evict from remote areas of the Coiled Serpent, and it made him damn mad. This morning his foreman had called in and told him that squatters had apparently taken up residence in a line shack high in the hills on the southeastern corner of the ranch. Hopefully they’d be harmless but Rand didn’t dare count on it. Too many drug runners and assorted criminal types had been moving through the Hill Country lately. God only knew when or if the Feds would finally decide to secure the border and cut off the never-ending flood of trouble coming across the Rio Grande.
 
   He gunned the truck’s powerful engine and sped down a paved farm road. Had to make time now. It was for sure he wouldn’t be able to move fast once he turned onto the dirt cow path that led up to the place where he had to go. Unfortunately that was the most direct route to the spot where he’d told Bart and his dozen or so cowboys to pull back and stay out of the squatters’ sight until he got there.
 
   Jesus, the ruts were worse than he’d thought—but then the last time he’d come this way he’d been on horseback. Suddenly the satellite radio on his dash crackled as he bounced along the path. Rand tried to hold down the sense of disaster that practically overcame him when he reached to answer it.
 
   “Bart’s been gut shot. He’s hurt bad.”  One of the cowhands—he thought it was Cookie but couldn’t be sure—sounded as terrified as Rand felt.
 
   “I’m on the way. I’ll call 911 for an ambulance chopper.” Rand gave the pickup more gas, ignoring creaks and rattles as he sped over deep ruts that had his teeth chattering and his body bouncing against the seat belt as though he weighed twenty pounds, not two hundred.
 
   Ignoring how he was abusing his body and his transportation, he called the Calder County EMS and directed them to the closest place to Line Shack Number Twelve where they could land. “My foreman took a bullet to the belly. Better get the sheriff’s people up there, too. Squatters are shooting from the line shack at everybody they can see. My guess is they’re using something more powerful than Saturday night specials.” After hanging up Rand listened for the noisy bird as he maneuvered around the worst of the ruts, hoping to hear it zeroing in on the clearing ahead.
 
   Harmless homeless folks wouldn’t shoot at cowhands. No,  the folks holed up in that cabin were most likely drug runners, violent Mexican cartel members who wouldn’t hesitate to kill on the least provocation. The kind of barbarian subhumans who cut off people’s heads, apparently for the fun of it.
 
   Bart, you’ve got to hang in there. We can’t lose you. The ranch foreman had taught Rand almost everything he knew about hands-on ranching. He was a tough old bird. Rand prayed that toughness would bring him through this time. 
 
   Finally. He heard a chopper just as he pulled up at the edge of the clearing where the crew was partially shielded behind a windbreak of evergreen trees. A bullet ricocheted off the truck’s hood as he killed the engine. Grabbing both rifles, he got out and took off toward the shelter of the trees, keeping low to dodge intermittent gunfire.
 
   After handing over the rifles to Cookie, he knelt beside Bart. The foreman’s face was so deathly pale that Rand thought for a minute that he was dead, but when he softly spoke Bart’s name, he saw the man’s eyelids flutter open. “Hang in there, the EMTs are landing their chopper now. They’ll get you to the hospital so they can take care of you.” He couldn’t help noticing how much blood already had seeped through the makeshift bandage around Bart’s midsection.
 
   “Lily. Get Lily.” As though it took every bit of Bart’s strength to get out those three words, he sighed and closed his eyes.
 
   Rand stood by while the medics got IVs started and loaded Bart onto the helicopter. Then he set out to honor what he prayed wouldn’t be Bart’s last request. It had been over ten years since Rand had seen or spoken with Lily Allen, but he’d never forgotten the foreman’s daughter. He’d never forgotten her, even in all this time—and he’d never known for sure the reason Bart had sent her away when he thought she was getting too involved with him.
 
   He still missed her, not just the sex that had precipitated them being parted, but the friendship, the long rides, the shared love of living on the ranch, enjoying the wide open spaces. Many a time he’d thought about getting her phone number from the sealed envelope in Bart’s personnel file—but he hadn’t because he’d respected the foreman too much to betray his confidence.
 
   Before starting the long, bumpy trek back to the farm road, Rand paused to call his mom back at the house. “Mom, I’m going to send the roundup crew back in and go straight to University Hospital in San Antonio. Nobody’s safe up here now, and they won’t be until the deputies arrest all of the squatters. Would you go into Bart’s personnel folder, open the sealed envelope that’s inside and let me know how to contact his daughter?”
 
   “Lily?” From the tone of his mother’s voice, it sounded as though the idea of him contacting Bart’s daughter troubled her.
 
   “Please don’t give me any argument, Mom. Bart asked for her before he passed out.” Rand didn’t have time or energy to waste listening to his mother rehash whatever incident it was that had caused Lily to suddenly leave the Coiled Serpent and go live with her aunt to finish high school in San Antonio. “Her address and phone number should be in the folder. Scan and text it to me so I’ll have it when I get to the hospital.”
 
   “All right. I found the folder. Here’s what looks like the newest contact information for the girl. I’ll go find Tricia and have her scan it. I’ve never learned how to use all the fancy gadgets on this smartphone that you got me.”
 
   “Okay.” Rand made a mental note to ask his sister to tutor Mom on the camera feature of that phone so she wouldn’t feel totally helpless, if indeed she really didn’t know how to do what he’d asked. He didn’t like the tentative tone of her voice and suspected she might delay doing something she apparently didn’t want to do. “Tell Tricia that it’s important for her to get that information to me right away.”
 
   Mom still didn’t sound like herself when she promised to do as he asked. Before hanging up she said, almost as an afterthought, “I’ll be praying for Bart. Please let me know as soon as you get any more information about his condition.”
 
   “I will. Take care of things at the ranch. I put Trace Smitter in charge of the roundup crew. He’s reliable—you can count on him to do what needs to be done with the livestock. I’m going to stay at the hospital until we know how badly he’s hurt.” 
 
    
 
   Once he made it onto the paved road, Rand made good time. With traffic almost nonexistent, he found himself wondering why the mention of Lily’s name had gotten his mother so flustered after all this time. He was reasonably sure that she—and his father—had encouraged Bart to send Lily away to finish high school with her aunt in San Antonio. His father had hinted that Bart didn’t want Lily getting too close to him—Rand. He’d never said why, though. He’d always suspected it had something to do with the fact that he’d started to show more than a friendly interest in Lily and his mother didn’t want him getting too close to an employee’s kid.
 
   Nothing anybody knew about for sure had gone on between them, other than long horseback rides around the Coiled Serpent—and one steamy embrace that one of the cowhands had seen and reported to their respective parents. The fact that the kiss had happened outside the line shack everybody had to pass to get back from town or most of the pastures, and that they’d been in the open doorway of the shack, had been noticed and passed along to his parents—and Bart.
 
   Within days Bart had packed Lily off to stay with her aunt. For some reason Rand had never understood, Bart had been adamant that Lily was to avoid becoming too close with him.
 
   Rand had often wondered back then if his parents had let Bart know they didn’t want their son falling for the hired help’s kids. Something like that wouldn’t have been too far a stretch, especially for his mom who had always seemed overly concerned about social stuff and had spent years trying to match him up with one of her friends’ daughters.
 
   No matter. He was nearly thirty years old now, long past the stage where his mother dared try to exert her influence over his choices in women. He wondered if Lily still loved to race across the fields on horseback, or if she’d outgrown the tomboy stage and become obsessed with clothes and fancy parties and all the things that he’d learned seemed to occupy most women’s minds.
 
   He’d often wondered how he’d feel if they should meet again, whether that attraction would have faded or only gotten stronger. Up until now it had seemed unlikely that their paths would cross, as she’d never come back to the Coiled Serpent, even to see her dad. Rand dreaded having to tell Lily that Bart was hurt—maybe dying—and seeing her again under such horrible circumstances.
 
   Traffic got bad as he got closer to San Antonio, so he pushed those thoughts to the back of his mind and concentrated on negotiating the beltway and finding the correct exit to reach the hospital. Once inside he found the trauma team had taken Bart straight to surgery, so he got out his phone and called Lily’s number.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Pausing from kneading dough for tomorrow morning’s sweet rolls, Lily glanced at her cellphone and saw an unfamiliar number on the caller ID. She almost refused the call. Then she realized the area code was the same as her dad’s and touched the answer button. “Hello.”
 
   “Lily Allen? This is Rand Sanders. Bart’s been hurt. I’m not sure how badly. He’s in surgery now.”
 
   The deep, solemn voice didn’t sound familiar, but it had been more than ten years, and then she and Rand had both been teenagers. “Surgery?”
 
   “Some illegals were holed up in one of the line shacks out in the hilly country on the southeastern corner of the ranch. Bart had taken a crew up there for spring roundup when the bastards started shooting at them. A bullet caught your dad in the midsection. The EMTs airlifted him to University Hospital in San Antonio. You know, you were the only person he asked for before he lost consciousness.”
 
   “Oh God. No. Look, I work a couple of miles from the hospital so I’ll come right away. Where should I go?” Lily tried not to panic, but she couldn’t help the tremor that went through her body.
 
   “When you get here, ask for directions to the surgery waiting room. I’ll meet you there. The nurse who talked to me a couple of minutes ago said I could expect a long wait.”
 
   “All right.” It wasn’t until after she turned off the phone that it registered in her mind that she was about to see one of the few people on the Coiled Serpent that she’d hoped never to lay eyes on again. For so long, she’d convinced herself that Rand or his mom and dad had pushed Daddy to send her away. She’d hated her dad too, believing he’d cared more for his boss and his job than he’d loved her.
 
   None of that mattered right now. Rand Sanders may have been the reason Daddy had sent her away, but she had to be there for him now. For years she’d resented him, but she’d come to realize he’d done it to save her from heartbreak. She was no longer a love-struck teenager who thought her life was over because Rand’s parents apparently had thought their son was too good to spend time with the hired help’s daughter.
 
   Lily washed the flour off her hands, took off her apron and told her aunt about her dad being shot and in surgery to repair the damage. “I have to go, Aunt Grace.”
 
   “Of course you do. I can finish up here. Here, take a box of these kolaches that I just baked. Sometimes eating helps when you’re sittin’ there waiting for news.” Grace pressed a box into Lily’s hand and then started packing an assortment of San Antonio’s signature pastries into it. “Here, I put in some with meat and cheese, along with a few sweet ones. That way they’ll do you for lunch if you don’t want to go to the cafeteria. I’ll be praying that your daddy will be okay.”
 
   “Thank you.” Lily doubted that she could eat a bite of anything, the way her stomach was churning, but she appreciated her aunt’s philosophy that food offered the world’s best comfort—especially her special kolaches and other baked goods that kept customers flocking into Grace’s Goodies every morning.
 
   * * * * *
 
   It was hard to believe somebody had shot her daddy, especially when he’d been at work doing the same thing he’d done every spring—running a crew during roundup of the cows that had wintered in the rugged hill country. That section of the ranch used to be her favorite spot to ride horseback, either alone or with her parents—or the last couple of years she’d been there, with Rand Sanders.
 
   Would she recognize him? Ten years had seen a good many changes in her. She’d rounded out, was no longer the beanpole kid she’d been at sixteen. Her complexion had cleared up for the most part, and she now went to a beauty salon to get her wild brown curls tamed instead of letting Daddy trim them when they got too long for her to manage.
 
   Lily imagined Rand would look pretty much the same as she remembered. At seventeen he’d already been tall and muscular, captain of the high school football team and a chick magnet for all the girls. He’d already been able to ride and rope calves as well as any of the experienced cowhands—almost as well as her daddy and better than his own father who’d rarely taken part in the dirty work of ranching. 
 
   His sable hair and startlingly blue eyes should make it easy to pick him out of a crowd in the waiting room. She got off the elevator. There was Rand, his long legs propped up on a flimsy table in front of him as though the molded plastic chair was too small to accommodate him with any sort of comfort. He had his Stetson pulled low, shading his eyes from the bright sun that streamed through a wide expanse of plate glass windows.
 
   He was bigger, of course, than the lanky kid she remembered. But he was still Rand Sanders, the subject of every one of her teenage fantasies—and now the man she had to carry on a polite conversation with so she could find out how her dad’s surgery was going. “Rand,” she murmured as she set the box of pastries onto the table once he’d put his feet back on the floor.
 
   When he stood and took off his hat, the strong sunlight made him blink those gorgeous eyes. Then he smiled the way she remembered him doing so long ago. “Sorry to have had to deliver bad news. I’d have liked for us to meet again under happier circumstances.”
 
   “That’s all right.” It wouldn’t be polite for her to mention that she’d tried to hate him and persuade herself she was glad that they’d never run into each other again, so Lily managed a weak smile. “Thank you for contacting me. Have you had any more word about how Dad’s doing?”
 
   Rand ran a hand through his tousled hair. “A nurse came out a few minutes ago and said Bart’s hanging in there. The bullet hit several vital organs, but they’ve got the bleeding under control and have started repairing the damage. We might as well sit down and try to relax.”
 
   Relaxing was out of the question.
 
   Her feelings were torn, loving her dad and fearing she’d never get to make up with him, yet still holding on to some of the resentment she’d nurtured toward him since he’d taken her away from Rand. She wasn’t ready to talk about her mixed feelings, though, especially with Rand.
 
   Determined to keep the conversation impersonal for now, she took a seat in the chair next to him and gestured toward the box she’d just set down. “Have some kolaches. They’re from my aunt’s bakery. I was helping her out during the morning rush when you called, so she insisted that I bring them.”
 
   He opened the box and peeked inside. “I try to stop by one of the shops and get some of these, every time I’m in San Antonio. Funny, I didn’t even think about them today. All that was on my mind was your dad…”
 
   Lily smiled. “The customers at Grace’s Goodies all seem to think her kolaches are the best. Go ahead, have some. I couldn’t eat a thing right now.”
 
   “Okay.” Rand selected one of the soft, meat-filled pastry and bit into it. “The customers are right. You know, I never imagined you’d decide to become a baker. As I recall, the kitchen wasn’t one of your favorite spots when we were kids.”
 
   Her hand went to her cheek to feel whether she still had flour there. That had been the last thing on her mind when she’d rushed out of work. She hadn’t cared then—shouldn’t care now—what Rand Sanders thought about how she looked. “I didn’t like peeling potatoes for Cookie and neither did you. Neither does anybody that I know of,” she said, realizing she was babbling when she should be praying that her dad would be okay. “I found that baking is different from kitchen grunge work. I enjoy helping Aunt Grace.”
 
   “As good a student as you were, I’d have thought you’d go to college,” Rand said.
 
   It hurt Lily that her dad apparently hadn’t even mentioned her to Rand. She’d always suspected that  he’d encouraged her to stay here and go to college so she might meet a husband who’d make her forget her first love—but that hadn’t worked despite her best efforts. “I did. Unfortunately for my job prospects, I majored in classical languages at UT San Antonio, not realizing how small a market there would be for Latin and Greek teachers at high schools. With the economy as bad as it’s been, jobs are hard to find when your skill set is as limited as mine, so I’ve been helping at the bakery while taking graduate classes part-time.”
 
   “I remember you used to help me with Latin.” He took a bite of the pastry. “Did you make these? They’re delicious.”
 
   “Not today. I was kneading bread when you called.”
 
   Rand smiled as he selected another kolache, this one filled with poppy seeds. Then he set it back in the box, his movement abrupt. “Here comes the nurse. Maybe she’s got news for us.”
 
    
 
   Rand was fairly certain it was too soon for the news to be good. His muscles tense, he stood and introduced the nurse to Lily. “What’s going on in there?” His question came out way sharper than he’d intended. He regretted that, especially when he noticed how Lily’s hands trembled when she clasped them together in front of her, almost as though in prayer.
 
   The nurse hesitated, as though she was almost afraid to say what she’d come to tell them. Finally she spoke, but she didn’t meet his gaze.  “They’re closing the incision. Mr. Allen has lost too much blood for the surgeons to finish repairing all the damage now. They’ll wait until his condition stabilizes before going back in. I’ve got to get back in there, but Dr. LaBarbera will come talk with you in a little while. He’s the chief surgical resident.”
 
   Obviously that nurse had no intention of saying anything else, Rand thought as he watched her hurry back through the double doors marked “Authorized Employees Only”. Feeling helpless yet wanting to reassure Lily, he sat back down and pulled her down onto the chair beside him. “Can I get you some coffee or a soda?”
 
   “No thanks. Go ahead and get yourself some though.”
 
   Why the hell were they sitting here talking about inconsequential things as though they were no more than polite strangers? Damn it, her dad was fighting for his life. It didn’t make sense to discuss coffee and kolaches as though they were the most important things on Earth. Still, it didn’t seem the time or place to rehash those last few days when they were kids without a care for anything but each other.
 
   Rand met her gaze, his expression incredibly sad. “I don’t want anything either. It’s not fair, not at all. This shouldn’t have happened to Bart.” 
 
   Lily reached over and touched Rand’s forearm, letting her hand linger there as if she needed to feel another human’s warmth. “And I shouldn’t have refused to come see him at the ranch last month when he couldn’t take the time off to come see me here in San Antonio. There are a lot of things I should have done and said to make amends after he sent me to Aunt Grace. I can’t change anything now, though.”
 
    
 
   “Neither can I.” It had been years since he’d seen her but Rand felt a familiar closeness—a special camaraderie that seemed to have lain below the surface waiting for them to come in contact again. He covered her hand with his, hoping to give her back some of the comfort she’d just provided to him with her gentle touch.
 
   As they sat waiting to hear from Bart’s doctors, Rand thought back to that day when Lily had left the Coiled Serpent to live with her aunt. He’d been as crushed as any seventeen year old kid could be, losing his best friend—his first love—for what he’d thought at the time had been his mother’s irrational worry that he’d end up married to the ranch foreman’s daughter.
 
   Maybe that fear hadn’t been so irrational after all. Neither his mom or dad had consulted him about his feelings, but something obviously had happened that made his parents insist that Lily be sent away.
 
   Or maybe not. Maybe it had been Bart who’d suddenly decided that Lily had to go away. Rand had let it go back then, but now he wanted to discover what had been behind her sudden departure—and her refusal to come back to the ranch, even to visit her father.
 
   He was about to ask Lily if she’d also wondered why Bart had decided so abruptly that Lily had to leave the ranch when the surgeon called them in to one of the small conference rooms adjacent to the waiting room. The man’s solemn demeanor and a wrinkled lab coat donned over bloody scrubs did nothing to bolster Rand’s confidence that Bart would pull through.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   It wasn’t a matter of if but when the wounds inflicted by that hollow-point missile would kill Bart Allen. Rand figured that out as Dr. LaBarbera, the one of the surgical trauma team who’d apparently drawn the short straw, was describing the extent of internal damage they’d been unable to finish patching together—a destroyed spleen and kidney, perforated intestine and a damaged liver and pancreas.
 
   The young surgeon mentioned the fractured femur Bart had suffered while being trampled by his terrified horse, as if that were a minor afterthought. Rand knew it wasn’t because he’d seen bone protruding from Bart’s torn jeans before the EMTs had started working on him back at the ranch.
 
   When Lily let out a sob, Rand gathered her in his arms, trying to hide the extent of his own distress. “Bart’s a tough old guy, honey. He may surprise us all.” He shot a silent plea for corroboration toward the doctor.
 
   “That’s right, Miss Allen. Your father’s condition is very critical but it’s possible for a man to survive the type of wounds he suffered. We intend to see that he gets the best care possible.” LaBarbera met Rand’s gaze and shook his head almost imperceptibly. “The biggest immediate worry is sepsis. We are replacing the blood he’s lost and have cleaned out as much of the infected tissue as possible.”
 
   “May I see him now?” Lily raised her head off Rand’s chest but stayed in his embrace.
 
   “Not now, he’s still in recovery. We’ll let you know when he’s been transferred to ICU. You can see him there for a few minutes every hour, but he won’t be conscious. We’re keeping him on a ventilator—for the time being.” It was obvious that the surgeon was trying to place the best possible spin on his patient’s condition.
 
   By reading his expression, though, Rand was able to surmise that Bart’s chances for recovery were remote. He’d seen the extent of the injury before EMTs had started emergency treatment and loaded him into the chopper. He was glad for Lily’s sake that she hadn’t.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The resentment Lily had built up against Rand and his family over the years dissipated during the next day and a half. He waited with her in a small, intimate waiting area outside the ICU, encouraging her each time she came back from sitting by her unconscious father for ten minutes at the time, all that was allowed in the ICU. He’s staying to lend me some of his strength, she thought, grateful for his company.
 
   Seeing her father while nurses monitored humming, sometimes buzzing machines that surrounded him, brought Lily no comfort. It felt as though he already had left her and she’d gotten there too late to say goodbye. She regretted the years they’d lost, so deeply that fresh tears fell silently down her cheeks.
 
   She turned to Rand. “Why did Daddy send me away?”
 
   Shrugging, he glanced away. “According to my father, it was Bart’s decision, not his. If he knew why Bart didn’t want us together, he never said before he passed away last year. For a long time I thought Bart hated me, but that didn’t make sense because in many respects he’s almost as much like a dad to me as my own father was.” He took her hand and laid it on his muscular thigh. “Then I wondered if my mom…”
 
   Lily had wondered about that too. “Your mother always treated me nicely.”
 
   Rand frowned. “My mother was and is a snob. I love her but she’s always had the idea that she’s better than everybody else. You don’t need to beat around the bush about her. No doubt she thought that one of her snooty friends’ daughters would make a more suitable girlfriend for me. She used to shove enough of them my way, until she finally figured I wasn’t about to take the hook.”
 
   “You think your mother put Daddy under a lot of pressure to send me off the ranch?”
 
   “She swore she had nothing to do with you leaving when I accused her of it.” Rand shrugged as though he weren’t too sure about that. “She’d have had to talk my dad into it if she wanted you gone, though, and he wasn’t likely to obey her on anything he didn’t agree with. They didn’t usually have strong opinions about the same things.”
 
   “I always thought they got along very well.”
 
   “They did, as far as it went. For the most part, Dad handled the ranch while Mom ran the house. They weren’t exactly what I’d call a team. Maybe that’s why I haven’t jumped on the marriage bandwagon even though I’ll be seeing thirty in a couple of years.” Rand smiled. “Or maybe I’ve been pining away for you ever since high school.”
 
   Lily didn’t believe that for a minute, but she had to admit that the possibility gave her a moment of warm and fuzzy feeling that practically made her forget her worries if only for a minute or two. “Sure you have,” she said in a deliberately teasing tone.
 
   “Miss Allen? Mr. Sanders?” One of the doctors—a woman wearing green OR scrubs—stood in the doorway to the ICU.
 
   “Yes?” When Lily stood, Rand did too. He steadied her with a strong arm at her back but she felt a slight tremor in his body.
 
   “Your father has just passed away. We did everything that could be done. I’m sorry… The injuries were too severe, especially for a man his age.”
 
   Rand’s arms came around Lily, holding her when she’d have fallen. “I’m sorry too, honey. I should have taken that crew out there myself instead of sending Bart.”
 
   The doctor spoke softly. “Would you like to see him?”
 
   Lily wanted to remember her dad strong and healthy, not lying in bed surrounded by scary machines that would by now have been turned off, an empty shell of who he’d been. She shook her head. “No. Not now. I want to go home. There’ll be arrangements that have to be made…”
 
   * * * * *
 
   She knew she had to be strong, but right now she was numb. She let herself lean on Rand as they walked out to his truck, appreciated the strength of his arm at her waist.
 
   He opened the passenger door for her. “Tell me where you live.”
 
   Strange, Lily thought, that he wouldn’t know. But it wasn’t so strange after all, considering they’d been strangers for so long. She gave him the address—a modest street in an older part of town north of downtown. She’d lived there with Aunt Grace since being exiled from the home where she’d spent her first sixteen years.
 
   Her father had only been there twice—once to drop her off and again several months ago, when he’d insisted that he wanted to heal the rift between them. Thinking about that visit brought out an anguished sob. Who’d have thought that her strong, silent father would be dead so soon after trying to make amends for what he’d admitted might have been a hasty decision to send her away.
 
   “It’s okay, honey. Don’t hold it in. Crying can help. I know.”
 
   Earlier as they’d waited at the hospital, Rand had mentioned that his father had died suddenly last year. Lily tried to imagine him breaking down, giving in to his grief—but that picture didn’t ring true. Rand had loved her father too and he’d obviously taken Bart’s injury hard. Still he’d maintained stoic self-control through the futile waiting, and she’d felt only the slightest tremor in his sympathetic embrace when the doctor had told them her father had died.
 
   His reflected strength helped her. Right now she needed him to help her keep herself together. He had to know that. “I didn’t expect to lose him so soon. I was so hurt and angry when he sent me away that we didn’t speak for years. We’d just gotten back to talking about a year ago. When he visited me here, he asked me to come to the ranch for a while, but I couldn’t.” She paused, thinking about the foreman’s house where she had so many memories. Too many, especially now when those memories would be all she’d have to remember either of her parents. “I bet he’d want to be buried next to Mom.”
 
   “We can do that,” Rand said as they walked up to the porch. “If you want, I can call Sam at the Calder County Funeral Home. He took care of everything for my father’s burial out at the ranch.”
 
   “We’ll see.” Part of Lily hated the idea of going back to the Coiled Serpent. Whether they buried Daddy in the small cemetery there or not, she’d still have to go back. Not for long, but she’d have to go to the foreman’s house and stay long enough to sort through the belongings he’d accumulated in the nearly forty some-odd years he’d worked as the Sanders’ ranch foreman. “There’s Aunt Grace, waiting for us at the door.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Rand hated the fact that Lily seemed reluctant to go back to the ranch but he understood. Just as the place had always been his home, it had been hers too until she’d been shipped away for no good reason. Certainly he and she weren’t the only teenagers to have experienced lovemaking, or the only ones whose respective parents had suspected it. He could see, from his vantage point as an adult, how Bart could have been livid that he’d taken Lily’s virginity at such a tender age. But the man had treated Rand not like his boss’s son or later his boss, but more like a valued friend.
 
   Apparently, though, Bart had fostered the estrangement from his daughter, because she’d avoided coming back for ten long years. Now she had to face seeing the familiar places—without the father she’d practically worshiped until that summer when he’d sent her to her aunt.
 
   He sipped the coffee Grace had pressed on them, along with a sandwich and an assortment of baked goods that he hadn’t wanted but ate two of just to be polite. The food lay heavy in his stomach. As far as he was concerned, food wasn’t an effective antidote for the grief that was practically tearing him apart. 
 
   He noticed that Lily hadn’t even touched her sandwich. She looked lost as they listened to Grace murmuring sympathies over the tragedy of her sixty-seven year old brother-in-law’s untimely death. “Bart must’ve had a feeling he didn’t have much time left on Earth,” she said, standing suddenly and moving to the old-fashioned roll top desk in the corner of the room. “He gave this to me when he came to see you back in February. Told me to give it to you if anything happened to him.”
 
   The manila envelope was large and sealed.  Maybe it contained a will. Rand wondered if Bart might finally have given Lily a reason for sending her here, even if she’d be learning why he’d done it, too late to end the estrangement that apparently had begun to thaw between them in the past few months.
 
   “You ought to open it, Lily. Maybe Bart left you word about how he wanted to be buried.” Grace watched closely as Lily ripped open the envelope with shaky hands.
 
   Rand watched tears glisten on Lily’s cheeks as she read a handwritten letter. It surprised him that she handed the letter to him as soon as she’d finished reading it.
 
   “Here. I think Daddy would have wanted you to see this too.”
 
   He scanned the one-page letter inked in Bart’s familiar scrawl on ruled notebook paper, taking in his apology to Lily for having sent her away from the Coiled Serpent lest she fall too deeply for Rand—the boss’ son as he put it. “I had no choice, trust me on that. I love that boy like he was my kid, but he isn’t for you.”
 
   Bart went on to say that Lily would have to trust him on that because he wasn’t free to say why he’d separated them more than ten years earlier. Rand didn’t understand. Bart had been his own man, unlikely to be intimidated by the boss. Rand recalled more than one occasion when the foreman had gone at it with his dad, once to the point that they’d exchanged some pretty serious blows. More than boss and foreman, the two had been the best of friends.
 
   After reading carefully to be sure he hadn’t missed anything important, Rand gave the letter back to Lily. “Thanks. It makes me feel a little better to finally know Bart didn’t have anything against me personally when he insisted on sending you away.”
 
   “I still don’t know why he did it.” Lily looked up from the legal document and met Rand’s gaze. “He wants me to bury him next to Mom in the cemetery at the Coiled Serpent. And he wants me to go through things in the house and decide what to do with them.”
 
   “You can take however much time you need. I imagine there must be a lifetime worth of stuff in that house.” The century-old stone house had been the main house at a small neighboring ranch that Rand’s grandfather had bought up when the original owner’s heirs discovered that they didn’t like ranch life. “Nicest foreman’s house in Texas, Grandpa used to say.”
 
   Lily reached down and petted the biggest, loudest purring cat Rand had ever seen. “It was. Daddy made me a playhouse in the attic. I broke my elbow falling out of the big oak tree next to the back window up there. I must have been about ten years old. After that, he put bars on the attic windows so I couldn’t go out on the roof again to climb onto that tree.” Lily smiled a little, as though happier memories were coming back to ease some of the pain of losing her dad.
 
   “I remember that. I used to wonder if those bars would keep you inside if you really wanted to go out. Bart loved you, honey. I’m sure of that.” Rand reached over and petted the huge cat’s massive head, earning a feral stare and a half-hearted purr.
 
   “Big Guy, you be nice now,” Lily told her pet, ruffling the fur on his back with her fingers.
 
   Grace cut in as though she didn’t want this encounter to take too much of her time. “Y’all going to do what Bart wanted and bury him out at the ranch? Makes sense to me. After all he worked for the Sanders family for more than half his life. If he hadn’t thought of it as home, he wouldn’t have buried Evelyn out there instead of with her family.” Grace shook her head. “Never could see what my sister saw in that old cowboy, but they seemed happy enough while she was alive.”
 
   Rand was developing a real dislike for Lily’s aunt. He smiled at her though, in spite of the fact that her tactless reminiscing seemed to make Lily’s eyes well up with tears. “I remember Evelyn. She made the best oatmeal raisin cookies in the world. She used to make me a big one at Christmastime, all fixed up with features made of frosting and gumdrops like her gingerbread men, just because I didn’t like the taste of ginger. Lily, I think your dad ought to be buried next to her, the way he wanted. Shall I call and make the arrangements?”
 
   Lily nodded, as though she couldn’t bring herself to say the words.
 
   Grace chimed in. “You’ll have to go to that funeral home to pick out a casket and arrange for a pastor and flowers. If you need to, you can use my car for a day or two.”
 
   Rand could tell that Grace’s talk about the details involved with arranging last rites was making Lily feel even worse if that was possible, so he zeroed in on her last comment. “That’s not necessary. Bart bought a small SUV a month or so ago. It will belong to Lily now, I imagine, so I can take her to get it. I have to get back to the ranch anyhow.”
 
   “Before you offer to take me back with you, I’d better tell you that you’ll have another passenger. Big Guy will have to go with us.” When she patted the spot next to her on the couch, the huge gray cat came up and joined her. “I rescued him last year after our neighbors moved and left him behind. He doesn’t like it when I leave him.”
 
   The cat head-butted Lily as though he was trying to emphasize their relationship. “So Big Guy is your personal cat, right?” Rand asked.
 
   “More like I’m his personal human.” Lily scratched under his chin and earned a rumbling purr.
 
   “Is he okay riding in a car? If he is, he can have the entire backseat.”
 
   “Yes. He’s a sweetheart. He even takes walks on a leash.”
 
   “I can’t wait to see that.” Rand had a hard time imagining a cat on a leash. The ones that lived in the barn at home were so skittish that they would hide when anybody except a few of the farm hands tried to pick them up. 
 
   He didn’t mind having a feline passenger, especially one as laid back as Big Guy seemed to be. Besides, he was determined to make this as easy as such things could be for Lily. More than that, he wanted to renew the relationship that he’d missed so much since Bart had packed her off to her aunt so long ago.
 
   There was a huge impediment to that, though. If he wanted Lily, he’d, he’d have to find out why Bart had warned her against falling for him—and he knew exactly where he would start looking. He could hardly wait to get home and insist that his mother tell them everything she knew about Lily’s sudden departure from the Coiled Serpent. It made no sense that Bart had not only sent Lily away but also warned her in the letter he’d just read that the two of them shouldn’t get together.
 
   Still, Rand figured that with Big Guy there for company, Lily was less likely to be in a hurry to leave her childhood home. Rand hoped the giant cat fell in love with country life because his opinion obviously meant a lot to Lily.
 
   * * * * *
 
   She swore she’d forgotten the rolling hills, meandering streams and peaceful scenes of Calder County and the Coiled Serpent, but she’d lied to herself. Lily blinked back more tears when she got her first look at the limestone house surrounded by the same towering oaks and cottonwood trees that she’d played in as a child.
 
   A tire swing her daddy had hung for her still swayed in a gentle breeze. Beyond the trees, five horses munched grass in the fenced paddock near the weathered barn. Leashed, Big Guy sat in the neatly mowed grass next to her feet, his tail twitching as his gaze darted among an abundance of birds and squirrels that he generally only got to see through the windows at Aunt Grace’s place.
 
   “You remember Patches?” Rand pointed out the distinctively marked black and white mare that was trotting toward the paddock fence.
 
   She looked up at him and smiled. “How could I forget? Daddy gave her to me to raise when she was just a yearling. I cried for months over having to leave her.” She wouldn’t say it, but she’d grieved as much over leaving Rand as she had over losing the mare who’d had a particular affinity for him and Black Jack, the solid jet-black quarter horse he’d usually taken on their rides. “Is Black Jack still around?”
 
   “He’s retired now, out to pasture enjoying his old age. Look, Patches remembers you.” He took her hand. When they reached the paddock fence, Patches stuck her head over it, obviously expecting a treat. “I don’t have anything for you, girl,” Lily said, scratching the mare’s nose apologetically. Big Guy let out a hiss, as though he didn’t like her showing interest toward another animal.
 
   Rand looked down at the cat and grinned. “I think he’s jealous.”
 
   “I know. I told you before, he thinks he’s my master.”
 
   It had been a long trip—not so much the distance because her old home was only a couple of hours’ drive from San Antonio. It had been the stop at the Calder County Funeral Home that had added stress as well as time to the trip. She’d agonized, trying to guess what Bart would have wanted if he’d planned his own send-off. Somehow she hadn’t imagined that he would have cared, so she ended up following Rand’s suggestion and selecting a simple casket much like the one she remembered from her mother’s funeral. 
 
   Choosing the flowers had been easy—mixed spring blossoms in bright colors that she hoped would take some of the sadness out of mourners’ hearts. She’d agreed with Rand that her daddy would have wanted the service itself to be short and sweet—he’d been a man of action but few words. 
 
   “Thank you for all your help. I don’t think I could have survived these past few days by myself,” she murmured, turning her face toward his.
 
   He reached over and stroked her cheek, earning himself a feline glare from Big Guy who at least didn’t hiss or claw at him. “I’m here for you as long as you need me.”
 
   She turned her face enough to brush her lips across his hand. For a minute she let herself believe she could lean on him forever…until she remembered her daddy’s admonition, the one that had come too late, when she couldn’t talk to him and find out why he hadn’t wanted her to fall in love with Rand.
 
   Lily could practically hear her dad’s deep, soft drawl. “I love that boy like he was my kid, but he isn’t for you.”
 
   Why, Daddy? “Rand, tell me the truth, even if it hurts me. Do you know exactly why my dad sent me to Aunt Grace?”
 
   For what seemed like endless minutes he stared out over the paddock at the vast expanse of pasture that was part of the huge Coiled Serpent Ranch. Then he met her gaze, his expression solemn. “I thought I did, until you let me read your dad’s letter. Now I’m not so sure. I’d assumed it was my mother who thought you’d be too much competition for a couple of her good friends’ daughters.
 
   “That wouldn’t have meant any more to me back then than it does now that I’m grown up. I made it clear to Mom a long time ago that she couldn’t dictate how I live my life. She wouldn’t make trouble now, if we should decide…” He paused, turning to her and taking both of her hands. “There’s still something between us—something that’s lasted through years of us being apart. Anyhow, now I’m determined to find out why your dad was so sure we shouldn’t be together that he sent you away and warned you about me again in a way that you wouldn’t see as long as he was alive.”
 
   Lily gave Patches another scratch on the nose. “Maybe there’s something inside the house…”
 
   “After we get through Bart’s funeral I’ll help you look. Meanwhile I’ll grill my mother and insist that she tell me everything she knows about what went down before you left. If my dad were still alive he would be more likely to know. He and Bart were as close as if they were brothers.”
 
   When Lily picked up Big Guy, Rand ruffled his thick gray fur and earned a halfhearted purr. “What will it take for me to curry favor with this monster cat? He’s too heavy for you to be carrying around.”
 
   Lily couldn’t help laughing. “Affection. And food. He obviously is very fond of that—so fond that he’s become diabetic. In addition to having to have insulin shots twice a day, he requires special prescription food, which is why I had you stop by the vet’s office so I could bring enough that he won’t run out. Fortunately, I’ve been able to keep his diabetes under pretty good control. See, I think he’s getting to like you.”
 
   Big Guy purred loudly, his way of showing that he liked the way Rand was tickling him under the chin. “Will you unlock the door?”
 
   He reached in front of Lily and pushed the door open. “Did you forget your dad never locked doors?  Hey, stay here a minute. I’d better check inside. We’ve found illegals in line shacks every now and then. No reason they might not decide to squat in an unlocked house.”
 
   “Oh no.”
 
   “It’ll be okay, honey. Just let me go inside first and take a look.”
 
   The whole time Rand was gone Lily shook. Undocumented alien gangs made some of San Antonio’s streets dangerous at night. The idea of them camping out on the place she’d called home until she was sixteen terrified her. What if…
 
   “Come on in, nobody’s here. It looks to me as though everything is right where Bart left it. There’s a peculiar odor though, so I think you ought to come with me to the main house. We’ll open all the downstairs windows so things here can air out.” 
 
   Lily realized when Rand called out to her that she’d been holding her breath. It struck her that the puppy love she’d once felt for Rand  had stuck with her even through the years she’d resented him, thinking he—or rather his parents—was the main reason that her daddy had sent her away.
 
   After the funeral tomorrow, she’d start searching the house. Hopefully she’d find something more than the cryptic message Daddy had used to warn her away from Rand—again, after years of estrangement and resentment she’d felt toward both of them. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Rand didn’t like funerals. He doubted that anybody did, other than funeral directors and florists. Almost everybody who worked on the Coiled Serpent, from the newest hired hands to guys like Cookie who’d worked there since before Rand was born had gathered in the small cemetery surrounded by ivy-covered stone walls to say their last farewells. A few neighboring ranchers and their families had come to pay respects to Bart. Rand’s mother stood next to him, wiping the occasional tear off her cheek with a lacy handkerchief, while his sister watched from a secluded spot along the wall, under a big oak tree.
 
   His gaze was on Lily, who stood a little apart from the rest of the mourners, looking pale but composed in her simple black dress. Big Guy sat quietly beside her, his red harness a spot of color against his dark gray fur. He had an urge—almost a compulsion—to go stand by her side, lend her strength. He didn’t, though, because he sensed she needed to tell Bart a special, private good-bye.
 
   Did Lily remember her mother’s funeral? Rand hoped not. She’d been just eight years old then, so the finality of the ritual probably hadn’t affected her so strongly. 
 
   “Ashes to ashes…dust to dust…” The pastor finished his conclusion and stood aside so the funeral home staff members could lower the casket into the ground.
 
   Having heard those words before, Rand knew the first part of the ordeal was almost over. Afterward they’d all go to the main house and eat way too much of the array of foods that had been supplied by friends and neighbors. Those who were inclined would talk about Bart and what he’d meant to them—and more tears would be shed.
 
   He’d gone through the kitchen on the way here, watched his mother and sister supervise the maids as they carved hams and roasted turkeys, arranged the meat on platters, and placed the platters on the table next to baskets of homemade rolls. Bowls full of vegetables, salads and dishes he couldn’t identify ranged from sterling silver and fine porcelain to colorful Mexican pottery, each filled with the contributor’s favorite culinary creation. The huge dining table practically groaned with tributes to the life of Bart Allen. Plates, napkins and silverware were arranged on one end of the table where the buffet line would start.
 
   Desserts—dozens of pies, cakes, puddings and a huge, quivering flan that was their closest neighbor’s pride and joy—would be served from the antique buffet along the dining room wall.
 
   Rand’s mother had decided that only coffee and iced tea would be served inside, but he had noticed two beer kegs iced down in a corner of the veranda, along with a supply of clear plastic cups and bowls of pretzels and chips set out in strategic places. She’d been a ranch wife for long enough to learn that the hands would expect something alcoholic in which to drown their sorrow—and that high-calorie snacks would temporarily lessen the effects of the alcohol.
 
   Lily had mentioned how much she dreaded the traditional post-funeral reception that her dad’s coworkers and neighbors would expect. Rand was grateful that his mother had offered to host the mourners at the main house.
 
   As soon as they could politely leave, Rand intended to take Lily away from the crowd so she could have the privacy he was certain she’d need. They’d hang out in the sitting room upstairs, or maybe on the balcony outside the bedrooms. He didn’t like the idea of her going to Bart’s house by herself, even if the stale air had dissipated by now. Tomorrow would be soon enough for her to go there and start looking through her father’s things, and he’d ask Tricia to help her—that chore wasn’t anything he thought that Lily should do by herself. 
 
   He’d help too, but he didn’t trust himself not to let his comforting turn into lovemaking if they were to be alone together—not until he found out why Bart had been so adamant for so long that Lily mustn’t get romantically involved with him.
 
   Damn it, Rand knew he was already more than halfway in love with her. Just seeing Lily in his home—even for a reason as sad as burying Bart—had him feeling hopeful that he could find the sort of happiness he’d envisioned as a teen. Somehow he’d find a way that Lily could belong to him, some sort of proof that her father had been mistaken when he’d said they must never be together.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Tricia Sanders—no, she’d kept her ex-husband’s name so she was Tricia Caine—did a good job keeping Lily from brooding about losing her daddy. Six or seven years older than Rand, his sister had followed the rodeo circuit with her champion bull rider husband until finally getting enough of worrying about his hide, as she put it, and coming back to the Coiled Serpent. 
 
   Rand had insisted that Lily stay at the main house another night. He and Tricia had stuck with her like glue since the mourners had gone home, and Tricia had offered to go to her dad’s place with her first thing in the morning. The last thing she needed to do was sit in that house by herself and brood about the past and everything that she’d lost.
 
   After Tricia had exhausted her stories about the good and bad of life on the rodeo circuit, Rand walked Lily down the upstairs hallway to the guest room she’d been given the night before. Part of her wanted him to come inside, hold her—keep her loneliness at bay. He was so strong, so alive.
 
   “I wish you could stay.” The words slipped out before she could call them back.
 
   “Soon, honey. Your dad may have thought he knew we weren’t right for each other, but we’re going to prove he was wrong. Tonight’s not the right time though.” He hugged her quickly, then gave her a gentle kiss. “Sweet dreams. See you at breakfast in the morning.”
 
   A few minutes later Lily crawled between soft, luxurious sheets on an antique bedstead whose firm, fresh mattress obviously wasn’t a relic of another century, stretching her tired muscles as she watched a bright new moon through the sheer curtains that covered the floor-to-ceiling windows. Even in her sorrow, Lily had noticed that the huge main house, though it was even older than the foreman’s house, had been updated with every possible modern convenience without destroying its feeling of antiquity.
 
   She closed her eyes, concentrating on happy thoughts. Thoughts of a possible future with Rand that lulled her off to sleep, replacing the worst of her grief.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Restless, Rand went downstairs. He found his mom putting away silverware in the dining room. “Mom, we need to talk. Tonight if you’re not too tired.”
 
   “I’m fine. Reina and the girls took care of almost everything. Shall we go in your office? I could use a glass of that bourbon I know you keep in your top drawer.” She closed the drawer and looked up at him, her expression teasing.
 
   “Sure thing. How do you know I’ve got booze in my desk?” he asked as he settled behind that desk and handed her a half-shot of Gentleman Jack. 
 
   Taking a delicate sip, she said, “I have my ways. I think the reception went well. I’m glad you asked me to have it here. Your dad would have wanted Bart to have a good send-off.” Doris Sanders sighed daintily as she perched on the edge of a leather chair. “This is not a room designed to make ladies feel comfortable.”
 
   This wasn’t the first time Rand had heard his mother mention the generous proportions of the furniture his late grandfather had chosen for the ranch’s office. “How’s the cleanup going?”
 
   Doris looked as put together as she had at the funeral, not a hair out of place or a speck of food or drink on the pale blue dress she’d had on since early morning. Even her perfectly applied makeup denied the hard work she’d put in, orchestrating the huge reception. He doubted that the household staff had come through nearly so unscathed.
 
   “The girls have about finished cleaning up. I must say the cowhands showed proper respect for Bart’s memory—a lot more than they did when your father passed away. That surprised me.”
 
   “That might have less to do with respect and more to do with the fact that you didn’t open up the bar for the guests this time. The crews appreciated having beer set up on the patio where those who wanted to smoke could do so. Not that they weren’t suitably impressed by the huge spread of food inside.”
 
   Doris beamed. There was nothing she seemed to love more than praise for her efforts to throw a successful party. “There are plenty of leftovers. If you’re still hungry, I can have Reina fix you a plate.”
 
   Rand shook his head. “I ate enough for three guys who’d been working all day branding calves. I doubt I’ll want anything else before breakfast. Mom, Bart left a letter for Lily that said he loved me like a son but that Lily must not have a relationship with me. Do you know why he may have said something like that? Or why he felt that way?”
 
   Doris hesitated a moment. “Well, no parent is going to like it if his daughter carries on with a boy when she’s just sixteen. Particularly if their respective social positions make it unlikely that the relationship will ever come to anything good. I was appalled that you were sowing your wild oats with the foreman’s daughter. It could have been disastrous.” 
 
   “Disastrous meaning there might have been a shotgun wedding that wouldn’t have been socially acceptable?” Rand asked, smiling to lighten the accusation in his question.
 
   “That too. What really would have been awful would have been if you’d had to marry anybody before finishing high school, let alone college. Lily’s father was not only an employee but a good friend of your dad’s. It would have been awkward for us to suggest abortion as a solution if anything unexpected had happened. Not that abortion is something I believe in under most circumstances.”
 
   His mother mentioning the possibility of abortion and Lily in the same breath incensed Rand, but he held his tongue. After all, he wanted information and it wasn’t likely to happen if he gave Doris a tongue-lashing. 
 
   “Could there have been some other reason—one Bart wouldn’t talk about—that made him so adamant that he warned Lily to stay away from me again, years after either of us was a love-struck teenager? Apparently he wrote the letter he left for Lily within the past few months. It was in a sealed envelope that also contained his will, with instructions that it not be opened until he died.”
 
   “Not that I know of.” Doris shifted in the chair, as though the question made her nervous. “I remember that at the time Bart sent Lily to live with her aunt, your father was upset that he might lose his foreman. Not that Jake didn’t make the rules here, but he wasn’t as hands-on about some aspects of ranching as you are. Or as his older brother—your namesake—had been before he was killed.”
 
   “I don’t remember my uncle,” Rand reminded her.
 
   Doris smiled. “Of course you don’t. He died in a car accident the day you were born. That’s why your daddy insisted on naming you Randall instead of Jacob Junior. He was torn up when we got the news that Randall was dead. Not that I couldn’t have predicted that your namesake would come to a bad end.”
 
   Pausing for a minute as if she was remembering that day, she sighed before going on. “He was the wild one, always riding bucking broncs or driving that sports car of his way too fast. He’d been racing it on a winding road up in the hills when he could have as easily been giving Jake moral support while I was in labor. He hit a jagged rock on the road, blew a tire and ended up going over a ravine. The damn fool broke his neck. It nearly killed Jake to have lost his brother, but he kept the ranch going.”
 
   “With Bart’s help, I imagine.”
 
   “You’re right about that. That man didn’t even take time off for a honeymoon when he married Evelyn—around Thanksgiving that same year. Your father and I went with them to the Calder County courthouse for the quietest, saddest little wedding I ever remember witnessing. It was as if everybody was thinking more about Randall being gone than about what should have been a happy occasion.” She closed her eyes, as though recalling long-forgotten details about the event. “After the wedding, we stopped to eat lunch at this horrible little roadhouse that served barbecued beef sandwiches. Cowhands all over the county apparently had raved over that barbecue so your dad and Bart just had to try them.
 
   “As I remember, those sandwiches were the greasiest, most overly spiced creations I ever ate. To be fair, though, maybe I felt that way about them because I wasn’t washing them down with Shiner Bock by the pitcher. I ended up driving everybody home.”
 
   Rand had trouble imagining his very proper mom ever setting foot in a roadhouse or his dad guzzling beer by the pitcher, but then that had been nearly thirty years ago which would have made the staid, socially acceptable parents he knew in their mid to late twenties at the time. “I don’t think you or Dad ever mentioned this to me before.” They probably hadn’t wanted to influence him to enjoy his youth the way they apparently had savored their own early years.
 
   “I should hope not. We both realized after Randall died how being irresponsible can bring folks to tragic ends. Maybe we were even more careful than we’d have been if we hadn’t worried that you’d end up like your namesake.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t.”
 
   “No, you’re a lot more like your dad, responsible almost to a fault. The only time I ever really agonized over you was when one of the maids told me her husband had seen you at that line shack with Lily, not too long after we bought you that black truck for your seventeenth birthday.”
 
   Rand had pretty much forgotten his first personal vehicle, a Honda Ridgeline pickup with a vicious looking coiled rattlesnake painted on each door. The memory of making love with Lily that afternoon had stayed with him through the years though. “Maybe I shouldn’t have insisted on getting my truck painted with a logo that nobody could fail to recognize.”
 
   “Those snakes did make your truck stand out. I shuddered every time I had to look at one of them.” His mother shook her head as if the mere thought of the creatures still bothered her. “I remember always giving the sides of that truck a wide berth whenever you’d happened to park it next to my car. Whoever painted them made them look like they were about to jump out and bite me.”
 
   Not wanting just another ranch vehicle with copper-colored replicas of the Coiled Serpent brand on its doors, Rand had insisted that his truck’s ranch logos be coiled rattlers depicted in full, ferocious color, their fangs glittering silver that sparkled in the sun. He’d done it to look like a bad dude while still letting everybody know the truck belonged to the biggest ranch in this part of Calder County.  His stupid pride apparently had contributed to Lily’s being exiled. “Maybe the full-color snakes weren’t a good idea after all.”
 
   “Probably not. I wish I could help explain Bart’s opposition to you being with Lily—especially the fact that he still must have felt that way long after you both reached adulthood. It doesn’t make sense. He loved you like a son—I heard him say so many times. I’m sure he loved Lily too, despite them having been estranged for so long.”
 
   After his mom left, Rand poured himself a finger of Gentleman Jack and mulled over what she’d said. He had no doubt that she’d told him the truth—at least she’d shared everything she knew. With any kind of luck, Lily would find something in the house that might explain her dad’s determination that she avoid at all costs falling in love with him.
 
   Fuck, it had taken him only a few hours with Lily to realize that they were soulmates—that what he’d written off years ago as puppy love had been the real thing, even if they’d still been teenagers.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The next morning when Lily came downstairs, Rand and Tricia were already at the kitchen table munching on reception leftovers. Lily hadn’t been able to touch a bite while everybody kept coming up to her, offering condolences and unintentionally hurtful words about what a shame it had been that Bart hadn’t had her to keep him company all the years when she was gone, but now she was famished.
 
   “I’ll be over to help out later on,” Rand said as he finished off a ham sandwich and deviled egg. “Right now I have to go talk to Joe Vargas and the lawyer ICE hired to defend the bastards who killed Bart. The crew members who witnessed the shooting are all waiting down at the bunkhouse. I told them I’d meet them there.”
 
   Tricia shook her head. “We’ll go over and get started at Bart’s house as soon as we finish breakfast. Joe sure caught those guys fast enough.”
 
   “I’m relieved that they’re in jail. I don’t you going into Bart’s house without taking one of the guys with you. Make sure he’s armed. We never know what we’re going to find these days,” Rand said as he headed out the back door.
 
   “We’re all getting sick and tired of having to pack guns everywhere we go, just to protect ourselves from criminal gangsters. Joe and his guys have been doing a good job though since he took over as chief deputy, but the Coiled Serpent has a lot of wooded hills and ravines for illegals to hide.” Tricia shook her head.
 
   Lily paused, her fork halfway to her mouth. “I feel sorry for most of them, but there’s a criminal element that causes a lot of problems in San Antonio, too. It’s a real pity that the government won’t secure the border and make sure the people who come here have permission.”
 
   “Yeah. That’s the truth. We’d better finish up here. I know you’re anxious to start going through your dad’s stuff.” Tricia finished off her coffee and set the mug on the roughly hewn trestle table. “I hope you don’t mind that Rand told me Bart warned you not to get involved with him. What I can’t figure out is why. When you were kids you seemed just about perfect for each other, both loving riding and enjoying ranch work.
 
   “Bart’s warning for you to stay away from each other just doesn’t make sense.” Tricia took a small sample of a coconut cake. “You ought to try some of this. Cookie’s wife makes the best lemon filling that she puts between the layers. It’s the same stuff as the sauce she serves over her gingerbread.”
 
   Dutifully Lily took a slice. “I remember this from when I was little. I always scraped off the coconut back then and just ate the cake and filling. Obviously I didn’t know what I was missing. The two flavors taste great together.”
 
   “You’re right. Would you like for me to get the rest of the flan out of the fridge?”
 
   Lily shook her head. “I like caramel custard better when it’s made in individual ramekins, but I have to admit that Mrs. Cruz’s giant version looked impressive.”
 
   Tricia nodded. “It was so pretty that I think everybody hated to mess it up by digging in. I guess that’s why there was so much left over, because it’s delicious.
 
   “Good Texas home cooking is one of the things I missed while I tagged along with Brett on the rodeo circuit. The neighbors went all out to make sure nobody would starve today—they all thought the world of your dad.”
 
   “Yes. I’ve got to start going through everything that’s there. I’m hoping to find something that will give me a better idea of why Daddy didn’t think that Rand and I should ever be more than friends—if that. He obviously knew how much it hurt me when he sent me off to live with Aunt Grace.”
 
   Tricia shook her head. “Why didn’t she come to Bart’s funeral?”
 
   “She has the bakery to take care of. That, plus I never got the idea she was ever very close with Daddy. She’s my mom’s sister, and I don’t even remember seeing much of her before Mom died. She took care of me but I don’t think she ever was any too happy to have me dumped in her lap.” Lily reached down and scratched under Big Guy’s chin. “I guess Big Guy’s my only family now. We love each other unconditionally, so we’ll get along okay as long as we have each other.”
 
   “He’s obviously in love with you. I never saw a cat before that followed its human practically everywhere. Or one that would stand for being put on a leash.” When Tricia looked down at Big Guy, he looked up at her and blinked, as though he’d decided she was friend, not foe. “Shall we go over and get started now?”
 
   “Let’s do. The sooner we start, the sooner we’ll finish.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   They started downstairs first. Lily dug in to her daddy’s room, promising herself that she wouldn’t cry, Bart wouldn’t have wanted that. He’d been a simple man with simple tastes. That was as obvious from the neatly made double bed and beige curtains over each window as it was from the modest array of jeans, shirts and boots on one side of the closet.
 
   Pushed into a corner of the other side were a rain poncho and a couple of well-worn shearling jackets. One of his crew had brought his only suit to the funeral home for him to be buried in, so it wasn’t in the spot next to the jackets where she imagined that it had hung since the last time he’d worn it—probably for Rand’s father’s funeral. 
 
   A search through the drawers of a single dresser produced nothing more than neatly folded T-shirts, socks and boxer shorts. Not a letter or a single piece of jewelry. Come to think of it, Lily had never seen her dad wear a watch or ring—even a wedding ring when her mom was still alive. Just to be sure she hadn’t missed anything, she checked all the pockets and other spots where Daddy might have accidentally left a clue.
 
   She even lifted the braided rag rug by the bed to look underneath it, and she peeked between the mattress and box springs to see if something had been hidden there. Nothing. It may as well have been a motel room for all the information her father’s bedroom revealed about its owner.
 
   When Big Guy meowed, Lily looked for him and found him in the pantry with Tricia, who looked over at her and smiled. “I think your cat’s loyalty is as much to food as to you. I’ve looked everywhere I can think of in here and in the living room. So far I’ve found nothing interesting.”
 
   “I didn’t, either. It’s almost as though Daddy only held on to the bare essentials—at least in his bedroom. It took me less than thirty minutes to go through everything in there.”
 
   “All I found was food and cleaning supplies—and some notebook paper and a couple of pens in the desk. Not a scrap of anything under the furniture or hidden in the upholstered furniture. Where shall we look next?”
 
   “Upstairs I suppose. I doubt whether Daddy had even gone up the stairs for years. There’s my old room that’s probably still empty since we took all my things down to San Antonio. The attic is empty unless he decided to store something up there after he sent me away. We probably ought to look in Mom’s room first. I don’t think he ever emptied it out after she died.”
 
   “Do you think there might be anything there that might help us figure out your dad’s determination that you not hook up with Rand?” Tricia frowned as though trying to figure out what had made Bart tick.
 
   Lily shrugged. “Probably not. It doesn’t seem as though Daddy was a saver. Still, I don’t remember anybody ever going in Mom’s room after she died. Maybe she left something important in there. Let’s take a look.”
 
   Tricia started up the stairs. “Which room is it?” 
 
   “The one at the end of the hall toward the back of the house.”
 
   “It’s locked, Lily. And the air up here is awfully stale.”
 
   “Oh no. I’d forgotten, but unless Dad opened it after I left, that door has been locked ever since Mom died. He said he couldn’t bear having anybody look at her things. I never understood why but he was adamant about that door staying locked. We’ll have to find the key.” Lily stared at the door. “Where do you think it might be?”
 
   “I don’t have the faintest idea, but I can call Rand and have him come take the door off its hinges. It’s no big deal. I locked my bedroom keys inside the room a while back, and one of the wranglers came and popped it off for me. It took him less than five minutes.” Tricia pulled a cell phone out of her jeans pocket and speed-dialed a number.
 
   When Lily stared at the locked door, some practically forgotten events started coming back to her. Her dad had been unbending, warning her to leave Mom’s room alone when she’d gotten the idea that she’d like to move in there so she’d have a better view of the paddock. That had happened when she’d been twelve or thirteen, several years after her mom’s death. Several years later he’d absolutely refused to let her in the room so she could borrow a piece of Mom’s jewelry that she’d always loved.
 
   Lily had wanted to wear that turquoise bracelet and ring for her first high school dance but Daddy had said no. She’d thought he didn’t want her wearing fancy geegaws as he called them, but he’d taken off from work a few days later to go shopping. He’d brought her back an amethyst pendant on a thin gold chain. She’d worn that necklace 24/7 until he sent her away. 
 
   I don’t believe anybody has been inside Mom’s room since she died.
 
   While they waited for Rand, Lily wondered why it had never before struck her as so strange that Daddy had locked up all of her mom’s things after her death. “Tricia, does it seem weird to you that Daddy kept Mom’s room locked up for more than twenty years? I can’t recall him ever opening the room. I often wondered about it, but Bart Allen wasn’t a man who often changed his mind. If he told me to do something, he expected that I’d do it. No arguments were ever accepted.”
 
   “Well, it does seem awfully odd, but the house has way more room than two or three people need. I suspect there must be five or six rooms in the main house that haven’t been opened up since the last time Mom threw a big weekend party. They aren’t locked, though, and the maids clean them every few weeks.” Tricia paused, her expression puzzled. “What seems strange to me is that they didn’t share a bedroom when your mom was alive. Or did your dad move out of the bedroom after she died?”
 
   “No, they always had their own rooms, as far back as I can remember.” Lily would have thought more about that but she heard Rand’s truck stop outside the house and hurried to let him in.
 
   * * * * *
 
   There may not have been much to look through in the rest of Bart’s house, but the room that had belonged to Lily’s mom looked as though it belonged to another place altogether, from what Rand could see through what looked like a lifetime’s accumulation of dust, spiderwebs and who knew what else. He had a feeling that if any old secrets were going to be unearthed, it would happen here in what looked like a dirt-covered shrine to the distant past.
 
   “Take a quick look inside, ladies. Do you want me to go and open the windows to get some of the dust out?”
 
   Lily coughed as she stepped inside but it was obvious she intended to start looking right away. Big Guy, who usually followed her everywhere, backed away from the door, sniffing warily at the fetid air.
 
   Obviously not engaged enough in searching the past to fight foul air and bugs, Tricia also remained in the hall, one hand over her nose and mouth. “I have a better idea,” she said. “Let’s turn on the air conditioning and let things air out for a while before we start looking around in here. Lord only knows what we’ll find.”
 
   “Good idea. “I’ll go start the unit up if it’s already been serviced this spring. If not, I’ll have one of the mechanics get over here right away and do whatever needs to be done. In either case, we need to get ourselves out of here before however many years of dust chokes us. Nobody needs to breathe in this air.”
 
   Tricia took off down the stairs but Lily hesitated, her gaze fixed on a dressing table covered with photos, some in frames and others tucked on the frame of its antique oak mirror. “I want to take these so we can look at them,” she said, gathering the pictures between fits of sneezing.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Rand stepped inside. “Here, let me help.”
 
   He shuddered at the sight of what looked like a long-dead mouse in the corner by a closet door. “Let me take them. I want you out of here before you make yourself sick. I’ll bag them up and we can clean them up over at the main house. Come on, get out.” Clutching the photos, he took her hand and practically dragged her into the hall.
 
   “We’re going downstairs. Now,” Rand said when she paused to take one more look inside. “Lily, God only knows what sorts of germs are lurking in there. The stench is already moving out here. Even Big Guy has enough sense to get himself downstairs.
 
   “It’s already starting to smell stale in the hallway. I’ll have Reina send a cleaning crew to muck the place out before any of us comes back in here.”
 
   By the time Rand had bagged the photos in the kitchen, the whole house smelled of decay. He picked up Big Guy and deposited him on the passenger seat of his truck, then went back for the photos which he put into the truck bed. “Get in, honey,” he told Lily when she hesitated on the porch.
 
   When she made no movement toward to the truck, he lifted her off her feet, carried her to his truck and set her inside next to Big Guy. “We’ll figure it out together, honey. Meanwhile I want you to forget Bart’s warnings. I’m sure he must have been wrong, no matter what he may have thought. I’m taking you home so we can both shower and change while Reina calls in a cleaning crew.”
 
   After settling behind the wheel he leaned toward Lily, intending just to brush his lips across her cheek in a comforting gesture, but she turned her face toward him and their lips met. She tasted sweet, just as he remembered—too damn sweet to let him settle for a simple peck. Her lips opened, welcoming his tongue as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders.
 
   It was only a kiss, no body contact other than her hands clutching his shoulders as though she’d never let him go. But the kiss was real, as intoxicating as straight bourbon. He finally pulled away, his dick painfully hard beneath his zipper.
 
   “Oh.” She sounded shocked but when he met her startled gaze he saw desire as strong as his own. Rand swore at that moment that whatever it took, they’d be together again. Soon. They’d uncover whatever secret Bart had believed stood between them. Reaching down, he grasped her hands, craving the physical contact. Big Guy nuzzled them, as though accepting him fully as his “other” human.
 
   “I never quit loving you, honey. Not really. This time I’m not about to let anybody or anything tear us apart. Look, I think Big Guy has decided we belong together too.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Lily prayed that Rand was right, that nothing could come between them now. But she wasn’t sure. She had a feeling that her daddy had locked away the solution to his riddle somewhere in the room that had been her mother’s, but Rand and Tricia had been right to insist that nobody go in there until it had been thoroughly cleaned by a team wearing proper protective gear. She’d finally quit sneezing and coughing now, after getting rid of all her clothes and taking a long, hot shower. Meanwhile Reina had vacuumed the photos and arranged them on a table inside a screened patio that enclosed a rectangular lap pool still wearing its winter solar cover.
 
   Her hair loose and still a little damp from the shower, she put on a pair of well-worn jeans and a soft denim shirt that fit her almost as well as her own things. Slipping on a pair of sneakers that Tricia had laid out, she stepped outside and into the screened room. Rand was already sitting at the table, picking up photos one at the time and giving each a careful look while Reina sat on an upholstered chaise giving Big Guy a thorough brushing following the indignity of a bath that he’d suffered a few minutes earlier.
 
   “You’re spoiling him,” she said to the housekeeper with a smile before pulling up a chair beside Rand. “Have you found anything interesting?”
 
   Threading his fingers through her hair, he pulled her close for a gentle kiss. “You were gorgeous even as a baby. You look a lot now like your mother did in this picture, except that your hair isn’t as dark as hers was. And she looks as though she may have outweighed you by a few pounds.” He handed Lily the framed snapshot he’d been looking at. “I don’t see much of Bart in you, which probably is a good thing. I loved the guy, don’t get me wrong—but he wasn’t the best looking man I ever saw.”
 
   “No he wasn’t. Aunt Grace commented pretty often that she never had been able to understand what Mom saw in Bart. She also mentioned regularly how lucky I was not to have taken after him.”
 
   “That wasn’t very kind of her.” Rand picked up another framed photo and handed it to Lily. “Do you recognize the cowboy standing next to that red Porsche Targa? All the rest of the pictures seem to be of you when you were little.”
 
   She looked carefully at the eight-by-ten enlargement of a tall, lanky blond standing beside an exotic looking car, Stetson in hand and a big grin on his face. She’d never seen the man before, she was certain of that. “No. He doesn’t look like any of Mom’s relatives that I ever met. Maybe he’s an old friend of Mom’s that she knew when she still lived in San Antonio. I could take a shot of it with my cell phone and send it to Grace.” Holding the photo, Lily positioned it on the table and was setting up her phone to take the picture when Tricia joined them.
 
   “Oh. My. God. Where did you find that picture of Uncle Randall?” When Lily handed her the picture, tears came to Tricia’s eyes.
 
   “It was on Mom’s dresser.” Puzzled, Lily looked at Rand. “Why didn’t you realize who he is if he’s your uncle?”
 
   Tricia stifled a sob. “Rand didn’t recognize Uncle Randall because he was killed the day Rand was born. I’ll never forget that day.”
 
   “Mom mentioned my uncle when we spoke last night, but I had no idea what he looked like. There’s not a single picture of him in the house, at least not that I ever saw.” Rand shrugged. “Mom said that he and Bart grew up together and Dad tagged along after them like a puppydog. I always imagined that Uncle Randall probably had looked like an older version of my dad.”
 
   “I wish Grandma Sanders hadn’t burned all the pictures of him. She was never all there mentally after they told her that Uncle Randall was dead.” Tricia paused and wiped the tears off her cheeks. “He was my favorite uncle—not that I didn’t love Uncle Jake too, but Randall was my hero—not scared of the wildest bronc or the most powerful car. He seemed larger than life, especially to the little kid I was back then. He took me for my first ride on a horse when I was just three years old. One of my last memories of him was my first day in first grade. He took the top off his brand-new Porsche and drove me to school.”
 
   Rand stood and urged Tricia to sit on the chaise that Reina had just left. “What happened? Mom said he was killed in a car accident.”
 
   Big Guy seemed to know that Tricia needed comforting, so he laid his head on her lap. She stroked his soft, gray fur as though that calmed her a little as she continued. “He and a friend were racing up in the winding roads around that big hill toward the edge of the ranch where they have rock slides all the time. He lost control and broke his neck when the car flew off the hill and into a ravine. I wish to God he’d never bought that car.”
 
   Lily felt horrible that her search had caused Tricia to relive all that pain. 
 
   She managed a little smile. “I begged him to take the top off and drive me to school in it. All the other first graders turned pea green, they were so jealous.” Tricia picked up the photo and held it close to her heart. “Seeing his picture brings it all back—the good memories as well as the bad ones.”
A weird thought came into Lily’s head and wouldn’t let go. Could Mom have been in love with Rand’s uncle before she married Dad? She couldn’t understand why that would have made him so adamant that she and Rand must not fall in love, but maybe Bart could have resented being second choice if Mom had turned to him after his friend’s tragic death.
 
   Yes, that made a certain convoluted sense, particularly if Daddy had known all along that Mom still loved the dead man. That would have to have made him jealous, particularly if her mother had kept that picture prominently displayed during the whole time she and Dad were married.
 
   Come to think of it, Lily hadn’t given it much thought at the time when her dad had locked up her mom’s room as soon as he’d gone in there and selected clothes for her funeral. Now, as an adult twenty years later, his actions seemed more than a little bit unbalanced. What if he’d seen that picture, realized his wife had loved a dead man all the time they were married?
 
   Couldn’t that possibly have made her father lock her mother out of his life? Could he have become psychotic about that while still managing to act normal in every other respect?
 
   Lily looked over at Rand. “Maybe Mom had been in love with your Uncle Randall first, and Daddy knew it but buried his bitterness because Randall had been his best friend. Do you think it’s possible that he could have transferred those feelings to you when he realized that we were getting too close when we were kids?”
 
   Tricia considered that for a minute. “That’s possible, I guess. I was way too young back then to even think about adult stuff, and I don’t remember Uncle Randall bringing your mom around the house. He didn’t spend much time there himself. If he was on the ranch he was usually outside working with the horses. There was nothing he liked more than breaking ornery ones to the saddle. He was as good as any professional rodeo rider I ever saw, my ex included.”
 
   “Brett’s pretty damn good, sis. If he weren’t, I doubt he’d have won the all-around grand prize at the Nationals last year. I think you must be remembering our uncle through rose colored glasses as Reina would say.” Rand turned to Lily, a thoughtful look on his face. “You may have something. Why don’t you go ahead and send a shot of that picture to your aunt? Could be that your mom met Uncle Randall there. They have several rodeos around San Antonio each year. Grandpa and Dad always went to the Stock Show and Rodeo, and if Uncle Randall was so good he probably would have entered a few events there.”
 
   Lily took the picture and made the call, her hands none too steady. Rand took over and got a decent image that she texted to Aunt Grace.
 
   “We can’t go back to Bart’s place for a few days, so why don’t we saddle up a couple of horses and take a ride?” Rand asked.
 
   Tricia declined and went back inside, saying she’d promised to go visit a neighbor with her mother. Apparently it would be just Lily and Rand and all that unsatisfied yearning that had been bubbling just below the surface since they’d kept each other company while waiting for news about her dad. That desire didn’t seem so forbidden now that they’d raised the possibility that her daddy’s objection to a match between them might have been misplaced.
 
   She smiled at Rand. “I’d like that, but I’ll be pretty rusty. It’s been almost eleven years since I got on a horse.”
 
   “We could always ride double,” Rand suggested with a sexy grin. “I think we should let Big Guy stay here and nap. He seems to enjoy being out in the sunshine, and he’ll be safe here in the screen room.”
 
   “Okay. I wonder if my boots still fit.” When she’d been sent into exile, she’d left them in the barn next to the paddock behind the foreman’s house. “Do you think Patches would let me ride her?”
 
   “I’d rather have you ride with me. She’s at least twenty years old now, and I doubt that anybody has ridden her for several years. Bart never wanted to put her in his remuda. He said she was too small to carry his weight. Besides, I don’t want to let you get that far away from me. If Tricia’s sneakers fit you, I’m sure one of her pairs of boots will too. That way we won’t have to go back over there and get in the way of the cleaning company guys.”
 
   “Okay, if you don’t think she’ll mind. I should have left my suitcase in the car until we looked around upstairs. I had no idea that Daddy had never opened the door to Mom’s room for more than twenty years. I just assumed that he hadn’t wanted me to go in there when I was little because he’d thought I might mess with her things.”
 
   “Try not to think about it now, honey. I promise you we’ll figure out what your dad was thinking when he decided we shouldn’t be together. And that no matter what, I’m going to make love with you the way I’ve dreamed about since I was a green kid who had no idea what he was doing in the line shack that day.” He strode to Tricia’s bedroom door and shouted, “Hey sis, do you mind if Lily borrows a pair of your boots?”
 
   “She’s welcome to use any except the turquoise and beige ones that Brett bought when I met him at last year’s Nationals in Vegas. There are at least a dozen pairs out in the tack room. You two have fun.”
 
   “We will. Thanks.” Rand went over to Lily and took her in his arms. “I’d love to skip the ride and take you right to bed, but I’ll try to control myself.”
 
   His sensual, very thorough kiss took her breath away, and the heat of his hands cupping her hips and pressing her against his obvious arousal practically made her beg him to do just what he’d whispered in her ear. “If we’re going to control ourselves we’d better go. You know, you’re still my sweet love.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   He hadn’t intended to repeat history today, but Rand considered it a sign from above when ominous clouds began to obscure the bright sun. Their ride was going to be cut short—shorter than he’d imagined it would be as a spring storm came up, bolts of lightning striking too close for comfort from all directions, and rain pouring sideways in a fierce wind.
 
   Lily gasped when lightning struck a cottonwood tree not far from the stream that meandered through the pasture. “Did you see that?”
 
   “Yeah. Hold on tight, I’m heading for that line shack we just rode past. This is no weather to be outside.” He struggled to maintain control of his spooked mount, cursing himself for choosing to take Lily up on Black Diamond, instead of one of the more docile horses in his remuda. Black Jack’s last colt, Diamond was Rand’s pride and joy, but he was still a colt who hadn’t grown up enough to take storms in stride. “Calm down, Diamond, we’re going to get you into the shed,” he said, urging the jumpy colt to stay on all four feet and head for the shack.
 
   They were soaked to the skin by the time they got there. Rand went to make sure the line shack was empty, then hurried back to get Lily in out of the rain. “I’ll be back as soon as I settle Diamond down in the shed. You dry off now. I don’t want you to catch a cold. There should be some towels in the bathroom.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Lily’s teeth chattered as she peeled off her clothes and toweled herself dry. This shack was different from the one where she and Rand had made love so long ago, larger and better equipped. Almost nice enough to be called a cabin, it even had indoor plumbing, a complete kitchen and a limestone fireplace in the main room. She supposed it had the extra amenities because it was so close to the shaded spot at the edge of a pasture not far from the main house. She remembered having attended holiday barbecues and swimming in the spring-fed stream when she was little.
 
   Rand came in, even wetter than Lily had been. He stopped at the cast-iron bootjack by the door and pried off his soggy boots. “Diamond’s tucked in for the duration. We can always use rain, but I wish the deluge had held off for a while today.” Methodically, he stripped off his jeans and shirt and laid them out next to the fireplace.
 
   “Would you like for me to start a fire?” she asked when he shot her a questioning look.
 
   “I’ll do that as soon as I dry off, but I was wondering if you’d mind me getting naked. I’m soaked straight to the skin.”
 
   Lily shook her head. “I don’t mind. There are more towels in the bathroom if you want to dry off and wrap up in one of them.”
 
   It struck her when Rand finished stripping down that this was the first time she’d see him completely naked. Before when they’d made love, they’d stayed half-dressed because somebody could have walked in on them any minute.
 
   Of course she’d seen him wearing swim trunks back then but he’d been less muscular, without the light furring of chest hair that drew her gaze there, and lower, following the narrow path of dark hair that led to a nest of dark curls that cushioned his sex.
 
   She’d always thought he looked like a dark angel with his hard, masculine features and those startling sapphire blue eyes, but she was wrong. Naked, Rand Sanders looked more compelling than the finest statues of Greek and Roman gods that she’d studied in school. Every inch of him was perfectly sculpted, muscular yet not muscle-bound.
 
   The color of his skin reminded Lily of golden honey and made her ravenous to taste him. All of him. Her heart pounded in her chest as she stared at him, not caring if he thought she was shameless.
 
   No wonder Lily hadn’t been able to settle for any of the men she’d dated during college. Rand took her breath away, just as he had years ago—only more so. Slowly she dropped the towel she’d knotted loosely around her torso. “Forget about the fire. I want you to warm me.”
 
   When he looked at her, hunger shone in his eyes and his cock rose straight up against his flat, muscular belly. “Come here,” he said, his voice deep and compelling. This was not the boy she’d tried for so long not to love, but a man—the man she wanted now, more than she craved her next breath.
 
   When she obeyed, he wrapped his arms around her, cupping her ass until his arousal scalded her naked belly. She’d have murmured the words of love and lust that had lain in her heart, fallow yet impossible to dismiss completely over the long years of their estrangement, but he took her mouth.
 
   Thunder clapped outside and raindrops pelted the tin roof of the shack but Lily hardly noticed. Rand consumed her, his hands sliding up and down her back, supporting her even as he stoked the fires inside her.
 
   He didn’t break the contact when he lifted her and carried her to a narrow bunk against the wall next to the fireplace, not until he set her on her feet and pulled back the simple bedding—plain white sheets and a red and black plaid blanket. “Crawl under the covers and keep warm for a couple of minutes, honey. I’m going to start a fire. If I don’t bank the one burning inside me, there’s going to be no taking it slow and easy—and I want to show you I’ve managed to learn a few things about pleasing a lover since we were kids.” Rand’s smile took the sting out of his admission that he hadn’t been celibate while they were apart.
 
   Lily hadn’t been celibate either, but she doubted that her two brief affairs held a candle to Rand’s sexual exploits. Even when they were in high school together, girls had called him an ultimate chick magnet. “I’m looking forward to a demonstration,” she told him lightly as he coaxed kindling to ignite and set two big logs on fire.
 
   “I’m glad.” Once the fire was going strong he came and sat on the bed beside her, his naked body even more beautiful in the shadows cast by orange-gold flames. He stroked her cheek, his touch incredibly sensuous, before giving her a quick, light kiss and turning to open the single drawer of a small, rough-hewn pine lamp table. “I’m also glad no one used all these.” He showed her several vinyl-wrapped condoms before setting them on the table top and joining her under the covers.
 
   “I assume you have condoms stored in all the line shacks,” Lily said as she turned on her side and absorbed his welcome body heat. “If I remember correctly, you found some in that other shack after school that day. I hope these haven’t been sitting in that drawer for ten years or more.”
 
   “No. I understand it was originally my grandpa’s order, when he’d taken over the ranch from his father, to put them in every shack. Apparently he’d enjoyed the ladies quite a bit—presumably that was before he’d married Grandma, who I remember as the type of woman who’d have cut off his balls if she’d ever caught him cheating.
 
   “The condoms are replaced every few months, long before their use-by dates expire, along with the staple foods we keep in each line shack’s pantry.”  Rand almost said it was Bart’s job to see that everything was kept stocked, but he thought a mention of Lily’s dad would cast a shadow on the incredibly wonderful feeling of holding her in his arms, skin to skin, so close her rapid breathing resonated inside him. Was she as excited as he was, or was she having second thoughts?
 
   “You know, not taking this to its natural conclusion now will damn near kill me, but I want you to be sure. If you think we need to wait, I imagine I’ll survive even though a big part of me won’t like it.”
 
   She snuggled closer as though she wished she could climb all the way inside his skin. “I’ve been wanting you for years, although I tried hard during most of that time to persuade myself I was out of my mind for fantasizing over a thwarted teenage love instead of getting on with the future. I’m not sure what we’ll find out when we dig deeper into Dad’s reasoning as to why he tried so hard to tear us apart.
 
   “Right now though, I don’t care. I want to lie here with you, watching the fire and listening to the storm while we catch up on everything we’ve been missing by being apart. More than all that, I want to make love with you. Find out if that first time that I’ve relived in my dreams was real or just a fantasy I can’t let go.”
 
   Just listening to her say how much she’d cared—how she’d kept on caring even though her words made him so freaking hard, he hurt. “I want that too. Desperately. I’ll show you how much.” When he took her hand and curled her fingers around his cock the sensation nearly had him going off right there, but he struggled mightily to hold on to the last shreds of his self-control as she started to explore and caress him with a gentle but incredibly arousing touch.
 
   “You’re so hard, but velvety soft too. And hot.” Her voice was low, ragged…she had to be almost as desperate for more as she was making him. “I’ve always wanted to—”
 
   He moved her hand away while he still could and tried to make himself concentrate on something—anything—besides sprinting toward the release that was threatening to erupt right now. “Uh—this probably isn’t a good idea unless we want everything to be over before it gets started.”
 
   She whimpered a protest but he stilled it, distracting her by cupping the full, taut flesh of her beautiful breasts and flicking at her pebbled nipples with his thumbs. “You can explore me all you want—later. Don’t know what it is about you, honey, but you steal all my control and make me desperate to get inside you,” he whispered against her open lips. 
 
   “Don’t wait. Please, Rand, I want to feel you inside me again. Now.”
 
   Thank you God, he thought when she opened her thighs and nestled his cock between them. “A condom. Need to…”
 
   He didn’t realize how he found the strength to grab protection and rip it open instead of shifting his hips the little bit it would take to join them flesh to flesh—but he managed to move enough to roll the condom on before coming back to her warm, wet heat, and driving home.
 
   He remembered thinking at seventeen that with Lily the sex act had been more than fucking—it had felt different—like making love. It felt the same way now as he moved inside her, loving the way she clutched him, straining to take him deeper, looking raptly into his gaze as though she wanted him—not just any skilled, convenient lover who could make her come.
 
   His body screamed for him to come while each brain cell said to make this last, to savor all the sensations because they were precious and didn’t always come with every fevered coupling. Every rough shallow breath against his throat, each loving touch of her hands on his cheek, his chest, each taste of her lips on his. These feelings were all as much a part of their loving as the incredible heat of her pussy clutching his cock, sucking out his come.
 
    
 
   Lily had never felt so full, so complete, as though past and present had just come together in one continuing act of love. Yes, love. She’d felt it years ago with Rand, and now it was here again, stronger than ever.
 
   “Marry me.” He spoke softly, his breath damp against her lips. “We love each other, and deep down here I know God means for us to be together.” He touched his chest, above his heart. “I’ll always respect Bart, but he was wrong. We’ll prove it soon enough. I want you to believe that.”
 
   “I do. After Mom died, he started behaving strangely, although I didn’t realize it right away. I’ve heard that some people can have mental illnesses but still be able to function normally in most respects. I believe Daddy was sane except when it came to your uncle and whatever relationship she may have had with him before he died.”
 
   “I believe that too. I want to hold you tight and never let you go, but you have to say you’ll marry me first.”
 
   She snuggled closer, exploring his body in a way she’d never dared to do at sixteen. “I will. I can hardly wait until we can sleep in one big bed and you can teach me all the things you learned in the years we spent apart.”
 
   “Me either. I suspect we’ll scandalize that big gray cat of yours, though.” He paused, looking out the window over the narrow bunk. “It sounds as though the storm is letting up. We can continue this back at the house. I’d like to get Diamond into his stall before dark, and I’m thinking somebody else we love will need his insulin and dinner before too long.”
 
   “You’re right. Let’s fix something to eat and then go home.”
 
    
 
   As they were getting ready to leave the shack, Rand heard a knock at the door. When he opened it, he saw a man, a woman and two young children, all soaking wet and bedraggled—illegals, most likely, but harmless looking on first glance. As far as he could tell, they had no more possessions than the ragged clothes on their backs.
 
   At first he hesitated, but he couldn’t just let these would-be squatters stay out in the cold. What would it hurt to let them spend the night here and send for a deputy to pick them up in the morning and deliver them to ICE? From the looks of them, they weren’t gang members out to create mayhem—just poor folks trying to make their way to family members or friends who lived farther north.
 
   “Come in and get warm,” he said but got only blank looks. These folks obviously spoke no English, and his Spanish was practically nonexistent. 
 
   Rand had never mastered a second spoken language. He’d taken Latin in high school because it had let him spend more time with Lily both in and out of class. To be honest, he didn’t remember much of what he’d learned.
 
   Folks often teased him because he owned a huge ranch in an area where many itinerant cowhands communicated only in Spanish, when he could barely come up with more than a word or two for them. He didn’t often have to try because the Coiled Serpent had a longstanding policy of hiring employees who not only possessed legitimate green cards but also spoke fluent English. Rand’s grandfather had established that rule years before Rand was born, and neither he nor his father before him had ever seen any reason to change it.
 
   The kids’ faces lit up when they smelled the beans and hot dogs Lily was heating, and the woman said something to him in Spanish. He shrugged but stepped back and gestured for the family to come inside. “No hablo espanol,” he explained, exhausting three-quarters of his limited vocabulary in less than a second, the other quarter consisting of “vamos,” which he usually snarled at bad guys trespassing on his property while he pointed a firearm at their heads.
 
   Lily stepped up and spoke with the woman in rapid Spanish that Rand couldn’t begin to follow. “She says they are hungry and wet. Can they spend the night here since we’re leaving in a little while?”
 
   The last thing Rand wanted was to have Lily think he didn’t care about his fellow man, but he’d learned it was best to be cautious when it came to doing favors for undocumented people, no matter how harmless they seemed. “Find out where they’re from and ask where they’re going. Ask for the parents’ green cards, but don’t expect them to have any. I’d already decided to feed them and let them stick around here until one of the sheriff’s deputies can come and deliver them to ICE.” He smiled at her, recalling that she had voiced sympathy for some of the illegals yesterday even though a trio of them had murdered her father less than a week earlier.
 
   Lily had always been softhearted, rescuing homeless pets and crying when she saw anybody in pain or trouble, whether they had two legs or four. Rand knew she’d soften his rough edges, make him more conscious of others’ misfortunes. That was good. For too long he’d concentrated on what was wrong with the world instead of focusing on all that was right.
 
   Yes, being in love was good. Having a partner you loved was even better. Rand sat by the fire and watched their guests eat as though the simple meal might have been their first in ages. 
 
   After they fed the squatters and provided blankets to wrap themselves in after they got dry, he and Lily left, riding carefully across the muddy pasture to keep Diamond from injuring himself by stepping into a mud hole.
 
   A rainbow appeared ahead of them, its colors soft, nearly undiscernible in places against a still cloudy sky. Yes, Rand thought as Lily placed soft, sensual kisses along the back of his neck, life was good. It was soon to get even better. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning Lily stared at the text message she found on her phone.
 
   The man in the picture used to be your mama’s boyfriend. I told her that cowboy wouldn’t do her no good. She wouldn’t listen though, stubborn girl. She chased him all the way out to Calder County. Next I heard, he was dead and she was pregnant with you. A month later she up and married Bart. That man may be your real daddy.  
 
   Numb, she went looking for Rand, finding him at his desk going through ranch bills. When he looked up and saw her, his smile nearly did her in.
 
   “Good morning, honey. I thought when I got up that I’d let you and Big Guy get a little more sleep.” 
 
   That smile wasn’t going to last for long. She handed him the phone. “Read this. Rand, Aunt Grace thinks your uncle may have been my father. I can’t believe it.”
 
   “What the fuck? Hold on, let me see.” As he scanned the text, his expression turned stormy.
 
   “Don’t jump to conclusions. Your aunt probably is wrong. She doesn’t say here that he was the one who got her sister pregnant.” He paused and read the text again. “Grace strikes me as a woman who didn’t much like Bart and probably liked Uncle Randall even less. From what she wrote here, it doesn’t sound as though she cared too much for your mother, either.”
 
   Lily appreciated Rand’s reassurance. She realized that Aunt Grace always saw the worst in every situation. In this case, though, everything Grace had said made sense. “If your uncle was my real father and Bart knew it, that had to be the reason why he was so determined that we not get together. We’d be too closely related. Wouldn’t we be first cousins?”
 
   Rand’s brow furrowed. “I think so.”
 
   Lily shook her head. “I think I heard somewhere that it’s against the law to marry your cousin in Texas. Maybe it’s even something they can put folks in jail for.”
 
   Rand set the phone down, his expression that had been so carefree a minute earlier now looking as though somebody had punched him in the privates. “I doubt that. The state’s too short on prison space to throw people in cells for such a crazy reason. Besides, I’m certain that Bart was legally your dad even if he stood up in my uncle’s stead after Randall died so you’d have a live dad and your mom would have a husband. What does your birth certificate say?”
 
   “It says that Bart is my father. But Rand…”
 
   “No buts, honey. We’re going to get married. Nobody’s going to stop us.” He got up from his desk and moved to the window, as though he was as upset as she but didn’t want her to see how this news was tearing him up inside. “By the way, I sent a deputy to our line shack to take care of our undocumented friends.”
 
   “I’m glad you let them stay for the night, but you’re changing the subject.” 
 
   Who wouldn’t be upset at the idea of possibly marrying your cousin, breaking the law to do it even if you two were the only people who knew? Worse, weren’t there all sorts of genetic problems they could pass on to any children they might have?
 
   “Think, Rand. We could have kids who have some horrible genetic problem if we really are related.”
 
   Rand came and placed both his hands on her cheeks, forcing her to look at him. “Then we’ll get genetic testing to see if there’s a risk, which there could be even if we’re not related at all. If there’s a risk for something bad, then we won’t have children. We can adopt. There are plenty of kids who need good parents.”
 
   “Don’t you want your own children? I know I’d love to have your babies.” Lily imagined a trio of dark-haired boys, sturdy and handsome like their dad, and it was all she could do to keep from crying.
 
   “Sure. But our kids will be ours whether we get them the old-fashioned way or adopt them.” When he took her in his arms and held her, it was as though he wasn’t going to listen to her arguments. “It’s not as if we have to provide pedigrees, the way I’d have to if I wanted to sell a pedigreed colt or calf.”
 
   Lily wasn’t buying that. She’d heard the pride in Rand’s voice when he’d explained while they were children how his ancestors had come to the Coiled Serpent more than a hundred fifty years ago, right after the Civil War. They’d built the ranch from practically nothing, keeping it in the family for all that time and passing it from one generation to the next. Each new generation was charged with enhancing the beautiful property that was the Sanders heritage.
 
   Rand was justifiably proud of that heritage. “It’s not as though I don’t love you because I do. I’m not going to marry you, though, if I’m really your cousin.” She stood away from him and shot him a determined look. “You aren’t going to change my mind on this, so don’t try.”
 
   Before she broke down in front of Rand, she left him, going to her bedroom where she sprawled on the bed and cried while Big Guy lay beside her, as if he could ease her pain by staying close by and showing her his unconditional love.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Damn it to hell. He wasn’t going to lose Lily again. He didn’t give a rat’s ass whether they were related. After all, it wasn’t as if they were sister and brother.
 
   Fuck. If my dad had known Lily was his brother’s daughter, he’d have told me as soon as he got the word that we might be more than friends. He wouldn’t have let me go on, thinking I had to leave her alone because of Bart’s inexplicable whim.
 
   Unless… He looked at the row of five framed portraits along the office wall, studying their features starting with the first Randall Sanders and going through his father—the only owner of the Coiled Serpent whose first name hadn’t been Randall.
 
   What was obvious to Rand was that, other than his uncle, all of the Sanders men had borne an uncanny resemblance to one another. Every one, as far as he could tell from images that represented five generations of Sanders men, had been dark-haired, with similar features. He couldn’t tell about eye color in the older pictures, but both his father and his grandfather’s eyes had been the same distinctive shade of blue as his own.  
 
   Uncle Randall had been the only blond of the bunch, and Rand thought his eyes looked brown in the snapshot Lily had found in the sad shrine that Bart apparently had built to honor—or punish—his late wife.
 
   The more Rand thought about that room, the more he believed that his seemingly sane foreman had resented Evelyn Allen’s having kept on loving his uncle long after she’d married Bart, apparently a marriage in name only if Lily’s early memories were right. It could be that Bart had resented Evelyn for not loving him, to the point that he had become psychotic about his wife and Rand’s uncle after chancing on the photo while picking clothes for her funeral. 
 
   Lily may have been right—Bart could very well have projected his bitterness toward Evelyn and Uncle Randall onto him and Lily. They’d never know for sure what had been in Bart’s head, but Rand could certainly prove or disprove whether the same DNA flowed in both his and Lily’s veins.
 
   He was going to settle this and he was going to do it now. Nodding at the pictures of his dead ancestors, he went to round up the only two people alive who might confirm whether his suspicions could be true. If neither his mother nor Tricia knew whether his father and uncle had been blood kin, then he’d resort to science to determine the truth.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Rand found Tricia in the barn grooming her favorite gelding, a chestnut quarter horse with four white stockings. She’d ridden him in barrel races while she’d still been following Brett on the rodeo circuit. When she heard him say hello to a couple of the grooms, she looked up at him, a huge grin on her face. “Congratulations, little brother. I hear you and Lily are getting married.”
 
   “I can tell I need to counsel my new foreman about how to keep his mouth shut,” Rand said sourly. “I should have known he’d pass the word along, but I couldn’t contain myself. Turns out that your good wishes may be a little premature.”
 
   “How so?” Tricia set down the curry comb and gave her horse a pat on the rump. “One of the grooms is going to have to finish you, Socks. It sounds as though my baby brother may need me.”
 
   Rand leaned against the gate to the horse’s stall. “A few minutes after I’d called Trace in and told him about his promotion, Lily found me in my office. She was damn near in tears when she showed me a text from her aunt. It seems that dear Aunt Grace recognized Uncle Randall’s picture and told Lily she thinks that Randall may be her natural father.”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Lily has called a halt to our plans, made them contingent on us finding out whether or not we really are cousins.”
 
   Tricia shook her head. “Incredible. I’ll do everything I can to help you unravel this mess, but I don’t think I’m the right person to help. You seem to forget I’m only six years older than you. No way would anybody in the family ever have shared any deep, dark family secrets with me when I was just a first grader who was heartbroken to have lost my Uncle Randall.”
 
   “Tell me what he looked like. From what you remember, not from that picture Lily found.”
 
   “That’s easy enough. He had eyes like deep, dark chocolate and wavy blond hair that I used to accuse him of bleaching. He didn’t, of course. Bleach, that is. The sun may have had something to do with it getting a lot lighter in summer because he spent so much time outdoors doing one thing or another.” She paused a minute, then shook her head. “It sounds like I’m describing Brett, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah, it does. You still love him, don’t you?” Rand shook his head. “It seems that both of us are one-partner people. Must run in the genes.”
 
   Tricia laughed, then sobered. “Yeah. We are. Our uncle looked so much like that stubborn rodeo cowboy I married that Brett might as well be Randall’s brother. You know, if you want to find out for sure if you and Lily are blood-related, go have DNA testing. You breed animals for a living, you ought to have thought about that.”
 
   Rand nodded. “Yes, I’ve thought about that, but my mind is going in a different direction first. You know those five pictures in the ranch office? The ones of every owner of the Coiled Serpent since the first Sanders came to Calder County?”
 
   “Yes, I know. What does that have to do with what you’re thinking?”
 
   “When I looked at those pictures a few minutes ago, it struck me that every Randall Sanders except our uncle looked a whole lot alike. Our dad had that same strong resemblance to Grandpa and the rest of the ancestors’ pictures. Randall was the only one of the Sanders men who didn’t have dark brown hair and blue eyes which, if you think about it, is a pretty odd combination. If I remember my college zoology lessons right, brown eyes are half again as common in Caucasian humans as blue ones. Also, light hair usually goes with blue eyes unless I’m mistaken. I believe that every one of us had these unusual shade of blue eyes that everybody comments on, at least as far back as I’ve seen color photos of our ancestors.”
 
   “You’re right. Are you saying you think that Uncle Randall wasn’t really our uncle?”
 
   “Think about it. It sounds crazy but that would be one way to explain how he looked so different from the rest of the Sanders men.” Rand shook his head. “Wouldn’t you have known if he’d been adopted?”
 
   Tricia didn’t answer right away, as though she was searching her memory. “Probably not. What reason would Mom and Dad have had to tell me, particularly after Uncle Randall was gone? What reason would they have to tell you, for that matter?”
 
   When Rand looked disbelievingly at Tricia, she laughed. “Forget I said that. We need to go ask Mom point-blank whether Daddy and Uncle Randall were brothers, speaking genetically instead of legally. She may not know for sure, but if anybody who’s still alive would know, she would.”
 
   * * * * *
 
    Raising her head from the needlepoint project she’d been working on when Rand and Tricia found her in the upstairs sitting room, Doris looked up at Rand. “What’s so important that it takes you away from taking care of ranch business this time of day?” she asked, her smile fading when she noticed her children’s solemn expressions.
 
   Rand knelt in front of his mom’s chair and met her gaze. “Were Dad and Uncle Jake blood related?”
 
   Doris looked confused. “Why do you ask?”
 
   He explained about the text Lily had received from her aunt that raised the possibility that his Uncle Jake was Lily’s natural father. “I want to marry Lily, Mom. She’d agreed last night, but now she says that if this is true, she won’t marry me.”
 
   “It may very well be that Randall is Lily’s natural father, but if he is, you and she are still not blood relatives. Randall was adopted as a baby. Jake was born to Mother and Father Sanders several years afterward. They were very old-fashioned, very private about family matters. From what Jake told me later, after his parents had both died, they had wanted the adoption to be kept secret from everybody. He said they didn’t even tell him until after Randall had died.
 
   “Apparently your grandparents had been married for several years and had tried unsuccessfully to have children. They adopted Randall and were shocked a few years later when your grandmother got pregnant with your dad. She was several years past forty when Jake was born. I always thought that she favored Randall over Jake, though.”
 
   Tricia had taken a seat beside Doris but let Rand do the talking. Now she chimed in. “Why, if Grandma favored Uncle Randall, did she insist on destroying all of his pictures after he died? It was as though he’d never existed as far as she was concerned.”
 
   Doris hesitated, then went on. “She told me that she wanted to forget—that it hurt her too much to think about how her best loved son had wasted his life by chasing thrills. I don’t think she ever realized how much it hurt me to hear that she’d loved that daredevil troublemaker more than she did my husband—the one who was always responsible to a fault.”
 
   A huge weight came off Rand’s heart. His hunch about the long-deceased Uncle Randall had been right. Now all he needed to do was persuade Lily that even if his uncle was her biological father, they were not cousins. Not legally and not otherwise. “Is the fact that my uncle was adopted why Dad never told me why Bart was so determined to keep Lily and me apart?”
 
   His mom reached down and patted his shoulder. “I doubt that it ever occurred to Jake that Randall might have gotten Evelyn pregnant. Back then, he was concentrating on taking over the ranch duties from Father Sanders and getting to know his son.”
 
   “Are you saying that Dad believed Bart had been the one to get Evelyn pregnant?”
 
   Tricia raised a hand, drawing Rand’s attention. “Think about it. Would you have advertised it if you’d married a woman who was about to have another man’s baby? I can’t imagine Bart sacrificing his pride to that extent. He may have been in love with Evelyn, but kept quiet about his feelings until after Uncle Randall died.”
 
   “I can’t imagine I’d ever marry a woman who didn’t love me or who was expecting another man’s baby, even to save her reputation.”
 
   “You’re not Bart, little brother of mine. I doubt you’ve ever had a woman turn you down. Bart was never a hot-looking stud like you, and he didn’t own one of the best ranches in Texas. Not to mention, times were different then. Having a baby out of wedlock out in the country like this would have ruined a woman’s reputation.”
 
   Doris spoke up. “Tricia’s right about that. Times have changed. To answer Rand’s question though, I’m positive that your father never considered that Lily’s biological father might have been anybody except Bart. I’m also fairly sure he’d assumed that Bart had known that Randall had been adopted. The two of them grew up together, you know, much like you and Lily did until Bart sent her away. Bart’s dad had been the foreman here up until he died, about a year before Jake and I got married.”
 
   Secrets—decades-old secrets people had taken to their graves. So many other people’s secrets that had almost ruined his future with Lily. Those secrets had finally come unraveled so he and Lily could get on with the future they’d planned years ago—futures that those well-intentioned secrets had almost destroyed.
 
   He stood and gave his mom an affectionate hug before turning and kissing Tricia’s cheek. “Thank you. Both of you. I’m going to go and spill some secrets that hopefully will get me back the only woman I’ve ever loved—except for you two.”
 
   “Go on, you. Don’t go and make me cry,” Doris said, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “You wouldn’t want to make me ruin my makeup.”
 
   Rand couldn’t help grinning. “No, that would be a real tragedy, wouldn’t it?”
 
   He paused at the door, then turned back to his second favorite women. “You do know, don’t you, that we’re going to need your help to put on the best wedding shindig Calder County has ever seen?”
 
   * * * * *
 
   “Why are you in here instead of my room, love?”
 
   Lily looked up, hoping her face didn’t show too badly that she’d indulged in a crying jag that had Big Guy’s fur so damp that he was now licking himself dry on a chair next to the balcony doors, shooting her incredulous kitty glares at the indignity she’d caused him. “I thought it was best,” she said, sniffing a little even though she was trying hard to seem less devastated than she felt.
 
   “Smile, my gorgeous, hot fiancée. I’m not your cousin. We’re not related at all.”
 
   Could he have discovered that already? She tried to beat down the hope that wanted to bloom in her at those last five words. “You’re sure? How do you know?”
 
   He sat on the bed and dragged her up in his arms. “I’ll fill you in on the details later, but for now can you just believe that we’re not cousins because my dad and Uncle Randall weren’t blood kin. Randall was adopted when Grandma and Grandpa thought they couldn’t conceive. Dad surprised them by coming along the natural way, a few years later.” 
 
   “You’re sure?” The hope that Rand had generated blossomed. “Who told you this?”
 
   “Mom, but only after I’d figured out what questions to ask. After you walked out this morning, I stood there in my office and stared at the photos of five generations of Sanders men who’ve run the Coiled Serpent in the past hundred fifty years or so. It struck me that there might be some significance in the fact that they all look a lot alike and a lot like me—except for Uncle Randall. From there I began to wonder if he wasn’t just a throwback to some unknown ancestor but someone who wasn’t biologically related to the rest of us.
 
   “What I’d wondered about became clear the minute I asked Mom if it was possible that we were cousins. I felt as though a boulder had been lifted off me when she said that Uncle Randall might be your father but we weren’t cousins because Randall and my dad weren’t related by blood.”
 
   Big Guy waddled over to the bed and jumped up on Rand’s lap. “Secrets suck, don’t they, cat?”
 
   Lily stroked the cat’s broad back. “Someday you’ve going to have to tell me the whole story. Now, though, I want you to start showing me all those sexy moves you promised.”
 
   “Thank God.” Rand set the cat down on the floor. “Big Guy, we both love you, but go curl up on the chair for now. Your mistress and I have a lot of time to make up for, not to mention that Mom has her heart set on helping us plan a wedding. Lily, come to me.”
 
   She did. More than once. Unearthed secrets could wait. For now all she wanted was to be with Rand. All the time, in every way.     
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   Men of Calder County: Brody
 
   By Samantha Cayto
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   Heather McNichols has taken a chance and relocated to Calder County with her teenage son in tow. Widowed from a man who never loved her, she finally has control over her life and is ready for a new start. She is not looking for a new man, however—that is until a tall Texan comes into her life.
 
   Brody Chambers is a born and bred Texas cowboy, working the family ranch founded by his ancestors. He’s ready to shake off his divorce and jump into the dating pool. He can’t resist the temptation of his pretty new Northerner neighbor, despite Heather’s skittishness. If he can only convince her to take another chance on love.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   “Admit it, Mom, we’re lost.”
 
   Heather spared her son a glance. “We are not lost. We have GPS, we can’t be lost.” Even as she said the words, she knew she was lying through her teeth. They were absolutely one hundred percent lost. Not only was the GPS flaking on them, the real estate agent’s directions made no sense to Heather, either.
 
   Christopher heaved out a skeptical sigh. “This place is so out in the middle of nowhere, the satellites probably can’t even find it.”
 
   “Don’t be silly. We’re only about an hour away from both Austin and San Antonio. It’s not that remote.” She had to work at keeping her tone light and optimistic. Already feeling guilty about dragging her teenager away from the only home he’d ever known and all of his friends and family, she didn’t want to add to his stress. Scanning the scrubbed and vacant land around them, however, she had to silently agree with him. There was nothing living to be seen along the stretch of road where she’d pulled over, not even wild animals stirred. Of course it was about a million degrees out, so sensible creatures were probably lying low.
 
   “Can’t we just turn around and find a hotel or something?”
 
   Her son had taken to whining as if he were a small boy again and not the fifteen-year-old he was. She supposed he had cause given the way his life had been turned upside down. Driving halfway across the country to relocate had only been the latest blow. She refused to feel guilty about it, though. She just knew this was the best thing for him. For both of them, really.
 
   “There’s no point in doing that. We’d only have to come back out here again tomorrow and I for one want to spend the night in our new home.”
 
   “Boston is home,” he retorted with an angry flip of his too long bangs. “This is … I don’t know what the fuck this is.”
 
   “Language!” she admonished. She’d been giving him too much leeway since his father had died.
 
   Christopher rolled his eyes, slumped petulantly in his seat and turned to stare out his side window. Heather let the defiance go. She had all summer to regain the sweet boy she seemed to have buried along with her husband a year ago. She took another stab at typing the address into the GPS and watched with dismay as it told them to turn around and head back from where they’d come. That couldn’t be right. Surely she’d have seen a turn-off if there’d been one. Biting her lower lip, she held the agent’s scrawled map up against the GPS console. They looked nothing alike. Crap, the only thing to do was retrace their steps and hope they found the house before they ran out of either gas or what little patience they had left.
 
   Before she could put the SUV into gear, a truck shot by. It came to a stop a few yards ahead of them, then backed up to a point right in front of where they were parked. It was a monster of a truck and a bit beat up, a real working vehicle.
 
   “Oh my God,” Christopher groaned. “I can hear the banjos from here.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous,” she snapped. “This is arid Texas, not swampy Georgia.” Still, she knew what her son meant. Right now regardless of the landscape, it felt as if they were totally off the grid. She kept one hand on the gear shift, ready to take off if things got hairy.
 
   She shouldn’t have been surprised when a tall, lean man jumped down from the cab of the truck and ambled over to them. There was no other word for the slow, deliberate way he moved. Given the heat, it wasn’t a bad choice. He was dressed the way a New Englander such as herself would have expected of a Texas cowboy—well-worn jeans and boots, a T-shirt and the kind of hat that hid half his face.
 
   “It’s the Marlboro Man,” Christopher intoned.
 
   “You’re too young to know that ad,” she said, although she had to admit he was right.
 
   “I may be young, but the antismoking campaign in my school was really old, Mom. I’ve seen the guy’s picture. Do you think he intends to kill then rape us?”
 
   She took her attention off the approaching cowboy to shoot her son a warning. “You’re being deliberately provocative. Knock it off.”
 
   As the lanky man approached, it wasn’t possible to tell his age. He wasn’t smiling, so for all she knew he was about to chew her out for parking on his land. She put her window down and winced against the blast of heat that hit her face. Plastering what she hoped was a welcoming smile instead of a wary one, she said, “Hi.”
 
   The man stopped a foot away from her door. “Afternoon, ma’am.” He actually tipped his hat to her. “You folks need any help?”
 
   This close she could see more of his face and what a handsome face it was too. Long and chiseled, with a square jaw and dark brown eyes. He appeared to be about her age, middle to late thirties, but it was hard to tell given the weathered look of his skin. He didn’t give off a killer-rapist vibe, more like a local man who was coming to the aid of a stranded motorist. Desperate as she was to locate her new house, she took him up on his offer.
 
   “As a matter of fact, we seem to be lost,” she replied and held out the piece of paper. “We’re looking for this address.”
 
   The man looked her in the eye for a moment as if sizing her up before he took what she offered. After studying the agent’s chicken scratch, he nodded and handed it back.
 
   “This is the old Bueller place. You haven’t gone quite far enough for the turn off, that’s all.”
 
   “Oh, thank God. The GPS said we needed to turn around and that was just too depressing.”
 
   The cowboy raised his eyebrows. Yeah, she did sound like a prima donna if retracing her steps was a lot to handle. But damn, she’d been on the road a long time. Instead of calling her on her wimpishness, he grinned. That simple turn-up of his lips gave her a funny feeling in her stomach. The guy was all charm without seeming to even try.
 
   “Those fancy location devices never seem to work right out here. How about you follow me. You have a few more turns coming up once you leave this main road and no offense to the person who drew that map, they don’t know this area very well.”
 
   “Oh, um, that’s awfully nice of you, but I don’t want to put you to any trouble.”
 
   “It’s no trouble at all, ma’am. It’ll only take me a little out of my way. You and I are neighbors and we all help each other out around here.”
 
   “Neighbors, really?”
 
   And why did that little fact perk her up? She wasn’t in the market for a new man. Her widow’s weeds had proven to be an excellent defense against would-be suitors, even though she wasn’t truly in mourning. It was simply that she needed to concentrate on her son, no matter how well this man filled out the front of his worn jeans. Besides there was undoubtedly a Mrs. Cowboy and a whole passel of cowkids waiting for him back at the ranch.
 
   “Yes, ma’am, when you consider the smallest spread around here is at least six acres.”
 
   She did know that. Having so much land in such a remote location was exactly the whole point of the move.
 
   “Well, if you’re sure it’s not too much trouble, we’d appreciate it. If nothing else, we have a few bags of groceries that could use a refrigerator.” As unpleasant as the shopping trip had been with a grumpy Christopher, she was determined to settle in as soon as possible.
 
   The man’s gaze blasted even more heat right through her air conditioned car. “No trouble at all. You just stick tight to my tail and I’ll have you home in no time.”
 
   `Heather allowed herself the pleasure of watching her neighbor walk away as she raised her window again. “What a nice man. See,” she added, glancing at her son. “This is a good place to settle.”
 
   “Seriously, Mom? He’s only helping us because he’s into you.”
 
   Although her son’s observation sent a little thrill up her spine, she didn’t let it show. She concentrated instead on her mounting worry about his emotional state.
 
   With a little sigh, she said, “When did you become such a cynic?”
 
   “I don’t know. I guess it started when I found out my father died tapping his secretary.”
 
   “Oh, honey.” Even after all of these months, she still didn’t have the words to make him feel better.
 
   “Whatevs.” He dismissed her concern. “Hey, your cowboy’s leaving.”
 
   Heather turned her attention back to the windshield. Putting the SUV into gear, she eased back onto the road behind her good-Samaritan neighbor. She wanted to say something, anything to help her boy come to terms with his father’s death. Nothing came to mind and worse, she couldn’t explain to him why she’d hauled him suddenly so far away. If he thought his father’s affair was beyond the pale, he’d really freak about the impetus for their fleeing. He didn’t need that crap on top of everything else. What they needed was to find their new home and settle in.
 
   Brody checked his rearview mirror for the umpteenth time, and yep his new neighbor was still tight on his rear. And that was for sure not the way he should think of how she followed him. His pants were tight enough as it was, his little head being stupid enough to think he had a chance with that woman. What she was doing way out in Calder County was anybody’s guess, but she had expensive and Northerner written all over her. She was driving an Escalade for Christ’s sake. And that accent, cultured with just a hint of Boston in it.
 
   If none of that was enough to ward him off, the sullen kid slouched down next to her was. Her son, no doubt, and the one time he’d bothered to look in Brody’s direction, “fuck off” had been shooting from his eyes. Of course, when a man was divorced and already seeing forty in the not too distant future, he had only two choices. One was to fish in shallower waters and that only served to make him feel even older than he was. The other was to pursue age-appropriate women who were likely also divorced and with kids still clinging to their skirts the same way he had his own boys to wrangle. Given the faint white band on her ring finger, he was willing to bet she’d only taken it off less than a year ago.
 
   So recently divorced and with a teenage boy in tow. That didn’t make for good prospects, except his cock didn’t seem to give a damn because it was getting harder the more he thought of her. Damnation. As he slowly made the turns to get to the old Bueller house, he tried to talk himself out of his interest. It wasn’t working. By the time he pulled up to the garage, he had surrendered completely. Hopping out of the truck, he rearranged his pants as best he could to hide how neighborly his body wanted to be. He could have simply waved and driven off, but somehow that didn’t set well with him. He wanted to help them unpack. The woman had probably done all the driving and would be tired. No need for her to carry stuff too.
 
   “Oh, thank you so much! I would never have found this place without your help.”
 
   The woman had slid her sunglasses onto her head. For the first time, he got a good look at her. Her hair was dark to the point of looking black, yet her eyes were a light blue. It was an interesting combination and he bet she was Irish because of it. Tallish for a woman and slender with small, pert breasts pressing out from her T-shirt. She was wearing some kind of fancy skinny jeans with silver-colored flat shoes. She was definitely a fish out of water in these parts.
 
   “I’m happy to help.” Yeah, conversation was not his strong suit. “I’m Brody Chambers, by the way.” He held out his hand. Telling her his name was definitely a good start.
 
   “Heather McNichols.” She clasped his hand in a quick, firm shake. “This is my son, Christopher,” she added with a wave toward the lanky boy who stood with his hands shoved in his pockets and a little bit of murder in his eyes.
 
   Brody smiled and waved before turning back to the mother. “Let me help you get your stuff inside.”
 
   “Oh, thanks, but you don’t need to do that. I’m sure you have somewhere to be, like home. We’ve already put you to a lot o’ trouble.”
 
   “No, ma’am,” he assured her and poured on what little charm he possessed. “I live alone, so I have the time.”
 
   She gave him a wide smile that couldn’t hide her fatigue. “That’s very kind, thank you.”
 
   “My pleasure.” He smiled back. “How about we start with those groceries?”
 
   “Oh, yes. Christopher, come get a couple of bags,” she called out as she opened the back door.
 
   The kid didn’t look happy, although he moved fast enough to open the opposite door and drag a few plastic bags out by their handles.
 
   “Not so many, they’re heavy.”
 
   “It’s fine, Mom.”
 
   The dismissive tone grated on Brody’s nerves. “Let me get the rest.”
 
   He moved fast to gently push her out of the way so that she wouldn’t have to carry anything. Their bodies brushed just for a second and that little contact made his cock even happier.
 
   “Why don’t you go open up the house?”
 
   She seemed unsure of his gallantry for a second. “Um, okay.” She hurried up the walk to the steps of the porch. The Bueller place was a pretty one story ranch house. Someone had been keeping it up since they’d left almost six months ago.
 
   The boy, Christopher, stood just behind her surveying the front yard. “How come there’s nothing but rocks around the house?”
 
   Brody joined them on the porch. “It helps to keep the rattlers and the scorpions from getting inside.”
 
   The kid eyed him suspiciously. “You’re shitting me, right?”
 
   “Language, Christopher,” his mother admonished.
 
   Brody treated him to an indulgent smile. “Nope. The sun heats the rocks and they don’t like to slither and crawl over them.”
 
   The boy’s eyes got wide. “Oh my God, snakes and scorpions? Mom!”
 
   “Let’s go inside,” she responded with a cheery smile on her face that was obviously forced.
 
   The house was fully furnished in the style of the old and the feminine, frilly and multi-colored, but sparkling clean with an open floor plan. Brody strode over to the kitchen area in the back while his neighbor and her son paused to look at their new home. He put the bags on the granite counter and started pulling out the groceries.
 
   “Oh, you don’t have to do that.”
 
   The woman, Heather, rushed to his side. She smiled up at him as she took a gallon of milk from his hands. She tried to anyway. He held on fast and their fingers brushed against each other during their tug of war.
 
   “My pleasure, really.”
 
   He stood holding fast to the sweating, cold container, gazing down into her beautiful blue eyes. A sweet blush crawled up her cheeks. She didn’t look away, until there was a gagging sound accompanied by her son dropping bags on the counter.
 
   Heather released the container of milk to glare at her son, although he was already on his way out the door. She gave Brody an apologetic smile.
 
   “Sorry. It’s been a rough year for Christopher and he’s not exactly on board with this whole moving to Texas thing.”
 
   Brody walked over to the refrigerator which was thankfully up and running. “Please don’t worry about it. I can remember being a teenage boy.”
 
   He put the milk on a shelf before returning to fetch a second container from the counter. He gave what he hoped was a friendly and not a wolfish smile to his new neighbor.
 
   “Besides, I have a couple of boys of my own, although a few years younger. And I know divorce can be rough on kids.”
 
   “Oh,” she said with a startled look. “Um, I’m not divorced. My husband died last year.”
 
   “Oh.” Now it was his turn to look surprised. “I’m sorry for your loss. I guess once you’re divorced, you assume the whole world is.”
 
   Jesus, what a lame thing to say. Worse, now that he knew she was a widow, it decreased the likelihood she was in the market for a new man so soon. And thinking that made him a selfish prick.
 
   The tiny tip of a pink tongue poked out to lick her upper lip. “You’re divorced? That’s a shame.”
 
   The words sounded right, but there was a glimmer in her eye that led him to believe she wasn’t sorry to hear it. Of course that could be his overactive libido reading into her expression a sentiment that wasn’t there. He cleared his throat while he hefted the milk to the frig. Looking at her was dangerous.
 
   “Yeah, it’s rough on the kids especially.”
 
   Her son came stomping into the house with an armload of stuff and hooked a left down the hall without evening looking at them.
 
   “I guess I should be going.”
 
   Heather glanced at her son’s retreating back. She was disturbed enough by his behavior that her concern showed through her expression despite Brody’s presence. That one bit of vulnerability made her even more appealing to him. A strong urge to wrap her in his arms and hug the worry out of her almost overwhelmed him.
 
   Putting an unconvincing smile on her face, she said. “Thank you again. If you hadn’t stopped when you did, we might have ended up coyote food once our gas and groceries ran out.”
 
   Brody grinned. “Nah, the buzzards would have gotten to you before the coyotes came out for the night. Hey, look, given that you’re new in the area, here’s my card.”
 
   Reaching into his back pocket, he pulled out his wallet, and from there, one of the cards for the ranch. He thought it was kind of stupid for a family ranch to have business cards and a website, but his sister ran the business side of things and she insisted it was necessary in the twenty-first century. For the first time, he was glad that she had.
 
   “If you need anything, give me a call.”
 
   Heather took the card and read it out loud. “The Triple C Ranch?”
 
   “Yeah, C is for Chambers. My great, great grandfather settled here right after the Civil War. Not sure what the triple was for, given that he had no kids when he and his first wife arrived. Maybe he just thought it sounded good. Anyway, I’m around if you need anything.”
 
    Those cheeks of hers pinked up again and she dropped her gaze for a second. “Thank you. I may just do that.”
 
   Tipping his hat, he reluctantly turned and walked out the door. He wanted to look back at her, he really did. That was his cock trying to lead him down the wrong path, though. His bigger brain told him he needed to be careful with this woman. She might be interested in him as much as he was in her, but if that was the case, he needed to rein himself in and let her make the next move.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Heather stood bleary-eyed in front of the stove as she scrambled eggs for breakfast. Christopher had yet to make an appearance despite having gone to his room after an awkwardly silent dinner. Neither of them had anything to say, each tired from the drive. She’d said everything already that she could think of to convince him the move was a good idea without explaining to him the real reason why they needed to make a break from Boston. He, in turn, had exhausted all of his arguments as to why they should immediately turn back for what he thought of as their real home. Despite the early bedtime, she didn’t feel well-rested, having tossed and turned for most of the night. It was a new place and they were so isolated, it would take time to feel comfortable.
 
   She really wished she’d taken the time to buy a new coffee maker instead of settling on buying instant at the market. It wasn’t cutting it. She’d need to get back into the damn car this morning and go find some decent coffee in the local town. Remembrance. Such a quaint name and the real estate agent had said it had a long history. Of course, being from New England, she had a different idea of what old meant than they did down here. Still, it would be fun to walk around and see what the place had to offer. Maybe it would buoy Christopher’s spirits too.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   Her son shuffled in and eyed the frying pan. “Any toast to go with those eggs?”
 
   Turning off the heat, Heather glanced his way. “As soon as you put some in the toaster over there. Nice of the Bueller’s to leave appliances.”
 
   Christopher grunted something that might be interpreted as agreement before he grabbed the loaf of bread and popped four slices into the toaster. Heather plated up the eggs and took them over to the dining table. She put the plates side-by-side so they could look out the floor-to-ceiling windows, past the screened in porch and into the back yard. Then she brought her cup of coffee over while Christopher did the same with butter and jam and juice. When he wasn’t being a pain in her ass, he was a really good kid. They sat down to their breakfast in the same silence that had blanketed their dinner.
 
   That wasn’t going to do.
 
   “So,” Heather began with more energy than she felt. “I was thinking of going into town and maybe getting some decent coffee and picking up a few more things. Do you want to come with?”
 
   Christopher eyed her over his glass of orange juice. “What did we agree about your trying to talk to me like you’re one of my friends?”
 
   “Sorry. Would you care to accompany me into town?”
 
   “The judges will accept that.” He shrugged. “I don’t know. What is there to get, besides coffee, which I don’t drink.”
 
   “True, but you do like pastries and I thought maybe any place that sells good coffee might have baked goods.”
 
   “I suppose.”
 
   “Good, we’ll finish up, shower and head into town.”
 
   “Think you can find it without getting lost?”
 
   “I remember seeing the signs yesterday, so I’m fairly confident we’ll make it.”
 
   And, if they ran into any trouble, she could always pull out that card and give Brody Chambers a cry for help. Oh, no, that wouldn’t do. He seemed like a nice guy and she hadn’t been stuck in a loveless marriage so long that she didn’t recognize male interest when it was directed toward her. Still, it was too soon to get involved with anyone, for her and for Christopher. They needed to settle in and find their footing before she could entertain the idea of dating. Best to put the tantalizing cowboy out of her mind.
 
   ****
 
   Remembrance, Texas proved to be as quaint as she’d expected with the right dash of modern. It had taken no time at all to find a coffee shop that not only served up a decent selection of gourmet coffee choices, but had a bakery on site. The smell of freshly baked yeasty doughnuts mingled with the aroma of ground beans had hit her so hard when she stepped inside that she almost had a religious experience. Even Christopher had been struck with awe. The two of them had stood still for a few seconds simply smelling the place.
 
   They left with a large glazed doughnut in each of their hands and Heather had an iced mocha latte with an extra shot of espresso. She took a large bite of her pastry and chased it down with a pull of her drink. She let her eyelids drop to half-mast and moaned.
 
   “This is fantabulous.”
 
   “Mother,” Christopher warned through his own mouthful.
 
   She popped her eyes at him. “Awesome?”
 
   “Better.” He rolled his eyes as he said it.
 
   “Fine,” she huffed. “How about, this tastes great?”
 
   “There you go.” He stuffed the rest of his doughnut in his mouth, then his face screwed up. “Uh, oh, don’t look now but it’s your cowboy.”
 
   “My what?” Even as she said it, her heart skipped a beat because she knew what he was talking about, or rather to whom he was referring.
 
   Yes, indeed, there he was. Brody was heading in their direction, although on the opposite side of the narrow two lane road that ran down the center of town. She could tell the moment he noticed them. His stride hitched before he kept going. With his hat pulled down, as before, she couldn’t see his face properly. She wasn’t surprised, however, when he crossed the road as soon as there was a break in the traffic.
 
   She convulsively swallowed a few times, pulling herself together even as she wondered whether this was a good thing or a bad one. Hadn’t she mere hours ago decided that involvement with Brody or any other man was a really bad idea? Of course her decision only affected her actions. In a small town like this, they were bound to run into each other. Brody hadn’t gotten the no-entanglement memo, mostly because she hadn’t sent it to him. Now would be the perfect time to deliver it.
 
   As soon as he stepped onto the curb, he tipped his hat back and gave her a shy smile. She fed the memo through a shredder and returned the look. She just couldn’t help herself. It had been too long since a man had made her feel as if seeing her amounted to a good part of his day. Ignoring the unhappy vibe coming off her son, she stepped closer to Brody.
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   “Good morning, ma’am. I see you found the best place for indulgence in Remembrance,” he said with a nod toward the doughnut still clutched in her hand.
 
   Heather licked her lips before she could consider the message the gesture would send. Brody’s gaze followed the trail she laid, and she could swear she saw his Adam’s apple jump.
 
   “Um, yes,” she replied a little breathlessly. “Being in that place is almost life changing. If I’m not careful, I may take up residence there. My willpower for caffeine and sugar is sorely lacking.”
 
   Brody grinned. “I understand what you mean. My sister, who is pregnant with her first child, has sent me on a craving run. If I don’t bring her back one of the chocolate glazed, my life won’t be worth living.”
 
   Christopher sighed loudly. “I’m going back for another one. I’ll get it for you.”
 
   Brody looked at him with surprise, then reached for his wallet and took out a ten. “That’s real nice of you, Christopher. Here, yours is on me too.”
 
   Christopher took the bill without comment and slouched his way back into the store. Heather and Brody watched him go before turning to each other.
 
   “When he’s good, he’s very, very good.”
 
   “And when he’s bad, he’s horrid,” Brody finished. “I get it.”
 
   Heather took a sip of her coffee and eyed him over the top of her straw. He really was a good looking man and sweet too considering he was in town to help his sister.
 
   “It’s nice of you to take the time out of your day to satisfy your sister’s sweet tooth.”
 
   Brody shrugged and his cheeks took on a slightly ruddy hue, as if he were blushing. “Easy enough to do. I had some other errands and she’s back at the ranch running the office, so I’m not going out of my way.”
 
   “Still, her husband owes you one, I’d say.”
 
   “Yeah, Tom, great guy, but he has this lame excuse of operating on people down in San Antonio. That’s why he can’t do the craving run.”
 
   The information was delivered so dryly, it took a moment for Heather to realize he wasn’t serious. She chuckled. “Oh, you have a doctor in the family. That’s always handy.”
 
   “It is that.”
 
   They stood staring at each other for a few seconds until Christopher came clomping back. He shoved a bag and fistful of change at Brody as he chomped down on his own doughnut. He had also gone with chocolate glazed this time and as skinny and as young as he was, he could get away with that many calories. Heather knew a five mile run was in her future later in the day once the worst of the heat abated, if it ever did.
 
   Brody took the items from Christopher, and stuffing the change into his pocket he said, “Well, I guess I ought to be going. You must have some shopping to do yourself.”
 
   “Yes, um a few odds and ends, trying to make that house more into our home.”
 
   Christopher made a rude noise, which she and Brody both ignored.
 
   “Okay, then, I’ll be seeing you around, ma’am.”
 
   “Heather,” she reminded him.
 
   He treated her to another shy smile. “Heather.” He turned to leave, then turned back. “Look, ah, my family is having a barbeque this Sunday. Nothing major, just a few friends. A number of our mutual neighbors are going to be there. Why don’t you and Christopher join us?”
 
   He stood there, staring at her expectantly. She knew she should politely refuse. She and Christopher needed to get settled and there was that whole no-dating idea. It was hard to refuse, though. It sounded nice to go somewhere and have casual fun meeting new people. Besides, if this was to be their new home, they needed to meet other people in the community. There, a good, rational reason for going that had nothing to do with the dimples carved into that handsome face.
 
   “That sounds wonderful. Thank you so much. We’d love to come.”
 
   His smile went megawatt. “Great.”
 
   “What can we bring?”
 
   “Not a thing, really. My mother has all of those bases covered.”
 
   “Okay, if you’re sure.” She felt guilty about going empty-handed, but relieved as well because she’d always managed to bring the wrong thing to any of Jonathan’s family events. At least they’d told her it was the wrong thing each and every time.
 
   “How about I come pick you up, so you don’t have any trouble finding the ranch? Say two o’clock?”
 
   “I should say please don’t bother; we can find our own way. You and I would both know that’s a lie. So, yes, two o’clock and thank you again.”
 
   “See you then.”
 
   He tipped his hat and turned to cross the street. A horn blared as he nearly walked right into an oncoming car. Heather winced. He deftly ran around it. When he reached the other side, he turned to wave at them. Heather returned the gesture with her doughnut filled hand. Suddenly the idea of all that sugar going to her waist, ass and thighs didn’t appeal to her. She shoved it at her son.
 
   “Not one word,” she warned as she led him down the sidewalk.
 
   ****
 
   “You’ve got a date?”
 
   Brody ignored the tone of incredulity as well as the smug look on his brother’s face as he leaned against the door jamb with his arms folded.
 
   “It’s not a date.”
 
   It might have been a more convincing statement if Brody wasn’t changing his shirt for the third time in preparation for the barbeque. Damn, he was acting a little crazy over having Heather and her son come to the backyard party. It had certainly been an act of insanity to invite them. His pretty neighbor had made it clear she was in mourning. Although if he thought about it hard enough, she hadn’t actually said she was a recent widow. And the looks she gave him held a certain amount of heat that was either interest or his sunbaked brain seeing things that weren’t there.
 
   As he tucked in his shirt, he turned to glare at his brother. “I’m just being friendly to new folks. That’s all. Our family is so deeply rooted in this land, we tend to forget how hard it can be to move someplace. This woman is from up north, too.”
 
   Jesse narrowed his eyes at that statement. “A Northerner, huh? What the hell is she doing coming down here?”
 
   Brody shrugged and looked once more into his dresser mirror. Damnation, maybe he should have gone with the denim shirt after all. As soon as the thought formed in his head, he groaned.
 
   “Shee—it, I am acting like a guy going on a date.”
 
   Jesse pushed off from the doorway and stood behind him, staring at Brody’s reflection. “You’re acting like a teenage girl going a date. But,” he added with a broad grin. “It’s good to see. You’ve been moping around too much since the divorce. Time to get back in the saddle, old son.”
 
   Brody moved away from his brother. “I know. The break-up with Jill hit me harder than I expected. I haven’t been interested in any other women this past year. I don’t know why this woman has pricked my interest, although she does have beautiful eyes.”
 
   The grin he shot Jesse was more of a grimace. “I’m not sure she’s in the market for dating, though. Widows can be tricky. Her late husband may have been the love of her life, someone no one else can compete with.”
 
   “Or, he could have been a complete asshole and she’s glad to be rid of him. More likely it’s something in the middle. Just take things slow and see where they go. It’s not like you’re looking for a new wife, and she’s probably not looking for a new husband. You’re both adults. There’s nothing wrong with having a little fun.”
 
   Brody grabbed his hat from the peg by the door. “That sounds real reasonable, and I do intend to take it slow if for no other reason than I’ll have to outflank her kid. The boy looks at me like he’s measuring me for a coffin.”
 
   Jesse laughed. “That’s kind of his job.”
 
   “I suppose. I’m going to pick them up, so they don’t get lost. The widow may be lovely to look at and bright as a sunny day, but I believe she’s directionally challenged. See you in an hour.”
 
   Brody was careful to avoid the rest of his family on his way out to his truck. Being drilled by Jesse had been a walk in the park compared to what his mother, sister, and sister-in-law could dish out. He didn’t want to answer any more questions because he frankly didn’t have many answers. All he knew was that seeing Heather made him happy and he hadn’t been all that happy since the break-up with Jill. Sure he loved being with his boys, but it wasn’t the same pleasure that came from being with a woman you were attracted to. Besides, his boys were with their mother visiting her folks in Houston. It was for the best, when he considered it. He wasn’t sure how they’d feel about his spending time with a woman who wasn’t their mom. At thirteen and eleven, they were almost old enough to understand why he’d want to date, but it wouldn’t stop them from resenting it. Christopher McNichols’ attitude proved it.
 
   He hopped inside his truck and took off quickly so no one would try to stop him for a chat as he drove by. His speed kicked up a bit of dust, which reminded him he’d had the thing washed earlier in the day. Just another indication he was in dating mode. Okay, so what? It was time. He hoped it was time for Heather as well.
 
   ****
 
   “You look nice.”
 
   Heather whirled around in surprise at the unsolicited compliment. She supposed she should have fully shut her bedroom door while she primped for a barbeque that was a friendly gathering of neighbors and not a date. She hadn’t, though, because after putting on nice jeans, a sky-blue, sleeveless blouse, and black docksides she’d thought she was done. Okay, a pair of simple gold studs for her ears. And the scoop neckline of the shirt was a little low for her to keep her neck bare, so a gold chain was in order. Her watch dressed up her left arm nicely, but the right one looked lonely. A couple of bangle bracelets took care of that problem.
 
   And, having spent most of the summer so far indoors, she was looking a trifle pale, especially with her hair pulled back in a ponytail. Who could blame her for slapping on some lipstick, mascara, and blush? As she stared back at her image in the dresser mirror, a woman who was dressed up for a date stared back at her. Damn it. Now Christopher looked at her with eyes that were older than they should be, too much older than they had been before his father died.
 
   “Oh, thanks,” she replied with a tentativeness that telegraphed how she felt kind of guilty about dressing for Brody.
 
   She knew there was no reason to feel that way. Her marriage to Jonathan had been bad long before he’d died, and enough time had elapsed since his death for dating to be appropriate in any event. There was no reason for her to remain celibate. Not that she intended to have sex with Brody Chambers. Jumping right into the deep end with a guy had always been her problem. She’d been too impulsive, too willing to fall in love at first sight like some cartoon princess. It’s how she’d ended up virtually trapped in a miserable marriage. The only good thing to come out of it was Christopher, of course. And his needs came first. She shot him an almost apologetic smile.
 
   Her son shrugged. “It’s okay, you know. I mean I get it. You’re into this guy and he’s into you, and you’re entitled to have some fun. I know how crappy this last year has been.”
 
   “For both of us,” she agreed in a soft voice. She wanted so much to go to her boy and wrap him in her arms. She was afraid to, though. It was getting more awkward now that he was a teenager, and the few times she’d tried to offer him comfort over his father’s death, he’d rebuffed her.
 
   He shrugged again. “Whatever. Um, I think maybe I should stay home anyway.”
 
   Her heart sank. “What? No, please come. It’s a working ranch. It’ll be interesting to see it. You know horses, cows and stuff,” she ended lamely.
 
   “I’m not like nine, Mom. I don’t need to see farm animals.”
 
   She stepped closer to him, her hands extended in an almost pleading gesture. “Look, I’ll change my clothes and take off the make-up and jewelry. I really don’t intend or expect this to be anything more than neighbors getting together.”
 
   Christopher groaned. “No, don’t do that. Then I’ll feel guilty and my not wanting to go really doesn’t have anything to do with you and Brody Chambers. Besides, I bet you could go wearing a plastic bag and he’d still want you. Guys have one track minds.”
 
   Heather laughed. She couldn’t help it. “I know they do. When did you get so wise?” As soon as she asked the question, she wanted to cut out her tongue. She knew the answer. God damn, Jonathan, and his perpetual case of hot pants. He’d done so much damage to his son as well as her.
 
   “Please come.”
 
   “Okay,” he sighed after a few seconds of thought.
 
   “Thanks.” She smiled brightly at him and again resisted the urge to run over and hug him. “We’ll only stay a few hours. I promise.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   The doorbell rang, making them both start. Grabbing up her purse, Heather shooed her son out to the living room. When she opened the door, there was Brody, looking like the sexy cowboy he was, but a little more upscale. His jeans were crisp and creased and his shirt was a light blue cotton button down. Their shirts almost matched in color and she suddenly wished she’d picked something else. It was a little too cute for them to be dressed the same. Even if they’d been married for fifty years, it would be too cute. Oh, well, nothing to be done about it now unless she wanted to appear as if she thought of this as a date. Which she did not.
 
   Brody smiled as his gaze raked her from head to toe. “You look lovely,” he said almost under his breath.
 
   Her heartbeat skipped like an old scratched record. It had been a long time since a man had not only looked at her with such appreciation, but had paid her a compliment.
 
   “Thank you.” She wanted to say more, although she couldn’t for the life of her think of what, other than, “It’s so nice of you to pick us up.”
 
   “My pleasure. Like I said, I don’t want you getting lost.”
 
   He turned to walk back down the porch. Heather and Christopher followed, Heather shut the front door and double-checked that it was locked. She really should look into getting an alarm system installed. As safe and anonymous as she felt down here, it didn’t pay to get lax.
 
   “I have my truck. I hope that’s okay. It has a Crew Cab, a second seat,” he explained. “I had to upgrade once Luke, my oldest was born. Standard truck cabs don’t take car seats very well.”
 
   “Ah, yes,” she said as she followed him. “The changes we make for our children.” Like staying married to a controlling cheater and moving half-way across the country. But she wouldn’t let those thoughts intrude on her afternoon. She was determined to enjoy herself and hoped Christopher would too.
 
   Brody opened the passenger seat door for her and gestured to the other side of the truck. “You can get into the second seat on the driver’s side, Chris.”
 
   “Christopher.”
 
   Heather winced at her son’s rude manner. She understood why he corrected Brody. Only Jonathan had ever used the nickname, Chris. He could have done it more nicely, however. Brody didn’t seem fazed by it.
 
   “Sorry, Christopher.”
 
   He winked at Heather as he said it, showing no hard feelings. He held out his hand to help her up into the high seat. When her palm touched his, her hand tingled and her cheeks heated. Her gaze locked on his, and the way he looked back at her confirmed the same heat and sizzle affected him. His lips parted a fraction and a breath of air escaped as if he’d been punched in the solar plexus. The scent of mint wafted over to invade her nostrils. She inhaled deeply and let her own breath out on a stutter.
 
   Christopher sighed loudly, once again acting like the perfect chaperone. Nothing untoward was going to happen with him staring at them. With an embarrassed grin, she lifted one leg, then the other onto the seat. Brody shut her door and came around to slide behind the wheel.
 
   “Next stop is the Triple C Ranch.”
 
   He gunned the engine as he left their driveway. The quick burst of speed was exhilarating, as was the man sitting next to her. As they rode along, Heather felt an eerie sense of domestic tranquility, as if the three of them were a family heading to a party. It was weird in particular because she’d never had that with Jonathan. They’d rarely done things together, let alone with Christopher. Her late husband had lived his life after marriage and fatherhood much the way he had before those encumbrances. Of course, the idea of it was absurd now given that as she kept reminding herself, she and Brody weren’t even on a date, let alone forming a family.
 
   Even so, the proximity of Brody’s body made him impossible to ignore or even be nonchalant about. The air conditioning waged a pitched battle against the increasing heat of the day, yet Brody’s warmth enveloped her. She stole glances at him, admiring the way his muscles played against the fabric of his pants and shirt. With the cuffs rolled up, his forearms were on display, the corded skin proving he was a man used to hard daily labor. It wasn’t like the artificial tone that came from a gym that she was used to seeing on fit guys. Brody was rugged, more primitive in a physical way that spoke to a similar primitiveness deep inside her. It was surprising. She wouldn’t have thought she was vulnerable to such stirrings.
 
   She adjusted the blower to hit her square on the face as her unbidden thoughts threatened to make her break out in a sweat. Brody glanced at her and smiled. Damn it, he must know what she felt. But if that was the case, maybe it was because he felt it too. The idea pleased her. She didn’t want this attraction to be one sided even though she kept telling herself she wasn’t going to act on it. It was merely her deep-seated femininity wanting to catch a man’s interest. Plus there was something satisfying in thinking she wasn’t the only one suffering.
 
   It didn’t take long to reach the ranch. It was like something out of a movie or television, the way they passed under an arch with the Triple C name on it. The house was a big, sprawling building with a wide front porch. There were a couple of other buildings visible as well, a barn, and a bunkhouse, she supposed. Her mind only briefly registered them because there was a group of people milling around the porch. Every set of eyes swiveled to stare at them as they got out of the truck. Heather’s first instinct was to run and hide, but that was foolish. Brody’s family was only curious about their new neighbors.
 
    She checked over her shoulder to make sure Christopher followed, although really it was an excuse to escape the stares for a second. Of course he was right behind her, his gaze down and his hands jammed in his pockets. He looked bored and while she knew she should urge him to be more social, her nerves were bad enough that she didn’t have the extra energy. Gripping the straps of her shoulder bag with both hands, she plastered a smile on her face and walked up the front steps.
 
   A middle-aged couple, fit and tan, with big welcoming smiles greeted them first. “You must be our new neighbor,” the woman said.
 
   “Mom, Dad, this is Heather McNichols and her son, Christopher,” Brody supplied before Heather had a chance to answer. “These are my folks,” he said to her. “Carol and Tuck Chambers.”
 
   “How do you do?” Heather winced inwardly at the stilted sound of her greeting.
 
   But the Chambers merely beamed back at her. In fact, a small crowd of them hovered around in a semi-circle. Heather felt a little like a zoo animal, although every face held an expression of either open curiosity or friendliness. There were no looks of disapproval or open hostility. What a marked difference from when she’d first met Jonathan’s family, who’d always thought he’d married beneath him and them. And she really needed to stop comparing her current situation to her years with her late husband.
 
   She was not on a date!
 
   The introductions flew fast and furious. There was Jesse, the older brother and his wife, Beth. Their teenage sons, Tucker and Taylor. A fairly pregnant sister, Remy, lumbered over, sans her doctor husband. Brody’s sons, she learned, were visiting their other grandparents. There were a few neighbors there as well, and Heather struggled to keep track of everyone’s name. Within a couple of minutes, she was dizzy with it all, social events having been non-existent for her in the last year. She worried about Christopher, too, who seemed ready to bolt, until Tucker and Taylor took him under their wings.
 
   “We have a batting cage in the back. Want to come hit some balls? Grandma says the food won’t be ready for another hour and the grownups think yacking on the porch is some kind of activity.” This was from Tucker, and he managed to convey the typical teenage patronizing contempt for adults.
 
   Christopher shrugged. “Sure, why not?”
 
   Heather winced at his bored tone, but that seemed to be fine with the Chambers boys. They led him off around the house with no further discussion.
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t think to mention my nephews when I extended the invitation. I bet your son wasn’t keen on coming over without knowing there might be something interesting to do and kids of his own age to do it with.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. He’s had a tough year, but I’m glad to see him having fun, or at least trying to.” Knowing her son was occupied raised her spirits as well. Maybe now he wouldn’t be bugging her to leave in a few hours.
 
   Brody gave her a sympathetic smile. “Can I get you a beer?”
 
   Her nerves jangled as they always did when he focused his attention on her. “I’d love one.” A little alcohol might be just what she needed to calm down.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Brody leaned against the porch rail, satiated from the meal, sipping a beer and watching Heather talk to his mother, sister and sister-in-law. The Chamber women had taken the Northerner under their collective wings without hesitation. There was something so right about seeing her in that more familiar circle of females, as if she’d been made to fit. He frowned into his beer. Shit, where had such an insane idea come from? He wasn’t even dating her and he was already slotting her into his family.
 
   And, maybe if he kept telling himself this wasn’t a date, he’d eventually believe it.
 
   “I like her.” Jesse sidled up to Brody with his own beer. “She seems nice, and I know Beth likes her. Mom and Remy too by the looks of things.”
 
   “Stop measuring her for a wedding dress.” The look his brother gave him told him that if anyone was thinking that far ahead, it was Brody. He downed the rest of his beer and shoved his empty bottle at Jesse. “I’m going to show her around.”
 
   Because, Jesus, this was a date and he wanted her to see his home.
 
   He walked over to the group of women. Heather looked up at him and gave him the kind of sunny smile that tightens a man’s groin. It tightened his, anyway. He fought to get enough air in his lungs to speak.
 
   “How would you like the ten cent tour?”
 
   The smile grew. “That sounds wonderful. If you’ll excuse me?” She said to the other women.
 
   Brody held out his hand to her as she started to rise. She paused and looked at it before clasping it. Once she was upright, he should have let it go. Instead, he tightened his grip and led her off the back side of the porch and over to the barn. It was his favorite place on the ranch and he wanted to share it with her. Heather walked beside him with an easy stride. She didn’t try to pull away from his hold and that gave him hope this attraction really was two-way.
 
   As soon as they entered the dark coolness of the cavernous building, the smell of hay and the snuffling of the horses put him at ease as it always did. It was the most peaceful place in the world for him. He hoped Heather felt even half what he did in here. He took her over to the third stall to introduce her to his horse.
 
   “Oh, hello, there,” she said in obvious delight when Shadow stuck his head out to greet them. Still holding Brody’s hand, she reached up with the other one to stroke Shadow’s nose. “What a beautiful, boy?” She glanced at Brody.
 
   “Yep, he’s a gelding and he’s mine.” Shadow snorted and tossed his head.
 
   “Do you really ride around the range and lasso dogies?”
 
   Brody chuckled. “I do ride around the ranch to mend fences and chase down stray cattle, but not always on horseback. We use ATVs and trucks a lot.”
 
   Heather propped her arm on the stall and laid her head down. “Well, that sounds more exciting than my days.”
 
   “It can be, but it’s also a job like any other. It has its boring moments.”
 
   “You want to talk about boring? I was an accountant.”
 
   She looked at him sideways, her eyes bright. He wondered how much she’d had to drink. Although he’d brought her two, he knew his family had outflanked him throughout lunch to ply her with food and drink. He stepped closer to her, pulling their clasped hands up waist high. There was only a few inches between them.
 
   “An accountant, huh? That’s important work. People and businesses depend on it.”
 
   Heather snorted much like Shadow had. “You’re very kind.” She looked back at the horse. “Anyway, I haven’t done it in a long while. Jonathan didn’t want me to work.”
 
   “Your late husband?” He didn’t like the idea of her thinking of the guy while he held her hand.
 
   She made a face and sighed. “Yeah, he was a controlling prick.” Her head popped up and she looked at him wide-eyed. “Did I say that out loud?”
 
   Brody narrowed his eyes at her. “Yes, and how much have you had to drink?”
 
   She batted her free hand at him. “Four beers, tops. More than I would normally, I’ll admit. Your sister kept pressing them on me, if I may be frank. She said if she couldn’t drink, someone should for her.”
 
   “That sounds like Remy. Pregnancy is not her favorite state. She hates not being able to ride and drink. Thank God she only has three months to go.”
 
   Heather stepped closer to him. Their hands became trapped between them. “She told me a secret. Do you want to know what it is?”
 
   This close, it was impossible not to gaze into her eyes and get lost in them. His heartbeat sped up and he couldn’t help but get hard. He angled his hips away from her so she wouldn’t detect it. He stood staring, becoming more and more lost in her, until she poked him in the chest.
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Want to know the secret?”
 
   “Ah, sure.”
 
   “She’s having a girl.”
 
   “Oh.” He grinned down at her, momentarily distracted from the distraction that was her. “That’s great news. With the four boys between Jesse and me and little chance of either of us having more, we were all really hoping for a girl. Too bad she won’t name her Remembrance.”
 
   “Why would she name her daughter after the town?”
 
   “Family tradition. There’s always been a Remembrance in each generation since my ancestor and his second wife had a daughter with that name. Remy is short for Remembrance. She hates it and has always said the tradition stops with her. Jesse or I would have used the name for a daughter if we’d had the chance.”
 
   He stopped talking, figuring he was boring the tar out of her. Yet her gaze never wavered from his. Her lips parted in a small smile.
 
   “That’s lovely, and too bad she won’t continue it.” Her voice was soft, her expression was soft, and her mouth was so inviting.
 
   Brody leaned down and kissed her. The moment their lips touched, a dam inside him broke, overwhelming need taking control. He dropped her hand in order to wrap both his arms around her. Pulling her body in tight against his own, he deepened the kiss. Her lips parted willingly when his tongue begged entrance. He dove into her mouth, desperate to explore and taste every crevice.
 
   Heather uttered a little moan before melting into his embrace. Her hands slid around his waist and down. Greedy fingers gripped his ass and yanked him closer. Now it was his turn to moan and he no longer worried about her detecting his erection. He lined their hips flush against each other and ground needily against her stomach. Instead of shying away from his aggressiveness, she dug her fingers even harder into him and undulated her lower half.
 
   Brody only broke the kiss when his lungs screamed for air. It was hard to withdraw from her and he only managed to part their lips. The rest of them stayed plastered together. Heather stared up at him with her eyes at half-mast and her breath coming out in heavy pants. He was doing the same. His cock begged to be freed and it would take so little so unsnap both their jeans, lift Heather to wrap her shapely legs around his waist, back her up against the stall and…
 
   Shadow butted his head between them with a loud snort.
 
   Startled, Heather let go of Brody’s ass and pulled away, although not so much that he had to let her go. Then she giggled.
 
   “I think he’s jealous.”
 
   Brody gave his horse what he hoped was recognized by the animal as a glare. “You may be right. I think it’s the first time he’s ever seen me kiss a woman.”
 
   “You never kissed your ex-wife out here?” she asked with a slight frown.
 
   “She never liked ranch life. She hated barns. Too smelly, she said.” And he really didn’t want to be thinking of his ex at the moment.
 
   Heather made a noise that could have meant anything, but he chose to interpret it as meaning she thought his ex’s opinion was stupid. They remained silent for a few minutes more. It was nice and comfortable, as if there was no reason for them to fill the void with mindless chatter. He liked her; he liked being with her. This was definitely now a date and he couldn’t wait to have another one.
 
   “I’d like to take you out sometime.”
 
   Heather wrinkled her nose and for one heart-stopping moment, he was afraid the kiss was more beer than passion on her part.
 
   “You mean like on a date?” When he nodded, she hummed. “I haven’t been out on a date in oh…” She blew out a breath. “Since before Christopher was born, I guess.”
 
   Seriously? What kind of an asshole had her late husband been? “Then it’s high time. How about dinner.” He still held her, although, loosely, and it pleased him that she wasn’t trying to free herself. In fact, her hands now trailed up his waist to cup his biceps.
 
   “Eat dinner that I didn’t have to cook? I like that.” She gave him a sexy smile, but then her lips turned down. “I really shouldn’t. I should be home eating with Christopher.”
 
   Disappointment weighed him down. “How about meeting for coffee?” It was better than nothing, and even as he said it, he was wondering if he could talk Beth into inviting Christopher over to dinner with her boys some time. Heather would feel freer to have dinner with Brody if her son was likewise occupied.
 
   “With those doughnuts?” The hopeful look in her eyes almost made him laugh. She looked younger, but more importantly, she looked carefree. He had a feeling that was an emotion she hadn’t experienced in a long while, even before her husband died.
 
   “Anything you want.” He meant it too. He sealed the vow with another kiss, this one more tender. He didn’t allow himself to go in deep because he was afraid he’d never come up.
 
   It was Heather who pulled back first. “I should probably find Christopher and head home.” She squeezed the bridge of her nose with thumb and forefinger. “I’m feeling a bit tired. It’s not the company, I assure you,” she added with a smile. “Too much beer and sun, I think, but damn, it was nice to relax. Thank you for inviting us.”
 
   “It was entirely my pleasure.”
 
   Before he lost the battle with self-control, he took her hand and led her back to the party. Other people were making their good-byes. Heather’s son was on the porch with Jesse’s. The boy spotted them as soon as they hit the bottom step and his gaze homed in on where Brody and Heather’s hands locked. He stared up at Brody for a second before turning back to the other boys. Heather, fortunately, seemed oblivious. And tired. Once they were in the truck, she leaned her head back and closed her eyes. The ride was silent, yet not unpleasant. Any time he checked his rearview mirror, he expected to see Christopher’s eyes shooting daggers at him. The boy, however, just looked out his window.
 
   When they reached their destination, the kid was out of the truck with a hasty good night and thanks. Heather was slower to move and accepted his help down from the high cab. She blinked up at him with sleepy eyes.
 
   “Thank you.” Her voice was quiet. She reached up and gave him a quick kiss. “When’s our coffee date?”
 
   He grinned. “How about tomorrow around four?” Maybe if they met late enough in the afternoon, coffee could turn into dinner. He understood her concern for her son, but he wasn’t a little boy.
 
   “It’s a date.” She bit her lower lip. “It will be our second date, won’t it, because this really was a date after all?”
 
   “Yeah, it was.”
 
   The idea no longer spooked him. Now that he’d had a taste of Heather, he wanted more and couldn’t remember for the life of him why he hadn’t wanted to go out with her in the first place. Walking her to her front door, he grabbed one more quick kiss, then forced his feet back to his truck before he made a fool out of himself and begged her to let him in for that coffee date now.
 
   ****
 
   Heather was early for her coffee date with Brody. She was always early for things because she’d been raised by perpetually late parents. While she thought about going inside and grabbing a table, it didn’t appear that there was a big run on doughnuts at that hour in Remembrance, so she loitered on the sidewalk, keeping an eye out for Brody’s truck.
 
   Thinking of his truck made her think of the man, and of course, that led to thinking of the kiss. The memory spiked her internal temperature as it had every other time she’d thought of it. It was probably the single hottest thing she’d ever done with a man outside of bed. Maybe inside of it too. It was certainly the best thing to happen to her in forever. The searing intensity of it confirmed that she’d been missing out on real passion for a very long time. She’d never had it with Jonathan and once they were trapped in a loveless marriage, they’d been lucky not to have actively loathed each other. Or, maybe they hadn’t been even that lucky.
 
   Even though she’d sworn not to return to the same impulsive ways with men from her long ago youth, she couldn’t really regret the kiss. And, while she’d had a few beers, blaming alcohol would be too cowardly. The truth is she’d wanted him to do it and if he hadn’t made the first move, she would have. He’d obviously enjoyed it as much as she. Feeling his hard length pressing into her had been thrilling. She liked doing that to a man and wished she could have communicated so easily how aroused his kiss had made her. Of course, now that they were officially dating, she’d get her chance.
 
   Her phone rang and pulling it out of her back pocket, she looked at the caller ID. Her heart lurched.
 
   “Kim? What’s wrong?”
 
   “Don’t freak out, Heather,” her friend and lawyer ordered. “I need to tell you something, but do not freak out. Do you hear me?”
 
   “You’re freaking me out by telling me not to freak out.”
 
   “Right, sorry. You just have a way of going straight to DEFCON 1, you know? So, I got a call from a private investigating firm, a pricey and reputable one.”
 
   Heather’s stomach dropped at the news, although she wasn’t surprised. She knew this was going to happen. “What did they say?”
 
   “The usual. Their client, who cannot be named, is looking for you. Nothing’s wrong, but they really need to get in touch with you.”
 
   “And you told them?”
 
   “I told them that they could tell the McNichols to go fuck themselves.”
 
   Heather smiled. She knew her friend had literally said those words. “What did they say?”
 
   “They dropped any pretense of confidentiality and said the McNichols were worried about you and Christopher. Your abrupt departure without telling them or leaving a forwarding address coupled with your change in your mobile phone numbers so they can’t reach you is troubling. They’re concerned that because you’ve been under such an emotional strain in the last year, you aren’t thinking clearly. They just want to make sure their grandson is safe.”
 
   “Bastards!”
 
   The accusation that her in-laws had been throwing out in veiled ways about her emotional state made her seethe as it had the first time she’d learned of it. They wanted to take Christopher away from her and thought it was the nineteen fifties when women could be carted off to a psychiatric facility on the flimsiest of accusations. They thought she was weak and stupid. They’d always thought it. She wasn’t going to let them take her son away from her and she wasn’t even going to let them be in his life anymore if they couldn’t change their attitude. They weren’t to be trusted. They’d also done a fucked-up job with raising their own son. No way they’d get the chance to ruin hers.
 
   “Once again, I told them to do the anatomically impossible, although it is only a matter of time before they track you down by credit card usage or through one of Christopher’s friends.”
 
   “I know, but I appreciate your slowing them down for me. You rock.”
 
   Kim cleared her throat. “Um, Heather, don’t you and Christopher have an understanding about your using teenage vernacular?”
 
   “Spoilsport, and I stand by my assessment.”
 
   “Thanks, but you know it’s only a matter of time before their hired guns find you.”
 
   “I know. It worries me, even though I know there’s no way they can legally take him from me. They’re not going to kidnap him, either. At least I don’t think they will try something so crazy. I’m not sure they’re entirely rational, especially since losing their only child.”
 
   “Being worried under the circumstances is smart. Don’t get paranoid. Just take some precautions.”
 
   “I will. I promise.”
 
   As she spoke to Kim, she strolled a few feet down the sidewalk and back again, still keeping an eye out for Brody. He was a few minutes late. Maybe he’d changed his mind. The idea bothered her almost as much as her in-laws trying to track her down. How odd. She barely knew the guy.
 
   “So, anyway, how’s it going? What’s it like to live in Nowhere, Texas?”
 
   “It’s Remembrance, I’ll have you know,” Heather said with false indignation. She spotted a familiar truck pulling into a parking space across the street. Her heart beat a rapid tattoo even before its muscular driver hopped out. “And, it has its attractions,” she added, shooting Brody a wide smile when he looked over at her. “Got to go. Thanks for everything.”
 
   She hung up even before Kim had managed to give her good-byes. Tucking her phone in her back pocket, she moved to greet Brody in front of the door to the shop. He tipped his hat up and gave her a lazy smile.
 
   “Sorry, I’m a little late. I hope you weren’t worried or anything.”
 
   “Not at all,” she lied so he wouldn’t feel bad. It had been a while since she’d done this dance with a man, but she hadn’t forgotten how.
 
   With a sweep of his arm, he ushered her into the world of caffeine and sugar. The place smelled as divine as it had the previous time. There weren’t many people there, either, although those that were seemed to know Brody. As they greeted him, they slid their gazes over to Heather for a quick look. She felt her cheeks pink up with embarrassment. If Brody was uncomfortable with the scrutiny, it didn’t show.
 
   “Why don’t you grab that table in the corner while I order? What would you like?”
 
   It was on the tip of her tongue to insist she could order and pay herself. One of the things that had enraged her over time was how controlling Jonathan had become because he held the purse strings. His death had left her more than comfortable financially. So much so, she didn’t need to worry about work for the rest of her life. Then she realized she couldn’t allow her dead husband to color her view of men for the rest of her life. Brody was being nice, wanting to buy her some simple food and drink. The least she could do was be gracious about it.
 
   “Iced latte with cream only, please, and a glazed doughnut.”
 
   “You got it.” His smile sent a frisson of arousal up her belly.
 
   As she sauntered away to claim the table, she could swear his gaze was fixed on her backside. Once she sat down, she pulled her hair up with one hand to let the cool of the air conditioning hit the back of her neck for a moment. Her sudden overheating had nothing to do with the temperature, of course, and everything to do with the man ordering at the counter. Dressed as he was in worn, somewhat dusty, jeans, work shirt and scuffed boots, he should have been a turn-off. She’d always gone for the preppy and designer wear types, all button down shirts and creased slacks. The slicker the better.
 
   Her tastes had changed. She had changed. Now the sight of a high, tight ass molded by worn denim was turning her insides to jelly. It was all she could do to fight the urge to lift up the filmy skirt she was wearing and fan her moist inner thighs. When he turned to glance at her, a pulse started between her legs. Something of what she was feeling must have shown through to him. His glance turned into a double take and the dark brooding look he shot her knocked the breath out of her. She looked away out of self-preservation.
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Brody walking toward her with a cardboard drink tray and a plate with three doughnuts on it. Before he reached their table, another man sauntered into the shop and intercepted him with a quick slap on the back.
 
   “Hey there, B.J. What’cha doing in town in the middle of the day?”
 
   Brody shot the guy a look of pure murder before jerking his head in Heather’s direction. She pretended she hadn’t heard or seen anything, staring out the window in sudden fascination of the local goings-on.
 
   “Oops, sorry, bud,” the other man said.
 
   Brody slid the drinks and the pastries on the table before sitting down. He took Heather’s drink out and handed it to her with a straw. She smiled shyly in thanks and made herself busy getting that straw in her drink. A long pull of the coffee occupied another two seconds before she cracked.
 
   “Okay, I have to know. B.J?”
 
   Brody grimaced. “My parents insist they never considered the implications of naming me Brody James.”
 
   She blinked back at him. “Brody James?”
 
   “B.J.,” he explained with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “B.J. for Brody James, got it.” When he continued to stare at her unblinking, she really got it. “Oh!” Heather knew this time her cheeks were blazing. “My God, guys still call you that? How juvenile.”
 
   “Hell from middle school on.” He took a chomp out his doughnut and grinned at her with his mouth closed.
 
   This was nice, she realized as she tackled her own pastry. It was more than the sizzle and pop of sexual attraction. She enjoyed being with this man. He was interesting and not only because he was so different than other men she’d known. Talking to him in the barn the previous night had given her some insight into the life he led. Obviously he was a good family man given that he worked on the ranch his ancestor had founded. He looked at his horse with affection, too. All good things in her book. She had missed the companionship of being with a man more than she’d known. Or, maybe she’d known it all along and had shoved it down deep assuming she was doomed to live her life without it.
 
   But when Brody’s hand brushed against hers as they both reached for their coffee, it was the spark of attraction that caught and held her attention once more. Her breasts felt heavy and her nipples tingled with arousal. She wanted that hand, both of them, on her, holding her while his mouth claimed hers. A tiny bit of melted sugar clung to his upper lip. She wanted to lean over and lick it up.
 
   “Jesus, Heather, if you don’t stop looking at me like that, I’m afraid I’m going to make a spectacle of us both.” Brody’s husky voice was for her ears only.
 
   “S—sorry,” she stuttered back and forced herself to lean away from him. “I don’t know what’s gotten into me.”
 
   “Obviously it wasn’t the beer,” he observed, sitting back.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Last night, I was kind of concerned you let me kiss you because you’d had too much to drink.”
 
   Heather shook her head. “No way. Well, maybe the beers lowered my inhibitions a tad,” she conceded. “But I wanted that kiss. You might have noticed my hands on your ass.”
 
   Brody made a weird, kind of strangling sound. “I noticed.”
 
   “The question is what do we do about this obvious attraction?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   What to do about it?
 
   Brody had lots of ideas about what do, most of which involved public indecency unless they left the coffee shop first. Of course if he got up to take Heather somewhere more appropriate, she and everyone else in the immediate vicinity would see how hard he was. These old, worn jeans of his were comfortable for doing work in, but they didn’t hide a thing. He should have known this was going to happen. He’d been mostly aroused around this woman from the get go. Now with her staring at him as if he were the tastiest doughnut in the place, he was in pain. Her next words, however, dampened his ardor.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said with a shake of her head. “We’ve only just met and diving into bed and a relationship is something I can’t do. I’m not only a widow but a mother. I have responsibilities, and…” She stopped. “I still want you.”
 
   Leaning closer to her, he said, “I want you too. I understand all of the reasons we’d be better off taking things slow. And, I’ll respect whatever boundaries you put up. I must confess you’re the first woman since my divorce that drives my blood south, if you get my meaning.”
 
   She wrapped those luscious lips of hers around her straw and swallowed down a hefty amount of her coffee before answering. “I do.” She sighed. “I really do. I think I should go now.”
 
   He stood when she did, forgetting his concern about his obvious hard-on. They both bumped the table in their haste. “I wish you’d stay.”
 
   Shaking her head, she said, “I can’t. I really like you and I want—no, I need to take things slow, even though my instinct is to grab you right here and now. That’s an old pattern of mine. I’m determined to break old patterns and make better choices than I have in the past. So, is dinner still an option?”
 
   “As in going out to dinner?” He treated her to a broad smile. “Name the day.”
 
   “Friday?”
 
   “Works for me. Do you like German food?”
 
   “You mean like weinerschnitzel and sauerkraut?”
 
   “Among other things.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Great. I’ll pick you up at six.”
 
   She nodded her head. “Okay, and thanks for the coffee and the doughnut.” She scrunched up her nose in an adorable way. “Sorry, I didn’t eat much.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that, but here, take your coffee with you.”
 
   He handed her the cold drink and their fingers touched. That was enough contact to almost send him over the edge. Jesus, she was right. They needed to take it slow or they might burn each other up. Heather felt it as well, he was sure of it. She jumped a little and left with a hasty wave. He watched her walk away, down the sidewalk, her pert ass swaying gently. Then he sat down and shoved her half-eaten doughnut in his mouth. He may as well finish what was left on the table. He sure as hell wasn’t going anywhere until his dick calmed down.
 
   He was going to take Heather on a dinner date and then another. And another and another until she became comfortable enough with him and their budding relationship to act on the mutual desire. He was beyond ready, having accepted that his days of being the lonely divorced father were over. It was time for a fresh start, and this Northern woman with the mouthy teenage boy was just the ticket. She was worth the wait too. When they finally fell into bed, he wanted there to be no doubt in her mind it was the right thing.
 
   Damn, he thought squirming in his chair. He needed to think of something else or he’d never leave this place.
 
   ****
 
   A sullen Christopher opened the front door. Because the kid’s default expression for every date Brody had shown up for so far was sullen, Brody didn’t pay it any mind. “Hi.”
 
   “Hi, come on in. Mom’s still getting ready.”
 
   The boy turned, leaving the door open for Brody. He was lying on the couch watching something on television where people were screaming before Brody had cleared the threshold. That was fine. Brody didn’t expect warm and fuzzy from the kid. It was enough that he wasn’t openly hostile to the idea of his mother dating, or at least not so in front of Brody. He figured Heather wasn’t getting any flack, either, as there was no tension in her when they went out.
 
   They were having a great time getting to know each other. Each date was filled with laughter and easy companionship. The pent up need was also there, lurking in the shadows, ready to spring if they let their guard down. He was careful to keep his animal at bay, determined not to scare her off. The more time he spent with her, the more he liked her and wanted to build something longer lasting than a quick tumble. She was worth the wait. Not that it was easy. The good night kiss they allotted themselves left his balls blue and his cock aching. With his own hand for company, he drifted off to sleep to dream of her.
 
   “Hi, there. Sorry to keep you waiting.”
 
   He turned to look at her and as usual, the sight of her took his breath away. She liked to wear dresses and skirts for their dates, showing off her trim legs. Although she was a bit shorter than he was, he had no trouble imagine her being able to wrap those legs around him. Thoughts like those, however, were a very bad idea, especially with her son in the room.
 
   “You didn’t, but you’re always worth any wait anyway.”
 
   They both ignored the half-hearted gagging sound from the couch.
 
   “You’re nice to say so.” She rewarded him with a sexy smile. “I’ll see you later, sweetheart,” she called to Christopher as she led Brody out of the house. “Where are we headed tonight?”
 
   This is where he took a gamble. It seemed like it was time enough, and if she objected, he had a Plan B. “I thought I’d cook for you at my place.”
 
   She stopped so abruptly, he almost ran into her. “You cook?” she asked, looking at him over her shoulder.
 
   “Sure,” he said with a shrug and moved ahead of her to open the truck door. “I’m an adult. Steaks, baked potatoes, salad.”
 
   “Ah, men-type cooking.” She let him hand her up to the seat.
 
   “That’s very sexist of you, Ms. McNichols. But, yeah.” He shut the door and went around to his side. “Does the idea of going to my place make you uncomfortable?” He held his breath as he started the truck and waited for her answer.
 
   “No,” she finally said. “Not in the least.”
 
   He flashed her a smile. “Great.”
 
   He’d moved back to the ranch after breaking up with Jill, living in what had been the dower house for female widows over the generations. It was convenient and suited his meager needs. The boys had a room when it was his weekend to have them. He hadn’t given it much thought until he’d stood in the middle of his living room earlier in the day and tried to see it through Heather’s eyes. Neat and tidy was the most positive thing he could say about it. It wasn’t going to impress her, but from what he’d learned about her over the last couple of weeks, she wasn’t looking to be impressed. For a Northerner with some obvious money at her disposal, she was pretty down to Earth.
 
   They chatted easily as he drove. Still, in the back of his mind was the worry about how the evening was going to go. Although he was hoping to take the next step with her sexually, he didn’t intend to pressure her in any way by having her over. If after a hopefully decent meal, things progressed to the bedroom, well I guy could hope, couldn’t he?
 
   “Do you mind if we have sex before we eat?”
 
   “What?” Brody was so surprised by the question, he almost drove off the road. “What?” he asked again, shooting her a quick look.
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”
 
   “That’s okay, I think I’ve recovered from having a heart attack. Did you just say what I think you said?”
 
   “I want to have sex with you, yes. It’s time. We’ve given a sincere nod to propriety and prudence, but if we don’t have sex soon, I’m going to explode, and honestly I really want to do something just for me.”
 
   “You’re preaching to the choir here, honey. Are you sure, though?” He glanced at her again, trying to read her expression. The heated look she flashed him gave him all the answer he needed.
 
   “I’m going to stop asking stupid questions now,” he said and gunned the truck.
 
   Heather didn’t wait for him to come around to open her door. She was out as soon as he stopped the truck and met him halfway around the hood. They stopped and stared at each of for a second before rushing into each other’s arms. There was no hesitation or doubt this time when he kissed her. Her mouth opened immediately for him and their tongues wrestled as they embraced. They fused their bodies together, hands roaming, and legs entwined.
 
   By unspoken agreement and still in their fervent clench, they moved toward his house. He groaned in frustration even as he pulled her up the front steps. He couldn’t get her body close enough to his. His hands rubbed down her back and cupped her soft, round ass, desperate to touch her everywhere at once. It was with reluctance that he let go with one hand long enough to turn the door knob. Thank God he never bothered to lock up. The idea of letting her go long enough to fumble around with keys was unbearable. His need was too great.
 
   They stumbled over the threshold and he kicked the door shut behind them. He broke the kiss in order to draw a deep breath and make sure he wasn’t pushing too hard too fast. With her lips already swollen and slightly parted and her half-closed eyes, she silently answered his unasked question. Doubt and concern fled his mind. In their wake was left only his deep desire to have her. So he scooped her up in his arms and carried her to his bedroom.
 
   As soon as he lifted her, she let out a breathless squeak, then settled against his chest and made a sound that was more like a purr. Hearing it hardened his cock even more than the kiss. There was nothing like the first time with a woman. It made him feel like a man at some primitive level and hearing how much she wanted him spurred him on to claim her.
 
   He strode swiftly into his bedroom and gently set her back on her feet by the side of the bed. As soon as he was sure she was steady, he dove in for another kiss, this time he used his hands to more productive effect, working the buttons on her blouse. Small and dainty as those objects were, he fumbled in his efforts to work them through the eyes. With a murmur of impatience, she batted his hands away and took over the job herself. Fine with him. It left him free to tear his own shirt off and get to work on her skirt. It was easier to slide the side zipper down and let the filmy material pool at her feet.
 
   He stood breathless staring at the skimpy bit of black silk molded around the junction of her slender, creamy thighs. He placed his palms on her hips and skimmed them up her torso. As he did so, he let his gaze wander up from her slightly rounded stomach to where her plump breasts spilled out from a bra that matched her panties. He flicked his thumbs across her nipples that poked out invitingly from the thin fabric covering them. Heather rewarded his attention with a soft moan that morphed into a gasp when he replaced his thumbs with his mouth. He gently sucked first one nub, then the other.
 
   Heather reached up and grabbed his biceps while he lavished her breasts with attention. Her fingers dug into his skin and her moans increased to cries. He lifted her up again, reluctantly relinquishing his hold on her breasts, in order to lay her down on the bed. She made a beautiful and wanton sight, lying in her silky lingerie and gold sandals with small spiked heels. A vision of her wrapping those legs around him and digging those heels into his flank to spur him on flashed through his mind. Tempting as it was to leave them on, he slipped them off her dainty feet instead. He wanted to make sure she was comfortable.
 
   “Take off your jeans,” she commanded in a low voice. Her eyes were mere slits as she gazed up at him. Her chest rose and fell in rapid succession.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” It aroused him even more knowing that she wanted his body on display for her pleasure.
 
   He was a straight forward man, though, and doing a slow striptease wasn’t something he could pull off, didn’t even try. Hell, he wanted the confining pants off as quickly as he could. Maybe later they could make slow, seductive love. Right now, he needed as fast as she could handle. He tore through the buttons of his pants with practiced speed and sat down to yank his boots and socks off. Standing again, he shoved both jeans and boxers down in one swift move.
 
   His arousal was obvious and Heather’s eyes grew wide at the sight of him. “This is what you do to me,” he said, sliding onto the bed beside her.
 
   Her arms reached for him and entwined around his neck, pulling him onto her. He didn’t need any more encouragement. As he claimed her lips once more, he cupped her breasts and squeezed them gently. Her nipples were hard points against his palm and suddenly the bra was in the way. He invaded her mouth with his tongue, deepening the kiss, while one hand searched for the clasp he’d seen lying between her breasts. Old skills resurrected themselves and he had the silky cups open with a flick of his fingers.
 
   He lifted his leg to nestle it between hers, his thigh pressing against her mons. She wiggled beneath him while she moaned prettily into his mouth. Without the barrier, his hands could caress and tease at will. She was so soft, except for those hard nubs that he stroked. She writhed with the attention, her body rubbing against his hardness, driving him crazy. He needed to be inside her. Releasing her breast, he reached down to tug at her panties. He pulled them low enough slip one finger into her folds.
 
   He found wet, slick heat, proof she was ready for him. Still, he couldn’t resist dragging more moans and cries from her by circling her sensitive nub with his fingertip. When he didn’t think either of them could stand anymore, he broke off the kiss. He moved his leg to strip the remainder of her clothes. Now she was completely naked, lying there with wet and swollen lips and a thatch of dark curls glistening with her arousal.
 
   Nearly mindless with a driving need to have her, he pulled a condom out of his nightstand and rolled it on. Then he returned to the place between her legs, this time settling his whole body there. Once again she reached for him. As he kissed her, he nudged her legs farther apart and pressed himself inside her. He intended to go slowly, but Heather had other ideas. She arched her back and raised her hips, inviting him deep within her body. When he set a rhythm of thrusting, she matched his pace, meeting him stroke for stroke. She twined her legs around his waist, and her heels pressed him in close.
 
   Heather wanted Brody deeper, closer, tighter. With her arms around his neck, she pulled him into her. Her legs ached with the strain of how hard she squeezed them. His hot length filled her and stroked her insides, urging her to climb higher and higher. And still she wanted more, harder, faster.
 
   It had been so long since she’d welcomed a man’s body into her own, and no one had consumed her as much as Brody did. He was so strong and heavy that she felt overwhelmed—in a good way, a great way. She felt safe and wanted, his touch proclaiming clearly his desire for her. She clung to every bit of him she could and rode the wild ride until her body exploded. A cry ripped from her throat, her neck arching back. Brody stayed with her, his lips never releasing their hold. He yelled with his own climax, his voice mingling with hers. His body quaked and his thrusts stuttered to a halt.
 
   Small tremors ran through her as she lay beneath him. She gave a little of mew of disappointment when he broke the kiss, but she understood he needed to gulp in air. Her own brain was fuzzy from lack of oxygen, or maybe it was the intensity of her orgasm. Either way, she was content to lie boneless under Brody’s heavy, male body. She was disappointed again when he rolled off her and bolted for the bathroom.
 
   God, damn! What was the matter with men? Couldn’t he have stayed a few minutes longer? It had been almost a lifetime since she’d been cuddled in bed. No, not almost a lifetime, it was exactly Christopher’s lifetime, longer if you counted gestation. Sadly she did. Just when she worked up the energy to open her eyes to leave the bed, Brody was back. He gave her a shy smile as he knelt down next to her.
 
   “Sorry, I needed to clean up.” His voice was gruff. He held a wet wash cloth. “May I?” he asked with a gesture toward her thighs.
 
   “Oh. Yes, thank you,” she replied when she realized what he meant. Well, this was new. Now she acted all shy, not being used to a man, especially one as rugged as Brody, tending to her delicate lady parts. But tending he was, using the cloth to gently wipe away the remnants of their coupling. Of course, with the condom, she wasn’t all that messy. Still, the thought was lovely.
 
   “Um, thanks,” she said when he was done.
 
   “You’re welcome,” he replied and tossing the cloth on the bedside table, he surprised her again by sliding back onto the bed and curling his arms around her.
 
   He coaxed her head onto his chest and stroked her hair tenderly. Neither of them said anything more for long minutes. Brody seemed content to just hold her and she could only lie there and soak up the attention. She’d forgotten how wonderful it was to lie in a man’s arms, to feel cherished. She didn’t realize she was crying until Brody’s thumb swiped at a tear.
 
   “Hey! Are you okay? Did I hurt you or something?” Brody’s voice rang with alarm and he started to sit them both up.
 
   “No, it’s okay. Really.” She pushed him back with a palm on his chest and wiped away the tears herself. God, way to act like a complete drama queen, and yes she could use teenage expressions in her own mind, thank you very much.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   She angled her head to give him a watery smile. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what got into me. It was nothing you did, rest assured on that score. You rocked my world, as the kids would say.”
 
   Brody grinned. “You rocked mine, too. It’s been a while for me.”
 
   “Me, too,” she confirmed with a self-pitying sigh.
 
   Brody traced his finger down her cheek. “Are you sure, you’re okay?”
 
   “Yes. Mostly,” she amended when he gave her the fish eye. “You’re the first man I’ve had sex with since before Christopher was born.”
 
   “You mean other than your husband?”
 
   She made a face at him. God, this was embarrassing, but they had something more going than just sex and she believed he deserved to know what he was getting into.
 
   “No, including him.”
 
   That got Brody’s attention. He wiggled the pillow and them both up so that they were sitting more. He still had his arm around her, but now they could look at each other straight on. Funny how the fact that they were both buck naked didn’t seem to faze either of them.
 
   “I don’t understand. How could any man be married to you and keep his hands to himself? Was he gay?”
 
   Heather chuckled. “I wish. No, he was straight and had no trouble touching other women. He had a whole string of girlfriends throughout our marriage. His latest one, his secretary if you can believe that old cliché, was the woman he was lying on top of when he had a heart-attack.”
 
   “Jesus, I don’t know what to say, except what an idiot. Why would he stray when he had you?”
 
   She stroked her palm down his chest. He was so muscular with a small smattering of hair. “You’re very sweet, but fidelity wasn’t in Jonathan’s make-up. He’d been an only child, a boy no less, born to a couple in their early forties who were resigned to infertility. He was the apple of his parents’ eyes. Spoiled doesn’t even begin to cover it. I met him as a new employee of the accounting firm he used.”
 
   “Don’t tell me—he was slick, lots of charm and you couldn’t resist.”
 
   “An old tale, I’ll grant you. I was this working class girl, already orphaned as a young adult, who’d gotten her degree at community college. I’d worked my way through as a server in an upscale restaurant. I’d spent years serving beautiful rich people, emulating their accents and sense of style. Now I was going to do their taxes and hopefully make lots of money myself. Jonathan was very charming and you’re right, I couldn’t resist.
 
   “We weren’t careful enough, both our faults, and suddenly Christopher is on the way. Jonathan insisted we get married, and who was I to say no? He was well-off and could give our child a wonderful life. His parents hated me, thought I’d tricked him into marriage. By the time Christopher was born, Jonathan had already moved onto pastures far greener than his enormously pregnant wife who didn’t fit into his world no matter how hard I tried.”
 
   “I hate to ask, knowing how painful it is through personal experience, but why didn’t you divorce him?”
 
   “I was afraid to. I knew Jonathan saw me and our son as more possessions than loved ones. The one time I threatened divorce, he swore he’d fight for custody and I wasn’t willing to risk losing my boy. Besides, Jonathan wasn’t abusive, just indifferent.”
 
   Burying her head in his shoulder, she confessed the worst of it. “From a purely selfish point of view, I wasn’t exactly sorry when he died.”
 
   Brody stroked her hair. “It’s okay, I would have felt the same way.”
 
   “I’m sorry Christopher has lost his father, of course. Although Jonathan wasn’t really hands-on when it came to his son, he was still Christopher’s dad and now my son has this big hole in his life during the toughest years. Worse, he found out what a philanderer his father was and resents him for my sake. I try to tell him he should forget about all that and concentrate on the good memories, such as they are. It doesn’t seem to be working.”
 
   She didn’t want to talk about it anymore. She snuggled closer to Brody’s warm and welcoming body and let her eyes drift shut. There was no way for her to go to sleep and spend the night. Besides, there was dinner to be had. Still, there was a little time to cuddle. Brody had other ideas.
 
   “Tell me, please, why did you run away to Texas? Is someone chasing you?”
 
   Damn man, too smart by half. She considered lying, then realized she was thinking in terms of relationship here. Best to come clean. She sat up to look him in the eye.
 
   “Not exactly. My in-laws have been making noises lately about sending Christopher to a boarding school, the same one Jonathan went to. I fought my husband to keep our son in a day school so that he’d be home at night and weekends. But since their only son is dead, his parents are trying to worm their way into my son’s life more and more. It infuriates me how they paid little attention to Christopher while Jonathan was alive. I honestly believe they were hoping their son would come to his senses, divorce me, and marry someone more suitable to give them ‘better-bred’ grandchildren. With Jonathan gone, they suddenly showed interest in their grandson, butting their noses into every decision I made about him. Criticizing my decisions not just to me, but to Christopher too. No matter how much or how strongly I told them to stop, they kept on doing it.
 
   “When they hinted that they’d sue for custody, claiming I’m unfit, I planned our escape.”
 
   Brody’s face morphed into a mask of anger so quickly, she almost reared back. “That’s bullshit! There’s nothing unfit about you.”
 
   Smiling at his outrage on her behalf, she leaned in and gave him a quick kiss. “That’s sweet of you to say, and I agree. More important, my lawyer agrees. They’re just grasping at straws and I don’t want Christopher to be dragged into some court mess even though I know there’s no way my in-laws could win. It’s still ugly and my boy doesn’t need that drama and misery. So, I told him I’d decided we needed a fresh start without letting him know how bad things had become. We packed up and headed down here because my lawyer has some contacts in the area, and I figured it was far enough to keep those vultures away for a while. I know they’ll track us down eventually and I want my son to have his grandparents in his life as long as they can behave themselves.”
 
   Brody rubbed his thumb against her lower lip before swooping in for a lingering kiss that left her breathless and tingling for more. “I’m glad you did.”
 
   “Me, too,” she replied in a dreamy voice that hardly sounded like her at all. “I wish I could stay the night.” Oops, where did that come from? Too much too soon. Talk like that could make a guy bolt.
 
   “I wish you could too. I probably should get you fed, then home, though.”
 
   “Yeah. I don’t want to leave Christopher alone all night. My in-laws are looking for me and I worry they’ll find me and try to convince Christopher to go back with them. Or, at least send their surrogates to do it. They’re pretty elderly at this point.”
 
   “They’d really do that?”
 
   “They’re used to getting their own way. I’m not worried they’ll snatch him or something. I mean they’re not crazy, but I don’t want them spilling poison in his ears, either. I’m not worried he can be turned against me. I just don’t want him to be hurt anymore and making him the center of a fight isn’t going to help him adjust to his father’s death.”
 
   “You know what you need?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “A dog. They’re good at keeping people away and a boy should have a dog anyway.”
 
   “Oh!” She practically clapped her hands. “That’s a great idea. Christopher always wanted a dog, but Jonathan wouldn’t allow it.”
 
   “There’s a no kill shelter just outside of San Antonio. How about the three of us go there on Saturday and Christopher can pick out one?”
 
   Heather opened her mouth to answer. Nothing came out. Her throat clogged with emotion, so she launched herself at him instead, clinging to his broad shoulders. When their lips met, he took over, wrestling her down onto her back. Her body arched into his and she felt his cock hardening between them. Fair enough, because she was also wet between her legs. Dinner was going to have to wait a little while longer.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Brody tugged on Heather’s hand to bring her closer to his side, then wrapped an arm around her waist and hugged her tight. They were both grinning as they watched Christopher petting a year old neutered dog of some indeterminate mixed breed. Gone was the sullen teenager that he’d become accustomed to dealing with. Instead, the boy was kneeling on the cement floor of the shelter, rubbing the dog’s head and murmuring nonsense words. Man and beast were getting along like a house on fire.
 
   Heather looked up at Brody. “Thank you so much for thinking of this.” Her voice was too low for her son to hear. “I haven’t seen him this happy since his father died. I don’t know how I’m ever going to thank you enough.”
 
   “Oh, I bet you could think of something if you put your mind to it,” he teased.
 
   She elbowed him in the ribs before turning back to Christopher. “How about we finish up the paperwork and take him home? If he’s the one you want, that is.”
 
   Christopher looked over his shoulder without letting the dog go. “Yes, please. He’s perfect. Thanks, Mom.” He paused a second before turning his gaze to Brody. “Thanks, Mr. Chambers for bringing us here.”
 
   Knowing the kid was making an effort, finally, to be friendly, he said, “You’re welcome, son.”
 
   He grimaced inwardly as soon as the word was out of his mouth. He didn’t mean anything by it. It had just slipped out. But Christopher didn’t seem to notice, or if he did, he didn’t care. He simply returned his attention to the dog that lapped it up with a spoon. Heather, though, squeezed his hand as if she understood he’d sweated out the reaction to the slip. The whole thing reminded him that in a couple of days, his actual sons would be returning from their extended vacation and he was looking forward to introducing them to Heather, even though he understood they might resent his dating.
 
   It didn’t take long to complete the formalities of adopting the dog, whom Christopher named Boston. That pronouncement made Heather cringe a little, although her son didn’t seem to mean anything by it. The shelter was careful about who they gave animals to. Because they knew Brody’s family through long time support, they were comfortable with letting Boston go that afternoon. Boy and dog sat happily on the second seat on the ride back continuing their getting to know one another, and they made a stop at a pet shop so that supplies could be purchased. Brody raised an eyebrow at the check-out counter, but Heather slid her platinum card through without hesitation. It made him realize her no-good, cheating husband must have at least left them financially secure.
 
   As soon as they reached Heather’s place, Christopher bolted out of the truck with Boston on a leash and dragged the new stuff into the house without being told to. Then he came back out with the dog and cheerfully followed him as he explored the outside, peeing on everything in sight. Brody and Heather stood around and watched for a few seconds before heading inside. Heather pulled out a pitcher of iced tea and poured them both a glass.
 
   He took one as she offered it, then tugged her fast into his arms. He lowered his lips to hers, enjoying how the surprised look on her face quickly morphed into a sultry invitation. Her pliant body melted into his embrace and a low moan sounded from the back of her throat as he explored her sweet mouth with his tongue. He was already hot and hard for her and for two cents, he would have dragged her into her room to relive the beauty of the last time they’d made love. The way Heather’s hands roamed down his back to cup his ass, he knew she had similar thoughts. Her son’s laughter and a loud bark jolted them back to reality. Heather broke the kiss and pulled away. He let her go with reluctance and resignation.
 
   Brody gulped air in and took a long pull of his drink to help cool down. It didn’t work. “Have dinner with me,” he said. The hint of desperation in his voice was obvious to him.
 
   Leaning against the counter, Heather swallowed a large amount of her own iced tea. “I don’t know. I want to, but I hate to leave Christopher alone for dinner again so soon.
 
   Shit, he knew she was right. Once his boys were back, he’d have the same dilemma. He glanced at his watch. “How about I run out now and get Christopher a pizza, then we can go into town for an early dinner?”
 
   “Hmm. That doesn’t sound very fair to you, all that driving around.”
 
   “If I do it, will you come home with me for a while after we eat?”
 
   Heather didn’t answer right away. Instead she took the time to drink some more, looking at him over the edge of her glass. There was a wicked gleam in her eye. “I suppose I could do that,” she finally said. She waited two seconds before the corners of her lips curled up.
 
   Brody all but slammed his glass on the counter. “I’ll be back in less than an hour.” Racing out the door, he looked around for the boy and his dog to take the order on the pizza. As far as he was concerned, the kid could have every topping in the world. The chance to have Heather back in his bed was making him feel very generous.
 
   ****
 
   Heather looked up at Brody and smiled as he wrapped his arm around her shoulders. It felt perfectly natural to show affection to each other out in public. Although they hadn’t spoken about it yet, they were obviously on the same page about their relationship. Dating plus sex equaled being a couple of some sort and maybe even exclusivity, although she wasn’t going to assume anything. She hadn’t been that surprised that she was his first since his divorce. She knew those break-ups could be hard on the heart. Maybe she was his transition woman and maybe this was her transition man, and their relationship would be short-lived but happy. It didn’t feel that way to her, though. It felt like more, but that might have been true no matter what man broke her exceedingly long dry spell.
 
   She didn’t think so. There was something so right about being with this particular man. She hoped he felt the same, although it was too soon to even think about it really, let alone discuss it with him. For now, she was going to enjoy his company and frankly enjoy the sex. Now that she had finally jumped back into the pool, she didn’t want to leave it any time soon.
 
   Brody skimmed her arm. “Still willing to come back to my place?”
 
   Before she could answer, her phone rang. Worried that it was Christopher, she pulled it out of her bag and looked at the caller I.D. She frowned when she saw her agent’s name.
 
   “Sam?”
 
   “Oh, hi, Heather, how are you? How’s the house?”
 
   Rolling her eyes at Brody in apology, she said, “Fine, we love the place.” Well, she loved the place and Christopher was warming up to it, especially as she was allowing Boston to lie on the couch.
 
   “Great to hear. Look I need to let you know that one of my agents here made a mistake this afternoon. She really breached our protocol and I hope that’s not a problem for you.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Someone came by looking for you today. He said he was your brother, but…”
 
   Alarm spiked within her. “I don’t have a brother.”
 
   A sigh came over the phone. “That’s what I was afraid of. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Did she give him my address?” Heather demanded, cutting off the apology. She picked up her pace, practically running for Brody’s truck. He passed her and had the truck unlocked before she reached it.
 
   “Yes, sorry, she did.”
 
   “Thanks for calling.” She hung up without waiting for a reply and all but leaped into the truck. “They found us. God, I thought it would take them longer.”
 
   “Try not to panic, sweetheart. You said yourself your in-laws wouldn’t try anything crazy.”
 
   Her heart lurched. “I know but I’m still worried. I assume this guy is a private investigator and who knows what he’s been told. At the very least, he may scare my son, and he’s had hours to find the place.” While she was out enjoying herself.
 
   The truck sped up. “I’ll get you there.” Brody spared her a glance. “You have a right to live your life, Heather. Don’t feel guilty because you’re not there.”
 
   “I know you’re right.” She pressed her hand to his thigh because she didn’t want him to think she blamed him or anything. It was Jonathan’s parents she was livid at. “Drive faster, please.”
 
   Brody turned onto the road leading out of town and hit the gas.
 
   Heather spent the ride trying to regulate her breathing. She was in real danger of hyperventilating, she was so worried. It was stupid. She knew Christopher wasn’t in any physical danger. Still, she’d been through so much in the last year and just when things were looking better, this had happened. Being with Brody had been so much fun, she’d almost forgotten what had driven her to move down to Texas in the first place.
 
   As soon as he turned into her long driveway, she sat forward, straining to see if there was a strange car parked anywhere. Her heart lodge in her throat when she saw some nondescript mid-sized vehicle sitting off to one side of her garage. A strangled cry burst out of her mouth.
 
   “It’s okay, baby,” Brody soothed as he brought his truck to a stop. “I won’t let anything bad happen.
 
   Even as she shoved her door open, he reached across her and opened the glove compartment. He took a wicked looking gun out of a holster and carried it in his hand as he too got out. Heather raced up the path to the front door and stopped dead in her tracks. Brody skidded to a stop beside her.
 
   A strange man in a rumpled suit was backed against the railings with his hands up in supplication. Boston was stiff on all fours with teeth bared. A low, steady growl was directed toward the stranger. Christopher stood leaning against the door jamb with his arms crossed. As soon as he saw her, he called out.
 
   “Hi, Mom. Join the party.”
 
   The man glanced over his shoulder. “Ms. McNichols? Would you please call off your dog?”
 
   “He’s not my dog,” she called back.
 
   “Please, ma’am.”
 
   The guy’s voice held a distinct note of strain and while she wanted to leave him sweating, she knew it wasn’t wise to escalate an already difficult situation.
 
   “Christopher.”
 
   Even at a distance, she could see her son’s look of annoyance. “Boston, here boy.” Slapping his thigh, Christopher knelt down and hugged the dog when it came to him. Obviously the dog had some training, but it was still sweet that he’d learned his name already.
 
   With the canine threat gone, the stranger stood away from the railing and put his hands down. He turned in Heather’s direction. Before either of them could say anything, though, Brody, stepped in front of her. He held his gun in both hands, visible, yet pointed so far at the ground.
 
   “Are you carrying?” His sharp tone of voice was the human equivalent of a growl and the sound of it, knowing it was in her defense did funny things to Heather’s stomach. No one had stood up for her since childhood.
 
   “What?” The man’s eyes went wide when he saw Brody’s gun, then his hands went up again. “No, no gun. No weapon of any kind. I’m just here to talk, folks.”
 
   “You can do your talking down here away from the boy.” Brody’s command brooked no disagreement.
 
   As the man walked down the steps, Heather shifted to one side of Brody’s human body shield. “Christopher, take Boston inside.”
 
   “Jeez, Mom, I’m not a little kid.” When she merely stared back, he said, “Fine.” Once he was safely indoors, she relaxed a bit. Turning to the interloper, she shot him the meanest look she could.
 
   “What did you say to my son before we got here?” Brody moved to her side. While he didn’t touch her, his presence gave her additional strength and comfort.
 
   “Ma’am I only gave him a message from his grandparents. They miss him and frankly they’re worried about him. The way you packed him up without warning and dragged him way down here.” He looked around her place as if she were living in a demilitarized zone. “Your phone numbers don’t even work anymore. It’s disturbing, I’m sure you’ll agree.”
 
   Heather’s eyes narrowed to slits. “You tell your clients that they have no rights where my son is concerned and that if they want to keep any kind of relationship with him, they better learn to respect me and my decisions. If they dare to send someone here again to harass me and my son, I will take out a restraining order and they will have lost their chance to be a part of his life until he’s old enough to make a different decision. Is that clear?”
 
   “Now, ma’am, I have to say your response is rather irrational and …”
 
   He never got a chance to finish. Taking one step closer to him, she said, “That’s enough! I’m not going to listen to that crap. I don’t know what century you’re living in, but I’m not suffering from a case of the vapors just because I won’t buckle to my in-laws’ pressure. If they want some stupid court fight, then bring it on. They will only be hurting themselves.”
 
   The man stood staring at her for a few seconds. She stared back, barely blinking and making sure he saw the conviction in her eyes. Apparently he did. With an audible sigh, he held up his hands in surrender.
 
   “Okay, I hear you. I’ll pass your message along. Thank you for your time.” As he walked away, he muttered something about crazy-assed clients, or at least it sounded as if he did.
 
   It was only when the man disappeared from sight that Heather realized how fast her heart was beating. She started when Brody placed his arm around her shoulder and pulled her in for a hug. Wrapping her arms around his waist, she let herself relax into him and have a mini nervous breakdown. He rubbed his hand soothingly down her back.
 
   “You did great, honey.”
 
   “Did I?” she asked in a voice muffled by his shirt.
 
   “You sure did. I have a feeling that fellow will give your in-laws an earful when he gets back.” He gently nudged her from him. “I’m certain he’s leaving, but I want to check for myself, then stow my gun back in the truck. Okay?”
 
   She nodded her head. “I need to talk to Christopher anyway. Would you, um, mind staying the night? I’m a little spooked, I must admit.”
 
   “My plan exactly, although I’ll sleep on the couch.”
 
   She smiled in appreciation of his sensitivity and waited until he’d followed the other man before she walked into the house. Christopher was sitting on the couch with Boston, one arm slung around the dog. It was hard to know what to say to him. Before she could form any words, he spoke up.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me about Grandmother and Grandfather giving you a hard time?”
 
   She took a seat on one of the wing chairs. “I didn’t want to upset you. You’d already had so much crap to deal with given the circumstances of your father’s death that I wanted to shield you from the rest. I certainly didn’t want you worried that they could actually succeed in taking you from me.”
 
   “I know they can’t do that,” he said with a roll of his eyes. “You’re a great mom, I’m old enough to testify to that if it actually got into court. It pisses me off that they’d make you worry and feel like you had to run away to protect me.”
 
   “Running away may not have been a great idea. I just wanted a measure of peace for both of us. As long as they’re not undermining my relationship with you, I want you to feel free to talk to your grandparents and spend time with them.”
 
   Christopher shrugged. “I don’t know if I want to. They didn’t show much interest in me until after Dad died. I always kind of felt like I was annoying them whenever I saw them. I can’t believe they thought I wouldn’t notice their change in attitude.”
 
   Heather’s heart broke a little at her son’s observation. And it emphasized how he was entitled to be part of the decision about what turn their lives took from now on. She took a deep breath and asked the question she needed to even though she hated to. “Do you want to go back?”
 
   If he said yes, she’d honor the request. Dragging him away from everything hadn’t been an irrational decision so much as perhaps a cowardly one. He was right, she should have trusted him to be able to handle it. The idea of leaving made her heart ache. This thing with Brody mattered to her. He mattered to her and she believed he felt the same way.
 
   Christopher focused his attention on his dog for a few seconds as he considered her question. Finally he said, “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I mean this house is nice and I’d hate to make Boston travel all that way. Besides,” he added looking at her from under his lashes. “You like Mr. Chambers, don’t you?”
 
   “I do, very much.” She wasn’t going to lie to him, not any more, not even by omission. That had gotten them exactly nowhere. Well, it had gotten them to Remembrance, Texas, but still, new leaf and all that.
 
   “I like him too.”
 
   She smiled at his admission. “You do?”
 
   “Yeah, and his nephews were cool. They said his boys are really good at baseball. We were all going to meet up sometime when they get back to play with some other guys they know. So…”
 
   Heather suddenly felt lighter. The heavy weight of worry that had dragged her down for not just a year, but really many years, lifted. Her eyes teared up and she swiped at them quickly before her son could see.
 
   “God, Mom,” he said standing up. “Don’t cry about it or anything.” So much for hiding anything with this kid anymore. “I’m just saying we can stay. I’m going to go play some video games in my room. I figure Mr. Chambers is spending the night and just so you know, I won’t freak out if he sleeps in your room.”
 
   “Oh.” Before she could say more, Christopher was out of the room like a shot, his dog at his heels. Just as he was disappearing from the living room, Brody walked in. The sight of him lifted her heart even more.
 
   “Okay for me to come in?” He had a shy look on his face.
 
   She gave him an encouraging smile. “Sure. Christopher’s fine. He’s gone to his room.” Taking a deep breath, she added, “I asked him if he wanted to return to Boston.”
 
   Closing the door, Brody slowly approached her. “What did he say? Are you going back?” His voice was low and strained.
 
   She shook her head and ran into his arms.
 
   ****
 
   Heaven had come to Remembrance, Texas. At least it had for Brody. As he rocked his body into Heather’s, he kept the pace slow and easy. It was too perfect a moment to rush. His tongue took a lazy tour of her mouth, while his hands cupped and molded her soft breasts. With each stroke of his cock, she gasped and writhed, urging him without words to pick up the pace. Her fingers dug into his back and her heel kicked at his flank. But like the stubborn stallion he was, he stayed his own course.
 
   It was only when he felt the walls of her channel tightening that he sped up. He angled his hips to help her over the edge. With a cry, she convulsed around him, everything grasping and clinging to him until he couldn’t hold out any longer. He groaned deeply into her mouth and pressed himself tight against her. When the spasms died down, he let her mouth go and collapsed on top of her.
 
   Somewhere in the back of his mind he knew he needed to at least take some of his weight on his arms and deal with the condom. When he tried to move, Heather clung to him and kept him where he was.
 
   He chuckled in her ear. “Sweetheart, I need to get up before I crush you.”
 
   “Don’t care,” came her muffled reply.
 
   Her response delighted him, although he still pushed up enough to hold some of his weight off her. She was kind of delicate, physically not mentally. The way she’d stared down the investigator had made him proud. Of course, he’d hated the idea she might go back to Boston now that she’d taken her stand with the in-laws. His knees had almost buckled with relief when she’d said they were staying. He couldn’t ignore the obvious anymore. In just a few weeks, he had fallen for this woman. He knew it was too soon to voice those thoughts.
 
   He did it anyway.
 
   “I love you,” he whispered into her ear before taking the lobe between his teeth and tugging gently.
 
   Heather gasped, although whether it was from the confession or his love bite, he wasn’t sure until she clasped his head and forced him to look at her. What she said broke his heart.
 
   “No man has ever said those words to me.”
 
   “Oh, darlin’, they should have.”
 
   “It’s okay, because I’ve never said them to any man, either.”
 
   He held his breath as they held each other’s gaze.
 
   “Brody, I love you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   Heather took her eyes away from their newborn daughter to smile up at her husband. He looked like she felt. After almost thirteen hours of labor, they were both spent. Yet, deliriously happy. Giving birth was never easy, but it was wonderful to do it with the man you love, and who loves you back, by your side, taking as much of your pain as he could and giving his own energy back. It was a joy every woman should know.
 
   “Yes, I’m sure.” She turned her attention back to the sleeping bundle in her arms. “There should always be one in the family as a tribute to the original couple.”
 
   Brody’s thick finger slid down their baby’s cheek. “Okay, then, welcome to the family, Remembrance Anne Chambers. You’ve got three big brothers that are dying to see you. I hope you have a lot of patience because they are going to drive you crazy being overprotective.”
 
   He winked at Heather. “Of course, they’re going to have to get in line. That’s my job first.”
 
   Heather knew a moment of perfect happiness. What had started out two years ago as a desperate run away from problems had turned into a glorious future.
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   Zebediah Childress would rather have eaten a bullet than go back to Calder County. He’d escaped it when he was eighteen and there was nothing there he wanted any part of.
 
   Or so he thought.
 
   Life sometimes presents you with what you didn’t know you wanted the most of all.
 
   The test will be staying alive to claim it.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    “Get off my land.”
 
   She knew it wasn’t the words or the tone with which they were spoken that had the tall, burly man taking a step back. The shotgun carried a lot more threat than a five foot three, one hundred and twenty-five pound woman in worn jeans and a tank top.
 
   “You fucking bitch. I know you killed him.” His tone was antagonistic even if he did back on down the steps leading to the front porch.
 
   “He fell. Nothing I could do.” Willa took another step, keeping the shotgun trained on him and willing her legs not to shake. 
 
   “That’s bullshit and you know it.” Carl Ellis stopped his retreat at the bottom of the steps.
 
   She shrugged. “Investigation ruled it an accident. Get over it and get the hell off my land.”
 
   “Or what?  You’ll push me into a pit of rattlers?”
 
   She heard the low growl that came from the corner of the house and it boosted her courage. Lobo was there, keeping watch. Another shrug was accompanied by what she hoped was an evil smile. “Accidents happen.”
 
   “Yeah, they do. No telling what could happen to a woman all alone out here. ‘Specially one who shoots off her mouth to the law.”
 
   Fear receded a bit as anger bloomed. She was tired of talking. Tired of the threats and sick and tired of living in fear. She pumped a load into the chamber of the gun. “Get the hell off my land.”
 
   “This ain’t over, bitch.” Carl snarled. “Not by a fucking long shot.”
 
   “Willa?”
 
   She heard his voice a split second before he rounded the corner of the house. Ronnie Camp had worked for her family since before she was born and a nicer man had never walked the earth. In his late sixties, he was rangy and lean but could still work circles around men half his age.
 
   Ronnie and his wife, Polly, lived in the small foreman’s house on the ranch. Polly cooked for the hands, what few were left and Ronnie was the ranch foreman. He was also the closest thing to family Willa had left.
 
   He took one look at Carl Ellis and his pace picked up to a sharp march. “What you doing here, Carl?  Lessen my memory fails me, Miss Hale told you not to be coming back here.”
 
   Willa noticed the shotgun in Ronnie’s hand and knew Carl had too when he started backing away. “This ain’t over Camp. She killed my brother and she’s gonna pay.”
 
   “She didn’t kill nobody. Law said so. Clay tripped and fell. Wasn’t nothing she could do.”
 
   Carl’s response was to spit on the ground. He turned on his heel and stomped to his truck. Ronnie sidled over to the front porch, keeping his eye on Carl as he got into his truck and spun gravel and dirt  in his wake as he left. Ronnie then turned to face Willa.
 
   “You okay, Willa?”
 
   “Yeah. I called the law before I came out.”
 
   Ronnie chuckled. “Then we might as well put on a pot of coffee. They ain’t gonna roll up in here for at least half an hour.”
 
   Willa smiled at him. “You don’t have to stay up. Go on back home. Polly will be worried. Carl isn’t gonna show back up tonight and if the law needs to talk to you, I’ll call.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yeah.” She stepped down off the porch and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks, Ronnie.”
 
   “I always got your back, Willa.”
 
   “I know and I love you for it. Now get home. We’ve got a busy day tomorrow. Got three more horses to train for the Rangers coming in early and we’ve only got two weeks to get’em ready.”
 
   “You mean you only got two weeks. I’m ‘bout as much use as a wart when it comes to that stuff.”
 
   Willa blew a raspberry. “Right. Like I could get anything done around here without you. Now go on. Off with you.”
 
   “See you in the morning.” He gave her a smile and turned away.
 
   Willa watched until he disappeared into the darkness then patted her leg. “Come on, big guy.”
 
   Lobo trotted out from his hiding place in the bush beside the house, his tail wagging. Willa knelt down, put her shotgun on the ground and wrapped her arms around his thick neck as he licked her face. “Thanks for having my back, buddy.”
 
   He wiggled happily and escalated his enthusiastic licking. Willa ruffled his thick fur then captured his face in her hands and drew back to look into his eyes. He was beautiful. Thick furred and heavy, Lobo was big for a gray wolf. He stood thirty-two inches at the shoulders, was nearly seven feet from the tip of his nose to his tail and weighed almost a hundred and fifty pounds.
 
   And was one of the biggest loves of her life. Willa had found him as a pup. His mother had been shot and left to rot. Lobo was the only one of three pups to survive. When she’d found him, he was so young he was still blind. She took him home and they’d been inseparable since that day, nearly five years ago.
 
   A fact her ex-husband hated. Thoughts of  Clay had her mood turning darker. Lobo whined and she gave him another hug. “It’s okay, big guy. He won’t be bothering us any more tonight. Now, go run. But be careful, you hear?”
 
   A sharp yip preceded him bounding away into the darkness. Willa smiled, gathered up her shotgun and went into the house. She left the porch light on, just in case the police did show up; and left the shotgun beside the door in case Carl decided to make another appearance. He wasn’t the brightest bulb on the strand but he was stubborn as the day was long. 
 
   Sassy, one of her pet black-footed ferrets met her at the door, sitting up on her haunches with what Willa would swear was a question on her face.
 
   “Better safe than sorry.” Willa gestured toward the gun.
 
   Sassy chattered, bobbed her head as if in agreement then scampered off.  Willa watched her tear off down the hall and disappear through the door to the laundry room. She smiled at the sight, then headed for the kitchen. With luck she wouldn’t have any more unwanted visitors tonight. She almost regretted calling the law. She’d gotten rid of Carl and didn’t think he’d be back. At least not tonight. If she hadn’t called the law, she could get a shower and get to bed.
 
   But she had, so she’d wait. Seemed like that’s how she spent her life. Working and waiting.
 
   She just wished she knew what she was waiting for. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Zebediah Childress swerved to keep from hitting the bobcat that darted across the road. His tire slid on the old dirt road, kicking up a cloud of dust and rock. Damn old roads. Nothing ever changed in Calder County. Still the backwater it always was.
 
   He’d never planned on coming back to Calder County and wouldn’t be there now if the Rangers hadn’t transferred him from the El Paso Field Headquarters. Zeb had been part of a special task force working in conjunction with the DEA on drugs being smuggled into the country inside of cattle. 
 
   Zeb had posed as a down-on-his-luck cowboy who agreed to drive the cattle into the country from Mexico. When the bust went down in Mexico as the cattle were being loaded into the truck, one of the DEA agents had screwed up and identified him as Ranger Childress.
 
   That put the cartel on his scent and since that time at least two attempts had been made on his life. That earned Zeb a few weeks of an internal investigation since he killed both assassins. He was exonerated and the kills labeled justified, but Command decided he was too hot and needed to keep a lower profile for six months to a year.
 
   And so, here he was, back in the county he’d run from at eighteen. Shit on a stick. When he’d left Calder in his dust, he’d sworn never to return. Not that it should matter after two decades. Chances were the guys he’d run with and gotten into trouble with as a teenager were either long gone or dead. The way some of them were headed back then, he wouldn’t be surprised to discover the latter was true.
 
   He slowed as he saw the mailbox beside a dirt road. A name in chipped paint on the box read “Hale” letting him know he was at the right place. Not that the place had changed in twenty years. He could probably find his way here blindfolded.
 
   He made the turn onto the road and let his mind wander back in time. Ethan Hale had been one of his best childhood friends. A big guy who looked downright scary at times with his thick dark brows and nearly black eyes, who was, in reality, one of the most kind-hearted guys in the world.
 
   Zeb wondered what had happened to Ethan. He knew his was the Hale family’s place. Was old man Hale still alive?  And what about Ethan’s little sister, Willetta?  Eli reached up and rubbed at a sudden headache that throbbed at his right temple. A vision of a cute dark-haired girl on a handmade swing flitted through his mind and he smiled to himself.
 
   The smile didn’t stick around as he thought back to what he’d been told when he volunteered to take the call that came in about an intruder at the Hale place. What the heck had been going on at the Hale place lately?  He’d been told to watch his step. This wasn’t the first time the law had been to the Hale’s place. He should have pressed for details, but figured how serious could it be?  At worst, Ethan had gotten drunk and gone out shooting his gun or something.
 
   There were lights on in the house. Zeb parked, turned off the engine and climbed out of the cruiser. He reached in to grab his hat off the seat, put it on and headed for the front door.
 
   He rapped on the frame of the screen door and waited. A few seconds passed before he heard the sound of footsteps inside, then what sounds like a bunch of cats scampering over hardwood. He grimaced. He’d never been much of a cat person. Hopefully old man Hale hadn’t croaked and left Mrs. Hale to turn into an old widow with two hundred hissing cats.
 
   The door opened and it definitely wasn’t old lady Hale who stepped out onto the porch. Zeb barely had time for the surprise to register before the knock-out was smiling up at him. “Zebediah Childress. Lord above. It’s been a long time.”
 
   Zeb didn’t even have a chance to respond. The beauty at the door grabbed him by the shirt, yanked him to her and laid a lip lock on him that had his toes curling in his boots. When the kiss ended, she stepped back.
 
   “I always wanted to do that. I had such a crush on you back then when…”
 
   The smile left her face and her eyes moved away from his, but not before he saw the look of sadness that came over her face.. “What brings you out here, Zeb?”
 
   “Texas Rangers,” he gestured toward his badge. “Heard you had some trouble, Willetta.”
 
   “Willa,” she corrected. “And it’s nothing. All taken care of.” 
 
   “Well, I’m here, so you might as well fill me in.”
 
   She shrugged. “Okay, come on in.”
 
   She turned and stepped inside then stopped when he hesitated. “Something wrong?”
 
   “You have cats?”
 
   “No. Why?”
 
   “Nothing.” He followed her inside and down the hall to the kitchen. Just as they reached the door, something skittered by his leg. Something low to the ground, long, furry and definitely rat-like. He did a quick two-step, suppressing a shudder. He hated rats. Hated them.
 
   The creature made a chattering sound and disappeared around the corner. A split second later, four more came charging through the door, brushing his legs. “Jesus!” He stepped back, reaching for his weapon. “You got rats.”
 
   Willa turned with a laugh then made a clicking sound . The five critters slunk out from around the sideboard by the door, taking positions around her like little sentinels.
 
   “Sassy,  Curly, Moe, Larry and Betty,” she recited, gesturing to each of the animals.
 
   “Ferrets?” He asked with relief that he hoped wasn’t evident.
 
   “Yeah. Black footed ferrets. I found Sassy. She had a broken leg and was pregnant. I brought her home and tended her and … well, I ended up with the whole clan.”
 
   “They look a lot like rats.”
 
   “Hardly,” Willa sniffed. “They’re smart and lovable and great snakers. I use them to  ̶  never mind. Okay, guys, back to your room. Scoot.”
 
   Zeb was amazed when the animals did exactly as ordered. Willa watched them scamper away then gestured toward the table. “Have a seat. Want some coffee?  I just made a fresh pot.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Cream and sugar?”
 
   “Black is fine. So, about the ferrets. Snakers?”
 
   “Yeah, amazingly. And mice, and rabbits. They keep the pests out of the house.”
 
   He looked around the room as she got cups from the cupboard. “So, how’s your family?
 
   She turned with two steaming cups of coffee in her hands, handed  him one and took a seat beside him. “The family’s all gone.”
 
   “Moved away?”
 
   She shook her head and he saw the shadow of sadness that had returned to her face. Crazy as it was, he wanted to reach out and take her hand, offer comfort. Was it because of the kiss? He didn’t think so. Maybe it was the fact that she was just the type of woman that got to him. Long dark hair that clearly suggested Native heritage and enough color to her skin to support the suggestion, but clear blue eyes that he’d bet would darken when she was impassioned.
 
   And not to forget the body. Slim but with curves in all the right places. Yeah, Willa Hale had grown up to be a looker. Wonder why she was still single?. She had to be pushing thirty.
 
   She finally answered his question. “Ethan ̶” She cleared her throat. “Ethan was killed in Afghanistan last year. He joined up right after you left. Made a career of it.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that, Willa. That had to have been hard on your family.”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah. Dad especially. He was so proud of Ethan. A bona fide war hero, medals to prove it. Never stopped talking about it. Mom passed a couple of years ago and that  took a lot of the life out of Dad. Letters and calls from Ethan was what kept him going, I think.”
 
   “So your father …?”
 
   “Had a heart attack when the military showed up at the door to tell us about Ethan. Never made it to the hospital.”
 
   Zeb’s heart went out to Willa. Losing her brother and her father all at once had to have been devastating. “I’m really sorry, Willa.”
 
   “Yeah, me too.” She straightened in her seat.
 
   “So, your call tonight…”
 
   “Oh, yeah. Carl Ellis. He’d had too much to drink and  ̶  you remember Carl don’t you?  He always has been a mean drunk.”
 
   Zeb did remember Carl. He remembered all of the Ellis boys. A mean bunch if ever there was one. There were six or seven of them and as far as he could remember, not a one that wouldn’t stick a knife in your back if they saw a profit in it.
 
   “So what made him show up here?”
 
   He could tell the question surprised her in the way her eyes widened. “You… you don’t know?”
 
   “Know what?”
 
   “About Clay.”
 
   “Clay Ellis?  I remember him. He was a couple years older than me. Big guy. Hell of a linebacker in high school.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So what about him?”
 
   She stood and moved across the room to open a cabinet, pull out a nearly full bottle of Jack Daniel’s and two short glasses. “If we’re gonna get into that I’m gonna need something stronger than coffee. You drink, Zeb?”
 
   “Been known to take a sip or two.”
 
   “Come on,” she gestured with the bottle in her hand. “Let’s go out on the back porch. It’s a nice night.”
 
   Zeb followed her down the hall, trying not to focus on the appealing twitch of her firm ass. She didn’t bother to turn on any lights as she entered a room at the end of the hall. As they passed through the room, five furred and inquisitive faces appeared peering at him over the edge of a laundry basket on the clothes dryer, their dark eyes glittering in the low light.
 
   He suppressed a shudder, wondering why in the world Willa would want a bunch of ferrets around.
 
   That question was quickly replaced by a start when he stepped out onto the back porch behind her and a fat bobcat bolted to its feet and caterwauled at him, its ears laid back and fur standing on end.
 
   “Shit!  Willa, back up. Now!”
 
   She just looked over her shoulder at him with a smile. “That’s just Bobby. He’s family. Here.” She handed him the bottle of booze and the glasses then turned and knelt down. The bobcat kept its eyes on Zeb, issued a long hiss then eased over to Willa.
 
   Zeb damn near fainted when it cozied up to her and started purring. She gave its head and ears a scratch then stood. “Now you leave Zeb be, you hear? He’s a friend.”
 
   The cat looked up at her, then at Zeb and with feline grace despite its heft, turned its back and sashayed off the porch to disappear into the darkness.
 
   “What’s up with the zoo?” He asked.
 
   “I like animals. Wanna share the porch swing with me, Ranger Zeb?”
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   She took a seat and he sat beside her. “So you were going to tell me about Clay.”
 
   “Drink first,” she said.
 
   Zeb handed her a glass, tucked the other one between his knees and poured both almost half full. After recapping the bottle and setting it on the floor, he raised his glass and clicked it against hers. Willa took a big draught, blew out a breath and angled toward him, drawing one leg up under the other.
 
   “Clay. Right. I married him.”
 
   “You … you’re married to Clay?”
 
   “I was. For about four  months. Big mistake. Monumental. Guess I was … I don’t know what I was. It was after Ethan and Dad passed. I was here all alone and Clay took to coming over and helping. It was  ̶  it was nice. We dated for about a month then he asked me to marry him.”
 
   She sighed, polished off her drink and set the glass on the floor. “I don’t know why I said yes. I guess I was just lonely. But I said yes. Never took his name but I married him.”
 
   “I take it the marriage didn’t last?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “And didn’t end well?”
 
   “Not for him. He got into the habit of knocking me around pretty quick. I didn’t take to that and tended to fight back.” She barked a harsh laugh that had no humor in it. “You remember Clay so it’s not hard to guess that I usually ended up on the short end of that stick.
 
   “Anyway,  one night I was coming in from tending to the stock and he came staggering out of the house, drunk as a skunk. I tried to avoid him and headed out back toward the barn.. He followed and started cussing and threatening me.
 
   “The ferrets came tearing out of the house, all running around his legs, nipping at him and chattering. He was kicking at them and cussing at me and he fell.”
 
   Zeb waited for her to finish the tale. When she remained silent, he spoke up. “And?”
 
   “He fell into the rattler pit.”
 
   That had Zeb sitting up straight in a flash. He hated snakes. With a passion. Even more than he hated rats. He’d known people in his youth who caught rattlers and sold them for their skins and venom and even for the meat but he’d never experienced it himself. He hated snakes.
 
   “I’m guessing that he didn’t get back out.”
 
   “Oh we got him hauled out but he was tag on the toe dead.”
 
   Zeb considered it for a moment. “And his family blames you?”
 
   “Oh yeah. I called the law when it happened and told them everything. It was ruled an accident but the Ellis family doesn’t see it that way and every now and then one of them shows up to threaten me.”
 
   “You could have a restraining order taken out.”
 
   Willa laughed. “You’ve been gone a long time, haven’t you Zeb?  That’s not how things work around here.”
 
   “This isn’t some backwoods where there’s no law, Willa.”
 
   “No, but it’s still a place where people often take justice or what they perceive as justice into their own hands. Or have you forgotten?”
 
   Her question brought a rush of memories he’d thought he had buried deep enough they’d never surface. He knew all too well what she was talking about.
 
   “No. I haven’t forgotten. But this is different.”
 
   “Oh?  What makes it different, Zeb?”
 
   “Me.”
 
   Her eyes went to his and held and after a moment he felt like squirming. There was something in her eyes, something that made purely male reactions take charge and dominate. “Oh? You gonna protect me, Zeb?”
 
   Zeb was shocked at the sound of his own voice and the conviction behind the words. “I am, Willa. I most certainly am.”
 
   Her smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Well, won’t that be something?”
 
   He didn’t know how to respond. Hell, he didn’t even know why he’d made the promise. But the words were spoken and he’d stick to them. He’d protect her, and in the doing, maybe he’d figure out why Willa Hale sparked such a fire in him.
 
   “I guess I better hit the road.”
 
   “You good to drive?”
 
   Zeb gave her a smile. “Yeah, I’m good.”
 
   “Okay then, let me walk you to your car.” She stood and offered her hand.
 
   “No need. There’s a moon out.”
 
   “Let me walk you, Zeb.”
 
   He took her hand and let her pull him to his feet. She didn’t release his hand. “I’m sorry about the way I acted when you showed up.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “The kiss.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, the kiss.”
 
    
 
   Willa felt a surge of hunger at the sexy smile he gave her. She hadn’t thought about what she was doing when she saw him standing on her porch. All she could think was how much she had been in love with him when she was a girl. Back then she thought he was the prettiest boy she’d ever seen or would see. Now he was the kind of man who made her temperature rise.
 
   He still had the lean lines of his youth, but maturity had filled out his chest and arms. The lanky boy had been replaced with a well-filled out, sexy as sin man who sure knew how to wear a Stetson. His hazel eyes had a bit of a dangerous glitter in their depths and a whole lot of sexy.
 
   When she was a child, he was the only one of her brother’s friends who’d been nice to her. Seeing him smile at her was like walking out of a cave into the sunlight. She’d loved him since she was eight years old. When he upped and left she was broken-hearted. Sure, she knew there was no future for a nineteen year old boy and a thirteen year old girl,  but she was dead certain that she’d never love anyone the way she loved Zeb Childress.
 
   Seeing him brought all that back. All those yearnings and secret dreams she’d had for so long just jumped up and took control and before she knew it she was kissing him. She hadn’t lied. She’d always wanted to.
 
   But now she was feeling a bit ill at ease, despite his sexy smile. “Was it what you’d hoped?” His question cut into her reverie.
 
   “What?”
 
   “The kiss.”
 
   She shrugged. “Not like I imagined.”
 
   “No? Well damn, Willa, I hate to think you waited this long just to be disappointed. Let’s see if we can’t fix that.”
 
   Nothing could have surprised her more than him reaching out to run his hand behind her neck and draw her to him. Nothing could have inflamed her more than his lips against hers. They caressed gently for a brief moment before his other arm went around her to pull her snugly against him and his tongue stroked her lips for entrance.
 
   Willa lost all sense of the world around her as he kissed her. It was the kiss of her dreams and more. She wound her arms around his lean torso, fingers fisting into the fabric of his shirt. The kiss grew more heated and his body strained into hers, making her aware of his arousal.
 
   When he drew back, his hand moved to cup the side of her face and his eyes locked onto hers. “Was that more like it?”
 
   She couldn’t even speak. All she could do was nod. Zeb smiled down at her then gave her another soft kiss. “Good night, Willa.”
 
   She watched as he sidestepped around her and walked down the back steps, still not in command of her faculties. It wasn’t until she heard the sound of his car start that she realized he’d made it to the car without incident. 
 
   Do you remember?
 
   Willa started at the voice in her mind and the old memory returned on its heels. Sitting on that old homemade swing, going so high that at the top of the arc she felt that momentary weightlessness before gravity pulled her back down. Seeing Zeb smiling at her as he pushed her and that swelling in her chest at the love she had for him.
 
   She shook off the memory, stepped down off the porch and whistled softly.
 
   Lobo materialized out of the darkness. “You didn’t even growl.” She said as she knelt down beside him. “Why?”
 
   He licked her face then turned and left. Willa rose and stared into the darkness. One thing she’d learned today. The old saying about reality never matching the fantasy was a load of bull. Being kissed by Zeb Childress was better than any fantasy she’d ever have. But probably not as good as the future fantasies the kiss would inspire.
 
   And chances were those fantasies would start tonight because there was no way she was going to sleep now. No way at all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Zeb knew it wasn’t the smartest move, and he should just let it go but he’d thought about the situation with Willa all night and he couldn’t let it slide. Back in the day, the Ellis family had been involved in all sorts of criminal activities, and from what he’d found when he ran the Ellis’s through the database this morning, they still were. A couple of them were serving time, two had been released from prison within the last year on parole and the rest were a misfit bunch of thugs and thieves who, in his opinion, were little more than a waste of oxygen.
 
   No way he was going to let them terrorize Willa so here he was, headed for their place ready to lay down the law. He turned onto the rutted road that led to the family home. Aside from the original structure which had long since seen better days, there were four single-wide trailers in the surrounding bare yard, propped on cinder blocks and looking for all the world like something that should be condemned. What screens remained on windows were torn and rusted, siding was buckled and warped with paint that was pitted and peeling.
 
   There were two dogs chained in the front yard that started raising hell the minute he pulled up. Before he was out of the cruiser, a man had stepped out onto the front porch of the house. Zeb recognized him. Clancy Ellis, the patriarch of the Ellis clan.
 
   “Shut up!” Clancy shouted at the dogs.
 
   Zeb noted the way the dogs stopped barking and cowered. Obviously not creatures accustomed to kindness.
 
   “Mr. Ellis,” Zeb walked closer but stopped far enough back that the dogs could not reach him should they decide to try and take a bite out of him.
 
   “And you are?”
 
   Zeb moved his jacket to one side to display his badge, and his weapon. “Ranger Zebediah Childress.”
 
   “Ray Childress’ boy?” Clancy Ellis let out a whoop and slapped his leg. “I bet your daddy’s rolling over in his grave boy. What you want?”
 
   “I’m here to talk to you and your son, Carl, I believe, about Willa Hale.”
 
   “You mean Willa Ellis, my daughter-in-law.”
 
   Zeb ignored the statement. “Your son, Carl was at her place last night. Uninvited. He threatened her.”
 
   “She killed my boy.”
 
   “Not according to the report. He fell.”
 
   “That bitch pushed him!” Clancy came down off the porch and started toward Zeb. He didn’t have to walk around the dogs. They whimpered and scooted on their bellies out of his way, their heads down and eyes filled with fear.
 
   Zeb stood his ground but gave a passing thought to stepping back when Clancy drew near. The stench coming off the man was enough to make a man gag.
 
   “She killed my boy.” Clancy growled and accented his words by jabbing his index finger at Zeb.
 
   “Again, not according to the law. And since it’s my job to uphold the law in these parts now, I’m paying you a courtesy visit to let you know that if I hear about you or any of your family paying an unwelcome call on Ms. Hale, you and I are going to have a problem. You hear what I’m saying Mr. Ellis?”
 
   “Fuck you, Childress. Your old man was a second rate asshole  and you’re no better. Me and my boys will do what we want when we want and there’s not shit you can do about it.”
 
   “Oh, yes, there is, Mr. Ellis.” Zeb patted his badge then let his hand drift to his sidearm. “Let’s just hope ̶ for your sake, that I don’t have to.”
 
   “You threatening me, Ranger?”
 
   Zeb smiled and saw from the reaction on Clancy’s face that he hadn’t lost his touch in delivering a smile that carried a whole lot of threat with it. “I don’t threaten, Mr. Ellis. I’m telling you straight out. You bother Ms. Hale, or any harm comes to her and I’ll put you down. You and your boys.
 
   “Do we understand each other?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Zeb put his finger to the brim of his hat. “Then you have a nice day, Mr. Ellis.”
 
   He turned his back on Clancy and walked back to his cruiser, but stopped before he got in and gestured to the run-down trailers. “You might want to do something about that. Calder County has ordinances and it’d be a shame for someone to send an inspector down here and him make you  move all … that.”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   Zeb ignored the insult and got into his cruiser. As he pulled away from the house he saw old man Ellis standing in the yard, staring after him and couldn’t help but wonder if he had done Willa a favor by paying a call on the Ellis clan, or had just stirred up a hornet’s nest that would have them more bent on punishing her.
 
   He ignored the misgivings. It didn’t matter to him which way they went. If they stayed out of her life, he’d let them be. If not, then he’d live up to his promise.
 
   He’d take them down. Every one of them.
 
   The one thing he never thought to question as he headed back to the station is why he was so wrapped up in Willa Hale’s life.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   Willa had been up since before dawn. Sleep had eluded her. Mostly because she couldn’t stop thinking about the kiss. Not the one she’d planted on Zeb at the front door when he showed up, but the one he’d given her before he left.
 
   She’d never been kissed like that in her life and she almost wished she had not now because god help her, she’d never be able to stop thinking about it. Or about him.
 
   And that was going to get her nothing but heartbreak and bags under her eyes from lack of sleep. She’d fed and watered the stock, mucked out the stalls and taken care of her menagerie of pets. It was half past seven and she was antsy enough that she had to keep moving so she swept and mopped the floors in the house and even the front and back porch.
 
   When the truck pulling the horse trailer turned onto the drive and headed for the house she ran out to meet it, eager to get started with the new horses she was training for law enforcement work.
 
   “Hey Billy,” she greeted the driver as he got of the truck.
 
   “Hey, Willa. Got some good looking horses for you today.”
 
   “Well, let’s get ‘em unloaded.”
 
   Together they walked to the rear of the trailer. Billy wasn’t lying. The three horses in the trailer were prime. Two geldings, and a mare. One of the geldings was an Appaloosa who stood about 15 hands and the other was black as night and stood a good seventeen hands. The mare was a Paint with good lines and intelligent eyes.
 
   Willa and Billy got the horses into the paddock then stood leaning on the fence rail watching. “That big one has a temper,” Billy said. 
 
   “Most animals do if pushed,” Willa remarked.
 
   “He’s got more than most. Damn, let me get the paperwork from the truck. Boss’ll have my ass if I forget.”
 
   Willa waited, watching the animals as Billy fetched the paperwork. He handed it to her and she scanned through it. It wasn’t hard to figure out why the black horse, an American Saddlebred named Jet had issues. He’d been sold twice, the first time after being caught in a barn fire. He wasn’t burned but he hadn’t been very easy tempered since then.
 
   “Looks good,” she said and smiled at Billy. “I’ll get to work with them. Any special training they want for these guys?”
 
   “The whole nine yards – noise, water, fire, crowds.”
 
   “That’s going to take a little time.”
 
   “You’ve got a couple weeks to get ‘em all ready.”
 
   “Well then that’ll have to be long enough.. Thanks Billy. I guess I’ll see you in a couple weeks.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am. You take care.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   Willa watched him leave then headed for her tiny office in the barn. Ronnie was checking the feed supplies when she entered. “With the new mouths to feed, I might ought to make a run into town.” He said.
 
   “Ok. Go ahead. I’m gonna start working with these guys.”
 
   “Maybe it ain’t a good idea for you to be here by yourself. The boys are in the west pasture rounding up the cattle and after Carl  ̶”
 
   “I’ll be fine. He won’t be back. At least not today. Hell, he probably won’t be conscious till dark as drunk as he was.”
 
   “Still…”
 
   “I’ll be fine, Ronnie. I have Lobo and the family – they’ll keep me company just fine.”
 
   “You and them dang critters,” Ronnie said and smiled. ‘Okay, fine. You need anything?”
 
   “Nope, I’m good.”
 
   “Okay. Maybe, I’ll take Polly and let her do her marketing.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan. See you later.”
 
   “You call if you need me, hear?”
 
   “I will. Thanks Ronnie.”
 
   Willa filed the paperwork, grabbed tack and went out to the paddock. When she opened the gate, the mare perked up her ears and watched expectantly. The Appaloosa looked in her direction as well. It was Jet who ignored her. She tossed the saddle over the fence rail along with the blanket but kept the bridle in her hand.
 
   “So that’s how it’s gonna be?” She asked. “Well, I guess I’ll just have to pick one of your friends to go for a ride.”
 
   He turned his head in her direction.
 
   “You wanna go, big boy?”
 
   The horse looked away. Willa just stood there and waited. After a few Jet turned in her direction. Willa smiled as he approached.
 
   She wandered slowly to the fence and he followed. She let him sniff the blanket, saddle and her until he was satisfied then showed him the bridle. He didn’t seem nervous but she spent a few minutes stroking him and talking to him anyway. 
 
   Jet didn’t balk or shy away when she put the bridle on him. She led him out of the paddock and secured the gate. It took little time to get him saddled. Now came the real test. She grabbed the reins in her left  hand and used that same hand to hold onto the saddle-horn as she inserted her  left foot in the stirrup.
 
   Willa considered it a small victory that he didn’t move. “Good boy.” She gave his neck a rub. “Come on, let’s go.”
 
   Half an hour later, Willa reined Jet to a halt. They’d reached the southern edge of her property. Adjacent was Sam Newell’s place. Sam had fallen on hard times like many of the small ranchers and farmers in Calder County and rumor was that he was thinking of selling. There were also rumors of some unusual activity on his ranch, trucks coming and going at odd hours.
 
   Willa was normally not a nosy person, she tended to stick to her business, but she was a little curious and she was right there so she didn’t see that it would hurt just to take a look. She’d ridden Sam’s land since she was old enough to sit a horse, so it wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. In fact, maybe she’d go check on Sam, just to make sure he and his wife, Martha, were okay.
 
   Jet was remarkably well-behaved, even when a long-eared jackrabbit darted out of some brush in front of him. Willa noted the sorry state of Sam’s pastures and lack of cattle in them. Obviously Sam wasn’t buying and maybe he’d already sold off his stock.
 
   She crested a small rise that provided a view of the back of the ranch house and surrounding outbuildings. What met her eyes was nothing she’d expected to see.
 
   There was a slaughter taking place. Make-shift tables had been set up behind the main barn, pieces of plywood or slats of lumber laid across homemade wooden sawbucks. There were easily a dozen men visible, half of them Hispanic. The slaughter was not being conducted in any manner than could be considered humane.
 
   A cow was tethered to a stake in the ground via a rope around its neck, shot in the head and once the body fell a man would slice the cow open along its belly. What was odd was that once that happened, another man was reaching in to pull out the stomachs and cut them open.
 
   Willa’s mouth dropped open as she watched. She’d heard about it but had never seen it. What was being removed looked like round clumps of plastic. Drugs. It had to be. As soon as the clumps were dumped from the stomachs, another man would take them to the spigot,  rinse them and then put them on one of the makeshift tables.
 
   A table with an overseer, keeping a sharp eye as the plastic-wrapped balls were opened and the drugs transferred to a satchel. Clancy Ellis was the overseer. Shit. Willa’s eyes moved from one man to the next. Sure enough there was Carl and his brothers Clarence and Carter
 
   It was definitely time to skedaddle. The last thing Willa wanted was to be spotted. She turned Jet and just as she did, a rattler appeared out of the brush. It coiled and rattled its tail in warning. Jet reared, whinnied and took off – in the wrong direction.
 
   Oh hell. Willa had no doubt she’d been seen. Which meant she needed to report it. Just as soon as she got this runaway horse under control. And that took a bit more time than she anticipated. Jet’s fear had him completely unresponsive. All she could do was hang on and let him run it out. They traveled almost a mile before his fear, or his energy gave out and he slowed.
 
   Willa rubbed his sweat-slicked neck, talking softly. “It’s okay buddy. You’re okay. We need to go home now. Come on, Jet. Trust me.”
 
   He balked once before he let her turn him in the direction of home. With him having galloped full out for so long, she didn’t try to force him beyond a walk which made the return trip home take longer. That gave Willa time to think. If she called the Sheriff and told them what she saw, she’d have to give a statement. Which meant old man Ellis would find out who had turned him in.
 
   She knew she shouldn’t let the fear of the Ellis clan deter her from doing what was right, but she knew that family and had no doubt that if they found out it was her, they wouldn’t rest until she was six feet under.
 
   A sudden dizziness had her grabbing onto the saddle horn with her free hand. What the heck?  Her heart was racing and she felt cold as ice. Come on, get a grip. Was she having a stroke or some kind of panic attack?  Her vision swam and her body jumped involuntarily as Zeb’s face appeared before her. Do you remember?
 
   Willa bit down on her lip to keep from making a sound and spooking the horse. As quickly as the attack had come, it departed. It had to have been some kind of anxiety attack. That was the only explanation. 
 
   And Zeb’s face appearing? And that voice?  What the hell was going on?
 
   She didn’t want to answer her own question. Zeb had been on her mind non-stop since the moment she opened the door and found him standing on her front porch. Truth be told, he’d never been far from her thoughts since she was eight years old. She’d grown up, had her share of men and even married one, but Zeb had always been there in the back of her mind.
 
   You’re my ever after. Willa could remember saying those words to him when she was nine years old. She’d meant it with all her heart and if she was completely truthful with herself she’d admit that even now she meant it. Despite the absurdity of it, she’d loved him her whole life and knew no way to un-love him.
 
   For all the good it would do either way. Zeb had left Calder County the first chance he got. He’d said goodbye. In a fashion. He and Ethan went out drinking and the next morning she found them both passed out in the barn. Zeb had gotten up, asked the time and then told Ethan he was taking off.
 
   Willa had watched, hoping he would say something to her. When he didn’t, she stayed silent, witnessing him and Ethan saying goodbye then followed them out of the barn to where Zeb’s old truck was parked.
 
   He and Ethan embraced in that manly sort of way, hands pounding at one another’s backs then Zeb opened the door to his truck. Willa felt tears threaten. He wasn’t even going to say goodbye.
 
   And then he paused and turned to look at her. “You take care, pretty Willa.”
 
   All she could do was nod, and then sob as she watched him drive away.
 
   She hadn’t laid eyes on him since then until he showed up at her door this past week. She still didn’t know why he was back, but was willing to bet it wouldn’t be permanent if he had anything to say about it
 
   If she was smart, she’d put Zeb Childress out of her mind – or at least accept that those long ago spoken words were never going to become true. He was never going to be her ‘ever after’.
 
   And right now that wasn’t the most pressing thing on her plate. She had to do something about what she’d seen. The Ellis clan was a scary bunch, for sure, but her parents had raised her to do the right thing. She couldn’t keep silent no matter what the consequences.
 
   Ronnie was just coming out of the barn when she arrive. “Hey, you’re back.  Would you mind cooling Jet down and watering him?” She asked as she dismounted..
 
   “Sure. How’d he do?” Ronnie took the reins 
 
   “Got spooked by a rattler and ran flat out damn near a mile.” Willa gave Jet a rub on the neck and face.
 
   Ronnie whistled. “Boy has stamina.”
 
   “That he does. But he’s gonna take a bit of extra work. I gotta go make a call. Thanks Ronnie.”
 
   “You bet.”
 
   Willa hurried inside and went straight for the old-fashioned phone mounted on the kitchen wall. She told the Deputy she spoke with, Gil Perkins what she’d seen. He said he would write it up and tell the Sheriff and they’d probably send someone out to take her statement.
 
   She thanked him and hung up the phone. Now it would be what it would be. She’d done the right thing and she had to trust that the law would take care of Clancy Ellis and his bunch. If not?  Well, if not, she’d walk that path when she had to.
 
   Until then, she had work to do and she had to focus on that. The money she made training horses was all that was keeping them afloat right now,  Until the next auction when she could sell off  half her herd of cattle and hopefully three of the horses she’d trained for roping things were going to be tight.
 
   Willa shook off thoughts of how meager her funds were and the real threat that she might not last the year without having to sell off part of the ranch. She had to believe that things would turn around. Otherwise…well she couldn’t even let herself go there.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Willa fixed herself a glass of hard cider on ice and wandered out onto the front porch. It was hot tonight but that wasn’t uncommon in July in this part of the state. At least there was a breeze, although it was the kind of breeze that heralded the coming of a thunderstorm.
 
   That didn’t bother her. They could use the rain. She took a seat on the porch swing, had a long drink of the cider and set the glass on the porch rail. With her hair wet from the shower and dressed in a pair of  old denim shorts she’d made by cutting off jeans that seen better days and a tank top, it was tolerable.
 
   Car lights coming up the driveway had her stopping the rocking motion of the swing and standing. The cruiser stopped and its lights went out. Still she recognized the figure of the man who stepped out of the vehicle. She tried to stem the rise of excitement.
 
   “What’re you doing here, Zeb?”
 
   He waited until he was on the porch before answering. “Need to talk to you about what you saw at the Newell place yesterday.”
 
   Disappointment threw a wet rag on her excitement. He was here on business.
 
   She gestured to the swing. “You wanna sit out here or go inside?”
 
   “Here’s fine.”
 
   She nodded, reclaimed her seat and waited until he sat beside her. She picked up the glass from the porch rail. “Cider?” She offered him the glass.
 
   Zeb accepted and took a drink. “Been a long time since I had hard cider. You make this?”
 
   “Polly,” she replied.
 
   Zeb nodded, took another drink and returned the glass to her. “I need you to tell me what you saw at the Newell place.”
 
   “I already told Deputy Perkins on the phone and signed a statement.”
 
   “Still, I need to hear it.”
 
   “Fine.” She recited the tale to him without embellishment. He remained silent until she finished speaking.
 
   “Perkins and Hawkins took a ride out there late yesterday. When their shift ended and no one had heard back from either, we tried reaching them on their radio and cell phones. No answer either way so the department sent another team out there. I went with them.
 
   “We found them both in the woods about a hundred yards from the house. Dead. Shot multiple times.”
 
   Willa felt like she was going to throw up. She rose and turned to the porch rail, both hands gripping it. This was her fault.
 
   “You okay?” Zeb got up and put his hand on her shoulder.
 
   She shook her head, trying to rein in her emotions before she spoke. But there was no reining in the pain or guilt. “This is my fault.”
 
   “How can you think that?”
 
   “Because it’s true!” She cut a look at him. “If I’d kept my mouth shut they’d be alive.”
 
   “Willa, you can’t think like that.” Zeb’s hand tightened on her shoulder and she shrugged it off. She didn’t want to be comforted. She didn’t deserve it.
 
   “It’s true and you know it. I could have just kept my mouth closed and it wouldn’t have happened. They’re dead because of me. And…” She turned to face him, hands clenched into fists at her sides.. “And I bet a dollar to a donut that you didn’t find shit.”
 
   Zeb’s response was to reach up and remove his hat, place it on the rail and run his hand back through his hair. 
 
   “I knew it!  Shit. Shit, shit, shit!!”
 
   “Willa.” He tried to take hold of her arms but she swatted his hands away. “No, don’t. Don’t you try and make me feel better about this. You know as well as I that this is my fault.”
 
   Zeb blew out his breath and hitched one leg up to sit on the porch rail. “Well damn, Willa, I guess you’re right. It’s your fault that Ellis and his boys got into drug running. It’s your fault that old man Newell’s place is failing and so he let himself be talked into getting in bed with the Ellis clan. It’s obviously your fault that someone decided to kill those deputies. They clearly didn’t pull the trigger on their own. I can see that clear as day now. Why I should arrest you right here and now because clearly everything that happened is your fault.”
 
   Willa wanted to slap his face. He was making fun of her. And he was doing it by pointing out the truth of things. It made her feel a little silly and that made her mad.
 
   “Fuck you, Zeb.”
 
   “Right here on the porch?”
 
   Willa snarled, unable to find an articulate response. Zeb reached out, fast as a rattler’s strike and captured her wrist to pull her over closer. “Willa, I know it’s a terrible thing. I hate it just as much as you do but you know it’s not your fault.”
 
   “I just don’t want it to be true.” She said, choking back tears. 
 
   “I know, honey.” He pulled her all the way in and wrapped both arms around her. Willa couldn’t resist the comfort of his embrace. She wound her arms around his waist and pressed her face against his chest. 
 
   “I hate this,” she whispered. “All the meanness. It tears down everything, Zeb. Everything people have worked all their lives for. Poor old Sam. That place has been in his family for four generations. Now what’s going to happen to him?”
 
    
 
   Zeb hated to answer that question. “Honey, Sam’s gone.”
 
   “Gone?” She pulled back to look at him. “What do you mean?  Did you arrest him?  What about his wife?  Her health isn’t good, Zeb. She needs him there to ̶”
 
   “He’s dead, Willa. They both are.”
 
   Nothing could have hurt more than seeing the look of shock and grief that claimed her face. Tears streamed from her eyes and she made no attempt to wipe them away. “How?”
 
   “Same as the deputies. Found them in the house.”
 
   Willa shook her head and raised both hand to cover her face. A moment later the first sob erupted. Her body shook with the force of her sobs, the sound so filled with pain that his heart nearly broke. Zeb slid off the rail and gathered her in his arms.
 
   “I’m sorry. Honey, I’m so sorry,” He crooned.
 
   A deep growl from behind them had him turning slightly with her still in his arms. When he saw the source of the growl fear spiked hot and sharp. He shoved Willa behind him and was drawing his weapon when she screamed and grabbed his arm.
 
   “No!”
 
   “Willa, let go,” he spoke as softly calmly as possible, keeping his eye on the wolf who stood not three feet away with its head lowered, hackles raised and a snarl on its face.
 
   She did release him but what she did next scared the crap out of him. She skirted around in front of him, putting her back to the wolf. Visions of the animal attacking her had him breaking into a sweat and his heart hammering in his chest.
 
   “Willa, don’t move. I’m going to slide real easy to the side so I can get a bead on—Willa!
 
   His heart nearly stopped when she pivoted and dropped down into a crouch in front of the wolf. :”It’s okay,” she said to the animal. “He’s my friend. It’s okay.”
 
   Zeb nearly fainted when the wolf leaped toward her. But instead of attacking, it literally wrapped its front legs around her neck and started licking her face. Willa hugged the animal to her, burying her face in the thick hair of its neck. They stayed like that for a long time.
 
   Finally she released the wolf and stood. “Zeb, this is Lobo. Lobo, Zeb is my friend. You can trust him. Zeb, come here.”
 
   Zeb wasn’t at all sure he wanted to do that. She might trust the animal but he had reservations. Big ones. “That might not be a good idea.”
 
   “It’s fine. She sat down and offered her hand. “Please.”
 
   Zeb hesitated, then holstered his weapon and slowly stepped toward her, keeping his eye on the wolf. It watched him as he took Willa’s hand and sank down on his heels in front of her.
 
   “Lobo?” She used her free hand to rub the wolf along its head and nose. “Come say hey to Zeb.”
 
   Zeb wondered how fast he could get to his feet and draw his weapon if the need arose. The wolf moved toward him, and Zeb didn’t mind admitting that it scared him. That was a big wolf. With him sitting on his heels, the animal’s face was even with his.
 
   The wolf stopped, nearly nose-to-nose with him, sniffed the air, then lowered its head and sniffed at Zeb’s clothing and over to his hand that was joined with Willa’s. Willa released Zeb’s hand. “Offer your hand.”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “He won’t bite. Just let him smell.”
 
   Zeb figured he had to have suddenly gone retarded because he did as she said. The wolf sniffed, then licked at the skin on the top of his hand. Zeb held his breath, expecting teeth to sink into him at any moment.
 
   To his surprise, the wolf wagged its tail and sat on its haunches.
 
   “See?” Willa said and rubbed the wolf. “Go on. He likes to be petted.
 
   Zeb reached out and ran his hand along the fur on the side of the wolf’s neck. It was thick and softer than he’d imagined it would be.  “Lobo,” he said. “Hey, I’m Zeb.”
 
   Lobo yipped and thumped his tail on the porch floor and Zeb looked at Willa in amazement. “I have to admit ̶ this is pretty amazing.”
 
   She smiled at him and in that moment he thought he’d never seen anyone so beautiful. Tear tracked cheeks and red eyes didn’t detract at all. She glowed with something he’d never seen before and in that moment something happened to him that had never happened before.
 
   He fell in love.
 
   It took his breath. Literally, stole it from him. “Willa.” He could barely speak for the emotion that overpowered him..
 
    
 
   Something swept through Willa that brought fresh tears to her eyes. Never in her life had she heard someone speak her name in that way. She’d hated her name since she was old enough to know it  but the way it fell from Zeb’s lips like a prayer was the most beautiful thing she’d ever heard.
 
   It overwhelmed her and then it scared her. She couldn’t let herself fall victim to Zeb’s charm. He hated Calder County. He would leave her. Again. She’d suffered his loss once and still had not gotten over her love for him. She couldn’t face that again.
 
   So when he reached for her she got to her feet and backed away.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Willa,” he stood and moved toward her.
 
   “No.” Why was that one syllable all she could manage and why did it carry no weight, not even to her?
 
   “Willa.” He took her face in his hands and she closed her eyes, her strength fleeing. She felt his breath on her face and then the feel of his lips on hers. It was not a kiss of passion. It was so much more. She felt it in every cell of her body. Here she was, standing on the porch of the only home she’d ever known and this kiss spoke of homecoming. Of being where she was destined to be.
 
   It was the most astonishing and joyous moment of her life. And almost before she could grasp the magnitude of it the world went black.
 
    
 
   Zeb caught her as she suddenly went limp. Lobo whined beside him. “I’ve got her,” Zeb said and swept her up in his arms. He managed to get the screen door open to the house. Lobo brushed by him as he entered. He carried Willa to the couch in the front room and placed her gently on it then sat beside her.
 
   “Willa?  Honey, can you hear me?”
 
   Her lack of response scared him. It must have scared Lobo as well because he whined and lay down beside the couch. Almost immediately a ruckus of chattering ensued. The five ferrets tore into the room and onto the couch, touching Willa’s face and climbing all over her whining and chattering.
 
   Zeb shuttered as one of them climbed up his arm, nosed his face and the patted it frantically, chattering a mile a minute. God those things gave him the creeps, but were not nearly so frightening as Willa lying there unconscious. 
 
   He patted her face. “Willa?  Honey wake up.”
 
    
 
   Willa was vaguely aware of a voice but she didn’t want to give it attention. She was on her swing. Zeb was there, a gangly boy of twelve with a smile that was brighter than the sun. He was pushing her and with each push she got closer to the sky.
 
   He stopped and her swing slowed and finally stopped. Willa grinned at him. “You’re my ever after, Zeb Childress. Just you wait and see.”
 
   And suddenly there was darkness. Where was she?  In a room. She was on a floor. She could feel the wood beneath her. She wanted to move but when she tried pain lanced through her so strong she screamed. Then she saw him. Zeb. He was lying beside her. There was blood on his face and his skin was pale. Too pale. His lips were moving but no sound emerged.
 
   It scared the living hell out of her.
 
   “Zeb!
 
   With her scream she returned to reality, with Zeb sitting beside her, holding onto her, concern clear on his face.
 
   “God almighty, Willa. You scared the hell outta me. Are you okay?”
 
   “Fine. I’m fine.” She lied and pushed herself up into a sitting position.
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe I should take you over to County Hospital and get you checked out.”
 
   “No. I’m fine,” she insisted. “Seriously,” she added at the look he gave her. “It’s just a lot to take in with the killings and … and …”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I understand that part, honey. It’s a lot for me, too. I’ve … I’ve never gotten hit with this kind of feeling. Honestly, I didn’t think I was capable and it’s a little uncomfortable, truth be told.”
 
   “Why?” His statement allowed her thoughts to turn to something less frightening and something more important, at least to her.
 
   “Why is it uncomfortable?”
 
   “No, why didn’t you think you were capable?” 
 
    
 
   For a moment Zeb wanted to bolt, just head out of the door, jump in his cruiser and take off. He had never talked to anyone about certain things in his life and he was not sure he could now.
 
   “Zeb?  Talk to me. Please.”
 
   The need to run was overcome by the look on her face. Damn, was this love? The inability to refuse?
 
   “You know how my father died?”
 
   Willa had heard the stories but wanted to hear it from him. “Just gossip I overheard.”
 
   Zeb blew out a breath and leaned down, propping his elbows on his knees with his hands clasped. He stared at his hands as he spoke. “Ever since I can remember he would beat her. My mother. One of my first memories was of him sitting down at the dinner table, taking a bite of his biscuit and then spitting it in her face and screaming at her that it was cold. He grabbed hold of her hair and crammed that whole biscuit in her mouth then shoved her on the floor and kicked her in the gut.
 
   “I can still see that to this day. Him with his face all red and her just lying there with her cheeks all ballooned out and biscuit spewing from her mouth as he kicked her.
 
   “And that was mild. Sometimes he’d beat her so bad she wouldn’t be able to get out of bed for a week and we’d have to fend off whatever we could eat raw or whatever piece of meat he could burn in a frying pan.”
 
   He paused and turned his head to look at her. “He was a mean bastard, Willa. Mean to the bone. When I was thirteen I came home from here and found him kicking the shit out of her in the parlor. She was on the floor with blood coming out of her nose and mouth and a gash on the side of her head. Her dress was bloody and torn and he just kept kicking her, over and over.
 
   “I thought he was going to kill her. I tried to stop him, to push him away and he let me have it. Knocked me clear across the room. I saw stars. Just like in the cartoons. And I saw something else. That if I didn’t stop him he was going to kill her and then probably me.
 
   “So I got up and ran to the kitchen where he kept a shotgun propped up in the corner. It was loaded. It was always loaded. I ran back to the parlor and told him I’d kill him if he touched her again.
 
   “He turned and looked at me and said he was going to take that gun and beat me bloody.
 
   “So I pulled the trigger. Twice,”
 
   Zeb looked back down at his clasped hands.
 
   “My mother, hurt as she was, screamed bloody murder and crawled over to him, trying to wake him and screaming at me to call for an ambulance.”
 
   “I did but it was too late. He was dead.
 
   “My mother told the Sheriff I’d killed him so they put me in the police car and took me to the Sheriff’s Department. They questioned me for six hours and every time I told them the same thing. Finally, they told me they were going to release me to your father. My mother was in the hospital and would probably be there a while. She had a concussion, a broken arm, three broken ribs and internal bleeding.
 
   “We couldn’t have a funeral until my mother was out of the hospital. I stayed with your family until the funeral and your dad took me. We walked up and the minute my mother saw me she screamed at me. Called me a murderer and told me she never wanted to lay eyes on me again. She said I killed the only man she’d ever loved and she’d never forgive me. She cursed me, Willa. Cursed me. Said I’d never find true love in this life as payment for what I’d done to her. That my love would destroy anyone foolish enough to care about me. And then she spit on me.
 
   “Your father brought me back here and said I could stay as long as I wanted.”
 
   Zeb looked at her again and saw the tears that streamed from her eyes. “That stuck with me. What she said. I guess I figured maybe she was right. And maybe I didn’t deserve love. I killed my own father, Willa. What kind of man does that make me?”
 
   “You were a child,” she said softly and reached out to lay her hand on his shoulder. “Zeb, what you did – it wasn’t out of malice or hate. You thought he was going to kill your mother. You and she – you were both abused your whole life. And if you hadn’t …well, I remember my mama saying once that if you hadn’t done what you did, you’d probably not have lived to see fifteen.”
 
   ‘Your mother was a good woman,” he said with a ghost of a smile. 
 
   “She loved you, Zeb. The whole family did.”
 
   “And I loved them. I loved being here. But my mother found out she needed me. She couldn’t keep the place up by herself so she let me come home. Well sort of. I slept in the barn but she fed me  A couple of years after that she remarried – a drunk named Clyde Willis. Clyde hated me so she told me to get lost. I came here, as always. A month later, Clyde got drunk one night and shot her dead.
 
   “But that’s not the point. The point is that curse – maybe it’s real. I’ve never found love and maybe that’s why. And maybe it’s a real big mistake for you to take up with me, Willa.” He looked back down at his hands, both of which were white knuckled he’d been gripping so tight.
 
    
 
   Willa was heartsick for that young boy. She had no idea what Zeb had suffered. All these years she’d held him at fault for not loving her and the whole time he was scared to love anyone. She felt ashamed, and loved him all the more for what he’d had to bear.
 
   She scooted over closer, reached out and forced his clenched hands apart so that she could twine her hand with his. “That curse doesn’t scare me.. Zeb, look at me..”
 
   He did and she smiled. “Zebidiah Childress, I’ve loved you as long as I can remember. Remember what I told you that day – the day I was swinging and you pushed me so high I felt like I was flying?
 
   Zeb’s brows came together in a slight frown. “Honestly, no. Can hardly remember a time back then you weren’t pestering me to push you on that swing.”
 
   “You have a point,” she agreed with a smile and reminded him of that special day. “I told you that you were my ever after and I meant it with my whole heart.”
 
   “You were ten, sugar.” A smile finally appeared on his face.
 
   “Nine.” She corrected. “And I loved you with my whole heart. I always have, Zeb. I’ve loved you my whole life and I don’t know how to not love you. That’s what scares me. I was fifteen when you left and it broke my heart.
 
   “You were just a kid, Willa and I was—I was a boy with a lot of growing up to do.”
 
   “Yes, but I’m not now. And my heart can’t take you leaving me again.”
 
   His hand tightened on hers and his eyes met hers and held. “I won’t leave you, Willa. Not ever.”
 
   “You hate it here, Zeb.”
 
   “Yes, but…”
 
    “No. It’s too soon—don’t Zeb. 
 
   “Not saying it won’t change how I feel, Willa.”
 
   “Still…”
 
   “Okay,” he gave in. “I understand. Words are cheap. That’s fine, honey. I’ll prove it.”
 
   She nodded and gave his hand another squeeze. “But,” he said, “there’s something we can’t put off and that’s the mess with Ellis. We have to get you somewhere safe. The rangers have a team at the Newell ranch and if they find evidence that ties Ellis to the crime, he’ll be arrested. But until then I’m worried that maybe you were seen and if you were he’ll know you’re the one who called the law.
 
   “That being the case, I don’t think it’s safe for you here.”
 
   “This is my home, Zeb. I’ll not let him drive me off my own land. Besides I have my animals and loaded shotgun that I know how to use.”
 
   “Not good enough, Willa. Now  don’t give me that look. I’m more than willing to do what it takes to prove to you that I lo—that I care, but you’ve got to give a little too. I can’t be worrying about you night and day. You need to go stay in town or at least ask Ronnie and Polly to move in here for the time being.”
 
   “No. I can’t do that, Zeb. I can’t. If  Ellis is a threat then I can’t level that at Ronnie and Polly. They’re my family. And I can’t let him bully me. I can’t. I just can’t.”
 
   Zeb stared at her for a long moment then nodded. “Fine, then I’m staying with you.”
 
   “That’s a real  bad idea.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You know why.”
 
   “Well too bad. Look. I get that you’re stubborn and won’t be bullied and I can respect that but I’ll be damned if I’ll leave you unprotected.”
 
   “Zeb…”
 
   “At least until I can arrange for protection.” He gave in a bit.
 
   She was quiet for a few moments. “Okay, but just temporary. And you sleep in Ethan’s room.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Seriously.”
 
   “Damn you’re a hard woman, Willa Hale.”
 
   “Just one covering her own ass.”
 
   “Pun intended?” He asked with a smile.
 
   Willa chuckled and leaned over to give him a short, soft kiss. “You’re a bad man, Zeb Childress.”
 
   “Oh honey, you don’t know the half of it.”
 
   Willa grinned and stood. “I just bet I don’t. I’ll go get the bed made up for you.”
 
   Zeb watched her leave the room then flopped back on the couch, suddenly tired. It’d been a very long time since he’d let himself open up to anyone and let those old feelings of childhood return. It had him pretty worn out.
 
   And also oddly comforted. For the first time since he was fifteen he thought maybe his mother was wrong. Maybe he did have a shot at love.
 
   He sure hoped so.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Zeb had just thrown back the shower curtain and was reaching for a towel when the bathroom door opened. Willa stopped dead in her tracks. “Oh!  I’m—uh…”
 
   “Sorry?” He didn’t miss the catch in her voice or the way her eyes moved down his body. He plucked the towel from where he’d draped it across the top of the toilet but kept his eyes on her as he wrapped it around his waist. He was a little surprised she hadn’t turned and fled.
 
   Quite the opposite. “Hardly.” She leaned against the door jam, her arms crossed lightly in front of her. “I’ve been wondering about this most of my life.”
 
   “And?” He stepped out of the tub.
 
   “Kinda like the kiss thing. It might take more than just one look.”
 
   “You propositioning me, darlin’?” He moved across the small bathroom to her.
 
   She smiled at him, straightened and reached out to hook the fingers of her right hand in the towel. “Do you want me to?”
 
   “More than you can imagine.”
 
   Her eyes widened a bit and for a moment he was sure she was going to flee. When a sassy smile appeared on her face, he was surprised. It was more of a surprise when she snatched the towel off and let it fall to the floor.
 
   Willa could no more stop her eyes from tracking down his body than she could stop the sun from rising. God in heaven he was a beautiful man. Everything she’d dreamed he would be and more, she realized at the swell of his erection.
 
   She made the return trip with her eyes just as slowly and finally made contact with his eyes. “Something you been wondering about for a while?” He asked.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “So does the reality live up to the fantasy?”
 
   She could have lied. Could have turned and walked away and avoiding answering. But it wasn’t in her nature to lie. “You are so beautiful. More than I dreamed.”
 
   “Then why are you standing there with all those clothes on?”
 
   Because if I touch you I’ll be lost and you’ll leave me and it will kill me. She didn’t have the courage for that much honesty. “I have work to do.”
 
   “Chicken.”
 
   Even as a child Willa had not been able to back down from a dare or a challenge. It was a trait she’d shared with her brother and one that had gotten both of them into more than their share of trouble over the years. This was probably no different. She knew that. Zeb was dangerous. At least to her. 
 
   Knowing and acting on what you knew, however, were animals of completely different breeds. The fact that she wanted him with an intensity that bordered on insanity didn’t help. “If you break my heart again, I’ll never forgive you.”
 
   Her words cut deep. Part of him was offended. Another part, a more decent part, understood. And yet another part, the man who’d just discovered that he was capable of love, overrode all the other aspects with a fervent desire to prove himself worthy of her trust. And her love.
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   The smile she gave him was replete with disbelief and fear. “How can I believe that?”
 
   He released her hand and raised both of his to cup her face. “I’ll make you believe.” He lowered his lips to hers.
 
   Willa was prepared for a lot of things. Need, hunger, lust that burned her body and soul. This?  This kiss?  It wasn’t a kiss of mere passion. It was slow and tender. Zeb took his time. His tongue tasted and explored, sensual and slow, his hands gently framing her face. 
 
   It was more than excitement, more than being thrilled. She came undone. Totally and completely. And that scared the life out of her.
 
   When he drew back from the kiss he continued to hold her face in his hands. “I’ve had my share of women, Willa. I won’t lie about that. I fucked my way across half of Texas. But today, right now I’m going to do something I’ve never done with a woman.”
 
   “What?” Damn her voice strained to rise above a whisper she was so unhinged.
 
   “I’m going to make love to you.”
 
   If time had stopped right then, if the world had exploded or the universe had caved in on itself at that moment it wouldn’t have mattered. He’d spoken those words to her as he stood there naked before her, his hands gentle on her face and the evidence of his desire displayed for her. Zeb wanted her. 
 
   She nodded and he smiled that sexy smile that made a fire spring to life in her belly. Zeb’s hands moved to the hem of the t-shirt she wore and pulled it up over her head. His eyes moved to the swell of her breasts in the plain white bra and then to her eyes.
 
   Willa reached up and popped the center clasp between her breasts and shrugged out of the bra. Zeb’s breath hissed in and his hands cupped her breasts. A moment later he bent down and ran his lips over her skin.
 
   She felt weak in the knees when his tongue snaked out and slid over one taut nipple. She couldn’t stop her hands from reaching for purchase on his shoulders. He continued to lower, his hands stroking down the center of her body to the button of her jeans.
 
   Her skin tingled as he lowered the jeans down over her hips and thighs but she’d regained some measure of control, at least enough to step out of the jeans. Whatever control she’d regained fled when he peeled off her underwear and ran his hands up the inside of her legs to her sex.
 
   Willa grabbed both sides of the doorframe, fighting the need to moan when his fingers spread her lips and stroked over her clit. The fight was lost when his tongue replaced the action of his fingers. 
 
   At her groan, his attention intensified until she was gripping the doorframe like a lifeline, her body taut at the riot of sensation rocketing through her. “Zeb.” She managed to moan his name.
 
   He rose and placed his hands on her waist to lift her up, against him. Willa wound her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist, seeking his lips. This kiss clearly spelled passion, tongues warring and breath coming fast and hard.
 
   “Your room,” Zeb said into her mouth.
 
   “Last on the right.” She latched her mouth onto his neck as he carried her from the bathroom and down the hall. Once in her room, he lay her back on the bed, settling his weight on her. 
 
   “Tell me what you want, Willa,” he whispered against her skin as he began a slow grind against her.
 
    
 
   “This.” She offered her lips and when he accepted, she surrendered. Completely. All that she was she offered without reservation. She didn’t know if Zeb understood but hoped there was some part of him that recognized what she offered.
 
   Zeb felt it throughout his entire body. She was his. That realization had need blazing inside him as hot and fast as the flash of a gunshot. His mind went completely blank to every other thought except the feel and taste of her. His skin burned and his heart hammered in his chest with the need. He wanted to sink into her warmth and ride her like a bronc.
 
   But he didn’t want her to think it was just sex because it was way more than that. He’d keep it slow, take all the time she needed because as strong as his need pressed, the desire to please her was stronger.
 
   That resolve wavered when she wrapped her legs around his waist and hoisted her hips up to press her wet sex against his erection. 
 
   Need blazed as hot and fast as the flash of a gun’s muzzle and Zeb’s mind emptied of every thought but the feel and taste of her. His heart hammered and his skin burned with suppressed need. Willa wrapped her  legs around his waist and hoisted her hips up to press her hot sex against him and a fever swept through his mind. He grabbed her by the hips and sat back on his heels, pulling her onto him. She hissed a sharp, excited breath, followed by a mumble he couldn’t make out. It didn’t matter. Her first gasp had stabbed him with a shard of hunger so strong it damn near blinded him.
 
   Willa pushed him back so she could climb on top of him. The heat from her wet sex radiated through his groin as she rotated her hips, grinding on the length of his erection. Every slide and rub eroded his control more. His hands tightened on her hips, fingers digging in as he fought to hold the need at bay, to resist ramming inside her and riding like there was no tomorrow. 
 
   God almighty. Zeb wanted to take it slow, to love her easy but she was so damn potent. He had to get her off his hard-on or he wouldn’t hold to his vow to make love and not merely fuck. With a quick move he rolled her onto her back and pressed down on her, pinning her to the bed and gathering her breasts in his hands to feast on her nipples.
 
   “Zeb… Oh.” A moan followed. Then another.
 
   An arch against his mouth preceded her hands working between their bodies to fist his erection. It was like having a live wire shoved against his skin. Current shot through him, burning and tingling, nerve endings doing a frantic dance.
 
   She started to stroke him and he lost control of a groan, closing his eyes. Her touch was like electricity, sending jolts running rampant through him, all culminating in his erection. His breath caught in his throat and he closed his eyes, suckling one breast while fighting the demands of his dick to plunge inside her, pound hard and fast and sate his ravenous need.
 
   He raised his head from her breasts and their gazes met. “Stop holding back. Take what you want, Zeb. Take it now.”
 
   Her lips sought his in a kiss that was slow but passionate, matching the motion of her hips. Here it was. That illusive thing he’d searched for but could never find with anyone else. That “fit”. As corny as it might be, he wanted the moment to last, to be able to ensnare it and hold it forever. Nothing in his life had ever felt so right as this moment, and this woman.
 
   Willa moaned into his mouth, wrapped her legs around his waist and bucked against him. He drove himself into her wet core, feeling her push back against each thrust, driving him deeper into her. Her legs tightened around him as her body went into climax. Zeb saw it, felt it, smelled it, tasted it.
 
   “That’s it,” he whispered against her mouth.
 
   Wetness poured between them, her sex clenching around him, her belly contracting. Her head arched back, eyes closed. Zeb slowed his movements, enjoying the feel of her orgasm. Rings of it tightening around his erection. God, there’d never be another woman in his life. Willa was all he would ever want or need.
 
   She went limp and stretched like a lazy cat, smiling up at him. His mouth traveled to her breasts, teasing her nipples as he moved slow and strong inside her. Just as another orgasm began to ripple through her body—shit, he could feel each frisson pass through him—he kicked it into high gear and hammered into her.
 
   “Yes! God, yes!” Willa  screamed in pleasure, bucking against him, nails digging into the flesh of his back, teeth biting at his neck. Sweat poured from them, making their bodies slick against one another.
 
   “Now!” she screamed. “Yes! Yes!”
 
   He raised his head and their eyes locked. And together they took the freefall. Fever took him. Over his eyes, a red haze descended, hot and beating to the pulse of his heartbeat. She was his. His lover, his woman. Nothing would ever be the same again. And nothing would take her from him. Not as long as he drew breath.
 
   When the storm passed Zeb sagged onto her, feeling the rapid pound of her heart.
 
   “Need air,” she wheezed.
 
   Zeb moved off her so she could roll over onto her side, her face against his chest. So hot. He wrapped his arms around her, relaxing.  He was almost ready to drop off into sleep when she pushed herself up and gave him a soft kiss. 
 
   “Better,” she said.
 
   “Better?”
 
   “Than the fantasies.”
 
   Zeb laughed and pushed her back so he could roll over on top of her. “And that’s just the beginning,” he promised before claiming her lips.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   “I can’t find my clothes.” Zeb walked into the kitchen wearing his hat, with a towel draped around his waist and carrying his boots and gun holster.
 
   Willa turned from the stove with two plates of eggs and bacon and grinned at him. “Sweet.”
 
   “Not exactly the outfit for showing up at the station.”
 
   “Your clothes are hanging in the laundry room. I washed and dried them this morning. That’s what I was coming to tell you when  …”
 
   “When you found me in the bathroom and had your way with me?”
 
   She chuckled, placed the plates on the table and gave him a peck on the cheek. ‘Go get dressed and I’ll get the coffee and toast.”
 
   Zeb put his hat and holster on the table, his boots on the floor and headed for the laundry room. The moment he entered the door, two furry faces peeked up over the edge of the laundry basket on the dryer. Zeb stopped dead in his tracks, eyeing the beasts. 
 
   Willa was right. They didn’t really look like rats. Well, not exactly. And in a way they were kind of cute. Still, he wasn’t too sure about them so he eased into the room, keeping his eye on them. His pants and shirt were on hangers on a rack beside the washer and his underwear and socks were folded on the dryer. Right beside the laundry basket.
 
   Great.
 
   “You mind?” He asked as he reached for the underwear.
 
   One of the ferrets leapt out of the basket and landed square on his hand. Before he would snatch his hand back it had run up his arm and clean to the top of his head. Zeb didn’t know whether to try and bat it off or not. The one still in the basket was bobbing its head, chattering in a way that sounded suspiciously like a laugh.
 
   Rather than take a chance, he slid into his boxers. The ferret scooted around on his head, and for the world it felt like the thing was hanging onto his hair. Zeb wasn’t about to get bitten by a ferret wearing only his underwear. He stripped the pants off the hanger, put them on and by then realized the ferret was determined to stay so he put on his shirt, grabbed his socks and headed back for the kitchen.
 
   Just as he reached the kitchen door the ferret hopped down to his shoulder.
 
   “Curly!”  Willa said as Zeb walked into the room. “Get yourself down from there. I told you it wasn’t polite to hitch rides without asking.”
 
   The ferret chattered and wound its way down Zeb’s body like he was a May pole, then disappeared around the corner.
 
   “Sorry about that,” Willa said. “Sit. Eat.”
 
   Zeb took a seat, sampled the coffee and then picked up his fork. The eggs were scrambled, with onions, peppers, a little sausage and chopped tomatoes, topped with cheese.
 
   “Damn good eggs.” He mumbled around a mouthful.
 
   “Glad you like ‘em.” Willa took a seat across from him and started buttering a slice of toast. 
 
   “So, I’m going to arrange to have a patrol car stationed here until we can clear up this Ellis thing. I think it’d be a good idea if you stuck close to home today and tell your hands to be on alert.”
 
   “We’ll be fine, Zeb.”
 
   “Damn straight you will and I’m going to make sure of it. Just please, for me, let your hands know to be watchful. If they see anything there’ll be a deputy on the property.”
 
   “Fine.” She agreed.
 
   “Fine?” No argument?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Well… well good. So what do you have on your plate today?”
 
   “Working with some new horses.”
 
   “Working how?”
 
   “Training them for law enforcement – making sure they can handle fire and noise, cross water, that sort of thing.”
 
   “I didn’t know you did that.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “I’d like to watch you work sometime.”
 
   “I’d like to watch you.”
 
   Zeb paused in the middle of lifting the fork to his mouth. “No, you probably wouldn’t.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “My line of work is sometimes not so pretty.”
 
   “There’s ugly in most things if you look for it.”
 
   Zeb paused again. “You’re right. Okay, I hate to, but I have to go. Now remember –”
 
   “Stay on property, be watchful, alert deputy if we see anything.”
 
   He smiled and skirted the table to lean down and kiss her. “Okay if I head on back after work?’
 
   “I’d be hurt if you didn’t.”
 
   “Then I’ll see you later.”
 
   She nodded, rose and walked with him to the door. Zeb paused and gathered her to him. “I thought coming back here would be the worst thing that ever happened to me. Turns out I was dead wrong.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I’m glad.”
 
   He hugged then kissed her before opening the door. “See you by seven.”
 
   “I’ll be here.”
 
    
 
   Willa watched him until his cruiser pulled down the drive then backtracked to the kitchen. All five ferrets were lined up at the door, sitting on their haunches. Willa chuckled and scraped the remnants of breakfast into their feed bowl then busied herself cleaning the kitchen.
 
   She couldn’t help but think how wonderful it would be to start every day this way and mentally scolded herself. As much as she wished that Zeb would want to stay, she still couldn’t trust that he would. And she wasn’t going to set herself for an even bigger hurt by wishing for something he couldn’t give.
 
   No. She’d enjoy what time they had and hope like hell that when he walked away he didn’t take her will to live right along with him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Zeb leaned against the fence of the paddock and watched Willa take the big gelding Jet through his paces. She’d had a line of poles erected, each wrapped with rags soaked in gasoline. They were all blazing. A portable music player with what sounded like a crowd rioting was blaring and all the ranch hands, Ronnie Camp and his wife Polly were watching, hooting and hollering.
 
   She’d wrangled an extra week of training with the horses and he knew she was feeling pressure to succeed. She took what she did seriously and would bust her ass to deliver what she’d promised.
 
   Willa looked so small perched on the back of the horse. Jet pranced once as she urged him toward the entrance of the flaming gauntlet but he followed her commands and galloped through. She turned the horse and led him back to the entrance again. This time she forced him to walk the gauntlet.
 
   Everyone watching cheered when rider and horse cleared the last set of flaming poles. She’d succeeded. All three horses were trained and ready.
 
   Zeb felt a sense of pride swell inside him as he watched her rub the horse’s neck and praise it. She always gave credit to the animals she worked with and the people who helped and supported her, but Zeb knew the truth as did everyone who watched. Willa was damn talented. 
 
   Ronnie met her as she dismounted. She spent a minute rubbing the horse before turning over the reins to Ronnie. Another ranch hand, Dan Beechum yelled that he and a couple of the others would take down the poles and get the paddock back in order.
 
   Willa shouted her thanks and headed over to Zeb. “You’re amazing,” he said as she stopped in front of him.
 
   “No they are,” she indicated the horse and her people.
 
   “No, you are.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her to him.
 
   “Zeb!” She resisted when he wrapped his arms around her.
 
   “Honey I’ve been pretty much living here for the last three weeks. I don’t think we’re gonna shock anyone.”
 
   With that he kissed her. And at the whoop that went up from the onlookers, he picked her up clean off her feet and kept his lips glued to hers.
 
   She grinned when he finally put her down. “You’re such trouble Zeb Childress.”
 
   “And you love it.”
 
   Her eyes moved from his to her feet. He knew that move. No matter that he’d slept no more than two nights in his own place in the last three weeks and spent every moment he wasn’t working with her, she still didn’t trust what they had. He knew that. Could see it in the way she looked at him at times. She expected him to leave.
 
   He wished he could say she was dead wrong, but the truth was, even if he was crazy in love with Willa, he still wasn’t keen on the idea of being stuck in Calder County.
 
   “I need to go get the horses ready. Billy’ll be here in an hour to pick ‘em up.”
 
   “Okay, I need to get on the road. The deputy should be here any time.”
 
   “About that.” She said as they both started toward his cruiser. “It’s been weeks. I’m betting they’re pretty tired of sitting here all day. And there hasn’t been any trouble. Call ‘em off, Zeb. Please.”
 
   Zeb stopped at the driver’s door of his vehicle. “Tell you what. I’ll speak with the Sheriff today and see what he thinks.”
 
   “Zeb…”
 
   “Willa, today let’s just be happy. In fact, let’s celebrate. How about I pick you up when I’m done and we head into town for dinner and some dancing?  I hear there’s a pretty good band at the Bucky’s and you haven’t been off the ranch in weeks.”
 
   “And you’ll talk to the Sheriff?”
 
   “Yes, I’ll talk with him.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   “Scout’s honor.”
 
   She blew a raspberry. “Like you were ever a boy scout.”
 
   Zeb grabbed her for a kiss. “I’ll see you at six. Wear a dress.”
 
   “A dress?”
 
   “Easier to feel you up on the drive.”
 
   “Get outta here.” She pushed him away with a laugh. “See you at six.”
 
   Zeb climbed in the cruiser and watched her head back toward the barn. He hadn’t told Willa much about the investigation into the shootings at the Newell place. He was in touch with the Rangers Headquarters and forensic evidence definitely placed at least two of the Ellis men at the ranch the day of the shootings. Along with that, they’d found evidence of drugs. One of the bundles had leaked inside a cow and the carcass proved the animal had been used to transport drugs.
 
   It was only a matter of time before they had enough to take the Ellis clan down. Zeb fully intended to be part of that operation. After that, well, he hadn’t thought that far. He had no desire to be stuck in Calder County, but he knew there was no way he’d ever talk Willa into leaving.
 
   Which left him where?
 
   That wasn’t a question he had an answer for. 
 
   *****
 
   “Do I look stupid?” Willa stood in front of the old-fashioned dressing mirror that had been her mama’s, turning one way then another. The ferret family was perched on the bed watching. Sassy chirped and bobbed her head in response.
 
   “Is that a yes, you look stupid as all get out?” Willa asked. She didn’t own a lot of dresses and hadn’t worn this one in a good three years. It was a simple peasant dress with smocking that started beneath her breasts and ended just below the waist. A full skirt covered her legs to three inches above her knees and the small capped sleeves rested on the outer curve of her shoulders.
 
   The color of the desert at sunset, it was a plain affair with no frills or embellishments. She studied her reflection in the mirror. What would Zeb see when he looked at her?  A woman in an old dress who should have stuck with jeans?
 
   She blew out an exasperated breath and turned away from the mirror to grab her boots. Okay, so worn cowboy boots didn’t exactly spell class but aside from that all she had was a pair of more worn-out sneakers and flip flops from the local bargain shop.
 
   As she turned to give her appearance one more look she heard the sound of a car door slam. Willa was just descending the stairs when Zeb opened the front door. He looked up at her and stopped dead in his tracks.
 
   Willa’s heart sank. Did she look that ridiculous in the dress?
 
   Her fear was short lived when he gave her a smile sexy enough to wake a dead person, followed up with “Christ almighty, sugar, maybe we should forget going out and take this party upstairs.”
 
   “It’s okay?” She asked, despite the relief his words provided.
 
   “More than okay. You look incredible.”
 
   “You’re not just being polite?” She asked as she finished descending the stairs.
 
   Zeb laughed. “You do  remember who you’re dealing with, right?”
 
   Willa chuckled. Zeb could be the most charming man on the planet, but he tended to be brutally honest. “Then thank you. I was a little nervous. I’m not exactly a dress kinda gal.”
 
   “Well, you make that dress look damn good. So, whadda ya say, beautiful?”
 
   “I say let’s hit the road. I didn’t have time for lunch and I’m so hungry I could eat the south end of a north bound mule.”
 
   Zeb laughed. “Always the romantic.”
 
   She gave his shoulder a shove as she passed him and headed out the door. The drive into town was passed with talk of anything but their troubles or his investigation which she appreciated. They reminisced about times he and her brother Ethan had shared and the trouble they’d gotten into as kids and about the people he used to know and the half hour drive seemed far shorter.
 
   Zeb had chosen to have dinner at Bill’s Beef  Barn, a local steakhouse. It was a family owned place that had been around as long as Willa could remember. She hadn’t been there in quite some time but the place had not changed. There were still framed photos of local ranchers and rodeo cowboys dating back to the 1920’s on the walls and the tables were still the same rough hewn wood sealed with years of shellac.
 
   And, as she discovered during dinner, the steaks were still as good as ever. Having spent her entire life in Calder County she knew darn near everyone in the place, and was well aware of the curious eyes watching her and Zeb.
 
   It didn’t seem to bother him. In fact, he seemed to hitch up his charm and flirtatiousness a few notches, reaching out to touch her hand or offer her a bite from his fork of the buffalo steak he’d ordered. Willa had no doubt that by morning they would be a major topic of gossip.
 
   What surprised her was that she didn’t care. In fact, she liked the idea that people would think of her and Zeb as an item. Hell, she’d been in love with him damn near her whole life. To have him feel something for her was a dream come true. Even if it wasn’t destined to be forever.
 
   That thought put a bit of a damper on her mood, but it picked back up when he suggested they mosey down to the local honky-tonk for an after dinner beer and maybe some dancing.
 
   Bucky’s had been the local hangout as long as Willa could remember. Weekdays they had a jukebox and Wednesday Karaoke night and on Fridays and Saturdays a local band would play. There was sawdust on the floor, baskets of peanuts on the table and the coldest draft beer south of the Mason Dixon line.
 
   The moment they walked in, two women Willa had grown up with spotted them. “Willa Hale!” The busty blonde with a smile as bright as the sun and a voice like Minnie Mouse squealed. “God almighty, girl, I was starting to think you’d left the state.”
 
   “Hey Molly,” Willa replied and acknowledged the thin redhead with her. “Hey Brenda.”
 
   “Hey Willa,” Brenda’s eyes went to Zeb. “And hellooooo cowboy.”
 
   Zeb put his finger to the brim of his Stetson. “Ladies.”
 
   “Well aren’t you a long drink of cool water,” Molly looked up at him in a manner that reminded Willa of a cat eyeballing a prime mouse. “Don’t think I’ve seen you round these parts before cowboy.”
 
   “Zeb Childress, Texas Ranger,” he introduced himself. “Nice to meet you but if you’ll excuse us, I’ve been plumb dying to get this beautiful woman in my arms all day.”
 
   Willa nearly swallowed her tongue as he took her hand and led her to the dance floor where a dozen or so couples swayed to a slow county song. Zeb pulled her into his arms and her eyes widened in surprise when he led her into a slow and very sensual two-step.
 
   “Well, aren’t you just full of surprises, Ranger.”
 
   “That I am, darlin.”
 
   By the time the dance ended, Willa was ready to take him off behind the building and rape him. She knew the man had serious moves in bed, so she shouldn’t be surprised that he could dance but damnation if he didn’t have her feeling about as hot as a fourth of July fireworks display.
 
   “You want to grab a table and have a beer?” he asked.
 
   “Sure.” She looked around and spotted an empty table. “There?”
 
   “I’ll grab the brews and meet you there.”
 
   Willa made her way to the table, sharing greetings with several people along the way. Bucky’s was busy so she lost sight of Zeb. She angled in her seat to watch the people on the dance floor. When the band had finished two songs and Zeb had not returned she felt a little concerned.
 
   She got up and made her way to the bar. Zeb was standing there, a beer in each hand, talking to a man she did not know. As she came up behind them she could hear them talking.
 
   “So you think you’ll be headed back to El Paso soon?”
 
   “I hope. Just waiting for the heat to die down.”
 
   The man chuckled. “Guess there’s not enough action out here, eh?”
 
   “Let’s just say that watching weeds grow is about as exciting.”
 
   “Then I guess I’ll be seeing you back in El Paso. Say, what’s happening with that drug thing here that I heard about?”
 
   Willa stopped, pivoted on her heel and headed back the way she’d come. Tears stung at her eyes and she blinked them away, refusing to let them spill. She reclaimed her seat at the table and sat staring at the dancers. Zeb had no intention of staying. Regardless of how he said he felt about her, he didn’t plan on sticking around.
 
   She felt like such a fool. She shouldn’t have let herself get involved with him. She knew it was likely to end this way. Her with a broken heart, watching him drive away. A sob threatened to erupt at the thought.
 
   “Sorry.” Zeb’s voice had her jerking around to look up at him. 
 
   “A Ranger I worked with in El Paso is here for a day or so. I ran into him at the bar and we got to yacking.”
 
   He handed her one of the beers and took a seat beside her. “So, you feel up to another dance, beautiful?”
 
   Willa didn’t feel up to much of anything at that moment. All she could do was replay his words in her mind. He didn’t intend to stay. He was going to leave her.
 
   “Willa?”
 
   “I … actually, I think I should get on home. A lot to do tomorrow and dinner’s sitting a little heavy.”
 
   “Oh, okay, sure.”  Zeb put his beer on the table and stood. 
 
   Willa let him take her arm and escort her out to the car. She stared out of the side window for the entire drive, trying to decide what she should do. If  she broke it off with Zeb now maybe it wouldn’t hurt so much when he left. Then again, she could just pretend she didn’t know and enjoy the time they had left.
 
   But she didn’t think she could do that. She wasn’t good at pretending and there was no way she could fake it. Which meant she had to follow her nature and be honest. But how in heck was she going to do that?  She loved him to a fault and she didn’t know if she could break it off.
 
   It wasn’t until he said her name that she realized they’d arrived at her house. She turned to look at him.
 
   “What’s wrong, Willa?”
 
   She shook her head, not trusting her voice and that sent him into motion. He reached for her hand but she pulled it away.
 
   “What is it?  Willa, you’re starting to scare me. Has something happened you haven’t told me about?  Did someone say something to you tonight or do something to you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then what is it?”
 
   Willa screwed up her courage as best she could. “I know, Zeb.”
 
   “Know what?”
 
   “I know you’re just here ‘til you can wrangle yourself back into the action in El Paso. I know that the moment you do, you’ll be outta here lickety split. And this time maybe you’ll say goodbye, but you’ll still go and I’ll still be left watching you drive away and knowing that this time you won’t be coming back and –”
 
   “Willa.”
 
   “No. Let me finish. I know it’s coming and it’s what you want but I can’t keep doing … this. Not knowing what’s coming. I just can’t. Better we stop it now.”
 
   He was silent for a long time and when he did speak his words shocked her. “You’re right.”
 
   “I … I am?”
 
   “Yes. I came here not intending to stay one second longer than I had to. This is the last place on earth I wanted to be. But it changed when I got here, Willa. I found something I didn’t expect. Something that gave me a hope that I’ve never had before.”
 
   “Zeb.”
 
   “No, it’s my turn. You deserve the truth. I love you, Willa. I do. And I want to be with you. I don’t like Calder County. There are still too many bad memories. Given the choice I’d head back to El Paso tonight. If you’d come with me.”
 
   “You want me …?”
 
   “Yes. I do.”
 
   Willa had never dreamed such a thing would happen. It was beyond her dreams. It was what she wanted more than anything. And what she couldn’t have.
 
   “I wish I could. God do I wish I could. But I can’t Zeb. I … this is my home. There are people here who depend on me, people who call this home. I can’t walk away from it. It’s all I have. All I know.”
 
   “I know, honey. I do. And I want you to be happy. I don’t know the answer but I don’t want you to give up on us. At least let’s try and work this out.”
 
   Had he said he was willing to stay she might have fallen blubbering into his arms. But he hadn’t and she feared that meant he was managing her, giving her just enough to keep her on the hook.
 
   “Okay,” she finally spoke again. “We can do that. Tomorrow. Right now, I’m tired and I just want to crawl in bed and sleep. Thanks for taking me out. It was … nice.”
 
   She started to get out of the car but he took hold of her arm and stayed her. “That sounded like a brush off.”
 
   “Sorry. I don’t mean it that way. I … I’m just tired, Zeb. And I need some time. To think. It’d be best if you didn’t stay tonight.” 
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yes. I am. Good night, Zeb.”
 
   He hesitated a moment then released her and she got out of the car and hurried to the house. She didn’t look back as she let herself in and closed the door. She leaned back against it and listened to the sound of his car until there was silence.
 
   “I know you’re there.” She felt for the light switch and sure enough there were all five ferrets lined up, watching her.
 
   “How about a treat?” Willa asked and headed for the kitchen with all five on her heels chattering away.
 
   She had to use a stool to reach the cabinet above the refrigerator where she kept the tin of popcorn. It was one of the extravagances in her life. Once a month she’d get a tin of cheese flavored popcorn. The ferrets loved it but she had to keep it tucked away because they were very smart and resourceful creatures.
 
   Willa piled a big bowl full and set it on the floor then laughed as all five dove for it. After returning the tin to the cabinet, she took a tray of meat from the refrigerator. Whenever they slaughtered an animal for food, she kept the cuts no one wanted for cooking for Lobo and Bobby. She’d defrosted two nice sized leg bones for them.
 
   Bobby was lying on the swing on the back porch when she walked outside. His nose twitched and then his eyes opened. He hopped down, stretched and ambled over her. “You wanna come in for the night?”
 
   His response was to mosey to the door.
 
   “Lobo?” She called and walked to the edge of the porch.
 
   He appeared out of the darkness, tail wagging. “Got something for you, big guy. Come on in.”
 
   She held the door for them and followed them into the kitchen. She’d already laid out the meat covered bones on their mats for them and it didn’t take any encouragement for them to dig in.
 
   Satisfied that all her animal family were content, she went upstairs. She took off her boots and dress and slid into a pair of soft but nearly thread-bare pair of knit shorts and pulled on a tank top.
 
   She’d just walked into the bathroom to brush her teeth when she heard the sound of a car. Her heart leapt. Zeb?  She ran to the bedroom window and looked out and hope turned to anger.
 
   Willa ran downstairs, snatched up her shotgun and hurried to the front window. Carl and Carter Ellis climbed out of the front of the old beat-up truck. Two other men jumped out of the bed and all four started toward the house. It wasn’t lost on her that all four were armed.
 
   They had to have been watching. All this time she thought they’d given up, but the first time Zeb wasn’t there they showed up. Willa ran to the kitchen and started to pick up the phone but she saw Lobo standing there with his hackles raised.
 
   She knew as well as she lived and breathed that if the men got in the house, Lobo and even Bobby would fight for her. And get shot in trying to help her.
 
   “You have to go.” She said and raced to the back door. “Now. Come on Lobo. Bobby?  Bobby!”
 
   She shooed them both out of the door. “You stay out of sight, you hear me?”
 
   Both animals bounded off the porch, each in a separate direction. Willa locked the door and walked back to the entrance of the hall, watching the front door.
 
   She jumped as the door rattled and shook from the pounding that started. “Willa!  Open the fucking door. Willa!  Willa, open the goddamn door or I’ll kick it in. Willa!!”
 
   She racked in a load to her shotgun, trying to stem the rush of nausea and trembling that suddenly gripped her. She should have called 911 or Zeb. Now it was too late. God help me. She couldn’t remember ever being this afraid, not even when Clay would come at her with those big fists of his clenched.
 
   The door burst in, slammed against the wall and a man charged in. She saw the gun in his hand. Could she turn and run, make it out of the back door before he spotted her and fired. “I got her!” The man crowed and started in her direction.
 
   The next minute passed in sickeningly slow motion. Willa felt the bile rise in her throat, felt her hands grip the gun and her finger pull the trigger. The sound was deafening. Something dark splattered from the man at the same moment he was propelled backwards, his arms flailing and feet trying to find purchase. His gun went flying.
 
   He fell to the floor just as a second man rushed in. Willa pulled the trigger again and the second man spun to one side with a scream. Now what?  The shotgun shells were in the kitchen, in the drawer of the cupboard.
 
   She had no choice. There were two more left and those were Ellis men. Willa made a dash for the kitchen. She made it to the cupboard and jerked the drawer open. Unfortunately she pulled too hard and the drawer came free of the cupboard, scattering its contents all over the floor.
 
   Dropping to her knees, her hands shook as she searched for the shells. Yes!   She had them. Footsteps in the hall had her hands shaking worse. She got one shell in the gun but dropped the other. Damn. She cut at look at the door then made a grab for the shell.
 
   Hope swelled as she slammed the shell into the gun. She looked up and her breath caught in her throat. Carl Ellis stood above her, holding a deer rifle, his brother Carter one step behind him. Willa went to raise the shotgun and the last thing she saw was the butt of Carl’s rifle coming straight at her face.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   You’re my ever after.
 
   Like a sudden strike of lighting on a clear night it came to him. Zeb saw it. Willa in that old swing, begging him to push her higher, her face lit up like a Christmas tree with joy as she swung into the air. And the way she looked up at him when he stopped and the swing slowed to a halt. “You’re my ever after, Zeb Childress.”
 
   His eyes filled with tears as he remembered the love shining in her eyes, the innocence and pure love that stared at him. She had loved him when no one else did and he’d been so damaged and lost that he hadn’t seen it. Not even when he left Calder County.
 
   A flash of her looking at him as he got into that old pickup. The sadness and pain. She’d loved him and he’d never realized how much having that kind of love meant.
 
   Until now. Please god don’t let it be too little too late. Zeb slowed and executed a three point turn just three miles from the apartment where he was staying. The things Willa had said were running in a constant loop through his mind. He couldn’t let it go. He had to talk to her and make her understand.
 
   He was a couple of  miles from her place when something darted out into the road and stopped. Zeb stomped the brakes, skidding to a stop on the dirt road. It was Lobo. Zeb got out of the cruiser. “Hey boy. What are you doing way out here?”
 
   Lobo barked and then turned but took only a few steps before looking back at Zeb. Zeb recognized the feeling that crawled up his spine. Fear. Lobo was trying to tell him something and it could only have to do with one thing. Willa.
 
   “Show me.” He said and ran back to his vehicle.  Lobo followed and jumped into the cruiser.
 
   Zeb drove like a possessed man.  His heart shot into a panicked beat when he saw the front door standing open. He drew his sidearm the moment he stepped from the vehicle and approached the house. He was at the front steps before he realized the wolf was standing off to the side, tensed like he was ready to bolt.
 
   Zeb dismissed that and cautiously ascended the steps. What met his eyes when he peered inside had his heart hammering. One man lay dead in the front room and another was unconscious on the floor, both suffering from what appeared shotgun blasts.
 
   Thoughts for his own safety fled. “Willa!” He tore through the house looking for her.
 
   She wasn’t there. All he found was Lobo standing at the base of the steps to the back porch and the ferrets scurrying this way and that in some kind of a panic on the porch. Lobo barked and drew his attention then took off across the back yard.
 
   Zeb jumped off the porch and started after Lobo. It didn’t dawn on him for several minutes that he had not bothered to be mindful of snakes. That thought creeped him out but didn’t make him break stride. All he could think of was Willa. Where was she and what the hell had happened in her house.
 
   On through the darkness he ran. Every now and then he’d lose sight of Lobo but the wolf always seemed to slow and wait on him to guide him to wherever they were headed. It was in that darkness, running toward an unknown destination that it fully hit Zeb. He loved Willa and the thought of life without her was like looking at a yawning abyss filled with nothing but darkness and pain. Please God let her be okay.
 
    
 
   Willa woke with a start. It took only a split second to realize she couldn’t move which caused terror to sink its putrid claws into her, making her want to scream her lungs out. She was tied, spread-eagle on the ground, the ropes attached to crude stakes that had been driven into the ground.
 
   A fire was burning not ten feet from her. Carl Ellis stood beside it, a bottle of booze tilted up to his mouth as his brother Carter tossed dead branches onto the fire.
 
   This wasn’t good. They were dangerous sober. Drunk they were downright lethal. Unpredictable and impossible to reason with. And to make it even worse, she was naked. Nausea born of fear bubbled in her gut and rose in her throat and her body started to shiver despite the warmth of the night and the heat rolling off the fire.
 
   Willa knew the only way to mitigate her fears of what might happen from blooming into full blown mindless terror was to gather her wits and, as her brother had always taught her, evaluate her situation to see what was at her disposal.
 
   She offered up a silent prayer for strength and looked around as much as she could without drawing attention. All of a sudden she realized where she was. On her own property, near the hunting lodge her great grandfather had built when he first laid claim to this land.
 
   It’d been years since anyone had used the lodge. Ethan and Zeb and their friends used it when they were in high school. They’d get beer and bring girls and party. She hadn’t been there herself for more than a ride-through looking for a stray since Ethan died.
 
   It was a good ways from the main house, probably three miles, but still within Lobo’s and Bobby’s territorial range. Which mean they might have followed.
 
   Not that a bobcat and a wolf were going to get her out of the predicament she was in, but the idea of not being completely alone offered some small comfort. If only she hadn’t sent Zeb away. She hated herself for the thought because surely if he’d been there he would have tried to defend her and could have ended up wounded or dead. No, it was best that he hadn’t been there. The idea of something happening to him was far worse that what she now faced.
 
   She kept her eyes on the men at the fire as she tested the rope, tugging with both arms to see if she could loosen the stakes in the ground. They were sunk into the ground deep but she did feel a slight give in the right one, so she intensified her efforts.
 
   Just as she felt a wiggle Carl turned and looked her way.
 
   *****
 
   Zeb nearly tripped over Lobo as the wolf came to an abrupt halt. Zeb realized the reason. There was a light in the distance, a fire. He knelt down beside Lobo. “Okay, buddy let’s go.”
 
   Together they crept toward the light. The closer they got the clearer the scene became and what he saw made his blood boil. 
 
   Carl and Carter Ellis stood before a fire, passing a bottle between them. On the other side of the fire was Willa, staked out on the ground. Carl  took another swig from the bottle and looked in her direction. “Well, looky here who’s awake.” He set the bottle down and reached toward the fire. When Zeb saw what was in his hand as he raised it made rage explode hot and blinding.
 
   He held a branding iron. “Not so high and fucking mighty now, are you cunt?” He stumbled over and waved the branding iron over her. “Yeah, I’m going introduce you to this, bitch. Just as soon as we’re finished with you. Oh yeah, we’re gonna have us a party. I’m gonna fuck you every way possible and when I’m done, I’m gonna let Carter have a go at you.
 
   “And when we’re tired of that, I’m gonna brand you. Your ass, your tits, your pussy and your face. I’m gonna fuck you up the ass with this thing and then we’re gonna drag your ass back home and throw you in the snake pit and you can die the same fucking way you killed my brother.”
 
   That did it. Zeb stood, raised his weapon and started forward. “Texas Rangers. Drop the iron and step away from the woman.”
 
   Carl turned and stumbled then lurched toward the fire at the same time Carter bent down and grabbed a rifle off the ground. He was shooting before he had fully stood again. 
 
   “Put the gun down or I’ll put you down” Zeb said, marching toward them
 
   Carter raised the rifle to his shoulder and Zeb fired. A howl came from Carl as his brother fell. “I’ll fucking kill you. Kill her, you mother fucker!”  He whirled in Willa’s direction, the branding iron in hand. Zeb took a bead on his back but before he could fire, Lobo appeared out of the darkness and leapt onto Carl’s back.
 
   The branding iron flew from Carl’s grasp as the wolf took him to the ground. Zeb ignored the screams of pain as the wolf tore into him and ran to Willa’s side. His hands shook as he untied her ankles and then her wrists. All the while Carl’s screams got weaker.
 
   By the time Willa was free, all sounds from Carl had stopped. Rather than throw herself into Zeb’s arms, she got up and went to stand over Carl’s body. His throat had been ripped out, his face a mask of pain and terror.
 
   She knelt down and opened her arms to Lobo who bounded to her with tail wagging. She hugged him tight for a long moment then stood and turned to face Zeb. “How did you know?”
 
   Zeb gestured toward Lobo. “I don’t understand. Lobo went all the way to town?”
 
   “No.” Zeb stepped up closer. “I came back.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I wasn’t honest with you. With myself. There is something here worth staying for. I had to come back and tell you.”
 
   All at once all of the emotion she’d been holding with such a tight rein released and she rushed into his arms. For a long time he just held her as she sobbed against his chest. When she had cried herself out, she pushed back far enough to look up at him. “You saved me.”
 
   “I’m thinking it might just be the other way around, honey.”
 
   “No. You came back. You saved me.”
 
   “I love you, Willa and if Calder County is where you want to make our home and our life together then that’s what we’ll do.  All that matters is that I have you.”
 
   It was all she’d ever dreamed of. Who would ever have thought that dream would come true in such a place and in such a manner. Fresh tears streamed down her face. “I’ve always loved you, Zeb. Always.”
 
   He smiled and reached out to cup her face, his thumbs rubbing away the tears. “Honey, I want to take you home, and I know that’s what you want but I have to call this in and we have to wait for a team to come process the scene. Can you do that?”
 
   She sniffed and drew herself up then looked down at herself. “I’m not real keen on a bunch of strangers seeing me butt naked.”
 
   “Shit!” Zeb quickly stripped off his shirt and helped her into it. “Better?”
 
   “Yes. Thanks.”
 
   He gave her a soft kiss on the cheek then pulled out his phone and placed the call to the Sheriff’s department. “They’re on their way.”
 
   “He’ll come for me you know.” 
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Clancy. When he finds out he’ll come for me.”
 
   “Then I’ll put him down.”
 
   She nodded and sank to the ground, holding onto Lobo. Zeb sat down beside her, looping his arm around her. She leaned her head on his shoulder, grabbed his free hand in a grip like a vice and stayed that way until the deputies arrived.
 
   *****
 
   It was just a few hours to  dawn by the time the statements were done, the bodies collected and the house quiet. Willa stood in the front room of the house, looking at the blood on the floor. She was still wearing only his shirt.
 
   “I’ll take care of that,” Zeb said from behind her. “Go get clean and get some rest. It’s been a long night.”
 
   “No. I’ll do it.” She strode past him and returned a few minutes later with a bucket and a mop.
 
   Together they cleaned up the mess in silence, her mopping and him changing out the bloody water.. When they’d finished, she shut the front door, pulled a chair in front of it to keep it closed then turned to face him.
 
   “Go get clean and get some sleep, Willa.”
 
   She nodded and held out her hand. Zeb hesitated then took it and let him lead her to the bathroom. She turned on the water then faced him and peeled out of the shirt.
 
   “Wash the ugly away.” She said.
 
   Zeb knew she wasn’t talking merely about soap and water. He understood. What she’d experienced was humanity at its worst, and it wasn’t a first for her. Her life since her family had died had not been filled with joy or security.
 
   He knew that feeling all too well, the dirtiness that came from memories of pain, loss and mistakes, the unclean feeling that could consume you because you had nothing  with which to dilute or wash it away. He’d lived that for too many years to count and like her, was ready to wash it away.
 
   Zeb stripped out of his clothes as she stood there silently watching then took her face in his hands. The kiss was soft, a gentle press of lips that was the most potent thing he’d ever experienced. She gave all that she was in that kiss, offered all she had and in doing so claimed him. Completely.
 
   Willa drew back and stepped into the old-fashioned claw-footed tub. Zeb climbed in with her and drew the curtain around them. Steam billowed around them like a cloud, warm and wet. Willa picked up the soap but he took it from her and slowly washed her. There was nothing sexual in the act. For him it was a reverent moment. She closed her eyes and surrendered until she was clean and then she took the soap from him and repaid him in kind.
 
   It was not until they were in her bed, her head lying on his chest that she spoke again. “I thought I was going to die tonight.” She whispered. “And for a moment I wished I hadn’t sent you away. Then I realized how selfish that was.”
 
   “Selfish?”
 
   He could feel her nod against his chest. “I couldn’t bear it if something happened to you.”
 
   Zeb hugged her tight to him. “Nothing’s going to happen to me, honey. And I wish I had been here for you.”
 
   “But you were. You came back. You came back for me.”
 
   Zeb smiled into the darkness. “You’re my ever after, Willa Hale.”
 
   “You remembered.”
 
   “I did, Willa. I sure did. And I’ll never forget again. Just promise me that you won’t forget. No matter how cranky I can be at times, or pig-headed or just plain stupid. Promise me you’ll never forget.”
 
   “Never. I love you Zeb.”
 
   “And I’ll never love anyone else.”
 
   She tightened her grip on him for a moment then relaxed. And for the first time he could ever remember he met sleep with a smile on his face. His mama’s curse was gone. He’d found love.
 
   *****
 
   Willa was catapulted to consciousness by the sound of gunfire and glass exploding. The bedroom window burst, shards of glass and wood peppering the bed. Zeb was already rolling of the side of the bed, going for his weapon on the bureau when the figure of a man appeared in the doorway.
 
   “Willa!” Zeb yelled as the blast from the shotgun blinded Willa for a moment. She screamed as Zeb collapsed and scrambled across the bed toward him. Just as she cleared the bed something slammed into her abdomen and sent her rocketing backwards. Another blast and something hot seared into the side of her head.
 
   She fell back onto the bed, pain making it nearly impossible to form a coherent thought other than “get to Zeb”.
 
   With pain lancing through her at every twitch of muscle and bone, she managed to roll off the bed. Zeb was on his back on the floor, blood pouring from his chest. She tried to get to him but her strength failed and she collapsed.
 
   She didn’t know how, but suddenly he was there, his hand on her face. She managed to lift one arm and reach out. His hand found hers.
 
   “I’m … so… sorry.” His voice was weak and sounded like he was talking thought water.
 
   “Not your fault.” She managed to get out. 
 
   “My ever after,” he gargled the words then went silent.
 
   My ever after.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Ronnie Camp and his wife stood in the hallway, watching as the EMTs worked on Zeb and Willa. They’d called the law at the first sound of gunfire.
 
   It didn’t look good. Zeb had taken a shot to the chest and Willa had been shot twice. Once in the abdomen and once in the head. The EMTs were doing everything they could to stop the bleeding. One of them, a young woman who looked to be around twenty had tears streaming down her face as she worked.
 
   “You’re my ever after, Zeb Childress.” Willa had whispered twice and struggled to feel for Zeb.
 
   “Willa,  Willa, “ Zeb had answered. “Promise me.”
 
    
 
   Willa felt a searing pain in her chest that became the entirety of her reality, leaving no room for another else. On and on and then suddenly, it vanished.
 
   She was lying in her bed. It was early morning and a lazy breeze wafted through the open window. Zeb lay beside her, his eyes still heavy with sleep, his voice soft. He spoke to her of love, of how he came back to her, how he hadn’t wanted to be there and how she’d made him change his mind. He reminded her of how she’d kissed him when he showed up at her door.
 
   “I wanted it to be forever,” he said and looked at her with eyes filled with tears.
 
   “Silly man,” she said. “It is. Look, can’t you see?”
 
   Suddenly they were no longer in the bed. She was a child again, sitting in her swing. Zeb appeared and she smiled at him. “Push me, Zeb. Push me so high I fly away into the sky.”
 
   He did and she felt the wind and sun on her face, that brief escape from gravity at the apex of her swing where she felt as though she could lift up from it and fly into the heavens. She felt the sudden tug of gravity as she fell back to earth and suddenly she was motionless again, smiling up at him.
 
   “You’re my forever after, Zeb Childress.”
 
   He smiled and all of a sudden they were  no longer children, no longer in her yard. They weren’t anywhere, they are just alone in an endless sea of soft light. Zeb took her hand and smiled at her and Willa knew she’d never seen anything so beautiful or loved anyone so much.
 
   “And you’re mine, Willa Hale. My ever after.”
 
   “Zeb,” Willa whispered
 
   There was one brief flare of fear and then love and joy claimed her completely.
 
    
 
   “We’re losing her!” The female EMT scrambled to for chest paddles as Willa’s vitals failed.
 
   “Him too,” the other EMT replied. “Nothing we can do.”
 
   Both cardiac monitors coded at the same time, the shrill sound of patients flat-lining. 
 
   It was over.  They were gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Zeb fell silent and reached for the plastic cup of water on the table beside the bed.  He’d talked more in the last two months than in all of the previous years of his life.   He stroked his fingers down the side of her face and leaned down to kiss Willa’s forehead. She’d been in a coma for two months. Every day he came and sat with her, talked to her, tried to find some sign that she could hear him, that she was in there, somewhere.
 
   He’d told her everything he could remember about his life, and her part in it. How he’d come back and how she’d changed him, gave him back hope and love. He told her every detail he could bring to mind, hoping it would bring her back to him.
 
   “Hey baby, I’m here. It’s a nice day today. It’s starting to cool off a little. Pretty soon the leaves will be changing. Ronnie and Polly are taking good care of the place but Lobo, Sassy and her clan and Bobby are really missing you.
 
   “Willa please?  Can you hear me?  Honey help me. Give me a sign. Squeeze my hand. Open your eyes.”
 
   Tears run down his face. He didn’t know what else to do. He thought back to the night they got shot. He was sure they were going to die. Fully expected it. He remembered seeing her lying on the floor, bleeding. 
 
   In the next instant he remembered something else.  Willa on the swing at nine years old. Willa at 15 and the sadness in her eyes when he left Calder county. Willa standing in the light. 
 
   “Ever after.”  
 
   He sits up, wipes his face then gathers her into his arms. Her body is limp. He kisses her. “It’s time, Willa Hale. It’s taken my whole life to get it but now I do. You were right. Way back then, when you were nine. You were right, Willa.  You’re my ever after, Willa and ever after starts now. You have to come back to me honey. I can’t go it alone. Please, come back. Be my ever after. Let me be yours.”
 
   There was no response.
 
   Zeb sat there for two hours, crying and  holding her tight. Not once did she twitch or make a sound. No matter how much he wanted it, he couldn’t will her to come back. He’d lost her.
 
   Finally he lowered her back down to the bed, kissed her and stood. It taken his entire life to see a love that had been there all along, a love that he would give anything to be able to claim. A love he wanted more than anything in the world and could not have.
 
   “I love you, Willa. No matter what, you’ll always be my ever after.”
 
   Zeb dried his face, turned away and walked to the door. Just as he opened it he heard it.
 
   “Ever after?”
 
   Hope made him weak. He whirled around. Willa’s eyes were open. She was looking at him.
 
   “You remembered.” She said in a voice barely above a whisper.
 
   “I remembered.” He rushed to her bed and gathered her into his arms. “Willa, god, Willa, I thought I’d lost you.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I was trying. Trying to talk to you, to tell you. I heard you. I heard what you said, Zeb. I lived it all again and I loved you all over again ̶ and, and you remembered, Zeb.  You remembered.”
 
   “I remember honey. I remember it all.”
 
   “And do you mean it?. Are you really my ever after?”
 
   “That I am, Willa. That I am. 
 
   “Ever after.”
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   Men of Calder County: David
 
   By Lynn LaFleur
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   Kristina Thomas is excited to be starring in her first movie, and thrilled to have the hunky David Dunning as her co-star. She feels an instant attraction toward him the moment their hands touch and suspects David feels the same way.
 
   A successful movie career has made David famous and wealthy, but he’s alone at his choice. Someone kills the women who become his lovers. He can’t allow the same thing to happen to Kris, no matter how much he wants her.
 
   Desire so strong can’t be denied, and they surrender to lovemaking. With the movie being shot on location at his family’s ranch, David feels confident he and Kris can explore their feelings for each other without danger.
 
   But the killer lurks in the background, determined to destroy David’s chance for happiness with the woman he loves.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Kristina Thomas studied the map of Central Texas in her road atlas, but couldn’t find the town her friend and manager, Marie Jamison, had named. “Where is it?” she asked.
 
   Marie pointed to a spot on the map southwest of Austin and northeast of San Antonio. “There. In Calder County.”
 
   Kris peered closer at the map. “There’s no town there.”
 
   “Exactly. You might find Belle Haven on a Texas map, but it’s doubtful you’ll see it on an atlas because the town is too small.”
 
   Laying down the atlas, Kris looked across the table at Marie. “So explain to me why Steve McPherson is setting this movie is such a small place.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter where Steve sets his movies. They’re always a success.”
 
   Kris knew that to be true. Steve McPherson had conquered Hollywood as a director in his mid-twenties. Now thirty-eight, his movies always grossed millions of dollars. He didn’t direct a movie that didn’t become a hit. He’d become famous for bringing in his movies under budget and before deadline.
 
   If an actor or actress hadn’t already experienced success before appearing in one of Steve’s movies, they instantly became one after starring in his film.
 
   Marie picked up her glass of iced tea. “Are you worried about the part? You’re perfect for the female lead, Kris.”
 
   That, Kris didn’t know. She wanted to be in Steve’s film, wanted to explore the next phase of her career. After releasing three successful CDs, a movie part seemed to be the natural progression. However, her acting experience consisted of the round of morning talk shows and three TV specials. This would be the female lead in a big-budget movie. She couldn’t help feeling a bit apprehensive that she wouldn’t play the part as well as Steve expected.
 
   Marie sat back in her chair, took a sip of her tea. “Would you feel better if you knew who’s playing the male lead?”
 
   A shiver of excitement passed through Kris at the thought of finally knowing who would play the part of John MacNamara. She had been waiting weeks to find out. The actor Steve originally wanted to play the part of the hero had a scheduling conflict with another movie. “Probably not, but I still want to know.”
 
   “David Dunning.”
 
   Kris almost choked on her swallow of tea. “What?”
 
   Marie grinned. “Thought that would get you.”
 
   “But that’s who Steve wanted for the lead in the first place. You told me David couldn’t play the part due to a scheduling conflict.”
 
   “The conflict was actually from David. He usually takes off at least two months after he completes a movie to visit his mother and uncle. But Steve told me when he found out you’d be the female lead, he gave up his vacation so he could be in the movie with you. He’s a huge fan of your singing.”
 
   “He is?”
 
   Marie nodded. “He owns all of your CDs.”
 
   Hearing that someone liked her singing enough to buy her recordings always sent a thrill through Kris. She loved when someone sent her an e-mail or posted to her social media sites that they’d enjoyed her latest song. Making a very nice living doing something she loved still amazed her.
 
   Kris had met many famous people in her short career. Being the daughter of a judge and sister to one of the Seattle Seahawks had opened doors for her that few people every approached, much less entered. Conversing with sports figures, recording stars, and politicians had become ordinary for her. That didn’t mean she didn’t still experience that fan moment when she met someone she admired…or who starred in her sexual fantasies.
 
   David Dunning had starred in many of her sexual fantasies.
 
   With his wavy, dark-brown hair, pale blue eyes, and husky, broad-shouldered body, Kris assumed other women had imagined him in bed with them. Or against a wall. Or bent over a desk. She’d pictured herself with him in all those positions.
 
   And many more.
 
   “There’s another reason David wanted to do this movie,” Marie said.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   She pointed to the non-existent spot on the atlas again where Belle Haven should be. “David’s mother and uncle own a huge cattle ranch just a few miles from here.”
 
   Kris remembered reading that David had grown up in Texas, but she didn’t know where. “So that’s why Steve set the movie there.”
 
   Marie nodded. “He approved the screenplay with the idea of David playing the lead and using his family’s ranch as the setting. Even though David originally said no to playing the lead, his mother and uncle agreed to shooting on their property. Now that David is doing the movie, he can spend his free time with his family, which is what he usually does between movies anyway.”
 
   “So it’s a win-win situation for him.”
 
   “Exactly.” Marie sat back in her chair again. “So, how do you feel about starring in a movie with David Dunning?”
 
   “Excited. Scared. Nervous. This whole starring-in-a-movie deal makes me wonder if I’m insane.”
 
   A confused frown turned down the corners of Marie’s lips. “Why? Kris, you’re so very talented. I was there at your screen test, remember? You were wonderful.”
 
   “Thank you, but you’re supposed to think I’m wonderful.”
 
   “And I do. I would never have taken you on as a client if I didn’t.” She sipped her tea, set the glass on the table. “I work with five people, Kris. I could manage more, and I’ve been asked by many to help with their careers. But I chose to pick the five clients I’m most comfortable with and who I believe I can help the most. That’s why I’m your manager.”
 
   A lump formed in Kris’ throat. At thirty-seven, Marie wasn’t technically old enough to be her mother, but she’d been a mentor and very special friend in the five years Kris had known her. “Thank you,” she said softly.
 
   “You are very welcome.” She reached over and squeezed Kris’ hand. “Now, back to business. I know it’ll be autumn in a couple of weeks, but it’s still hotter than blazes in Belle Haven. No ocean breezes to cool you off like here in Malibu.” She removed a folder from her briefcase, withdrew several pieces of paper, and laid them in front of Kris. “I downloaded some information on the town and the ranch, including what you can expect weather-wise. Here’s your flight and car rental information, too.”
 
   Marie never forgot any detail, no matter how small it might be. Kris noticed Marie had printed out the driving directions to Cutler Ranch from the Austin airport—despite the convenience of GPS on Kris’ smartphone—along with the flight and car details.
 
   “Steve’s production company has already paid for all your expenses,” Marie continued. “You’ll have a very nice trailer to live in while you’re on location, complete with all the amenities you could want. Cell service can be iffy at times, so Steve had a landline and satellite Wi-Fi installed in his trailer. He’s been at the ranch since the first of September, along with some of the crew.”
 
   The date on the airline reservation read September 15th. Only two more days until she flew out to star in her first movie. Goose bumps erupted all over Kris’ skin. “This is all real, isn’t it?”
 
   Marie smiled. “It’s all real.” She tapped one finger on the flight print-out. “You’ll arrive in Austin shortly after noon Monday. By the time you have lunch, get your car, and drive to the ranch, it’ll be late afternoon or early evening, depending on if you decide to explore the town a bit first. I’m sure Steve will greet you when you arrive. He’s great about welcoming everyone to the set. There will be a meeting of cast and crew at nine Tuesday morning. That’s when you’ll get the official script. The one you read was a draft and several changes have been made since then. Shooting begins Wednesday morning.” She smiled again. “Any questions?”
 
   “Only about a thousand, but I’m sure they’ll be answered once I get to Belle Haven.” Kris gathered the paperwork and replaced it in the folder. “All that’s left is packing.”
 
   “There aren’t a lot of places to shop in Belle Haven, but both Austin and San Antonio are close. If you need anything, you won’t have any problem buying it.” Marie glanced at the screen of her cell phone on the table. “I have to go. I have a hair appointment in an hour.”
 
   Marie rose, picked up her purse and briefcase. Kris followed Marie to the front door, where she received a big hug from her manager.
 
   “Call me when you get to Texas. Call me before that if you have any questions or problems.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Once Kris closed the door behind Marie, she turned and leaned against it. Her life had been on the fast track for the last five years, ever since she released her first single. Recordings and interviews and photo sessions and appearances and concerts—each day had been filled with something to advance her career. She’d loved every moment of it, but there had been times she’d felt overwhelmed.
 
   Like now.
 
   Her father had raised her from the time she lost her mother at age six. He’d taught her that she could do anything she wanted in life, and to never be afraid to try something new. Starring in a movie would definitely be something new.
 
   I’m going to star in a movie with David Dunning. Kris covered her mouth to hold back a giggle. I’m going to star in a movie with David Dunning!
 
   She hoped she didn’t drool or stammer when she met him. That would be beyond embarrassing.
 
   She’d read some of the tabloid stories about David, along with stories and interviews in legitimate magazines. She knew he’d been married once to actress Liz Powers early in his career. Their marriage had lasted barely two years. Photographers often caught him with a beautiful woman on his arm, yet Kris couldn’t remember if he’d been in a serious relationship since his divorce.
 
   Not that it mattered. She had no intention of getting involved with David Dunning, or any man in the entertainment business. Too many instances of divorce left her leery to trust someone with an ego the size of Texas. When she married, she wanted it to be for life. She hadn’t found that special someone yet, but that didn’t mean she might not meet him tomorrow.
 
   Pushing aside thoughts of David and other men, she hurried down the hall to her bedroom. She had less than forty-eight hours to decide what to take with her to the movie location.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   David pulled on Lightning’s reins to stop the horse beneath a large oak tree. Pushing his Stetson back on his head, he leaned forward and gazed at the land spread out before him. A sense of peace flowed through him as he admired the ranch where he’d been raised. He loved the adventure, the excitement, of shooting movies all over the world, but once that movie wrapped up, he wanted to come home.
 
   He loosened his hold on the reins so Lightning could nibble on the grass beneath the tree. David had been here at Cutler Ranch for a week. He’d spent the first day with his mother, Frances, catching up with her and everything she’d done since his last visit home. The second day, he’d been back on top of a horse and riding with his Uncle Frank, and Frank’s sons, Owen and Hayden. His cousins lived here on the ranch and had no desire to go anywhere else.
 
   One year separated David from Owen, four years from Hayden. They’d grown up more like brothers than cousins. No women—other than Iris, the housekeeper—lived on the ranch until Hayden got married seven years ago. Frances adored Vernice, not only because of her sweet personality, but because her presence helped balance out all the testosterone in the air.
 
   Vernice and Hayden expected their first child close to Christmas. After Very suffered two miscarriages, this pregnancy had advanced with no complications. Uncle Frank could hardly wait for his first grandchild.
 
   David knew his mother felt the same way. She longed for grandchildren from her only child and hadn’t been shy about telling David that. His short, disastrous marriage to Liz had soured him on trying again, especially with an actress. With his insane schedule, he barely had time to date, much less build a relationship with a woman.
 
   Not that he could take a chance on a relationship anyway. Each time he’d tried since he and Liz divorced had ended in tragedy.
 
   A rider advanced toward him, the horse moving in an easy canter. He smiled when the rider got close enough for David to recognize Steve McPherson. They’d developed an easy friendship over the years, as well as a great working relationship.
 
   “What the hell are you doing on a horse?” David asked when Steve got close enough to hear him.
 
   “Trying not to fall off.”
 
   Steve tugged on Stormy’s reins to bring the big black horse to a stop, facing David. Despite Steve mentioning falling off, he obviously knew how to ride a horse. “I didn’t know you rode, Steve.”
 
   “I don’t. Well, not very often. But I’ve always enjoyed it.” Smiling, he patted Stormy’s neck. “Owen picked this horse for me. Said he’s pretty gentle, but can run like hell if I decide I want that.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “Not yet. A canter is the most I’m willing to try.”
 
   David chuckled. “That’s probably a good idea until you get used to riding again.”
 
   “I’ve been using my Jeep to get around most of the time, but it seems more natural to ride a horse on a cattle ranch.” Steve removed his sunglasses, slipped the ear piece over the neck of his T-shirt. “I can’t say I’m a fan of the heat and humidity here, but I can understand why you love this place. It’s beautiful.”
 
   “Yes, it is.” David took a moment to let his gaze sweep the surrounding area again. Oak, ash, and willow trees offered plenty of shade for the cattle and those who wanted to ride horses. He could make out the beginning of the pecan orchard in the distance, where hundreds of pecan trees provided the official nut of Texas to those who loved their sweet flavor. The nuts’ hulls would soon begin to brown and split, allowing the pecans to be harvested. The pecan harvest on the ranch kept everyone almost as busy as branding time.
 
   “I’ve been here two weeks,” Steve said. “Everyone has been helpful and polite and made me and the crew feel very welcome.”
 
   “Mom is happy to have you here. She isn’t one to be at a loss for words, but she was speechless when I told her she and other members of my family will have bit parts in the movie.”
 
   Steve grinned. “I’ll let your mother have a much bigger part if she keeps serving me pecan pie.”
 
   “Careful. Do you know how many calories are in a slice of pecan pie?”
 
   “No, and I don’t want to know, so don’t spoil my good mood by telling me.”
 
   Laughing, David gripped the reins and turned Lightning into a slow walk. Steve rode by David’s side, remaining silent for several moments before speaking again.
 
   “Congratulations on being voted People’s Sexiest Man Alive this year.”
 
   David snorted. “Yeah, a lot of good that does me.”
 
   “You aren’t dating?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “David, that’s crazy. You plan to be alone the rest of your life?”
 
   “I don’t have a choice.”
 
   Steve slipped his sunglasses over his eyes. “The police still haven’t come up with any leads?”
 
   “No. The bastard is smart and doesn’t leave any evidence behind.”
 
   David didn’t want to talk about the insane man who had killed four women. Since he and Liz divorced, each time he began to get close to a woman, she ended up dead. Mary, Dawn, Tracy, Adrienne…all of them received a slash to their throats so deep, they’d almost lost their heads.
 
   “Surely you’re safe here, on your family’s ranch.”
 
   “I’m not the one who could be hurt. Any woman I get involved with is murdered.”
 
   “Not here. Between the two of us, we know every member of the cast and crew. Plus, it’s your hometown. It’s a small enough town, you probably know everyone.”
 
   “Most of them, yeah. Belle Haven rarely changes.”
 
   “Maybe you could hook up with your high school sweetheart for a temporary fling.”
 
   “My high school sweetheart is happily married with three kids.”
 
   “Shit,” Steve muttered.
 
   “Yeah, and a few more choice words.” He glanced at Steve and grinned. “At least my hand still works.”
 
   Steve laughed. “I know what you mean. These location shoots without my wife can be frustrating.”
 
   David didn’t know any other man—besides his cousins—who would openly discuss masturbation with him. It must be a sign of their friendship.
 
   The ranch house and stables came into view through the trees. Steve’s mention of his mother’s pecan pie had David’s mouth watering for a piece, despite the calories. “Race you to the house for some of Mom’s pie.”
 
   Steve grinned. “You’re on.”
 
   David won the race, but not by much. He handed Lightning’s reins to Barry, one of the ranch hands, and waited for Steve to do the same with Stormy’s reins. Although Barry had worked at the ranch for only a year, Uncle Frank had told David that the young man worked well with the horses and took good care of them.
 
   Steve followed him onto the wide veranda and through the front door. Blessed cool air caressed his face. Even though he’d grown up in the heat and humidity of Calder County, he tried to time his visits during the cooler part of the year since he’d grown accustomed to a different climate.
 
   He placed his hat on the rack by the front door. The foyer led straight into the great room, with its high, beamed ceilings. Walking through the great room would lead him to the kitchen, breakfast nook, dining room, and office at the back of the house. His mother occupied the suite to his left, his Uncle Frank the suite to his right. Five bedrooms filled the second floor. His mother kept his old bedroom ready for him whenever he managed to come home for a visit. He enjoyed the comfort of the ranch house as opposed to staying in a trailer the way he usually did while on location. And while Steve hired great cooks to feed everyone, they couldn’t come close to his mother’s cooking.
 
   Voices guided David toward the kitchen. A feminine laugh froze him in his steps. He didn’t recognize the laugh, yet it flowed over him sweeter than a cool breeze on a hot day.
 
   Curiosity drove him to move forward again. He zeroed in on his mother sitting at the breakfast nook. Kristina Thomas sat across from her.
 
   He loved her singing, which had been a huge factor in him deciding to do this movie instead of taking his usual two months off between films. A man couldn’t help but be lulled by the range of her voice, or by the dark-brown hair that fell past her shoulders. But it was her eyes that amazed him. He’d never known anyone who had eyes that deep amethyst color. He imagined many men had been bewitched by them.
 
   Including him.
 
   His mother glanced his way. A smile lit up her face. “David, Steve, join us. I’ve been trying to convince Kris to try a piece of my pecan pie.”
 
   “And I’m trying to resist temptation.” Kris stood. “Hi, Steve.”
 
   “Hi, Kris. Glad you made it here safely.”
 
   “I got here about fifteen minutes ago. Mrs. Dunning graciously invited me inside her home for a glass of tea.” Kris’ gaze swung to David. She offered her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, David.”
 
   “For me, too.”
 
   He took her hand, and swore an electric current raced up his arm and through his body to land in his cock. From the light that flared in Kris’ eyes, he assumed she’d felt the same current. She pulled her hand from his, curled it into a fist, as if to hold the feeling a bit longer.
 
   David couldn’t help wondering how strong the electricity would be if they made love.
 
   Whoa. Stop that thought right there. I can’t get involved with Kris. I can’t get involved with any woman.
 
   To lighten the mood, David decided to change the subject. He looked at his mother. “Kris may be resisting temptation, but Steve and I don’t want to. We’re ready for pecan pie.”
 
   “Sit down. I’ll get pie for everyone. You, too,” she said to Kris before Kris could object. “I’ll give you a little piece.”
 
   “You aren’t helping, Mrs. Dunning.”
 
   “Please call me Frances.” David’s mother grinned at Kris over her shoulder as she walked toward the kitchen. “When you’re in my house, you eat.”
 
   “If I gain weight and don’t fit in my movie clothes,” Kris said to Steve, “it’s her fault.”
 
   “I’m not worried.” Steve chose a glass from the lazy Susan in the center of the table, helped himself to the pitcher of iced tea. “Clothing can be adjusted if necessary.”
 
   A few more pounds wouldn’t hurt Kris at all, in David’s opinion. Her body leaned toward the slim side, but with nice full breasts and an ass perfect for filling a man’s hands. Which he would do in the movie during their love scene. Luckily, scenes had to be shot over and over from different camera angles. With his celibacy of the last several months, touching warm, silky skin—even in a pretend scene—could cause his body to react.
 
   That didn’t happen to him often because the love scenes he’d shot lately had consisted of a few hard kisses and fast groping. Those kinds of scenes didn’t affect him and he breezed right through them. This movie would be different. Steve wanted his main characters to fall in love, and wanted that love to show on the screen with an intense scene.
 
   If he got through the scene without a hard-on, he’d consider himself lucky.
 
   His mom returned to the table with a tray holding four small plates of pecan pie. “I can make coffee if anyone wants some with their pie.”
 
   “Tea’s good for me,” Steve said, accepting one of the plates from Frances. He picked up the can of whipped cream she’d placed on the table and squirted a generous amount on top of his slice.
 
   David chuckled. “I think you’re the one who will need the clothes adjustment, Steve.”
 
   “I love my wife immensely, but she never cooks anything like this. I’m going to enjoy it while I can.”
 
   Frances set a plate in front of Kris with a slice of pie half as big as the one she’d given to David and Steve. Her own slice matched Kris’. “It’s nice to cook for guests. Steve, my offer stands for you to take one of the extra bedrooms.”
 
   “Thank you, Frances, but my trailer is nice and I have everything set up the way I need it.”
 
   She turned to Kris. “How about you, Kris? Would you like to stay here in the house?”
 
   Kris blinked, obviously surprised at the offer. “That’s very considerate of you, but I couldn’t impose.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be an imposition. You’d be helping me. With Frank and Owen and now David living in the house, some female companionship would be very welcome.”
 
   “Mom, you have a female housekeeper. And Very comes by every day to see you.”
 
   “Yes, she does,” Frances said to her son, “and I love my daughter-in-law’s visits. But she and Hayden have their own home, and Iris stays so busy with the cooking and cleaning. There needs to be more estrogen in the air.”
 
   David groaned while Steve snickered. He looked at Kris. “I apologize for my mother. She always says exactly what she’s thinking.”
 
   “It’s better than holding things inside.” Frances pointed her fork at David. “There’s nothing wrong with honesty, David.”
 
   He flicked a glance at Kris, noting she watched him intently. If he told her the truth, he’d admit the strong attraction he experienced when their hands touched. He couldn’t do that. He couldn’t take the chance on someone hurting her…or worse. “Sometimes too much honesty can get a person in trouble.”
 
   Steve scooped up the last bite of his pie. “Kris, come by my trailer later if you want a copy of the new script. I’ll give you one before the cast and crew meeting tomorrow.”
 
   “I’d like that,” Kris said with a smile. “Thank you.”
 
   He laid his fork across his empty plate. “Frances, delicious as usual. Will you share your recipe with my wife?”
 
   “I might be persuaded.” She looked at Kris. “What did you think of the pie? Be honest.”
 
   “I’m wondering if I’ve died and gone to heaven.”
 
   Frances smiled, obviously pleased at Kris’ compliment. “I’m glad you liked it.” She reached over, laid her hand on top of her son’s. “You’ll help your Uncle Frank get everything set up for the barbecue.”
 
   “Barbecue?” Kris asked.
 
   “We’re having the cast and crew and our ranch hands here tonight in the backyard for a barbecue.” Frances lightly touched the back of Kris’ hand. “We’re serving Cutler Ranch beef, but there will also be chicken and lots of vegetables for those who don’t like or don’t want to eat beef.”
 
   “Is there anything I can do to help?”
 
   Frances smiled again. “It’s sweet of you to offer. Very, Iris, and I have been cooking for days and have just about everything ready. Most of the side dishes we’ve prepared can be popped in the microwave while the guys cook the meat, but we’ll need to put together a big green salad. How are you at making salad?”
 
   “Excellent.”
 
   “Then you have the job. We want everyone to just relax and enjoy themselves before he…” She pointed to Steve. “…starts cracking the whip tomorrow.”
 
   “My reputation precedes me,” Steve said, resting his forearms on the table.
 
   David chuckled. Steve did have a reputation for perfection. He would shoot a scene a dozen times to get the action and lighting the way he wanted it. But David didn’t know a nicer man in the business. He considered himself lucky to have Steve for a close friend.
 
   Frances stood, began gathering the empty plates. “Now, everyone out of here. I have work to do. David, show Kris where her trailer is so she can unpack and get settled.”
 
   “I can do that—” Steve began.
 
   “David will do it.” Frances peered at her son. “Won’t you?”
 
   David gazed into pale blue eyes, the same color of eyes he saw when he looked in the mirror at himself. He saw cunning there, although she did a good job of trying to hide it.
 
   What are you up to, Mom?
 
   “Sure. She can follow me.”
 
   Frances beamed. “Good. Kris, we’ll serve drinks at five-thirty and eat supper around seven, but you come back whenever you want to. I’ll leave the salad completely up to you.”
 
   “Thank you, Frances. You’ve been very kind to me.”
 
   “You’re welcome. Now, shoo.”
 
   David walked side by side with Kris to the front door with Steve behind them. Once they stepped outside, Steve headed for his Jeep. “I’ll be in my trailer until I come back for the barbecue, Kris,” he said once he reached his vehicle. “Come by anytime for your script.”
 
   “I will. Thank you.”
 
   David watched Steve drive off before he turned to Kris. “That yours?” he asked, motioning toward a compact blue car.
 
   “My rental, yes. Although now I think maybe I should’ve rented a Jeep or pickup.”
 
   “If you stick to the roads on the ranch, your car will be fine.” He gestured over his shoulder to his pickup parked beneath the carport. “I’ll lead you to your trailer.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   It took less than ten minutes for David to pull to a stop where he’d helped set up the movie’s base. Several trailers, semis, and vehicles spread out beneath a grove of oak trees. He climbed down from his pickup as Kris parked next to it.
 
   “Where’s your luggage?”
 
   “In the trunk.”
 
   “Pop the lid and I’ll get it for you.”
 
   She did as he said. David withdrew two suitcases while Kris exited her car carrying a large tote bag. He led her toward her trailer, which sat only fifty feet from Steve’s. A small brass plaque next to the front door read “Kristina Thomas”.
 
   She stopped next to the plaque, gently ran her fingers over it while she smiled. He knew how she felt. The first time he’d gotten a big enough part to have his name on a plaque on a private trailer had been one of the most memorable events in his life.
 
   “Excited?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.” She looked at him. “And nervous.”
 
   “Something would be wrong with you if you weren’t nervous. I always am when I start shooting a new movie.”
 
   She turned the doorknob, pulled the door open. Two small steps appeared beneath the door when she opened it. Kris climbed them and David followed her into a spacious living room with a tilt-out, decorated in shades of brown and green and ivory.
 
   “Wow.” She turned in a circle before facing him again. “I didn’t expect it to be so nice.”
 
   “Steve doesn’t skimp on the amenities.” He lifted the suitcases a few inches. “Where do you want these?”
 
   “Right there is fine. I’ll take care of them later.”
 
   David set the suitcases on the floor next to an armchair. He’d like to stay and talk to her, get to know her better. Hell, he’d like to take her in his arms and kiss her breathless. He wanted to unbutton her pretty plaid blouse to see her lace-covered flesh. He longed to keep going until he’d removed all of her clothing to expose her body to him.
 
   But he couldn’t do any of that. The insane man who kept killing any woman he became involved with stole the pleasure he’d find in Kris’ arms away from him before he ever discovered it.
 
   He pointed out the window toward the director’s trailer. “Steve is right there. I’ll see you at supper.”
 
   David left before she could say anything else. He slipped behind the steering wheel of his truck, turned the key in the ignition. He gripped the wheel tightly as he drove toward the ranch house. He dated occasionally, but never more than twice with the same woman. And even if she seemed willing to make love with him, he resisted. He couldn’t take the chance of falling in love and having another woman killed.
 
   No matter how much he longed to have a woman in his life, and despite his attraction to Kris, he knew he had to remain alone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Kris smiled when she ran her fingertips over the script. Her name appeared at the upper right in big, black, block letters. Beneath her name, the words “LEAD ACTRESS” also appeared in the same block letters.
 
   Lead actress. She never would have believed when she released her first single five years ago that she’d be here now, on a movie set in a starring role. And with David Dunning.
 
   Kris rested her head on the armchair’s padded back. Photographs and movies didn’t do the man justice. Her heart had jumped in her throat when he walked into Frances’ kitchen and she saw him in person for the first time. That long mane of wavy, dark-brown hair almost brushed his shoulders. His pale blue eyes matched his mother’s perfectly. Rectangular face, olive skin, straight nose, full lips…they all combined to make him incredibly handsome.
 
   She’d seen a lot of pictures of him without a shirt and he had the body to go with his gorgeous face. Broad shoulders, muscular arms, and a wide chest with a perfect sprinkling of dark hair. His torso tapered down to a flat stomach that contained a very nice six-pack. She hadn’t let her gaze wander any lower than his chest when they met, even though she’d been curious about how well he filled out the fly of his jeans.
 
   When he shook her hand, everything inside her turned all warm and liquid. Her clit had gently pulsed with only that simple touch.
 
   She couldn’t imagine how her body would react should they make love.
 
   Actually, she could easily imagine how her body would react. The sex would be amazing. She had no doubt about that.
 
   Shaking off thoughts of her co-star, she opened the script and began turning the pages. She’d almost memorized the draft script she’d been given, so easily spotted the changes while she read. When she picked up the new script from Steve a few minutes ago, he’d told her he and the writer, Edward Fleming, had spent many hours together going over scenes. Edward had incorporated Steve’s ideas into the script and added a few of his own. Kris thought this new script much more powerful.
 
   She turned a page to continue reading. Halfway down, she stopped. Her eyes widened as she reread the lines. The original scene had called for a passionate kiss between her character, Angela, and David’s character, John. Then Angela took John’s hand and led him into her bedroom. End of scene, fade to black.
 
   Different words jumped out at her now. Candles. Soft music. Wine. Silky sheets. Long kisses. Slipping off clothes.
 
   Slipping off clothes?
 
   Steve and Edward had added a love scene. A steamy, nude love scene.
 
   Hoo boy.
 
   Kris had nothing against love scenes in movies. If done correctly, they showed a depth of feeling between the characters and added a lot of emotion. However, she didn’t think she’d be doing one in her first ever movie.
 
   She’d seen every movie David had made. He’d never done a nude love scene. She wondered if he’d seen the new script, and if so, how he felt about the scene.
 
   She’d ask him tonight at the barbecue.
 
   Kris glanced at the clock on the stove. Almost four-thirty. She should get back to the ranch house and help with the meal. She’d talk to David the first chance she got.
 
   Her chance arrived quicker than she’d expected. He stood on the front porch when she parked her car, beer bottle in hand and speaking with two other men. She hadn’t met anyone in the cast or crew yet, so had no idea if the men worked for the ranch or the movie. Both appeared to be about David’s age.
 
   He lifted his beer bottle in greeting as she exited her car. “Welcome back.”
 
   “Thanks.” She climbed the four steps to the wide veranda, offered the two men a friendly smile. “Hello.”
 
   “Kris, these are my cousins, Owen and Hayden Cutler. Guys, Kristina Thomas.”
 
   The brothers dipped their heads in greeting and murmured a soft, “Nice to meet you, ma’am.” Kris almost smiled. She’d been “ma’amed” a lot since arriving in Texas.
 
   “I don’t want to interrupt your conversation, but could I speak with you privately, David?”
 
   “Sure.” He looked at his cousins. “See you ‘round back, guys.”
 
   Once the two men entered the house, David turned to Kris. “People will start arriving soon, so this isn’t the place for privacy. Let’s go to the side of the house.”
 
   Kris followed David as he led the way to the west side of the veranda. The sun played peek-a-boo through the clouds. That, plus the wide overhang, offered shade to the area where a group of chairs surrounded a round table.
 
   David pulled out a chair for her. Kris sat, waited for David to take the chair to her right before she spoke. “Have you read the new script?”
 
   “Yeah. I read it several days ago. Did you find some mistakes?”
 
   “No. To be honest, I haven’t finished it yet. I got to the part where…” She trailed off. She didn’t want to sound prudish, yet she felt as if she had to tell him her concerns.
 
   A knowing look crossed his face. David sat back in his chair, linked his fingers over his stomach. “You got to the love scene.”
 
   Biting her bottom lip, she nodded.
 
   “It surprised me for that scene to be altered so much, too. I asked Steve about it. He told me his vision of Angela and John changed during the rewrite with Edward. He wants their love to come across on the screen stronger than it had in the original script.”
 
   “You’ve never done a nude love scene in a movie.”
 
   “No, but not because I think they’re wrong or unnecessary. I’ve never had a part where that kind of intense love scene fit. This one does.” He gave her an encouraging smile. “Kind of a shock for you, huh?”
 
   “Yes. And please don’t think I’m a prude—”
 
   “I would never think that, Kris.”
 
   It relieved her to hear him say that. “It’s just that… This is my first part in my first movie. I thought, if I’m lucky enough to be offered more parts, the love scenes would gradually become more graphic. I didn’t expect to be thrown into the alligator pit right away.”
 
   David chuckled. “I don’t know whether or not to be insulted at being compared to an alligator pit.”
 
   “No! Not you.” She reached over, laid her hand on his bare forearm. “I didn’t mean to insult you.”
 
   He looked at her hand resting on his arm, laid one of his over it. “May I be honest with you?”
 
   Kris had lost the ability to think or speak when he touched her hand. Once settled in her trailer this afternoon with time to think, she’d decided her strong reaction to David when she met him had been due to being star struck. She now knew she’d been mistaken. No stranger to physical love, men had touched her, caressed her, yet none of them had made her heart skip with only a touch of his hand the way David did.
 
   Realizing she hadn’t responded to his question, she nodded.
 
   “I love the new scene. It’s romantic and passionate and I think we can really do a lot with it to make Angela and John’s love show on the screen.” The skin at the corners of his eyes crinkled with his grin. “And I’ll admit the thought of holding your naked body doesn’t bother me a bit.”
 
   His teasing made her laugh. She liked him. This wasn’t simply a case of being star struck. She truly liked him. It would make doing a passionate scene a lot easier.
 
   Thinking of the love scene again made her remember something Marie had told her about one of her other clients. “We won’t be totally exposed, right? Aren’t certain…parts covered?”
 
   David nodded. “The only thing the viewers will see are our asses and maybe your breasts.” He squeezed her hand. “We could practice our scene, make sure it’s really good before it’s shot.”
 
   The humor remained in his eyes, but Kris saw a hint of desire, too. He might be teasing, but his comment also held a bit of truth. She didn’t know if he felt the same strong attraction as she, or if the desire would exist for any woman.
 
   “Hey, Dave.” Hayden stuck his head around the side of the house. “Dad’s hollering for help with the meat.”
 
   “Be right there,” he said to his cousin with his gaze still locked on Kris. He squeezed her hand again before releasing it. “Duty calls.”
 
   “And I need to get to the kitchen to help your mother.”
 
   “You can go through the back door into the kitchen. This way.”
 
   She walked by his side to the door he mentioned. He opened it, motioned for her to enter. “See you later,” he said with a smile.
 
   Kris watched him walk toward the outdoor area that contained picnic tables, folding chairs, and hanging strings of lights. Three large barbecue grills had been set up to one side. David stopped next to a man in his mid-to-late fifties who must be his uncle.
 
   As if David felt her watching him, he looked at her over his shoulder. That pleasant zing passed through her body, even without his physical touch.
 
   I can’t fall for him. That would be the stupidest thing I could ever do. It’s just a physical attraction. I can resist that.
 
   Kris repeated that mantra to herself as she entered the kitchen to let Frances put her to work.
 
   * * *
 
   Something about the man bothered David, but he didn’t know why. If he worked for Steve’s production company, he had to be okay. Yet the churning in David’s stomach flared up every time he looked in the man’s direction. It became so intense, David decided to ask Steve about him.
 
   He found the director in the middle of some of the ranch hands. The Cutler Ranch’s employees who had been given parts in the movie could hardly wait to start shooting. It didn’t matter that few of them would utter a word. The fact that they would be in a movie would give them something to tell their children and grandchildren.
 
   David hated to break up the camaraderie, but he wouldn’t get a better chance to talk to Steve. He tapped his friend on the shoulder. Steve looked at him and smiled.
 
   “Hey, Dave.”
 
   “Hey, guys. Steve, could I speak with you a moment?”
 
   “Sure.” He returned his attention to the group. “Be right back.”
 
   David led Steve to the outskirts of the chairs and tables so they could have privacy. “What’s up?” Steve asked.
 
   David stood with his back to the guests. He didn’t want the man to realize David had been studying him all evening. “Who is that guy talking to Tony Payton?”
 
   Steve glanced over David’s shoulder. “That’s Oscar Timberman. He’s one of my new cameramen.”
 
   “How well do you know him?”
 
   “I met him about three months ago. He’s forty-five, married, has two daughters. He used to work for Disney and came highly recommended. I’ve seen his work and it’s great.” Steve’s eyes narrowed. “Why? Is something wrong?”
 
   “I’ve caught him watching me several times tonight.”
 
   Steve glanced at the man in question again. “You don’t think he could be the one killing those women, do you? David, that’s crazy. He’s never worked with you before this movie. I checked. He’d have no reason to hurt you or those women.”
 
   David ran his hand through his hair in frustration. “I know I’m grasping at straws. I just want the son of a bitch caught before he hurts anyone else.” He thought of Kris, and the strong attraction he felt toward her. The thought of anything happening to her sent shivers through him.
 
   Steve clasped David’s shoulder. “I can do more checking on Oscar, if that’ll make you feel better.”
 
   David almost said yes, then realized that would be stupid. Like Steve said, Oscar had no reason to hurt anyone. “No, don’t invade his privacy. I know you vetted him thoroughly before you hired him. I’m just…frustrated.”
 
   “I can’t say I know how you feel, but I understand it. Have you thought about hiring a private investigator since the police don’t have any leads?”
 
   “Adrienne was killed over a year ago. Any leads that might have been out there have vanished by now.”
 
   Steve blinked, as if surprised by his comment. “Adrienne was the last woman you had sex with? There hasn’t been anyone else since her?”
 
   “Nope.” He released a humorless laugh. “How about that? The great stud David Dunning hasn’t been laid in over a year. Wouldn’t the tabloids love to have that story?”
 
   Sympathy crossed Steve’s face. “I’m sorry you’re going through this.”
 
   “I just wish I knew who hates me so much as to kill women he doesn’t even know. I wondered if he could be someone from acting school, someone who didn’t realize the success I have and is killing the women I’ve cared about to punish me.”
 
   “Want me to do some asking around? I…” He stopped.
 
   David immediately went on alert. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Oscar is heading this way.”
 
   Turning, David watched the man approaching. He didn’t get a dangerous vibe from Oscar, but someone didn’t continually watch him for no reason.
 
   “Steve,” Oscar said with a nod toward the director.
 
   “Hey, Oscar. Have you met David yet?”
 
   “No.” He offered his hand to David with a smile. “Oscar Timberman. Nice to meet you.”
 
   David couldn’t refuse to shake hands. That would be both rude and suspicious. He accepted Oscar’s hand, and noted its dampness.
 
   “I’ve been trying to work up the courage all evening to approach you,” Oscar said to David. “I have two daughters—seventeen and nineteen—who think you’re the hottest thing ever, to quote them.”
 
   David chuckled. Oscar’s admission of his daughters being fans helped ease the tension that had raced through his body all evening.
 
   Oscar pulled a cell phone from his jeans pocket. “Would it be all right if Steve took a picture of you and me together? It would earn me huge points with my daughters.”
 
   Steve had a strict rule about no cell phones or cameras of any kind on the movie set. He didn’t want anything about his movies leaking out before he decided what to release. Tonight’s party didn’t count as being on the movie set, in David’s opinion. He always posed for pictures when someone asked him, and saw no reason to say no to Oscar. “Sure.”
 
   Oscar’s smile lit up his face, and chased away all the bad feelings David had about the cameraman.
 
   Steve snapped the camera on Oscar’s phone three times, to be sure he got a good picture. Oscar beamed as he flipped through them. “I think the last one is the best.”
 
   “I agree,” David said.
 
   Oscar offered his hand again. “Thank you. I’ll text it to my daughters right now.”
 
   “You okay now?” Steve asked once Oscar left.
 
   “Yeah.” He blew out a deep breath. “Think I’m paranoid?”
 
   “I think you’re leery of strangers, and I can understand that with what you’ve gone through.” Steve picked up his bottle of beer from where he’d set it to take Oscar’s pictures. “My offer stands. I can ask around. I know a lot of people who know a lot of people.”
 
   David hadn’t turned to any of his friends or family for help. He didn’t want to involve anyone who might get hurt, too. He hadn’t even told his mother or uncle, and he didn’t keep secrets from them. But perhaps he should let Steve ask around, or hire a private investigator like his friend suggested. He didn’t want to spend the rest of his life alone out of fear.
 
   “Do you know a good P.I. I can hire?”
 
   Steve smiled. “As a matter of fact, I do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   “Cut!” Steve called. “That was perfect, Kris and David. That’s a wrap for today. We’ll start shooting again at eight o’clock Monday morning.”
 
   Kris blew out a breath and walked toward where she’d left her bottle of water. She took a big drink, and grimaced because it had warmed to the temperature of a hot tub.
 
   Marie hadn’t been kidding about the different climate here than in Malibu. Kris longed for one of those cool ocean breezes right now.
 
   “You okay?” David asked from behind her.
 
   She turned. Perspiration dotted his skin and dampened his hair. He still looked good enough to eat. “Just hot.”
 
   “I bet you’ll be glad when it’s time to shoot the interior scenes.”
 
   “Amen to that.”
 
   David grinned, but his grin quickly faded. “It takes some people longer than others to get accustomed to the heat and humidity. Drinking lots of water helps.”
 
   “Not when it’s as hot as the air. I’m going to my trailer for a cold bottle.”
 
   She headed toward where she’d parked her car. David fell into step beside her. “Any big plans for tonight?”
 
   Kris had discovered at Steve’s meeting Tuesday that everyone worked until around four on Saturdays and had Sundays off. In only four days, she’d learned how much work it took to make a movie. Scenes had to be shot over and over from different angles, or reshot because Steve didn’t like the way it looked. Shooting started at eight every morning. They’d worked until almost ten last night because Steve needed a night scene, meaning it had been close to midnight before Kris ever fell into her bed.
 
   Imagining a normal, nine-to-five job had been very naïve on her part.
 
   “Yes. A cool shower, a sandwich, and sleep, in that order.”
 
   David leaned against the side of her car, crossed his arms over his chest. “I thought I heard Cindy invite you to dinner with some of the other gals.”
 
   Kris had clicked with Steve’s assistant right away. Blonde and bubbly, Cindy seemed to anticipate whatever Steve needed next and had it ready for him before he had the chance to ask. Normally, Kris would love to go out with the girls. Not tonight. “I begged off. I’m just too tired. I don’t have to set my alarm tomorrow morning, so I’m going to stay in bed as long as possible.”
 
   “I plan to do the same shower-eat-bed thing.”
 
   “No going out with the guys tonight?”
 
   David shook his head. “I’m past the drinking-until-I-can’t-walk stage. Besides, there’s a full bar at the house. I can have anything I want.”
 
   Kris leaned against her car, facing him. She’d spent most of her awake hours with David the last four days and had enjoyed the few moments when they had the chance to talk. He’d sat with her at lunch today and entertained everyone at their table with stories from previous movies. Tony Payton jumped into the conversation. He’d been a cameramen on one of David’s movies and added more to David’s stories. Kris hadn’t laughed so hard in a long time.
 
   “What are you doing tomorrow once you decide to get out of bed?” he asked.
 
   “Laundry. I thought I’d take advantage of the portable washers while Vicki isn’t using them.”
 
   “You don’t need to do that. Bring your stuff to the house. You can do your laundry there.” He held up his hand to stop her before she spoke. “Don’t say you can’t impose. My whole family went to San Antonio this morning and won’t be back until late tomorrow night. We’ll have the house to ourselves, at least until the guys come over to watch the game.”
 
   Kris straightened as a thrill shot through her. A huge football fan, she always watched the games on Sunday. “Which game?”
 
   “The Cowboys play at noon. Some of the guys are picking up pizza, wings, and beer and we’re watching it at the house.”
 
   “What about the game at one-thirty?”
 
   Confusion filled David’s eyes. “There’s isn’t a game at one-thirty. They start at noon and three-thirty.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I forgot about the time difference. I’m used to them starting at ten and one-thirty in California.”
 
   “You’re a football fan?” he asked, surprise evident in his voice.
 
   “Absolutely. My brother plays for the Seahawks.”
 
   David smiled. “Hey, that’s cool. Which position?”
 
   “Defensive tackle. Any chance the Seahawks’ game is televised here tomorrow?”
 
   “Sure. We have satellite with that special NFL package, so can watch any game you want to. As long as it doesn’t interfere with the Cowboys, of course.”
 
   Kris grinned. “Of course.”
 
   “So it’s settled. Come over whenever you want to and do your laundry, then watch the games with us. Unless you’d rather not spend that much time with a bunch of guys.”
 
   “I think I can force myself to put up with ‘y’all’.”
 
   She grinned again and he returned it. “Gettin’ into the Texas thang, huh?” he asked with an exaggerated drawl.
 
   “Yepper.”
 
   David laughed. “It’s easy to pick up a Texas accent.”
 
   “You don’t have one.”
 
   “I worked to get rid of it, but it creeps back when I’m upset or angry. I raise my voice and there’s no doubt where I grew up.”
 
   Kris loved finding out the little tidbits about David. The more she knew about him, the more she liked him.
 
   The more she desired him.
 
   What could it hurt for me to act on my feelings? Why shouldn’t I enjoy him while we’re here? Once we leave the ranch, I’ll probably only see him at award shows.
 
   “Can I bring something tomorrow?” she asked. “I could drive into town in the morning and go to the grocery store.”
 
   “Trust me, there’s nothing you could think of that isn’t already in my mom’s pantry. She keeps the kitchen well stocked. Unless there’s something special you want, just bring yourself and your dirty clothes.”
 
   “Any particular time?”
 
   David shrugged one shoulder. “Whenever you feel like it. But don’t make it too much past noon or there won’t be any pizza or wings left.”
 
   “You wouldn’t save any for me?”
 
   He squinted and looked up at the sky, as if considering her question. “I might be persuaded.”
 
   She bit her lower lip to keep from smiling at the teasing in his voice. “Are you asking for a favor?”
 
   “Not yet. But I reserve the right to ask for one in the future.”
 
   “Deal.” She opened her car door, slid behind the wheel. “See you tomorrow.”
 
   * * *
 
   David had seen Kris drive out the main entrance to the ranch shortly before nine. That surprised him for she said she’d planned to sleep in this morning, then come to the house to do her laundry. He hoped she hadn’t changed her mind about watching the games with him and the guys. He wanted to spend more time with her away from the movie set.
 
   The depth of his feelings for Kris both delighted and frightened him. Delighted, for he hadn’t felt such a strong attraction to a woman since he and Liz fell in love. Or fell in lust, which probably described their relationship better. It hadn’t taken long for her extravagant spending and tantrums to tarnish what he’d believed to be love. He’d had no choice but to file for divorce, despite all her pleading and promises that she would change. If she’d been able to change, she would’ve done so long before their marriage reached the point where it couldn’t be saved.
 
   Frightened, for a murderer still lurked out there somewhere, determined to hurt any woman that David cared for. No matter how strong his feelings for Kris, he hated the thought of her being hurt simply because she might feel the same attraction as he.
 
   Perhaps Steve had been right and there wouldn’t be any danger on the movie set. Surrounded by people he knew, plus Steve’s security guards, the murderer couldn’t possibly get on the ranch, much less close to Kris.
 
   Maybe he could finally take another chance on falling in love.
 
   David poured the large bag of Fritos into a bowl before glancing at the clock on the stove. Now almost eleven, he began to think Kris had changed her mind and decided not to come when he heard the doorbell ring. The guys weren’t due for another forty-five minutes, so it must be Kris.
 
   He wiped his hands on a dish towel and headed for the front door. His heart took off at a gallop when he saw Kris standing on the veranda.
 
   She smiled. “Hi.”
 
   “Hi.” He opened the door wider. “Come in.”
 
   She carried two plastic grocery bags over one arm, a canvas tote over the other. Her purse hung from her shoulder. David relieved her of the grocery bags and tote as soon as she stepped over the threshold.
 
   “Thanks. It’s amazing how quickly those bags get heavy.”
 
   “I saw you go out this morning,” David said as he led the way to the kitchen. “I assume you went into town.”
 
   “Yes. I know you told me I didn’t have to bring anything, but I wanted to.” She waited until David set the bags on the kitchen island, then reached into one and drew out a large box of brownie mix. “I haven’t met a guy yet who doesn’t like brownies.”
 
   “This guy does.”
 
   “Great. I bought everything the mix called for. I just need a bowl to mix the ingredients and a nine-by-thirteen pan to bake them.”
 
   David peered into one of the sacks to see a small bottle of oil, a carton of six eggs, and a can of chocolate frosting. “Kris, I told you my mom has a stocked kitchen.”
 
   “I know, but I didn’t feel right using her stuff. I needed some snacky things for my trailer anyway. I left that sack in my car.”
 
   The other grocery bag contained a bottle of liquid detergent and package of dryer sheets. David sighed. “You’re stubborn, aren’t you?”
 
   “I can be.”
 
   Her grin made him chuckle. “At least you didn’t buy pecans. We have plenty of those.”
 
   “I was hoping you would.” She set the mix on the island. “If you’ll get a bowl, spoon, and baking pan for me, I’ll make these after I throw my clothes in the washer.”
 
   “This way to the laundry room.”
 
   * * *
 
   David discovered he couldn’t stop smiling as he gathered the items Kris needed to make the brownies. She made him feel good. He hadn’t been able to say that about a woman for a long time.
 
   He turned the oven on to preheat as Kris walked back into the kitchen. She wore a pair of faded jeans that fit her ass and legs perfectly, and a Seattle Seahawks T-shirt. She’d gathered her hair into a ponytail high on her head, making her look more like a teenager instead of a grown woman.
 
   “Oven’s on and I got all the items you asked for. What else can I do to help?”
 
   “You said you have pecans?”
 
   “As many as you want, already cracked.”
 
   “I like to use whole nuts, but break them in half. Will you do that?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   David chose a place at the end of the island to work so he wouldn’t be in Kris’ way. Breaking pecans in half didn’t require concentration, so he chose to watch her instead. Her easy movements proved she knew her way around a kitchen. She soon had the brownie batter mixed and ready to add the pecans.
 
   “I need a spatula,” she said once she stirred the nuts into the batter.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “To get as much out of the bowl as possible.”
 
   David shook his head. “Use the spoon. That way there’s batter left in the bowl to eat.”
 
   A slow smile turned up her lips. “I do like the way you think.”
 
   She turned to place the pan in the oven. David took advantage of her being busy to swipe his forefinger through the chocolate mixture left in the bowl and bring it to his mouth.
 
   “Hey!” Kris placed her hands on her hips and gave him a playful scowl. “You’re not supposed to eat it without me.”
 
   “We’ll share. You take the left side of the bowl, I’ll take the right.”
 
   He captured another glob on his finger, then waited for her to treat herself. She did, and rolled her eyes in pleasure. “I kiss the feet of whoever decided those little cocoa beans could be turned into something decadent.”
 
   She dipped her finger again for another taste. David held her wrist before she could lift her finger to her mouth. Instead, he guided it to his mouth.
 
   Desire flared in those amazing amethyst eyes. Kris drew in a sharp breath through her nose when he wrapped his lips around the tip of her finger. Holding her gaze, he licked every bit of the sweet chocolate from her skin. When he’d finished, David dipped his finger into the bowl again and held it to her mouth. Kris repeated what he had done—holding his wrist while she drew his finger into her mouth to lick off the mixture.
 
   A tiny drop of chocolate sat on her bottom lip. Leaning closer to her, David sucked her lip between his teeth, swiped off the drop with his tongue.
 
   Kris whimpered.
 
   The sound traveled straight to his cock. David covered her mouth with his. He kept the kiss light, a gentle hello. The smell of chocolate swirled around them, but it didn’t mask the flowery scent drifting from her hair. Or perhaps it came from the perfume on her skin. Wherever it came from, it intoxicated him. 
 
   Needing to touch more of her, David placed his hands on her waist. The warmth of her skin seeped through her T-shirt to tickle his palms. She laid her hands on his chest and gripped his T-shirt in her fists. A few of his chest hairs got caught in her fingers and he couldn’t help wincing when she accidentally pulled them.
 
   “Easy with the chest hair.”
 
   Kris lowered her forehead to his chest and laughed softly. “Sorry.”
 
   “No problem.” Sliding his hand beneath her chin, he lifted her face to look into her eyes. “Want to try again?”
 
   The ringing of the doorbell stopped David before he could kiss Kris a second time. “Lousy timing, guys,” he muttered.
 
   The doorbell rang again. “You’d better answer the door,” she said, her voice raspy.
 
   “Yeah.” He ran his thumb over her bottom lip. “Maybe we can continue this later.”
 
   She nodded. “I’d like that.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   David had never been so glad to see a football game end. Now that the Seahawks had won by three points, the guys would clean up their mess and leave. That meant he and Kris would finally be alone.
 
   He closed the door behind Tony and Oscar, the last men to leave. Seven members of the crew had showed up, bringing plenty of pizza, wings, and beer to feed everyone and leave leftovers. Kris’ brownies had been a huge hit, and so had she. The crew already liked her. Finding out she loved football gave her even more credit.
 
   He entered the kitchen to find her washing the dirty dishes. “Hey, we have a dishwasher. In fact, we have two. You don’t have to do those by hand.”
 
   “There aren’t many. I didn’t want to leave a mess for your mother.”
 
   He added considerate to the long list of things he liked about Kris. “I wouldn’t have left a mess. I always clean up after the guys.”
 
   She looked at him over her shoulder, an apology in her eyes. “I didn’t mean to insult you.”
 
   David smiled to prove she didn’t hurt him in any way. “You didn’t. And I appreciate your help. I hate washing dishes.”
 
   “Then you can dry and put them away,” she said with an impish grin.
 
   Sighing playfully, he reached into a drawer for a clean dish towel. “You’re mean, do you know that?”
 
   “I’m a slave driver.”
 
   You’re the most beautiful slave driver I’ve ever seen.
 
   David almost said the words aloud, but decided to keep them inside. At least for now. He enjoyed the time with Kris too much to spoil it by being pushy. If they made love tonight—which he longed to do—then it would happen when it should, not because of him being impatient.
 
   Ten minutes later, the kitchen shined again as if it had never been used. David glanced at the clock on the stove. “It’s about thirty-five minutes until the night game starts. Or are you footballed out?”
 
   “Are you kidding? I’m never footballed out.”
 
   “Want something to eat? There are plenty of leftovers, plus my mom made potato salad and coleslaw yesterday before she left for San Antonio.”
 
   Kris slipped her hands in the back pockets of her jeans. “I wouldn’t mind a few more of those teriyaki wings and some potato salad.”
 
   “You know what’s great about wings?” he asked while opening the refrigerator.
 
   “What?”
 
   “They’re good hot or cold. I like mine cold, but can warm yours if you want.”
 
   “Cold’s okay with me, too.”
 
   David set the food on the island, reached into the cabinet for plates. “Beer, wine, or something else to drink?”
 
   “A glass of Chardonnay would be nice.”
 
   He added two wineglasses to the island, then two forks. He held out a serving spoon to Kris. “I’ll let you get as much of the potato salad as you want.”
 
   She scooped out two large spoonfuls for herself while he poured their wine. “The same amount or more for you?” she asked.
 
   “One more spoonful.”
 
   Plates ready, wineglasses full, David grabbed a couple of cloth napkins and led the way back to the living room. He settled on the short side of the sectional sofa facing the TV. Kris sat beside him, curling her legs beneath her. No more than six inches separated their bodies, even though the section could easily hold three people.
 
   He liked that she’d chosen to sit close to him.
 
   “Who’s playing?” Kris asked as she forked up a bite of potato salad.
 
   “The Packers and Vikings. Which team do you want to win?”
 
   “The Vikings. I like their purple jerseys.”
 
   David laughed at her playful grin. “You realize that’s an unreasonable excuse to cheer for a team.”
 
   “I don’t have to be reasonable. I’m a woman.”
 
   He couldn’t argue with that. The flowery scent, the soft curves, the long fall of hair all combined to pronounce her woman. God, he could get lost in her eyes.
 
   Trying to be considerate and give Kris time to eat, David dug into his meal. It filled the empty spot in his stomach, but he couldn’t say he enjoyed it. He kept remembering the way she’d responded to his kiss in the kitchen and longed to pick up where they’d left off before the guys arrived.
 
   Kris set her empty plate on the coffee table, cradled her wineglass in both palms. “Did I do something wrong?”
 
   David paused with his wineglass halfway to his mouth. “What could you have done wrong?”
 
   She shrugged one shoulder. “You said we could continue what we started in the kitchen, yet you haven’t made a move to do so.” She ran her fingertip over his bare forearm. “I have no problem being the one who initiates lovemaking, but only if that’s what you want.”
 
   David swallowed to try and soothe his throat that had suddenly gone dry. Kris stared into his eyes while she continued to caress his arm. A single finger had never felt so sexy.
 
   “If you think I don’t want you, you’ve drunk too much today. I was trying to be considerate in case you’d changed your mind about making love.”
 
   A hint of a smile curled her lips. “I haven’t changed my mind.” She took his wineglass, set it and hers on the table next to their empty plates. “So there’s no reason to wait any longer, is there?”
 
   Her kiss started gentle, the way his has been in the kitchen, for several seconds. Then her lips parted ever so slightly and her tongue touched the seam of his lips, as if asking for permission to enter. David gave it, opening to her, letting her explore at her leisure. Her tongue ventured farther past his lips to brush against his teeth, his tongue. A low moan came from her throat.
 
   No longer able to sit still, David shifted so he could wrap his arms around her. Kris went willingly when he urged her closer. The wine she’d sipped lingered on her warm lips. Her soft breasts flattened against his chest, sending a surge of lust straight to his cock.
 
   David leaned back into the corner of the sofa. He wished he’d sat on the longer section so he could feel Kris’ entire body on top of his. He cradled the back of her head with one hand, slid his other hand down her back to her ass. One of her legs slipped between his, one fell to the outside so she straddled his thigh. He could feel the warmth of her pussy through her jeans. David gripped one ass cheek, held it in place while he lifted his pelvis to press hers. He shifted from side to side, brushing his hard shaft against her mound, as he kissed her again and again.
 
   Only the need to breathe made him stop their kisses. He saw the proof of her desire in her beautiful eyes, felt it in her heavy breathing. He shifted again, pushed his dick more firmly against her pussy.
 
   She drew in a sharp breath. “That feels good.”
 
   “You feel good.” He kissed her cheek, her jaw, beneath her ear. “I’ve wanted you since the first moment I saw you.”
 
   “I’ve wanted you, too.”
 
   Needing to taste her again, David drew her back to him and kissed her once, twice. “I don’t know when my family will be home. Come to my bedroom with me.”
 
   Kris nodded. She untangled her legs from his and rose. David also rose, interlocked his fingers with hers, and guided her toward the stairs. At the top, he turned left and walked through an open doorway. Once inside the dark room, he closed the door behind him and flipped the lock.
 
   “Wait a sec while I turn on a lamp.”
 
   The dim light shone on her, highlighting her hair and creamy skin. She stood with her hands at her sides. Her firm nipples poked her T-shirt, making him long to suck them.
 
   Silently, David held out his hand to her. She walked toward him. Instead of taking his hand, she wrapped her arms around his neck and held him. David returned her embrace, thinking how perfectly their bodies fit together.
 
   He didn’t know how long they stood together before she moved back a step. Looking into his eyes, she tugged up the hem of his T-shirt until it bunched beneath his arms. David raised them for her so she could finish removing his shirt. It landed on the floor next to the bed.
 
   He laid his hands on her waist while she explored his shoulders, chest, and stomach. He had to stay in shape for his movie roles. From the admiration mixed with lust in her eyes, all the hours of sweat had been worth it.
 
   David sucked in a sharp breath when Kris kissed the center of his chest. He located the band holding her hair in the ponytail, drew it off, and let it fall near his shirt. Tunneling his fingers into the long tresses, he lifted handfuls to his nose and inhaled deeply, savoring the flowery fragrance. He imagined the brown mane spread over a pillow while he thrust inside her. Or flowing over his stomach as she took his cock deep in her mouth.
 
   She reached for his belt buckle. David laid his hands over hers to still her movements. “I think it’s only fair that I get to remove something of yours now.”
 
   “I want to see you. All of you.”
 
   “I feel the same way about you.” He grasped the bottom of her shirt. “Okay?”
 
   Kris nodded. David pulled the T-shirt over her head. A lacy bra the color of lilacs covered her breasts. His fingertips grazed the top of each mound. He alternated between looking into her eyes and watching himself touching her.
 
   “Your skin is so soft.” He dipped his fingers into her cleavage. “And warm.”
 
   Kris reached behind her back, as if to unfasten her bra. David shook his head. “Let me.”
 
   She turned. David unhooked the piece of lingerie, drew the straps over her shoulders and down her arms. By the time it fell to the floor, he’d drawn her body against him and cupped her breasts in his hands.
 
   The firm flesh filled his palms, as if created specifically for him to hold, to touch.
 
   “You have a beautiful body, Kris.” He nipped her nape, her shoulder, while kneading her breasts. The nipples beaded beneath his caress. “And very responsive.”
 
   He opened the button on her jeans, lowered the zipper. She groaned when he slipped one hand into her jeans to find her panties warm and damp. He slid his hand farther between her thighs while lifting the other back to her breast to pluck at one firm nipple.
 
   “Tell me what you need me to do,” he whispered in her ear. “I want to make you come.”
 
   Kris clasped his hand, pushed it inside her panties. “Touch me.”
 
   His cock had been ready to burst out of his jeans. It grew even harder at the feel of her creamy pussy. He danced his fingertips across her clit and along the slit. One finger ventured into her channel. “Where? Here?” He pushed his finger farther inside her and pressed up, searching for her G-spot. Her quick gasp proved he found it. “Or here?” He withdrew his finger and rubbed her clit.
 
   “Either. Both.”
 
   Her head fell forward, her fingernails dug into his thighs. David nuzzled beneath her hair so he could nibble on the side of her neck. “Maybe you’d rather have my tongue than my hand.”
 
   She whimpered, her body trembled. David nipped her neck again. “How about my hand now and tongue later?”
 
   “Stop teasing me.”
 
   “I’m not teasing you. A slow buildup is nice.”
 
   “I’m already built up. I’m ready to explode.”
 
   The cream oozing from her pussy proved that. David spread the moisture over her clit and circled the swollen nub with his fingertips. “Then explode. Come for me, Kris.”
 
   Her skin grew damp. Soft pants came from her mouth in time to the movement of her hips. Her heart pounded under his hand. Her nipples hardened even more. David pressed his cock against her ass. He was so hard he ached, but Kris’ needs came first. He rolled her nipple between his thumb and forefinger while he increased the speed and pressure on her clit. “Come for me. Now.”
 
   He’d barely uttered the words when her body shuddered. David quickly pushed two fingers into her pussy. Her internal walls milked his fingers with each contraction of her climax.
 
   “Ohhhhhhhhhhhh.” Kris’ body shuddered again. “Yes, yes, yes!”
 
   He held her while she came down from the heavens, one hand on her breast, the other cupping her mound. He waited until she rested her head on his shoulder before speaking. “You okay?”
 
   “No. All my bones dissolved.”
 
   He smiled, happy that he’d pleased her. “Then it’s a good thing I’m holding you.”
 
   She turned to face him. The expression of a well-satisfied woman adorned her face. “I needed that.”
 
   “I’m happy to serve.”
 
   She ran her fingers into his hair, tugged his head down for a kiss. She swiped her tongue across his lips, pushed it inside his mouth to tangle with his. He clasped Kris’ ass and pulled her tight against his groin. His hormones screamed at him with the reminder of how long it had been since he’d had sex with a woman. He didn’t know how much longer he could wait to be inside her.
 
   The abrupt end to their kiss surprised David. Kris shoved hard on his chest, hard enough that he lost his balance and fell back on the bed. Before he could move, Kris straddled his thighs.
 
   She gave him a wicked smile. “Now it’s my turn to tease.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Kris’ legs had the consistency of a wet washcloth, yet she someone found the strength to straddle David’s thighs. He’d given her a staggering orgasm with his hands, but she wanted more. She wanted to see his body, touch it. She wanted to feel his hard cock plow into her pussy.
 
   So now, she got to play with him the way he’d played with her.
 
   First, she simply stared—at his wide shoulders, broad chest, muscles arms. A fine web of dark-brown hair spread over his chest and narrowed down his belly to swirl around his navel. Kris ruffled it with her fingertips. “I love hair on a man’s chest. It’s so sexy. I’m glad you don’t shave or wax it off the way so many actors and models do now.”
 
   Next, she moved her hands across his stomach, back up to his chest, and over his shoulders. Starting at his collarbone, she dragged her fingernails down his torso to his belt. David hissed and arched his back.
 
   “Hurt?” she asked, even though she knew she hadn’t scratched him hard enough for pain. The heat in his eyes proved that.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Maybe I should do it harder.” She repeated the journey, making sure to scratch his nipples this time. They beaded beneath her nails.
 
   “Damn, Kris.”
 
   He took her wrists and tugged, but Kris resisted letting him pull her on top of him. “I don’t think so. Now you do what I want.”
 
   “I’d like to think I’d do what we both want.”
 
   “I’m sure you would, but you touched me the way you wanted to. Now it’s my turn.”
 
   She unfastened his belt and button on his jeans. His chest rose and fell with his deep breaths as she reached for the zipper. Instead of lowering it, she laid her hand over the hard bulge behind it. She ran her hand up and down his impressive length and width, reached between his legs and gently squeezed his balls. “Very nice. I’m going to enjoy playing with this.”
 
   The fire in his eyes almost scorched her. He clenched his fists at his sides when she slid down the zipper. “Lift your hips.” He did as she ordered. Kris scooted back until she stood at the end of the bed. Shoes, socks, and jeans landed on the floor. He lay on the bed wearing nothing but lamplight and a tiny pair of black briefs that outlined his cock, leaving nothing to her imagination.
 
   She crawled back on the bed and straddled his thighs again, then slowly lowered her torso until her nipples grazed his chest. She leaned down until her lips were a whisper from his.
 
   “Your body is amazing.”
 
   “So is yours.” Gripping her ass, he lifted his hips and pressed his shaft against her mound while staring at her breasts. “Beautiful.”
 
   “Thank you.” She brushed her breasts over his chest again, earning a soft groan from David. “You like this?”
 
   “Oh, yeah.” He squeezed her ass before skimming his hands up her back to between her shoulder blades. A gentle push urged her closer until her breasts flattened against his chest. “I like this better.” Tangling his fingers in her hair, he outlined her lips with the tip of his tongue. “And this.”
 
   He kissed her deeply, hungrily, outlined her lips again before darting his tongue into her mouth. Kris sucked it farther inside, nipped it with her teeth. David drew in a sharp breath through his nose. The next instant, Kris found herself on her back with him lying between her legs.
 
   “I promised myself I’d make love with you.” He kissed her mouth, her chin, her jaw. “I didn’t want this to be a fast fuck.” His mouth covered hers in a kiss that stole Kris’ ability to think. “You aren’t making it easy for me to keep my promise.”
 
   “Good,” she managed to say once she recovered her voice. “We have all night.” She pulled his bottom lip between her teeth, soothed the bite with her tongue. “Make love to me, David.”
 
   He rose to his feet, grasped the waistband of his briefs. Rising to her elbows, Kris waited for him to reveal what she’d longed to see and touch all evening.
 
   Frustration passed over his face before he closed his eyes and muttered a soft, “Shit.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I don’t have any condoms.”
 
   He didn’t have any condoms? That didn’t make sense. According to his reputation, he dated often. Kris figured he’d have them stashed everywhere, even in his shoes. Disappointment whirled inside her. While she didn’t used birth control and didn’t suspect David carried any deadly disease, she would never have sex with a man without protection, no matter how much she wanted him.
 
   David snapped his fingers. “Wait! I have an idea. Be right back.”
 
   He fumbled with the door’s lock and pulled so hard on the knob, the door almost bounced against the wall. Mere moments passed before he returned. After shutting the door and locking it once more, he tossed a handful of gold packets on the nightstand beside the lamp.
 
   “Where did you get those?”
 
   “I borrowed them from Owen.”
 
   Kris counted seven squares. She arched one eyebrow as she looked at him. “Feeling frisky?”
 
   “Damn right.” Grabbing her ankles, he tugged until he positioned her hips right at the edge of the bed. “I’ve passed frisky and am getting damned close to desperate.”
 
   Her jeans and panties disappeared along with her shoes and socks. David dropped to his knees, pushed her thighs apart. “God, you’re beautiful here. Pink and wet and swollen.” He leaned closer, swiped his tongue across her clit. “Delicious.”
 
   He licked up and down her entire labia. As hot as she felt, Kris knew it wouldn’t take long for her to come again. The next time she had an orgasm, she wanted David inside her.
 
   Before she had the chance to voice her desire, he licked her again. Pleasure too intense to ignore gripped her. She placed her feet on the bed, let her knees fall apart. David’s long moan had to mean he approved of her action.
 
   He kissed the inside of each thigh before settling in to feast on her pussy. Kris twisted the bedspread in her fists. Logically, she knew she’d experienced an orgasm while David had not. She should be taking care of him, not the other way around. Greedily, she wanted to feel that glorious warmth shoot through her body again. And since David seemed in no hurry to stop, she saw no reason to urge him to.
 
   Two fingers entered her while he continued to lick and suckle her clit. The combination of his tongue on the sensitive nub and his fingers rubbing her G-spot sent her over the edge again. Releasing the bedspread, she grabbed handfuls of his hair while the strong waves washed over her from the top of her head to her toes and back again.
 
   “My God,” she muttered when she could draw in a breath. “You’re really good at that.”
 
   “I’m glad you think so.” He leaned over her, rested his hands next to her shoulders. His eyes burned with blue fire. “I need to be inside you. Now.”
 
   Kris moved to the center of the bed, held out her hands to him. “I want you. Now.”
 
   He donned a condom so quickly, Kris barely saw his fingers move. She spread her legs as he joined her on the bed. On his knees between hers, he cradled her face and kissed her deeply. Her essence lingered on his lips, his tongue. Still kissing her, he slowly lowered himself on top of her. Reaching between their bodies, she grasped his cock and guided it inside her.
 
   She moaned when he filled her, and so did he. Kris wrapped her legs around David’s waist, her arms around his shoulders. The kisses continued as he began to pump. Every shift of his hips bumped her clit.
 
   Kris didn’t think she could possibly come again after two staggering orgasms, but her body seemed to have other ideas. Desire curled low in her belly. Perspiration dotted her skin. The tingling started in her toes, but stopped instead of whooshing through her body again. She needed something more, something to push her over the edge one more time…
 
   David caressed her breast and nipple with one hand while he slid the other beneath her ass. A finger grazed her anus. She drew in a sharp breath at the intense pleasure. David lifted his head and looked at her while he pushed his fingertip inside her. The juices seeping from her channel made his passage easy. “Okay?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “More?”
 
   “Yesssss.”
 
   He pushed his finger all the way in her ass as his thrusts picked up speed. This time, the tingling traveled up her legs, into her chest, and exploded deep inside her pussy. Kris arched her back as the orgasm consumed her.
 
   David’s body tensed in her arms. “Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah! Fuck!”
 
   His cock pulsed. Sweat pooled in the small of his back, broke out on his forehead. Kris brushed back his damp hair and held him close until his body stilled.
 
   “Worth every month of celibacy,” she heard him whisper.
 
   She didn’t understand what he’d said. “Every month of celibacy?”
 
   David tensed again. This time, she didn’t think it was due to pleasure. He lifted his head from her shoulder, gave her a soft kiss. “Ignore me. I mumble after sex.”
 
   His teasing should’ve made her laugh, but she sensed truth, not joking, behind his comment. She decided being honest about herself might make him elaborate on what he’d said. “It’s been a while since I’ve been with anyone. You, too?”
 
   A battle passed over his face, one of the desire to talk versus the desire to keep silent. Kris hoped he chose the former.
 
   His thumb skimmed her cheek. “I need to get rid of the condom. Would you like something to drink?”
 
   Apparently, he’d chosen to keep silent, at least about his comment on celibacy. “That would be nice.”
 
   Kris moaned softly when he withdrew from her. Concern filled his eyes. “Did I hurt you?”
 
   “No. Like I said, it’s been a while for me.”
 
   “Are you too sore to make love again tonight?”
 
   Kris framed his face with her palms, drew him down for a tender kiss. “No.”
 
   “Thank God.”
 
   She grinned as he climbed off the bed. Propping on her elbows, she enjoyed the sight of his incredible back and ass while he crossed the floor to the bathroom. Talk about a perfect body.
 
   She also enjoyed the view from the front when he exited the bathroom. Although now flaccid, his cock still impressed her. She liked the way it and his balls jiggled when he walked.
 
   He placed one knee on the bed, caged her with his arms. “You’re staring.”
 
   “You have a lot to stare at.”
 
   David chuckled. “What do you want to drink?”
 
   “Surprise me.”
 
   He gave her a quick kiss, then straightened. Kris bit her tongue to keep from groaning when he bent over to pick up his jeans. She would’ve scurried across the bed to bite that delectable ass if he hadn’t donned his jeans so quickly and covered it.
 
   Once he left the room, Kris laid back on the bed. Little pulses of pleasure still zipped through her body. She’d never experienced such incredible lovemaking. Perhaps it seemed so special because it’d been a long time since she’d been with a man, but she didn’t think so. Even after a long spell between men, the first time she made love with someone didn’t leave her stunned at the depth of her desire for more.
 
   She most definitely wanted more of David.
 
   The air conditioning blew through the ceiling vent directly onto the bed. Becoming chilled, she drew back the covers and slipped between the soft cotton sheets. She propped the pillows behind her back, drew the sheet up beneath her underarms. Now that the initial burst of lust had been satisfied, she looked around David’s bedroom. The color scheme of navy, light blue, and brown shouted masculine. A sitting area with two overstuffed chairs with a table holding a lamp between them sat to her right. Beyond the area, she could see a set of French doors that she assumed led to some kind of patio, or perhaps stairs to the ground. An entertainment center occupied the space against the wall at the foot of the bed, complete with a large HD television. A desk sat beneath two windows, holding a laptop, desk lamp, calculator, and various piles of papers and folders.
 
   She wondered how many women had been in this room with him.
 
   David entered, carrying two tall glasses on one palm and holding a small plate with brownies in the crook of his elbow. She thought the drink might be a Frappuccino for it had the color of coffee with a lot of cream.
 
   He turned the lock on the knob again, then approached the bed. “I thought you might want a snack, too.”
 
   She’d only seen the chocolate treat from one side of the plate. Up close, she saw he’d also put five wings alongside the brownies. “A fantastic lover and considerate, too. Can I keep you?”
 
   He smiled, obviously pleased at her teasing. “At least for tonight.” He set the saucer on the bed by her hip, handed one of the glasses to her. “Try this.”
 
   She accepted the glass, took a small sip. The drink reminded her of a granita, only with an alcoholic kick. “It’s good. What is it?”
 
   “Kahlua, Pepsi, and half-and-half.” He set his glass in a coaster on the nightstand, slipped off his jeans, and joined her between the sheets. “I thought you might like it.”
 
   Kris peered at the creamy liquid in her glass. “There’s half-and-half in this? Not exactly calorie- or fat-free, huh?”
 
   “Nope. Sorry.” Picking up his glass, he took a big drink before setting it back on the coaster. Selecting one of the brownies, he held it to her mouth. “Want a bite?”
 
   “Half-and-half and brownies? You’re determined for me to gain weight, aren’t you?”
 
   “You don’t have a thing to worry about.” Hooking one finger over the top of the sheet, he drew it down to her waist and stared at her breasts. “Everything about you is perfect.” He palmed one mound, ran his thumb over the nipple. “Especially these.”
 
   He continued to caress her breast while he held the brownie to her mouth. Kris took a bite and chewed slowly. David turned the treat and bit where her mouth had been. Once she swallowed, he offered the dessert to her again. She accepted. A crumb stuck to her bottom lip. She swiped it off with her tongue.
 
   David’s nostrils flared. His gaze snapped to her mouth while he chewed the last of the brownie. “I have some ideas for your tongue.”
 
   So did Kris. She assumed he had the same ideas as she, but curiosity drove her to ask, “Like what?”
 
   His thumb kept skimming her nipple as they spoke, sending little zings to her clit. “You want me to be specific?”
 
   “Specific would be good. I’d hate to make a mistake.”
 
   “I don’t think you can possibly make a mistake. So why don’t you do whatever you want to?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   David liked the look of mischief mixed with desire in Kris’ eyes. Whatever she planned, he knew he’d enjoy the hell out of it.
 
   She set her glass and the plate on the nightstand next to her side of the bed. After giving him a saucy wink, she disappeared beneath the covers. A moment later, her warm mouth engulfed his cock.
 
   “Jesus!” David involuntarily arched his hips to drive more of his hardening dick into her mouth. Grabbing a corner of the covers, he tossed them aside so he could watch her. Kris held the base of his cock in her hand, cradled his balls in the other. She looked into his eyes while she licked around the crown.
 
   “Is this what you had in mind for my tongue?” she asked, slowly milking his shaft.
 
   “Yeah.” His voice came out raspy, which didn’t surprise him since all the blood in his body raced toward his groin.
 
   “How interesting. It’s what I had in mind, too.”
 
   Her tongue swirled, licked, darted into the slit. She ran it all the way down to his balls on one side, back to the head on the other. David raked his fingers into her hair. He didn’t guide her head, but simply held it from the need to touch her. His cock grew longer, thicker, with every pass of her tongue. It didn’t take long for it to be as hard as before he and Kris made love.
 
   She didn’t seem to be in any hurry to stop. While David loved everything she did with that talented mouth, she had to quit soon or he wouldn’t let her. He gently squeezed her head. “Hey, why don’t you come up here and ride me?”
 
   A quick grunt answered his question. She took his cock all the way to the balls and swallowed. David jerked at the fierce pleasure. Much more of that and he’d come long before he wanted to.
 
   “Kris.” He slid one hand beneath her chin to draw her attention. “I’m close. You need to stop.”
 
   She released his cock long enough to say, “I’m not stopping” before taking it deep down her throat again.
 
   If she wanted him to come in her mouth, he’d be a fool to deny her.
 
   No longer able to sit still, David gripped the sides of her head a bit tighter. He pumped his pelvis, gently fucking Kris’ mouth. His heart pounded, his breathing grew heavier, sweat broke out on his skin. Only a little more…
 
   David lifted his hips, threw back his head, and closed his eyes. The orgasm barreled down his spine, through his balls, and out the end of his dick. Pleasure went go on and on as cum continued to squirt into her mouth. He felt her swallow again. The action massaged the sensitive head, making him wonder if he’d ever stop coming.
 
   Sensation finally slowed, then stopped. David opened his eyes when Kris kissed the area right below his navel. Her kisses traveled up the center of his body, until she reached his nipples. Each firm nub received a long lick and nip of her teeth before she moved farther up his body. She didn’t stop until she touched his mouth with hers.
 
   He could taste his cum on her tongue.
 
   David’s hands cruised over her breasts, hips, ass, thighs. He touched her wherever he could reach. She buried her hands in his hair, held his head as lips and tongues mated. His cock had barely softened when it began to grow hard again. Another few moments of Kris’ drugging kisses and he’d be ready to fuck her.
 
   But before that happened, he had to make sure she came again.
 
   He slid his hand between her ass cheeks and fingered her anus. She moaned and pressed back against his hand while continuing to kiss him. That proved she liked to be touched in that nerve-rich—and often taboo—area. Good. He knew exactly what to do to make her fly once more.
 
   “You willing to try something with me?” he asked.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Do you want to know what it is?”
 
   “No. I trust you.”
 
   Her trust made him long to satisfy her even more. “Lie down with your feet at the headboard.”
 
   Curiosity crossed her face, but she did as he said. David placed two pillows flat and instructed Kris to place her ass on them. He had her move until her cheeks almost touched the headboard.
 
   “Let your legs fall apart.”
 
   She did. The headboard would support her legs and allow her to leave them open without straining them.
 
   The lamplight fell on her open pussy, letting him see the creamy, swollen folds. The scent of her arousal wafted to his nose. His cock jumped, wanting to be in that hot, wet channel. Not yet, he told himself. Not until I make her come.
 
   David let his fingers glide over her labia. Kris’ own juices lubricated her, but not enough for what he wanted to do. Reaching into the drawer in the nightstand, David withdrew a bottle of clear lube. He poured a generous amount on his fingers, touched her again. Her eyes slid closed, her lips parted. She cradled her breasts, laid her fingers across her nipples.
 
   “Yeah,” David rasped. “Touch yourself while I touch you.”
 
   He alternated between watching his fingers stroking her pussy and watching her pluck at her hard nipples. Her eyes remained closed, as if savoring every sensation. David didn’t hurry, but continued the easy caress up and down her slit and over her clit.
 
   His fingers ventured farther between her legs, brushed over her anus. Kris didn’t pull away or tell him to stop. In fact, she tugged harder on her nipples and her breathing became heavier.
 
   After adding more lube to his fingers, David spread it over Kris’ anus. “Can you come from touching yourself here?”
 
   She opened her eyes. David didn’t think he’d ever seen such heat in a woman’s irises. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Want to find out?”
 
   “Yes,” she whispered.
 
   He had to kiss her again before he did anything else. She grabbed handfuls of his hair and returned his ravenous kiss. David filled his hands with her breasts, his thumbs scouring her nipples again and again while lips and tongues slid together.
 
   David jerked when Kris wrapped her hand around his cock and began to milk it. He pulled her hand away from him before he shot all over her stomach, then placed his hand between her legs again. Groaning, she propped her heels on the headboard and lifted her hips higher.
 
   “God, I love how responsive you are.” He concentrated on her anus, moving his fingers back and forth over the sensitive tissue. She cupped and squeezed her breasts again, scissored the nipples between two fingers. “I want you to come again. And again. And again.”
 
   He moved his fingers faster, firmer. Kris spread her legs even farther apart, as if trying to get as close as possible to his touch. Her breathing turned into pants. He could see her pulse pounding in her neck. Tugging hard on her nipples, she arched her back until only her shoulders remained on the bed and released a keening moan. David shoved two fingers into her ass and felt the contractions of her orgasm grip them.
 
   * * *
 
   Kris wilted. Her heart hammered so hard, it surprised her that it hadn’t beat right out of her chest. Taking a deep breath wouldn’t be possible for several more moments.
 
   She’d never suspected an orgasm from anal play could be so powerful.
 
   The sound of plastic tearing gave her the strength to open her eyes and see David sheathing his hard cock with a condom. They wouldn’t be able to make love with her in this weird position, but she didn’t have the strength to move her legs.
 
   David took care of her position by lifting and shifting her to the middle of the bed. One flip and she found herself on her stomach. He gripped her hips, raised her to her knees. Kris finally drew in a breath to speak. The words died in her throat when David’s tongue slid down the cleft of her ass.
 
   He groaned. Kris felt the vibration on her anus before David’s tongue traveled across it. He licked her again before ramming his tongue into her ass. His thumb circled her clit, adding another layer to the pleasure bombarding her body. Kris wondered if the top of her head would fly off at any moment.
 
   David bit each buttock. “You like my tongue in your ass?”
 
   “Oh, yes.”
 
   He leaned over her body, his shaft aligned in her cleft. “How about a nice hard cock in your ass?” he asked directly by her ear. “Would you like that?”
 
   Kris had never been a fan of anal sex, but she’d never been swamped with lust like now. It would be so different with David than with other men. “Yes.”
 
   No more than a few seconds passed before the tip of his slick cock pressed against the rosette. Kris spread her knees as wide as she could.
 
   “That’s the way,” David said in a husky voice. “Show me you want your ass fucked.”
 
   She blew out a breath as he pushed forward. He stopped once the crown breeched the ring of muscle, she assumed to give her time to adjust to his entry. He inched forward a little at a time until his balls rested against her feminine folds. Grasping her hips, he pulled back until only the head remained inside, then pushed into her again. Kris’ desire shot higher every time his cock dragged over the sensitive tissue.
 
   “God, you’re tight. I love that.”
 
   If he expected her to comment, he’d be disappointed. Kris could do nothing but concentrate on the bliss taking over her body. She never would have believed a woman could have so many orgasms and still crave more.
 
   Kris reached back with one hand, dug her fingernails into David’s wrist. “Harder.”
 
   He grunted a response before his thrusts increased in speed. Every time he pumped, her nipples scooted across the bedspread. The pleasure built and built, until it rushed through every pore, every vein, every atom in her system.
 
   “Godohgodohgodohgod!”
 
   David pulled on both her hands so her back arched, shoved his cock as far into her ass as it would go, and roared.
 
   The sound of their heavy breathing filled her ears. David released her hands, helped her to lie on her stomach. He fell to his back next to her. “My God, woman, what did you do to me?”
 
   She peeked at him through her hair. “What did I do to you? Did you get the license number of that truck that hit me?”
 
   He threw one arm above his head. “I think it might’ve been a fleet of trucks.”
 
   “I’ll go along with that.”
 
   She pushed her hair out of her face so she could see him better. His chest rose and fell rapidly as he breathed through his mouth. His flaccid cock, still sheathed, rested against his thigh as if it, too, had been hit by that fleet.
 
   David turned his head and looked at her. “Do you want a shower?”
 
   “Yes. Bring it to me. I can’t get off the bed.”
 
   He turned to his side facing her, laid his hand in the center of her back. “You okay?”
 
   “My hormones are doing a happy dance, but my legs won’t work for at least three days.”
 
   An all-male, cocky grin turned up his lips. She playfully frowned. “Don’t gloat.”
 
   “I’m not gloating. If I was, I’d be doing the Tarzan thump on my chest.”
 
   The image of David beating his chest while doing the Tarzan yell made Kris smile. She could easily picture him wearing nothing but an animal-print loincloth.
 
   A tiny animal-print loincloth.
 
   Kris pushed herself to her elbows. “How many times have you done that…headboard thingy with a woman?”
 
   “First time.” He lifted one hand, palm toward her, when she arched an eyebrow. “I swear. I had an idea and just…went with it.” Worry filled his eyes. “I thought you liked it.”
 
   “I did. I liked—loved—everything we did tonight. I just assumed since you’re famous and drop-dead gorgeous, you’ve tried almost everything sexually with a lot of different women.”
 
   That look crossed his face again, the battle between talking or not. “There haven’t been that many women, Kris,” he said softly.
 
   She found that hard to believe. A man as handsome, as sexy, as David must have had sex with scores of women. Sensing he would talk this time, she remained silent.
 
   He curled his arm beneath his head. “I married Liz at twenty-two. We divorced a couple of years later. I’d already made a couple of successful movies, so women threw themselves at me. Being young and randy and full of myself, I accepted what they freely offered. Then I met Mary Williams, and we began to date steadily. We’d been together about four months when she was murdered.”
 
   Kris gasped. “How horrible! What happened?”
 
   “The police assumed it was a home invasion. Her place had been trashed, but her housemate said she couldn’t tell if anything was missing.”
 
   His hand drifted up and down her spine. “I didn’t love Mary, but I cared for her a great deal. I didn’t have time to grieve because I had to go to France to start another movie. That’s where I met Dawn LaFontaine. She was one of the extras in the movie. Nothing happened between us at first. I was still upset over Mary and she’d recently broken up with her boyfriend. But long hours on the movie meant we spent a lot of time together. We began a physical relationship. I spent two months in France after the shooting ended to be with her.”
 
   “Wait, I remember the story about her. Her body was found in her uncle’s chateau, right? With her…” Kris trailed off, not wanting to repeat what had happened to Dawn.
 
   “With her throat slashed. Just like Mary.”
 
    A chill washed over Kris, partly from David’s story and partly from the air conditioning blowing on her skin. “The murders were related?”
 
   “No one thought so at the time. I mean, they happened in two different countries. Mary wasn’t an actress. Dawn had never met Mary. They only thing they had in common was me.”
 
   He must have felt the goose bumps forming on her skin. “You’re cold. Let’s get under the covers.”
 
   Kris crawled between the sheets with David. Once cocooned in warmth, she spoke again. “The police couldn’t possibly have suspected you of killing them.”
 
   “They did, at first, but I’d been on location both times with dozens of people who testified to my whereabouts. That’s an air-tight alibi.”
 
   Kris fluffed the pillow beneath her head to make a more comfortable spot. “There was another woman, wasn’t there? I vaguely remember reading about a woman you dated being killed.”
 
   “There were two—Tracy Venton and Adrienne Lowell. Both died the same way.” He blew out a breath. “All four women died because they’d been with me.”
 
   “David, you can’t know that for sure.”
 
   “I’m the only thing they had in common. Someone out there hates me so much, he kills anyone I grow to care about.” He laid his palm against her cheek. “Adrienne was the last woman I slept with, over fourteen months ago. I was determined not to get close to you for fear the killer could be here. I was so scared he would hurt you. I’m still scared about that. But it’s a movie set in the middle of my family’s ranch. There are security guards everywhere, plus people I trust.”
 
   He rubbed his thumb across her lips. “You looked at me with those amazing purple eyes, and I couldn’t help but want you. I’d never forgive myself if I put you in danger.”
 
   “It was my decision to make love with you, David.”
 
   “But you didn’t know my history with a murderer. I should’ve admitted everything to you before I ever kissed you.”
 
   The torment in his eyes touched her heart. “It wouldn’t have made a difference. A spark passed between us the first time we shook hands. I couldn’t deny something that strong.”
 
   His thumb brushed over her lips again. “Are we falling in love, Kris?”
 
   “I think that’s a good possibility. And that scares me.”
 
   “Because of the murderer?”
 
   “No. Well, it doesn’t exactly thrill me to think a lunatic is out there who likes killing your lovers. I’m scared because a relationship takes work. A relationship between two people in show business is even harder.”
 
   “That’s true. But if those two people truly care about each other, they can overcome anything.”
 
   Cradling her nape, he pulled her closer for a kiss. “I’ll catch the son of a bitch, Kris. I won’t let anyone hurt you. I swear that on my life.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Kris looked over her shoulder at David one more time. He still slept soundly. He’d set the alarm for six so they’d have plenty of time to get to the location where Steve planned today’s shoot. When she’d awakened shortly before five-thirty, she’d decided to leave so she’d have some time to herself. She had a lot of thinking to do about David and where they went from here.
 
   She closed the bedroom door as quietly as possible, then tiptoed down the hall in search of the stairs that led to the kitchen. She figured she’d put on her shoes there before she collected her tote that held her clean laundry.
 
   Coffee would be wonderful. She wanted some so badly, she could swear she smelled it. But she couldn’t take the chance on waking someone by making any. She’d wait until she got to her trailer before she treated herself to the jolt of caffeine.
 
   She decided to go out the kitchen door and travel around the house to her car. Kris reached for the handle on the French door.
 
   “Good morning, Kris,” Frances said from behind her.
 
   Kris jumped and slapped her hand over her mouth before she screamed. She whirled around to see David’s mother leaning against the island, coffee mug in hand. Her eyes twinkled with humor.
 
   “I… David is… You’re up early.”
 
   “Work starts early on a cattle ranch.”
 
   “Oh.” Kris pointed over her shoulder toward the door. “I should go.”
 
   “You don’t have to run off. Would you like a cup of coffee?”
 
   She almost said, “I’d kill for one,” but decided that wouldn’t be appropriate after what David told her last night. “I need to go.”
 
   “Then take some coffee with you. Wait a sec and I’ll get a paper cup for you.”
 
   Kris took the few moments while Frances disappeared into the pantry to sit and put on her shoes. She shouldn’t be embarrassed. After all, she and David were adults and had the right to a physical relationship without getting permission from anyone. Still, knowing his mother had caught her sneaking out of the house made heat rush to her cheeks.
 
   “Cream or sugar?” Frances asked while she poured the hot brew into a large to-go cup.
 
   “A little cream, please.”
 
   Frances snapped the lid on the cup, handed it to Kris. “Don’t be embarrassed that I know you spent the night with David. He’s a grown man. I know he has lovers.” She pushed Kris’ hair behind one ear, reminding Kris of what a mother would do to her daughter. “But I’ll tell you something. A woman has never spent the night with David in this house. The fact that you did means you’re special to him.”
 
   A lump formed in Kris’ throat. Part of her longed for that to be true, yet part of her worried that a relationship with David would be doomed before it ever started.
 
   “Thank you for the coffee. I have to go.”
 
   “I understand.” Frances smiled. “Come back anytime, Kris.”
 
   She hurried from the house before David awoke. She really needed time alone with her thoughts.
 
   It would be another hour before the sun rose, yet several members of the crew already moved around the home base, getting ready to start the work week. Kris didn’t remember where the shooting took place today. She thought she remembered Steve mentioning something Saturday about a lake. A piece of paper with the information for today’s shooting would be taped to her trailer door. Steve’s assistant, Cindy, took care of that chore early every morning.
 
   As expected, a piece of pink paper taped on her door fluttered in the breeze. Kris glanced over it, noting the directions to the shoot. She could wait and catch a ride with the crew, or she could drive herself now after she changed clothes.
 
   Oscar appeared around the corner of her trailer. He smiled. “Mornin’, Kris.”
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   Oscar had stammered when they first met as he admitted he’d brought her CDs with him for her to sign for his daughters. She’d cheerfully signed all of them, and told him she’d send the next one to his daughters a couple of weeks before its official release in November if he’d give her his address. He’d quickly produced a pen and piece of paper, saying how much he appreciated it and how many points this would earn with his teenagers.
 
   Kris pointed to the directions on the pink paper. “Do you know where this is?”
 
   “Yeah. I was getting ready to head that direction with one of the equipment trucks. You want to follow me?”
 
    “Yes, please. Let me change clothes and get some things from my trailer, okay?”
 
   He smiled again. “No problem. I’ll wait for you.”
 
   * * *
 
   David jerked awake and immediately reached for Kris. He found the other side of the bed empty.
 
   “Kris?” he called out, hoping she might be in the bathroom.
 
   No answer.
 
   Panic engulfed him. Kris was in danger. He didn’t understand how he knew that, but he did.
 
   David threw back the covers and reached for the landline phone. A call to her cell went directly to voice mail. That didn’t surprise him for cell service could be iffy on the ranch. Since he couldn’t locate her via the phone, he’d have to hunt for her.
 
   He dressed in record time. He stepped into his shoes without bothering to tie them, snatched his keys from the desk, and hurried down the back stairs to the kitchen. He almost barreled over his mother when he rushed into the room.
 
   “What’s your rush, David?”
 
   He grabbed her upper arms. “Have you seen Kris?”
 
   The way he manhandled her must have shocked Frances for she didn’t speak for a few seconds. “Yes, she left a while ago. What—?”
 
   “Do you know where she went?”
 
   “She didn’t say. She just said she had to go.” Concern flashed through his mother’s eyes. “David, what’s going on?”
 
   “I’ll explain later. I have to find her.”
 
   David ran out of the house, ignoring his mother’s demand for him to wait. He jumped into his pickup and took off for Steve’s camp.
 
   He found the director standing outside his trailer, speaking to Vicki Hendrickson, the wardrobe manager. David normally wouldn’t interrupt a conversation between Steve and a member of his crew, but he had to find Kris. “Where’s Kris?”
 
   Steve stopped in mid-sentence and turned his head toward David. His furrowed eyebrows proved he didn’t appreciate the interruption. “I don’t know. Probably still asleep in her trailer.”
 
   “No, she isn’t,” Vicki said. “I saw her driving toward the lake, where we’re shooting the first scene.”
 
   Relief swept over David so quickly, he almost felt dizzy from it. “She probably wanted to check out the site before we shoot. Or maybe she wanted some alone time.”
 
   “She wasn’t alone,” Vicki said. “She was following Oscar.”
 
   Fear quickly replaced his relief. He’d been suspicious of Oscar at first, until his bashful, shuffle-his-feet performance at the barbecue. David knew everyone else in the cast and crew, except Oscar Timberman. He had to be the killer.
 
   David grabbed Steve’s arm. “Oscar is the killer. He’s going to hurt Kris.”
 
   Steve’s eyes widened, then he shook his head. “It isn’t possible, David. I thoroughly checked Oscar out. He’s never even had a traffic ticket.”
 
   Running back to his pickup, David shouted directions over his shoulder. “Call the sheriff. Call paramedics, too, in case…” His voice trailed off. He couldn’t complete that sentence. He couldn’t think about Kris being hurt. “Do it, Steve!”
 
   Several tanks dotted Cutler Ranch to provide water to the cattle. The creek that ran through the property fed a small, deep lake. David had shown the lake to Steve when the director first arrived at the ranch. Steve had been delighted with it and planned several shoots there. Today would be the first one. That’s where he’d find Kris.
 
   Unless Oscar led her somewhere else.
 
   David picked up his cell phone to try Kris again, but couldn’t get a signal. He pressed harder on the gas pedal. Hang on, Kris. I’m coming.
 
   * * *
 
   Kris stood at the edge of the lake and breathed in the fresh air. Dawn approached, letting her begin to see all the tall trees that ringed the water. Birds chirped in the trees, a rabbit scurried from bush to bush. She could hear Oscar moving equipment into place a few yards behind her. She loved the sound of the ocean waves racing to the shore, but she could easily fall in love with a place like this, too. She understood why David came home as often as possible.
 
   Slipping her hands into the front pockets of her jeans, she thought about the short time she’d known David. She’d met him a week ago today. It amazed her how quickly she’d grown to care for him. He’d asked her last night if they were falling in love. That had to mean he also cared deeply for her.
 
   It still scared her to think about trying to make a relationship work between two people who traveled more than stayed home. Yet she couldn’t deny how much she wanted to be with him.
 
   I’m getting ahead of myself. This thing with David is brand new. We have a lot to talk about and decide before it can even be called a relationship.
 
   Kris tensed at the sound of dry grass crunching beneath someone’s feet behind her. It could be an animal, but she didn’t think so. Her brother had taught her several self-defense moves. She used one now, throwing up her arms in front of her, elbows bent, as a hand wielding a long, slim knife aimed for her neck.
 
   Kris ducked and rolled, then came to her feet to face an angry Liz Powers.
 
   Stunned for a moment at the sight of David’s ex-wife, Kris didn’t react as quickly as she should have to block Liz’s next attack. The knife cut into her upper left arm. She pushed aside the first instinct to grab the wound and concentrated on Liz instead. The sun had yet to rise, but the coming dawn let Kris see the madness in the woman’s eyes.
 
   She didn’t dare look away from Liz and that wicked knife for long, but Kris quickly gazed around the area. She didn’t see Oscar anywhere.
 
   “You won’t get away from me,” Liz taunted. “I’m much too good at what I do.”
 
   “If you’re so good, I never should have heard you approach me.”
 
   Liz lunged at Kris, the knife directed at her chest. Kris kicked Liz’s arm, catching it at the elbow. It momentarily stopped Liz’s attack, but didn’t cause her to drop the knife. An evil grin turned up the blonde’s lips.
 
   “You want to play, Kris? I don’t have a problem with that. It’ll be a nice challenge. Those other four women were much too easy to kill.”
 
   “Why kill them at all?” Kris asked as she and Liz moved in a circle. If she could keep Liz talking, perhaps she could find a way to disarm her.
 
   “To punish David, of course. I was respected and successful as his wife. My acting career fell apart when he divorced me.”
 
   “Maybe your career fell apart because you’re a lousy actress.”
 
   With an animal scream, Liz lunged at Kris again. Kris sidestepped the assault and grabbed Liz’s wrist, pushed up the hand that held the knife. Liz kicked at Kris’ legs. Kris managed to stay on her feet. Still gripping Liz’s wrist, Kris rammed her knee into Liz’s stomach.
 
   The action only seemed to make Liz more angry. She kicked at Kris’ legs again, this time connecting with one of her knees. Crying out in pain, Kris fell to the ground.
 
   Oscar appeared out of nowhere. He wrapped his arms around Liz’s waist and arms from behind and lifted her. Liz must have attacked him first for blood ran down the side of his face. She shifted the hand that held the knife, rammed it backward.
 
   “No!” Kris yelled as the knife pierced Oscar’s side.
 
   His grip on her loosened, allowing Liz to break away from him. She faced him, raised the knife high. Kris’ knee and arm screamed in pain, but she couldn’t let Liz kill the cameraman. She swept out her leg, caught Liz at the knees. Liz went down face first on the ground. The knife fell in the dried grass a foot away from her hand.
 
   Kris wasted no time in scrambling onto Liz’s back. Straddling her hips, she gripped Liz’s wrists, pushed them to the middle of her back so the woman couldn’t move.
 
   Oscar had fallen on his back a short distance away. Blood pooled beneath his side. “Oscar, are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah. Here.” He moved slowly to unfasten his belt and hand it to Kris. “Use that to tie her hands.”
 
   Kris did, with Liz bucking and screaming the entire time. To make sure she couldn’t move, Kris removed the short-sleeved shirt she’d donned over a tank top and used it to bind Liz’s feet together. She picked up the knife, moved it to the other side of Oscar so Liz couldn’t possibly reach it.
 
   Kris helped Oscar remove his T-shirt, folded it into a tight bundle, and pressed it against his side. He hissed in pain. “Can you hold that in place while I call someone?”
 
   “You can’t…you can’t get cell service here. I tried to call Steve when I woke up after she hit me on the head.”
 
   “Is there some rope or wire in the equipment truck? I want to be sure she stays tied up while we go for help.”
 
   “Yeah, there’s duct tape in there.”
 
   “Let me go, you goddamn bitch!” Liz screamed. She bucked and squirmed, but didn’t loosen her bindings. “I’ll kill you! I swear to God I’ll kill you!”
 
   “Too late for that,” Kris said before turning her attention back to Oscar. “I need to get you to a hospital.”
 
   “I’ll crawl to your car if I have to.”
 
   A cloud of dust in the distance came closer. Kris saw a pickup speeding their direction. Her heart kicked into overdrive when she recognized David’s truck, followed closely by Steve’s Jeep.
 
   She smiled at Oscar. “You won’t have to crawl. The cavalry has arrived.”
 
   “KRIS!” David jumped out of his pickup, leaving the door open, and ran to her. He scrambled to a stop, took in the scene on the ground. “What the hell? Liz?”
 
   “She’s your killer, David,” Kris said.
 
   Steve and Tony skidded to a stop next to David’s pickup. “Cindy was calling the authorities when Tony and I left,” Steve said as he climbed down from the Jeep. “Help will be here shortly.”
 
   David dropped to his knees by Kris. He gently touched the wound on her arm. “Liz did this?”
 
   “And hurt Oscar. But together, we got her.”
 
   “You’re all going to pay for this!” Liz screamed. “I’ll kill all of you!”
 
   If a purple elephant had suddenly materialized in front of them, David couldn’t look more flabbergasted. “Liz really killed those women and tried to kill you and Oscar?”
 
   Kris nodded.
 
   “But why?”
 
   “To punish you. She said her career fell apart when you divorced her.”
 
   Sirens sounded in the distance. Kris prayed they belonged to an ambulance. Oscar’s wound didn’t seem to be bleeding as heavily, but she didn’t know if Liz had punctured an organ.
 
   Two sheriff cars arrived with the ambulance. One paramedic bandaged Kris’ arm and checked her knee while the other worked on Oscar. Soon they bundled him in the ambulance and headed for the hospital while the deputies stuffed a still-screaming Liz into the back of a patrol car.
 
   * * *
 
   After Kris promised the deputy she would go to the sheriff’s office later to make a statement, and promised the paramedic that she’d see a doctor to be sure her arm didn’t need stitches, David suggested that she give her keys to Tony and let him drive her car back to base. He didn’t want to let her out of his sight.
 
   She did as he suggested. David helped her into the passenger side of his pickup. Being an older model, it had a wide bench seat. She scooted over to the center after he slid behind the wheel, rested her head on his shoulder.
 
   David kissed her temple. “Hell of a way to start the morning, huh?”
 
   “I don’t recommend it.”
 
   David wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer. He wouldn’t ever forget seeing her on the ground, blood seeping from the wound in her arm. “I can’t believe Liz killed those women. I thought it was Oscar.”
 
   “That sweet man? How could you think he would hurt anyone?”
 
   “He’s the only crew member I didn’t know. It had to be him. I sure never expected my ex-wife to be capable of something so heinous.” He kissed her temple again. “I was supposed to protect you. I’m so sorry you were hurt.”
 
   “I’m glad it’s over. Now you don’t have to worry about any other women being killed.”
 
   “That wouldn’t have been an option anyway. I have no intention of being involved with any woman but you.”
 
   Kris tilted her head on his shoulder and looked into his eyes. “You do realize a relationship between us won’t be easy.”
 
   “No relationship is easy. But like I told you last night, if two people want it badly enough, they can make anything work.” His gaze roamed her face. Even streaked with dirt, he thought her the most beautiful woman he’d ever known. “And I very much want us to work.”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   He kissed her softly, tenderly. “My mom will want to mother you. That’s the way she is.”
 
   “I don’t think I’ll mind that. It’s been a long time since I’ve been mothered.”
 
   David smiled, then kissed her once more. “Let’s go home.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   About the Author
 
    
 
   Lynn LaFleur was born and raised in a small town in Texas close to the Dallas/Fort Worth area. Writing has been in her blood since she was eight years old and wrote her first story for an English assignment.
 
   As well as writing at every possible moment, Lynn enjoys reading, scrapbooking, card making, photography, and learning new things on the computer. She’s a romantic at heart and can’t imagine ever writing anything but romances. A full-time writer, she spends her days creating stories of people who find their happily-ever-after, sometimes with the help of an alien or psychic or vampire.
 
    
 
   See a complete list of Lynn’s books on her website:
 
   www.lynnlafleur.com
 
   


 
   
  
 



Men of Calder County: Wade
 
   By Kristin Daniels
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Damn if the list of The Last Things Wade Black Needed wasn’t growing as long as a hot Texas night. 
 
   Happen upon your ex-girlfriend, Cassidy Harding, hiding out on your property because the law is after her? Check.
 
   Finding out you’re the last person to know she’s back in town? Yes ma’am.
 
   Corralling your wayward libido while uncovering a conspiracy bigger than either of you could’ve imagined?  Uh yeah… He’s working on that one.
 
   In the meantime, what’s a cowboy to do? 
 
   Save the girl, make her yours and nail the bad guys? Hell yes.
 
   Despite their tumultuous history together, Wade’s love for Cassidy has never diminished. He might’ve let her go once, but not this time. He’s a cowboy on a mission, ready to take down anyone who gets in his way.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   When things got out of hand in Texas, whoa baby, they really got out of hand.
 
   Take right now, for instance. Five minutes ago, Cassidy Harding had been minding her own business, lazily filling up a half-dozen water pails at the far end of the horse barn, just la-dee-da-ing to herself. She took a certain enjoyment in the fact that not a single thing was on her agenda, nothing except finishing her end-of-the-day chores before she scooted on up to the main house to heat a few dinner leftovers for her and her impossibly unpredictable-but-still-loveable brother Eddie.
 
   But now?
 
   For cripes sake, she was smashed up against the wall inside the horse stall she’d been standing next to, waist-high in a mountain of hay while she duck-and-covered as if she’d been flashed back into the middle of a tornado drill in elementary school.
 
   Low-baritone shouts. Gruesome threats. Swear words she wasn’t sure she’d ever heard before. Fists meeting wet—or, from the sounds of things, more likely bloody—skin. And then the unmistakable sound of a rifle being cocked.
 
   That was her right-now.
 
   Scared didn’t come close to describing the terror zinging through her body at the moment. But that didn’t stop her from crawling to the edge of the stall so she could peek around the corner to see just what in the hell was going on.
 
   Ah, God. This wasn’t good. This wasn’t good at all.
 
   Two men she didn’t recognize had a bloodied Eddie on his knees not two stalls over from where she’d been filling the buckets. One beefy guy stood behind her brother with a rifle aimed straight at his head. The other man was crouched in front of him, staring right into her brother’s unbelievably defiant face.
 
   Eddie spit out blood, and probably a tooth or two. “What the ever-lovin’ fuck?”
 
   “Eddie, Eddie, Eddie…” Despite the black cowboy hat the crouched man had perched on top of his head, there was no hint of a Texas twang in his words. “You just won’t learn, will ya?”
 
   Her brother spit again, coming this close to nailing crouched-man’s boot with a whole lot of blood and saliva. “What’re you talking about? Learn what?”
 
   Rifle-guy snickered instead of answering Eddie straight-out. “We know whatcha did. We know who you did it with. And let me just add to that by saying Mr. Darron knows it all, too.”
 
   Unease twisted Eddie’s lips, which only served to give Cassidy a bout of the damn-it-all-to-hells. She knew her brother, and she suspected who he’d been seeing on the sly. Not only that, but he’d always been a horrible actor, which had turned him into a notoriously straight shooter. The man couldn’t tell a decent lie to save his life.
 
   She also knew down to her toes that, in this situation, he wasn’t going to take a pass on giving dishonesty a little whirl.
 
   He shook his head vigorously enough that red spittle flew out the side of his mouth. Cassidy cringed.
 
   “Whoa, whoa. Hold up just a second. I don’t have the first clue to what you’re talking about.”
 
   Oh, Eddie. Truth be told, he could give anyone up for a Razzie award a serious run for their money.
 
   The gnarly man in front of her brother wasn’t buying his story any more than she was. “Maybe this’ll ring a bell then,” crouched-man growled out. “Linda Darron. You. A brand-spanking new Mustang convertible rental along with a whole weekend of shackin’ up to do nothin’ but the nasty.”
 
   “No, no. No, sir,” Eddie grumbled through a quickly forming fat lip. “I made the mistake of asking her out—once. That was before I found out she was married to Chet—”
 
   Rifle-guy piped up. “That’s Mr. Darron to you.”
 
   There was no mistaking the hatred in Eddie’s sideways sneer. “Fine. That was before I found out she was Mr. Darron’s wife. The second I found out she was married, I cut all ties. I haven’t seen her for four—no, wait—five months now.”
 
   Clearly, it was crouched-man’s turn to sneer. “Well, see now, that’s not what she told her husband. She says she was with you last night, and the night before, at that fancy no-tell-hotel in south Calder.”
 
   Eddie started shaking his head again before crouched-man even finished talking. “Hell no. Wasn’t me. So whataya say we just forget—” Her brother started to get up only to get shoved back down on his knees by rifle-guy. As Eddie bit back a grimace, the muscles along his jaw twitched as if they were made up of an entire case of Mexican jumping beans. And dang if that wasn’t a surefire sign that, even though he was kneeling there and lying through his teeth, her big brother’s patience had begun to wear just a tad thin.
 
   “Yeah, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? But no, we’re not forgetting anything. What we’re here to do is make sure you stay out of the picture, son. See, sometimes you just have to know when to walk away from a woman. Take it from me, now’s the time to do that.”
 
   “I’m telling you, it wasn’t—”
 
   Whack.
 
   Crouched-man hauled off and backhanded Eddie but good, which had Cassidy covering her mouth in an attempt to stifle a few colorful words of her own—not that the palm across her face made a hill of beans worth of difference. First, rifle-guy shot a look her way. Then his partner spun around and tossed a look her direction too.
 
   At that point, all hell broke loose.
 
   Eddie dropped back onto his butt, kicking his legs out in front of him while twisting as though he was riding the crap out of one of those Sit and Spins they played on as kids. He caught rifle-guy right behind the knees with his booted feet, just as crouched-man jumped up like a snake bit him directly on his ass. And hell if the man didn’t start bulldozing his way straight toward Cassidy.
 
   “Cass, get out of here!” Eddie yelled as the man behind her brother landed flat on his back with an oomph! And another nasty curse. “Go! Run!”
 
   Yes, go. Damn it all, she had to get out of here. But her legs wouldn’t move. Her lungs weren’t working either, which was a real problem since all she wanted to do was beat feet and scream louder than she ever had before.
 
   Somehow Eddie managed to scramble to an upright position. He caught his balance an instant before running up behind the seething man gunning straight for her. One swift shit-kicker to the middle of the man’s back had the guy landing in a splat, face-first in the dirt floor of the barn. Eddie’s stare slammed right into hers, and she knew then and there that he was as pissed off as she was terrified.
 
   “Cassidy, you have to go.” He grabbed her by the arm and yanked her out of the horse stall where she’d been hiding, jerked his cell phone out of his back pocket and thrust it into her hands. His subsequent shove toward the opposite end of the barn wasn’t even in the same hemisphere of the gentle hand he’d used with her since they were little. “Take this and get the hell out of here. Call Dad. Tell him we’ve got a problem.”
 
   A problem? He was kidding, right? This wasn’t just a damn problem. It was a flipping nightmare.
 
   “Come with me—”
 
   There went that tick in his jaw again. “Nobody comes onto our land and gets away with shit like this,” he said through gritted teeth. “Give me five minutes. I’ll be right behind you.”
 
   God, he really was a horrible liar.
 
   In her heart she knew she shouldn’t leave him, that nothing good would come of it if she did. But as he pushed her again, the flight part of her fight or flight response grabbed her fast and hard. Horrified tears stung her eyes, and even though she knew he was lying about being right behind her, she relented and did as he asked. It took every ounce of strength she possessed to leave him, but she did. She held his phone in her fist like it was her only lifeline and took off at a dead run toward the rolling doors at the back of the barn.
 
   She didn’t make it ten yards before more cuss words rang out through the rafters. Before more punches flew. Before more grunts of pain were growled out.
 
   All moments before one single rifle blast changed her entire world.
 
   She duck-and-covered again, spinning around just in time to see her brother crumple to the floor. Blood oozed from the side of his face and he went limp, oh God, he went so unbelievably limp.
 
   Her heart leapt to her throat. This time she didn’t even try to hold back her scream. “No! Eddie!”
 
   The guy with the rifle still lay on the ground with the gun held awkwardly in one hand and his finger cocked on that damn trigger. Shock crossed his face, but only lasted long enough for him to meet Cassidy’s eyes.
 
   “Goddamn it,” he bit out. “Don’t let her leave. Grab her, man!”
 
   That was a death sentence if she ever heard one. But how could she run now? How could she leave her brother lying in a pool of his own blood? What if he was dying? What if he was already dead?
 
   Her heart slammed back into her chest, cramping so hard she nearly passed out. And the entire time, all she could hear was Eddie’s voice spinning inside her head, yelling at her louder and louder.
 
   Go. Go. GO!
 
   Rifle-guy’s partner coming after her again made up her mind for her. He was red-faced and seething, and she couldn’t remember ever seeing someone look so evil. Fear clashed with the concern raging through her heart for her brother, but she couldn’t let either emotion reign supreme and clog her mind.
 
   What she had to do was go for help. She had to find someone. She had to use Eddie’s phone and call someone who could help her—someone who could help her brother.
 
   Before she could draw in a breath, she shot off in the opposite direction, leaving Eddie prone on the dirt floor and all alone with the gunman. She pumped her arms and ran, fast, hard, and without knowing which direction she should go. Away was the best answer she could come up with.
 
   The pounding footfalls behind her scared her more than the idea of getting caught up in the middle of a cattle stampede. Hell no, she couldn’t let this man catch her. She just couldn’t. She’d get hauled back to the barn and they’d shoot her too, as sure as anything. If she wanted to save herself—and Eddie—she had to be faster. Wilier. Smarter.
 
   Thank God Eddie had left the rolling door at the back of the barn partially open—even though their Dad had told him a million times not to. She side-winded through it, only to get a mere ten yards out before the screech of the door being pushed open told her how close her pursuer really was.
 
   With an overwhelming adrenaline rush, she pivoted toward her left, heading straight for the three-foot-tall row of decorative red rock boulders separating the front of the property—the house, barns and silos—from the leading edge of the fenced-in pastures. She’d never claim to be a gymnast or a track star, but she hurdled those rocks like a champ before climbing the four rails of the white fence and vaulting clean over the top. She was off again then, running as fast as her legs would go, not daring to look behind her. Not even once.
 
   It wasn’t until she could hardly breathe anymore that she risked slowing down enough to glance behind her. When she did, she knew what a true moment of thankfulness felt like. Thirty yards or so back, her chaser was down, but he was far from out. Only when she stopped, hands on her knees and breaths raging in and out of her lungs, could she hear what he was shouting at her.
 
   “Go ahead and run. It doesn’t matter. We’ll find you no matter where you try to hide.” He hugged one knee to his chest, holding on mid-way down his shin while swearing up a storm through what had to be a killer sprained ankle. “Damn straight, we’re gonna find you. And when we do—”
 
   She didn’t hang around long enough to find out exactly what they’d do. Her imagination took care of all the possibilities just fine, thank you very much. She took off again, unclear on where she was headed or what she should even do. Her brother was back there, bleeding out, maybe even dead. New tears sprang up along with an ache dead center in her chest. She never should’ve listened to Eddie. She never should’ve run. She should’ve stayed by his side, whatever the outcome. If it meant that they’d kill her too, then so be it.
 
   But no. Eddie’s pleas and her sense of self-preservation ramrodded right over those valiant ideas. She didn’t want to die. She didn’t want Eddie to be dead. But she didn’t know if she could save him either.
 
   Keeping up a steady clip, she made it just past a copse of old oak and pine trees another half a mile west before having to slow down once again. She planted her hands on her hips and walked in circles, attempting to re-catch her breath as she clutched Eddie’s cell phone tighter.
 
   Her hands shook as she stared down at the phone in her palm. She only had to dial three little numbers, but it took her two tries before she finally got them right. She prayed for a good connection, but out here in the middle of nowhere? Yeah, the chances weren’t good.
 
   The intermittent ringing on the other end of the phone was not the optimistic answer she’d been hoping for.
 
   “9-1-1. Wha…your emergen…” was all that came across the line.
 
   “I’m calling from the Harding ranch, the one off Old Hawking Road…” As if there was another Harding ranch in their little town of Deep Pond, Texas. “I need an ambulance right away. My brother…” Heaven above, she could barely get the words out. “Please, he’s been shot!”
 
   “Ma’am? Ma’am, can…repeat that?”
 
   She didn’t want to. God, she never wanted to utter those horrible words again.
 
   But she had to. She had to in order to save Eddie.
 
   This time, Cassidy yelled into the phone, as if that might just be the ticket she needed to clear up the awful connection. “I need an ambulance at the Harding ranch. My brother has been shot!”
 
   “Ma’am, do…need an ambul…”
 
   Bless the 911 operator’s heart. “Yes. At the Harding—”
 
   “…Harding ranch?”
 
   “Yes! Hurry, please. He’s bleeding. He’s all alone…”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Through the bad connection, Cassidy was finally able to confirm that an ambulance was en route to her family’s ranch—halle-fricking-lujah. But, just as she was gearing up to warn the operator exactly why her brother had a bullet inside him, the call dropped completely.
 
   The thought of those paramedics heading out here, entirely clueless as to what waited for them, concerned the hell out of Cass. Looking back toward the house and the barn now, she couldn’t see diddley-squat. She couldn’t tell if the men who shot her brother were still there or if they’d taken off, leaving him on the floor to bleed out. No one followed her anymore, thank the stars. But that didn’t mean those two hired guns weren’t lying in wait, ready to pounce on her if she tried to head back.
 
   She stared at the phone in her hand and knew she had to try again. Only this time she wasn’t calling 9-1-1. This time, she’d cut the chase and go directly to the one person who could help her out of this horrendous situation—if only Eddie had the number she needed stored in his phone.
 
   Scrolling through his contacts, which had to have been made up of a language only her brother could understand, she searched for the name she needed —or some sort of semblance of it. Dwight Rock and Eddie had known each other for years. She wouldn’t call them friends exactly, more like Dwight was someone Eddie would run into every now and then around town. He was the only one of Eddie’s acquaintances she’d ever met who was also in law enforcement, though. As one of the dozen or so sworn officers in Deep Pond, Dwight could help her out. She just knew it.
 
   She started with the D’s.
 
   Dangerous D. If she knew her brother at all, that was some woman he’d met, probably a stripper, and not Dwight. She kept scrolling.
 
   Double Deuce. Close, but no. She was pretty sure that was another stripper in the long list of those Eddie had dated once or twice, never to hear from him again.
 
   More scrolling.
 
   DSP. Nope, she had no idea who that one was.
 
   “You can’t make anything easy for me, can you?” Frustrated, she skipped to the R’s. Maybe she’d have more luck there.
 
   Rabid Dog. Rickers. Rockhound. Roger That.
 
   Did Eddie not call anyone by their given names?
 
   Rockhound was the only name that seemed remotely logical in all those she’d spent the last few precious moments sifting through. Venturing further out into a more open area of the pasture—all while making sure she was still hidden by the copse of trees between her and the house—she lifted the phone toward the sky, as if those extra couple of feet were going to make all the difference in getting a good connection.
 
   “Come on, gimme at least one bar. One lousy bar…”
 
   That was all she needed.
 
   As soon as that tiny dot representing a weak signal popped up on the phone, she hit send and closed her eyes, hoping against all hope that Dwight would answer. She clutched the phone to her ear, waiting…waiting…
 
   The first ring was as garbled as when she called 9-1-1, but she didn’t care. As long as the call went through, that was all that mattered.
 
   Another ring, and she started bouncing on the balls of her feet. “Come on. Come on!”
 
   “Dwight Rock.”
 
   Yes!
 
   Her eyes popped open in her excitement. “Dwight? Dwight, it’s Cassidy. Cassidy Harding. Can you hear me?”
 
   She ignored the fact that she sounded like a lame TV commercial, and instead choked up when Dwight answered her. “You’re break…up a little. But I can hear…Cass. Are you…right?”
 
   No, she wasn’t even close to being all right. But he didn’t need to know that. “I’m okay,” she lied. “But it’s Eddie. He’s not. He’s—”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “In the middle of the pasture at the ranch. Eddie’s been—”
 
   “I know…Cass. You need to…up to the barn…we can fix this. We know…you…intend…hurt Eddie.”
 
   Hoooooold on. We know you didn’t intend to hurt Eddie. Is that what he said?
 
   You?
 
   As in, she shot her brother?
 
   She hadn’t connected the dots correctly on his exact words, right? The signal had to be worse than she thought for him to come up with a crazy-assed scenario like that.
 
   “It wasn’t—”
 
   “Don’t make…any harder on yourself. The eyewitnesses said…psychotic break…turn yourself in…”
 
   Eyewitnesses? Who on earth, other than those two bastards in the barn…
 
   Oh, shit. Were they pinning this on her?
 
   And psychotic break?
 
   No. Not just no, but hell no.
 
   “Dwight, it wasn’t me!”
 
   “…manslaughter instead of attempt…murder.”
 
   Oh God. Oh God. Oh God…
 
   Murder?
 
   The word knocked all the breath out of her lungs. But wait, did he say attempted? That meant…
 
   “Dwight, wait. Please. Is Eddie alive?”
 
   “Unconscious, but alive. For now.”
 
   A sob lurched into her throat, threatening to close it up completely. Eddie was alive. She’d never been so relieved in her life.
 
   Yet, at the same time, Dwight’s answer—along with the harsh tone in which he delivered it—came across more like a threat than anything else. Something with him was off. Something big.
 
   Which had her considering…
 
   Just how the hell did he know if Eddie was still alive? It wasn’t as if the paramedics had enough time to even make it out to the ranch yet. And eyewitnesses? Who had he been talking to? It had only been, what, twenty or thirty minutes since she’d been in the barn filling up those buckets? Even less since she ran like the Hounds of Hell were nipping at her heels.
 
   The only people he could’ve talked to were the two men who beat and shot her brother, and she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that they wouldn’t call the police for help. Which had her wondering if maybe Dwight knew them. Which, in turn, had her heart nose-diving from where it had finally settled back into her chest straight down to the soles of her feet.
 
   Dwight wasn’t the savior she was hoping he’d be, was he? Now, in her already-rattled mind, he seemed just as dangerous—if not more so—than the two men up at the barn.
 
   He had a badge to hide behind, didn’t he?
 
   “You have…turn yourself in, Cass.”
 
   And yeah, let’s mark that request with a big fat no check mark. She’d be damned if she’d turn herself in for something she didn’t do. Especially to someone she didn’t know if she could trust.
 
   At that moment, sirens began wailing faintly in the distance. The paramedics had to be close to the ranch now, closer to helping her brother than she was. She stared back toward the house and barn, then over her shoulder toward the flat terrain of the never-ending pastures behind her, torn down to her toes about which way she should go.
 
   She loved her brother, and help for him was on its way. If she went back, she’d be accused of committing a crime she had no part of. It’d be her word against Dwight’s. Her word against the two thugs who were truly responsible. Eddie was her only hope of clearing any of this up, and he was unconscious and possibly on the verge of dying.
 
   “Cass? …still there?”
 
   Eddie’s earlier words spun like a twister inside her head. Cass, get out of here. Go! Run! It was as if he’d already known the score and hadn’t wanted her anywhere near the game.
 
   Never let it be said she was one to pass up good advice.
 
   Without thinking too hard about any potential repercussions, she tapped End on the call, swallowing hard against the nausea punching her in the gut. Gah, she wanted to throw up. She wanted to run back and drag Eddie out of the barn. But first and foremost, she wanted none of this to have ever happened.
 
   Ha. Getting what she wanted was about as likely as seeing a rainbow in the dark. It simply wasn’t possible.
 
   What was possible, was figuring a way out of this mess on her own. To hell with the authorities. As far as she knew, they were just as crooked as most politicians, if not more so. The only people she could truly rely on right now were Eddie, her dad, and herself.
 
   God, Eddie. The nausea rolling through her stomach flared like a rampant wildfire of fear as she powered down her brother’s phone, yanked the battery out of the back and hid them both underneath a fallen oak trunk at the far end of the copse of trees. She had no clue if the police could trace the phone’s GPS, but she wasn’t willing to take any chances.
 
   And her dad? He was probably halfway across the state, on his way home from picking up that new Thoroughbred he just had to have—God love him and his recent hobby of dabbling in horseracing, along with his long shot dream of producing the next Triple Crown winner. Carl Harding was a good, old-fashioned Texas cowboy—hard as nails and annoyingly resistant to change. Because of that, the man never carried a cell phone—”There ain’t nobody I need to talk to that bad,” he’d say—so Cass had no way of getting in touch with him and he wasn’t due to make it home until well after dark.
 
   So, that leaves only me.
 
   Which was just fine. She’d relied on only herself more than once in her life to get out of a jam, and had always come out the other end fine.
 
   Only this time was just a bit different, wasn’t it? She wasn’t stranded on the highway out in the middle of nowhere with a flat she had to change herself and no tire iron in the car. She wasn’t home alone, up to her elbows inside a pregnant mare suffering through a difficult labor during a crazy summer storm with no way to contact the veterinarian. Nor was she hobbling two miles home on a broken ankle after being bucked off the snake-spooked gelding she’d taken out for a leisurely ride.
 
   No, this time the hot water she found herself in revolved around life and death—her life and Eddie’s death.
 
   She hoped to hell and back Eddie survived, and not just so he could save her from spending undeserved time behind bars. The mere thought of losing her brother…
 
   Damn it, no. She couldn’t think that way. She couldn’t let those what-if’s in, no matter how stubbornly they pounded on the door to her mind.
 
   First things first, she had to make sure Eddie was getting the care he needed. And the only way she could do that—without high tailing it back to the ranch and exposing herself to those lunatics and the authorities—was to have someone on the inside feed her information. Which meant she might have to do a little ass kissing, because the only person she knew of who worked at the hospital was Wade Black’s sister. And the last time she’d seen Wade? Well, things didn’t exactly end up roses between them.
 
   Not that there was anyone to blame for that but herself. And who knew, kissing Wade’s ass might just be the one thing she could do to get him to forgive her.
 
   The only question was, would he let her?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   There wasn’t much Wade Black loved more than sitting high in his horse’s saddle at the exact same moment the sun crested over the horizon. This morning’s sky glowed a bright orangey-gold, and because of that, Wade knew today was going to be a gorgeous one.
 
   He’d been out on his gelding, Kojak, for a good three hours already, searching the east pasture of his cattle ranch for a certain momma-to-be heifer he’d been keeping an eye on lately. She hadn’t been amongst the rest of the herd yesterday afternoon when he and his ranch hands rounded them up to move them to the southernmost pasture. Her absence had him a bit concerned. Even pregnant, she was probably the most docile animal he’d ever owned, always trotting close by whenever he’d hop off Kojak just to see what was up. Because of that, he held a bit of a soft spot for her.
 
   Not that he was a sentimental fool or anything.
 
   Once the sun had fully risen above the horizon, he gently spurred Kojak to get him moving again. They ambled into the sunrise, neither of them in any kind of huge hurry, but Wade wanted to at least check the tiny paddock attached to a decades-old abandoned line shack at the edge of his property. His heifer might’ve wandered through a break in the fencing, and—cows being the not-so brilliant animals they are—she might not have been able to figure out how to get back out.
 
   The sun warmed his face as Kojak sauntered along, and the only thought that entered Wade’s mind was how much he’d love to spend the entire day out here on the open land, just a man and his horse with no one else around. He could take a relaxing swim in the cool creek bisecting his land. Or maybe, since he never left the stables without his riata, he and Kojak could practice a little calf-roping out here in the pastures just for fun. He’d enjoy the hell out of that, since he’d gotten to the point where being alone with his animals was the way he preferred spending his downtime.
 
   At least that’s what he liked to tell himself.
 
   Before he made up his mind on which man-of-leisure activity to choose, the line shack came into view. No heifer stuck behind the fencing that he could see, which had his concern growing even more. But he figured he’d ridden all the way out here, he might as well check on the old place to make sure it wasn’t crumbling to pieces around its foundation. He should probably just tear the thing down and have a good old-fashioned bonfire with the planks, but there was a lot of family history in between those four rickety walls and he just couldn’t bring himself to do it.
 
   And all right, maybe deep down he was a little sentimental about a few things.
 
   His great-great-grandfather, Jonathan Black—also known by his given Cherokee name, Blackbear—had built this line shack with his own bare hands back in the late 1860’s. A strong and fearless man, Jonathan met and fell in love with Wade’s great-great-grandmother, Leila Bennet, during a time when becoming involved with a Native American was not only frowned upon, but could end up being dangerous as well—if the more narrow-minded folks in town caught wind of their relationship. Not long after they met, the two all but said screw you to the founding fathers of Deep Pond and built one helluva life together here. They started this farm, just the two of them, building it into the small-but-respected five hundred acre cattle ranch it was today. They’d passed the property down from generation to generation, and when his own father had handed over the day-to-day workings of the place, Wade couldn’t have been more proud.
 
   Blackbear Ranch was simply where he belonged.
 
   So yeah, he supposed as long as he was still breathing, this line shack would still be standing.
 
   Once inside the paddock, he hopped off Kojak to let him wander and sniff around while Wade did the human version of the same. The pasture grasses spilled over into the fenced-off area, coming up to his knees in some places. He trudged through the overgrowth toward the front, feeling the full weight of the shack’s history down to his bones.
 
   The structure itself had definitely seen better days. The wood on the outside had turned weatherworn gray ages ago, and all the windows had been broken out for as long as he could remember. In his mind’s eye though, he saw it as it had once been—newly milled lumber, handcrafted casings and sparkling clear glass glinting in the sunlight, all built surrounding a hand-stacked stone and mortar fireplace. He imagined the shack as the perfect cowhand respite, a place where those good-ole-boys could warm up in front of the fire, where they could eat their fill of whatever grub they were able to scrounge together before finding an open spot to lay out their bedrolls after a hard day’s work. He thought about all the tall tales that had been told here, the knock-down, drag-out fights those sometimes raucous boys could get into, and the quiet warmth of their camaraderie when all was said and done and their tempers had calmed.
 
   Yep, those had been the good old days, for sure.
 
   The deteriorated front door stood slightly open and off-kilter now, the grasses and weeds paying no never-mind and growing right up inside the doorway. What immediately caught his attention and drew him back to the present, however, was the fact that the greenery leading up to the shack had been flattened, like someone had recently stomped all over it.
 
   Damn it all, the last thing he needed was a squatter taking up residence on his property.
 
   Cautiously, he slipped one booted foot inside the shack, pushing the squeaky-hinged door a little farther open with his elbow, just enough so he could get a good look-see around the small interior. It took his vision a moment to adjust to the darkness indoors, but once he did…
 
   What in the hell?
 
   The inside of the shack sat dirty, neglected and completely empty, all except for an old pallet that had been built right next to the stone fireplace. The worm-holed wood butted up against the adjacent wall, and he suspected at one time or another there’d been a mattress of some sort on the make shift bed frame. But there wasn’t now.
 
   No, now there was a woman curled up on the damn thing, fast asleep. And not just any woman. Hells bells. Cassidy Harding was sacked out on the bare wood as if she didn’t have a care in the world.
 
   A rush of both anger and lust blasted him simultaneously, and he’d be damned if he could figure out which feeling hit him harder. The woman always had a way of setting his blood to boiling, but whether that burn came from arguing with her or because he wanted to get her naked and under him, he’d never really been sure.
 
   What in God’s name was she doing here?
 
   The instant he touched her shoulder, she woke with a start and a scream. Scrambling backward on the pallet, she covered her head with her arms as if to fend him off.
 
   So much for that not a care in the world idea.
 
   He tossed both hands up and took a healthy step away from her. “Whoa, hold up, Cass. It’s me. It’s Wade.”
 
   Eyes wild, she peered through her arms, taking in the room around her before slamming her stare into his. “Wade?”
 
   His heart thumped like an untamed stallion and he didn’t even know why. But that terrified expression on her face? It scared him to death.
 
   “Yeah, it’s me. You’re okay. You’re—”
 
   She jumped to her feet and grabbed his arm. “Oh my God. Eddie. Eddie!”
 
   Jesus, her hands were blocks of ice. Shivering, unstable blocks of ice. “What about Eddie? What happened?”
 
   “You have to…”
 
   Keeping a wicked grip on his arm, she locked her gaze onto his as every bit of color drained from her face. Doubling over, she swayed, nearly smacking her head against the corner of the bunk. Add having her pass out on him from jumping up so damn fast to his ever-growing list of The Last Things Wade Black Needed.
 
   “Easy there. Come here, before you fall over.” He pushed her back toward the pallet and made her sit on the edge.
 
   “Eddie was shot. I have to find out if he’s okay.” She hit him with another horrified stare. “You have to find out for me… Jackie… You have to call Jackie.”
 
   “Wait, hold on—”
 
   But she didn’t hold on one bit. Instead, she pressed her fist to her chest, which only served to give Wade a case of the oh-shit’s.
 
   “I must’ve fallen asleep. It was so dark outside. I couldn’t see where I was going. I heard howling. I was only going to stop for a little while. Just until the sky started to lighten up. Then I was going to come find you. But I fell asleep. What time is it?”
 
   Ragged breaths severed her rushed words, confusing him all the more. Through everything she’d just rattled off to him, though, he couldn’t seem to get past the first words she blurted out. “Eddie was shot? Where? When?”
 
   She exploded onto her feet again, tightening her grip on him all the more. “You have a phone, right? And the number to the hospital?” She dug her fingernails into his arm, but his mind was so jumbled he barely felt a thing. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. For everything, really I am. Please, you have to help me. You have to find out if Eddie’s alive.”
 
   Against his better judgment—because his libido always went bat-shit crazy whenever he touched her—he cupped her cheek and forced her to look into his eyes. “Easy, Cassidy. Slow down. Tell me what happened.”
 
   She started to protest, to fight him and turn away from him, but he held her there. If he was going to help her, he needed to know what exactly he was helping her with. “Listen, I’ll call Jackie, but first you have to tell me what happened. Take a breath. Come on. Slowly. There you go…”
 
   He recognized the struggle within her, the one between knowing she needed to corral her panic and her ability to do anything but. So he kept her there, as still as he could with his hand resting motionless on her cheek, despite the blood she had to be drawing with her sharp fingernails on his other arm.
 
   “One more breath. That’s it.”
 
   It took the momentary span of those two calming breaths before tears started shimmering along her lower eyelashes.
 
   Aaaaand, shit.
 
   Cassidy crying. He could handle pretty much anything but Cassidy crying.
 
   As one tear swelled and spilled over, he caressed his thumb along her cheek to wipe it away. “Just take it slowly. First things first, tell me where you were.”
 
   Her breaths eased, but only a fraction. “I was in the barn filling a few water pails. Out of nowhere, I heard a fight. A bad one. I hid in one of the horse stalls, but Eddie…” She squeezed her eyes shut as if to steel herself against a horrible memory before opening them again. “They shot him. In the head, I think. Or his neck. I’m not sure. But, it’s bad. I know in my heart it’s bad.”
 
   Wade’s gut wrenched at the idea of her witnessing something like that. “Were you hurt?”
 
   She was shaking her head before he finished asking the question. “No. Before they shot him, Eddie told me to run. So I did. One of the men beating on Eddie came after me so I… God, Wade, I just ran. I left my brother laying there, and I ran.” Her tears fell faster now, but she kept going. “Eddie had given me his cell phone, so I called for an ambulance. But I couldn’t risk going back to make sure… The police department… I think they’re mixed up in this somehow. They want me to turn myself in. He actually used the words ‘attempted murder.’”
 
   Okay, wait, where did that come from?
 
   “Murder? You?” That was the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard.
 
   “Crazy, right? But that’s what he said. He said I needed to turn myself in, that they knew I didn’t mean to hurt Eddie.”
 
   “Who said that?” Following her was like trying to put a puzzle together when half of the pieces had been swept onto the floor.
 
   “After the call to 9-1-1 dropped, I called Dwight Rock. Somehow he’d already heard about Eddie, which doesn’t make any sense to me. Does it? No, it doesn’t,” she said, answering for him before he ever had the chance.
 
   But that was the conclusion he would’ve come up with too. Dwight knowing what happened only moments afterward didn’t make a lick of sense. Damn guy. Wade always sensed that the man was as crooked as a dog’s hind leg.
 
   “Before that, though, the two men mentioned Chet Darron. And Linda, his wife. I’m pretty sure Eddie’s been seeing Linda on the side—”
 
   Chet Darron? Uh yeah. If he was involved, odds were pretty good that Dwight was too. Henchman, flunky, lackey. All of the above described Dwight to a tee. If Chet told Dwight to jump, Dwight’s only question would be, “How high do you want me to go?”
 
   “Anyway, after I hung up on Dwight, I decided to keep on running—but not before he told me that Eddie was alive. Unconscious, but alive. He has to be okay. You have to…” Another river of tears fell on a heart-wrenching sob, which damn near killed Wade. “You have to call Jackie. I have to know…”
 
   Despite their history together and the unsettled way she’d left things hanging between them fifteen months before, he couldn’t find it in himself to refuse her. He also knew that getting any kind of phone signal this far out was going to be next to impossible. If he were going to get in touch with his sister at the hospital, he’d have to get closer to the house. Which meant he’d have to bring Cassidy along with him.
 
   On his horse. At a full gallop.
 
   With her front rubbing up and down along his back.
 
   Whoa, Nellie.
 
   He choked, then coughed to clear his throat in order to tamp down the inappropriate turn his libido had taken. She was upset, practically inconsolable, and all he could think about was her bouncing around behind him and bumping up against him.
 
   Sweet mercy.
 
   But it wasn’t as if he couldn’t think that way. Seeing her again, even in her current helter-skelter state, stirred up a slew of aching memories. Ones of him kissing her, of caressing her.
 
   Of loving her.
 
   And man, he had loved her. For fuck’s sake, he was pretty sure ne never stopped loving her.
 
   Not that he could just up and tell her that, though.
 
   He circled back around to the notion that he finally felt happy doing the lame-ass, single-guy thing. His life was full enough, wasn’t it? He had the ranch. He had his family. He had a handful of loyal friends. He had…
 
   Oh hell. Who was he kidding? He detested being alone. Almost as much as he hated the way things had ended with Cassidy.
 
   The two of them going their separate ways was as much his fault as it was hers. Sure, she was the one who actually up and left, but he was the one who let her go. He’d been an idiot for holding his tongue and not telling her how he really felt. He should’ve just come right out and asked her to stick around. Crazy thing was, he’d known if he opened up, if he uttered that one simple word—stay—that she actually might have.
 
   Looking back on it now, he thought he’d had a good enough reason to keep his lips zipped. He needed her to be sure; he needed her to know in her heart that Deep Pond—and Blackbear Ranch—was truly where she wanted to be.
 
   Damned wanderlust. The desire to travel around the world might seem exciting to some folks, but not to Wade. Homebody described him perfectly. There was nothing he needed to see that he couldn’t find right here in Texas: gorgeous skies, beautiful green pastures and clear rambling streams. Unfortunately, Cassidy Harding disagreed with him about that. The woman had enough wanderlust raging through her bloodstream to choke a wild mustang, and she let him know on more than one occasion just how staid and pigheaded she thought he was being.
 
   So in the end, he held back his true desires and decided to let her go. And the only thing dogging him right now as he stood so close to her that he could hardly breathe? Was that he never—ever—should have, not without being up front with her first.
 
   Apparently, sentimental wasn’t the only kind of fool he was.
 
   “Come back to the ranch with me.” He could tell she was ready to come back at him with a protest, but he stopped her from telling him off with a quick raised hand. “There’s no signal out here, Cassidy. If you want me to get any information at all, I need to be closer to the house. It’s that simple.”
 
   And that complicated. Because the last time he’d seen her, the last time he kissed her, they’d been wrapped in each other’s arms on the rear porch of his house. Moments later, she’d turned her back on him and walked out of his life.
 
   If he’d only known then that she wouldn’t be home the next day when he went to pick her up to take her to the airport himself, he might’ve done things differently. He might’ve told her how he felt. He might’ve…
 
   No, honestly, he probably wouldn’t have. Even so, the fact the opportunity had been ripped out from underneath him still felt like a too-harsh kick in the teeth.
 
   His good-bye had been taken away. His last chance to look in her pale blue eyes, to touch her fine blonde hair, to kiss those crazy full lips—all of that had been stolen from him. Jesus, she hadn’t even left him a goddamned note.
 
   Nothing had ever hit him so hard. He’d been dropped like a hot potato, brushed aside like he was nothing to her. And yet, despite feeling like he absolutely could, the last thing he’d wanted to do was schlep around the ranch like a cast member of The Walking Dead.
 
   During those weeks right after she’d left, he concentrated on working his ass off so he wouldn’t go bananas. He’d lost himself in chore after chore, most of them having sat incomplete for ages beforehand. After he ran out of things to fix, life around the ranch settled a little for him, but the sting of her leaving had never completely gone away.
 
   And now, seeing her again, it dawned on him just why he’d forced himself not to wallow in his heartbreak. Deep down, he’d known he would see Cassidy again. He knew she’d return to Deep Pond eventually and he’d get a second chance.
 
   This was that second chance, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to act like some lovelorn brooder and throw his first break in the last fifteen months out the window. Although, out of all the scenarios he’d come up with about seeing her again, having her cling to him in outright terror definitely wasn’t one of them.
 
   She followed a resigned sigh with a quick, “Okay,” before bolting out the door. He couldn’t tell if she was more anxious to get moving, or if she was simply dying to get the hell away from him. Honestly, with their history, the latter idea seemed more likely.
 
   When he followed her outside, he had to hide a bit of a smile. She’d realized Kojak was their only mode of transportation.
 
   “No four-wheeler?”
 
   He whistled for his horse. Kojak immediately stopped snuffling a patch of purple flowering weeds and meandered over to him. Wade met his sleek, black gelding halfway, stroking down his mane before giving him three hearty pats on the side of his neck. “No need for one. Not when I’ve got this big guy.” When the little devil perched on Wade’s shoulder egged him on, he couldn’t hold his smile back any longer. “You do remember how to ride, right? All that first-class traveling and being pampered didn’t make you soft, did it?”
 
   And goddamn if the way she tilted her head, jutted out a hip while propping her fists on her waist didn’t have him remembering exactly how soft she truly was.
 
   “I’ve been riding every day for a while now, thank you very much. I didn’t forget a thing.”
 
   As he gripped the saddle with one hand and offered her the stirrup with the other, his first inclination was to tease her. Somehow though, his retort came out surly instead. He just couldn’t help himself. “Huh. I didn’t know they had horse ranches in the middle of the Mediterranean.”
 
   That snarky comment earned him the evil eye, which he supposed he deserved, but instead of getting snooty right back, she pulled herself up onto Kojak and scooted behind the saddle to make room for him. “Oh, I’m sure they do. Not that I visited any of them, though. All the riding I’ve been doing is here. I’ve been home for the last month, taking care of Daddy’s horses for him.”
 
   He hoped to hell the way her comment ground his beating heart to a standstill wasn’t overly noticeable. Damn if his list of The Last Things Wade Black Needed wasn’t growing by leaps and bounds, because he really didn’t need her to know that what she just said had his muscles seizing up harder than a bovine in the midst of full-blown rigor mortis.
 
   He didn’t say a word as he stiffly hauled himself up into Kojak’s saddle. Inside, though? His thoughts were looping between fury and misery.
 
   A month? She’d been home for a goddamned month and he hadn’t known? She never once contacted him? Not even a flipping phone call to tell him she was home safe and sound?
 
   Well. If that wasn’t the biggest fuck you ever, he didn’t know what was.
 
   It wasn’t as if their town was large enough that this little bit of info might get lost in the shuffle. Rumors flew faster than Air Force jets around here. Which boiled down to her not wanting him to know she was back.
 
   His cheek burned from the proverbial slap.
 
   “How soon until we get there?”
 
   Not soon enough for his liking. Now the idea of her jiggling around behind him just pissed him off—and turned him on more. Hello there, fucked up thought, but there was no ignoring the hard-on he was attempting to nonchalantly adjust in his pants as she wound her arms around him to hold on.
 
   He replied with a short, clipped answer. “Kojak’s fast, so the ride won’t take long.”
 
   Then he’d call his sister, get Cass the information about Eddie, and send her on her merry way. As he spurred Kojak on and she gripped his waist tighter, he didn’t want to think too hard about where she might go or how she was going to fix the mess she’d gotten caught up in. Seeing how she didn’t even want him to know she’d come home, well, that little part of this whole shitstorm wasn’t his problem, was it?
 
   But as she pressed her breasts into his back and dug her fingertips into his abs, he knew he’d overloaded his BS meter. He’d never once forgotten the ferocity of her touch, the delectable way she tasted, or how her scent drove him out of his mind. There had to be a reason she hadn’t called him when she returned, and while Cassidy Harding might be a stubborn, globetrotting wanderer at heart, he’d never known her to be mean-spirited or vengeful.
 
   Reminded of her nature, he made a pact with himself. He’d let her stay with him at the ranch. He’d keep her safe and help her figure out a way to clear her name. He’d do whatever he could for Eddie and Carl Harding because those two men were her only family. There really was never a question of him doing all of the above, anyway. But he wasn’t going to do it for nothing.
 
   The price, for Cassidy, might be a steep one.
 
   This time, the cost was the truth. Her truth. He refused to accept anything less.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Cassidy knew she’d let too much information loose the instant the words I’ve been home for a month flew out of her mouth. The shock, then immediate pain in Wade’s expression and his ensuing icy demeanor were almost too much for her to handle.
 
   It wasn’t as if she told him the truth to get a dig in or to hurt him in any way. But neither was she completely oblivious. She knew how the situation looked, and she hated the idea that he might be thinking she avoided him on purpose.
 
   Although, in truth, that was exactly what she’d been doing.
 
   Her evasion wasn’t for any reason other than the fact she didn’t want to deal with the awful way she felt about sneaking away fifteen months before. It had been a horribly spineless thing to do. But heaven help her, if she’d looked into his dark brown eyes one more time, if she’d heard his mellow voice whisper in her ear as he hugged her goodbye at the airport, she would’ve chucked it all. She would’ve passed on the opportunity to travel to part of the world she might never get another chance to see. She would’ve put the parents of the two adorable children she looked after in an awful predicament. She would’ve…
 
   …fallen even more helplessly in love, that’s what she would’ve done.
 
   The idea had her so beside herself that she had no choice but to completely chicken out. So she left before Wade had the chance to set her thoughts straight and change her mind. And he could have. Oh, how he could have.
 
   If anything, she was a woman of her word. She’d agreed to be Lila and Scotty’s nanny, and she loved taking care of those two little ones more than anything. And the sights she saw? Sigh. Nothing could replace seeing the blue-green waters of the Aegean Sea firsthand. Or absorbing the peace along the rolling hills of Tuscany. Or experiencing the full-body tingle from the nightlife in Monaco.
 
   Nothing, except the fire from Wade’s cowboy-roughened hands as he skimmed them across her naked skin.
 
   That could’ve replaced it all, and she never would’ve looked back. Not until that itch deep within her started prickling again, and by then? By then she’d have been bitter. By then she’d have blamed Wade for talking her into staying, for talking her into giving up on a dream. And bitterness toward Wade was something she never wanted to happen.
 
   So she took off. She traveled with the Compton family, she poured her heart and soul into taking care of those kids, and she’d loved every minute of it.
 
   Well, mostly.
 
   There was no ignoring the black hole that seemed to widen month after month inside her heart. Some nights, after the kids were asleep and the Compton’s were away for the night, she’d lie in bed and play the what-if game. What if she’d stayed in Deep Pond? What if Wade had asked her to marry him? What if she’d said yes?
 
   But she hadn’t stayed, had she? No, she’d lost her nerve. She’d been too scared to see where things might go with him. Instead, she ran off to fulfill another kind of void inside her, and to carry out her obligation to the Compton’s.
 
   In the end, she came away knowing she threw everything she had into doing the job she was hired to do. She gave her all, loving Lila and Scotty with everything inside her. And now that the job was over and she was home? She felt as if she were floating around inside some sort of limbo. She wasn’t sure where she belonged any more. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do with her life.
 
   Sitting here though, on the back of this horse while holding onto Wade for dear life, gave her a tiny inkling into figuring all that out. The muscles along his shoulders were taut as she gripped his waist and pressed her forehead against the back of his neck. He smelled of the outdoors, of pure man. In her arms, he provided an unexpected sanctuary. A place where she’d always be welcome. A place where she’d always be loved.
 
   He simply felt like home.
 
   Despite her insides diving and pitching as though she were stuck inside a tiny lifeboat in the middle of the ocean during a hurricane, the security Wade surrounded her with ignited a minuscule white light of stillness inside her soul. She clung to that pinprick tighter than she was clinging to him. She couldn’t let it go, because she knew if she did, if she let herself slip further into that panic, she’d probably lose her mind completely.
 
   Which she might just end up doing anyway. Even through the fragment of peace he gave her, she couldn’t help but worry he didn’t feel the same toward her anymore. And while he’d agreed to help her, she also couldn’t help but notice a tinge of resentment simmering just beneath his surface when he climbed up on Kojak. Not that she could blame him, because honestly, if the tables had been turned she’d feel exactly the same way.
 
   What it came down to was that she owed him an explanation. She owed him an apology. And she’d give him both of those things, just as soon as she calmed down long enough and was able to find out more about Eddie’s prognosis.
 
   God, she couldn’t believe she fell asleep like that inside the line shack. As soon as she’d heard the coyotes howling and had tripped over her own two feet in the darkness for the umpteenth time, her only intention was to find shelter and wait out the rest of the night. Coming across the line shack was pure luck on her part. Once inside, she never intended to lie down or to fall asleep. Weirder still, she didn’t even remember doing it. The only explanation she could come up with for crashing like that was her adrenaline rush was on its way out and the resulting downward spiral hit her so fast and hard that she simply zonked out.
 
   She wasn’t concerned about that happening again anytime soon. She had enough anxiety bouncing around inside her body that she doubted she’d sleep again for the entire next week.
 
   After what felt like forever, the red roof of the barn at the edge of Wade’s ranch came into view. She wanted to shout for him to hurryhurryhurry—or maybe she wanted to cry from relief just a tiny bit more—but all she managed to do was grip his waist even tighter.
 
   “You squeeze my stomach any harder and my head’s going to pop right off.”
 
   Oops. Maybe she was holding on to him a smidgen too tight. “Oh. Um… I’m sorry.”
 
   He peered at her from over his shoulder with those amazing, pitch-black eyes of his and shrugged. “It’s okay. I get it.”
 
   At any other time, she would’ve melted from a look like that. This time though, she ignored the gooey-in-the-center feeling and sat up straighter behind him. Besides, he was just being nice to her, right? Because of the situation? The kindness he was showing her had to be an act, if the steely and silent way they’d ridden all the way back here was any indication.
 
   God, he probably really did hate her.
 
   “Can’t you get a signal here? Aren’t we close enough?” After wasting so much time sleeping in that damn shack, she didn’t want to lose another precious second. She needed to know about Eddie, and she needed to know now. The rest of her neurotic stressing about Wade being mad at her could wait until later.
 
   She wasn’t sure if he sighed or if his answering chuff of air was really a chuckle in disguise. Which meant he was either fed up with her already, or…
 
   No, it didn’t make sense that he’d find any of this even remotely funny.
 
   That only left him being fed up with her.
 
   And wasn’t that just great.
 
   Not.
 
   “Give me two minutes, darlin’. Then we’ll be close enough we won’t have to worry about droppin’ the call.”
 
   Darlin’. For cripes sake, no one could roll that word off their tongue quite the way Wade Black could. If she wasn’t being jostled around on the back of his horse and worried out of her mind, she might just stretch up a little bit and break this insane tension between them by kissing the side of his neck.
 
   But if she did that, it would only open an entirely new can of worms, wouldn’t it?
 
   Damn it. That was a can of worms she couldn’t think about just yet. Even though she knew she couldn’t ignore those squiggly little creatures forever, she stomped down on that particular inclination and instead held her breath until they trotted through the gate of the paddock beside the barn.
 
   “Whoa, boy.” Wade eased back on the reins and once the gelding shuffled to a stop close to the rolling barn door, he hopped off. Cassidy didn’t wait for a helping hand before she swung her leg over like a pro and jumped to the ground herself.
 
   She came this close to snatching the phone he pulled from his front shirt pocket right out of his chapped hands. But that wouldn’t do a damn bit of good since he was the one who needed to make the call to his sister in the first damn place.
 
   Patience, Cass. Patience.
 
   But seriously, why was he swiping the screen of his phone so slowly?
 
   A dichotomy—that was Wade Black. Even with the latest and greatest technology in the palm of his hand, the man was still a laid-back Texas boy at heart.
 
   Finally, he held the phone up to his ear as Cassidy crossed her arms and chewed the inside of her cheek raw.
 
   “Emergency Department,” Wade said, waiting all cool-as-a-cucumber for his call to be transferred—which irritated Cassidy all the more. “Oh hey there, Nancy. It’s Wade. Is Jackie around?”
 
   He held up his finger to Cassidy as she found it impossible to hold still any longer. She paced while he said, “No problem, I can hold on. Can you tell her it’s important?”
 
   Really? Important didn’t come close to describing the urgency raging through Cassidy’s bloodstream. But she also knew Wade had to play this phone call entirely cool or he might end up raising a few eyebrows.
 
   After a few moments, he tipped his black Stetson a little further back on his forehead, turned his back on her and headed off toward the barn’s half-open door. With her stomach fluttering more than a turkey’s at Christmastime, Cassidy followed close on his heels. She didn’t want him even a foot away from her, not while he was making the call.
 
   Honestly, she didn’t want to be away from him ever again but she figured it was best to keep that tidbit to herself a little while longer.
 
   When he jolted to a stop only a half-dozen steps out, she ended up smashing her nose right into his shoulder blade, her boobs into his back and her hips into his butt.
 
   Not that Wade seemed to mind her full-on body-slam. All he did was twist a little and sling his arm around her shoulder. He pulled her into his chest and held onto her tight, propping his chin on the top of her head while continuing to rest the phone against his ear. “Hold on,” he whispered to her.
 
   Lord love a duck. That was all it took. She went from wanting to sob in frustration to craving a curl-up session in his arms. One that would last for, oh, say…the next year.
 
   Or yeah, maybe one that would last the rest of her life.
 
   Still, the way he held her had her so conflicted. On one hand, he had to be beyond angry with her, but on the other… It was as if he wanted her. Needed her. It was as if she’d never left.
 
   And okay, maybe he didn’t hate her as much as she thought he did.
 
   Those bipolar thoughts quit zipping around her head the instant he started talking again. He kept his voice quiet, like it had been when he told her to hold on. “Jacks? Hey, it’s me. Hold on a sec…”
 
   He kept his grip on Cassidy as he hit the speakerphone button.
 
   “Jacks, I need a favor,” he said into the speaker.
 
   “Sure,” Jackie said. “What’s up?”
 
   He didn’t beat around the bush. “Eddie Harding was taken to the ER last night. What can you tell me about his condition?”
 
   There was a long moment of silence on the other end of the line. Then, “You know I’m not supposed to tell you anything. It’s called patient confidentiality.”
 
   Disheartened, Cassidy squeezed her eyes shut.
 
   “This is me, Jacks. And it’s important. Is Eddie okay? Is he alive?”
 
   Combined with everything else, Cassidy suddenly felt horrible for putting Jackie on the spot like this. The two of them had always gotten along, and she was the closest Cass had ever come to having a sister of her own.
 
   But as terrible as she felt, her need to know about Eddie’s condition came first.
 
   Jackie’s answering sigh had Cassidy fearing the worst, but the words she spoke afterward left her heart cramping for an entirely different reason. “He’s alive, but barely. The bullet did some major damage to his neck. By the time he arrived here, he’d already lost a lot of blood and didn’t have all that long left.”
 
   Cassidy’s legs gave out and she dropped to a crouch as a pent-up sob burst from her throat. She held herself up with nothing more than her hands flattened on the dirt and Wade’s arm around her waist.
 
   “Oh God. Oh God, Eddie.”
 
   Wade dropped to his knees beside her and held on tight.
 
   “Who’s there with you?” Jackie asked. “Is that Cassidy?”
 
   Instead of answering, Wade tossed back a question of his own. “What have the doctors said?”
 
   Just like the take-charge big sister Jackie had always been, she was having none of her little brother’s evasiveness. “Cassidy, is that you?”
 
   There was no point in playing stupid or keeping quiet since Jackie had already heard her. Cass opened her eyes as she plopped back onto her butt, feeling drained and thankful and scared all at the same time. “It is. It’s me. How is he? How’s my brother?”
 
   “Oh honey. He’s hanging in there. We had our best surgeon operate on him last night. He’s still unconscious for now, but his vitals are steady. I’m sorry but that’s really all I know.”
 
   It was enough. For now, it was the only thing Cassidy could hang on to. “No, no. That’s great. That’s so great to hear. Thank you. Thank you so much.”
 
   “Where are you two?”
 
   So much for the tiny taste of warm-fuzzies Jackie teased her with when she said Eddie was alive. Cass knew she couldn’t mask the apprehension in her eyes as she looked toward Wade on how best to answer that question.
 
   “She’s with me,” he said, taking charge.
 
   Lordy. Yes, she was.
 
   “Everyone’s asking about you,” Jackie kept on as if Wade hadn’t said a word. “Your dad, the police. Dwight Rock has been wearing a path up and down the hallways since midnight.”
 
   Her dad.
 
   A fresh round of guilt slammed into her for leaving him all alone to deal with this. She needed to contact him somehow and let him know she was okay—which she was, at least physically. Mentally, though? Well, that was a different story entirely.
 
   She hated how dealing with Dwight and the police instantly became her new top priority, instead of concentrating on what was really important to her—Eddie pulling through and being there with her dad.
 
   “What are they saying?” Cassidy asked.
 
   “I overheard Dwight earlier at the nurse’s station. He says he’s looking for you. That you’re somehow responsible for what happened.”
 
   “I’m not.” She couldn’t throw any more conviction into her voice if she tried. “Two men came to the ranch and beat Eddie up. They’re the ones who shot him. Not me.”
 
   This time, it was Jackie’s turn to sound relieved. “I knew what he was saying couldn’t be true. But I also know that man has the tenacity of a hound dog. It won’t take him long to widen his search for you. Since our two ranches are next to each other’s, and with the history you two have…”
 
   “It doesn’t take a genius to figure out this will be one of the first places he looks,” Cassidy finished.
 
   “If they haven’t already shown up before we got back here and found no one home,” Wade added. “All we need is for Eddie to wake up. Right now, he’s the only one who can set Dwight and the DPPD straight. Any professional guesses on when that might happen?”
 
   Jackie didn’t get the chance to answer Wade’s long shot question before a horrible thought hit Cassidy like a brick upside the head. She latched on to Wade’s hand in a panic. “Oh God, what if the two men who shot Eddie try to make sure he can’t set anyone straight? Or Dwight? What if… Jackie, you have to make sure my brother’s never alone. Please, you have to.”
 
   “Listen hon, I don’t know who these two men you’re talking about are, but your dad hasn’t let go of Eddie’s hand since he stepped foot inside this hospital. His ICU room is directly across from the nurse’s station. He’s not out of anyone’s sight for even a minute, okay?”
 
   Good, yes, that would work—she hoped. “Thank you. Again.”
 
   “No thanks needed. The only thing I do need is for you to figure out what in the hell is going on. Don’t worry about Eddie—or your dad, for that matter. They’re in good hands, just as you are. Wade, you make sure to take care of her. Let me know what’s going on the second you find anything out.”
 
   “You got it, Jacks. Thanks.”
 
   “I can’t believe this,” Cassidy murmured as he re-pocketed his phone. “Not any of it. Never in a million years would I have thought something like this could happen. At least not in Deep Pond. And definitely not to my brother.” She met Wade’s gaze, which had turned soft and tender. “What am I going to do? What if Eddie—”
 
   “No,” Wade said, stroking her cheek like he had earlier at the line shack. “Don’t do that.”
 
   She knew he was right, but God it was hard not to go there.
 
   She forced a half-hearted smile as he tucked a hand under her elbow to help her up. “Come on, let’s get you inside. You can get cleaned up and then we can talk about what to do next.”
 
   When she brushed the dirt off her jeans, she caught him looking at her butt. A dozen snappy comebacks raced through her mind, but she didn’t let any of them out. Sarcasm would simply take too much out of her right now. “I remember where the guest bathroom is. Don’t you have something you need to be doing?”
 
   He tore his stare away from her ass long enough to follow her glance past the paddock and up to the house. The ranch was impeccably kept, the grass neatly mowed and the flowerbed beside the expansive back stone patio in perfect full bloom. The enclosed gazebo on the far end was new, she thought.
 
   Huh. He’d always talked about building one there.
 
   He didn’t let go of her arm as he led her in that direction. “Nothing but get Kojak unsaddled and watered, which I’ll do as soon as I get you settled. Since it’s Saturday most of my guys have the day off. Jase will be here later to water up and take care of a few other chores. Until then, it’s just you and me.”
 
   In her state of mind, she truly didn’t know if that was a good thing or not.
 
   Despite stroking the inside of her elbow with his thumb tenderly enough to make her entire body stand up and take notice—all while making her head spin a little more at his capriciousness—he suddenly became pensive. “How well do you know Dwight?”
 
   The fact Wade kept blowing both hot and cold caught Cassidy a little off guard. “Um, not at all, really. Eddie would talk about running into him here or there around town. I’ve only met him once or twice.”
 
   “And Chet Darron?”
 
   “I’ve never been officially introduced to him. Have you?”
 
   “Unfortunately, yes. He’s a real son of a bitch, and then some.”
 
   “I saw a bruise,” Cassidy told him. “On Linda’s cheek. It was big and purple and black. It looked fresh, and it had to have been incredibly painful.”
 
   “When was that?”
 
   “A few days ago. I was pulling up to the house as she and Eddie were getting into his car to leave. She refused to even look at me, and I haven’t seen Eddie for more than ten minutes since then so I never got a chance to ask him about it. Someone hit her, though. That much was obvious.”
 
   Wade stopped beside the huge oak tree edging the patio. “You think it was Chet?”
 
   She shrugged. “Or maybe one of the creeps who work for him.” After a second, she asked, “Seriously, what does the guy do to have a cop in his pocket and thugs like that working for him? There’s nothing around here but cattle ranches and tumbleweeds, so his self-importance seems just a little unwarranted.”
 
   Wade led her across the patio to the back door of the house and held it open for her. “There’s natural gas around here.”
 
   True, there was natural gas and oil reserves all over Texas, but those areas were typically further north or just to the south of them. “So, what, he has dreams of becoming some sort of oil tycoon, Jed Clampett style?”
 
   Wade chuckled. “From what I heard, that’s exactly what he wants to be. He’s hoping the shale in San Antonio might include some random pockets up this way too. Rumor has it he’s already had a seismic survey done of his land and the oil company believes there’s evidence enough for them to go further.”
 
   Well, damn. If natural gas was on Chet Darron’s property, then that’d be a game-changer for sure.
 
   “They’re going to drill?”
 
   “If they haven’t started by now, then they will soon. He’s in the process of buying a huge parcel of land to the south and he’s already made me a very insulting, lowball offer on this place. From what I understand, he offered on your dad’s place too. I’m sure he’s thinking he can monopolize the leases on all the mineral rights in the area.”
 
   She stopped halfway inside the door. “Wait, he tried to buy my dad’s ranch?”
 
   “Months ago. Your dad didn’t tell you?”
 
   No, he hadn’t. Then again, knowing Dad, he probably told Chet to shove his offer where the sun doesn’t shine and then put the entire situation out of his head. Her dad didn’t take crap from anyone, especially someone as pompous at Chet Darron. “It must’ve slipped his mind.”
 
   The sideways look Wade gave her said he wasn’t so sure about that, but he didn’t push the issue. “I guess your dad and I are the only landowners who are holding out on selling, which has done nothing but make Chet foam at the mouth even more.”
 
   “I can imagine.”
 
   “How is it that you’ve been home—what was it you said, an entire month?—but you haven’t heard about any of this?”
 
   Okay, she probably deserved the irritation in his tone, but she didn’t let it rile her. “I’ve spent most of my time at home with Dad and Eddie, either out in the barn taking care of the horses or just swinging in the hammock out back reading. After being with two little spitfires for the last year, I guess I needed some downtime.”
 
   “I can imagine,” he said, mimicking her, which she was pretty sure she didn’t deserve.
 
   “You know, maybe it would be best if I just…”
 
   A tingle fluttered through her stomach as she stepped inside Blackbear Ranch’s all-too-familiar kitchen and lost focus on what she was saying. The room was so huge and decked out so well that any professional chef would have appliance- and cabinetry-envy, but at the same time the space never felt overdone. It was a room that implied comfort and caring, a place where someone could be alone in the middle of the night with a glass of milk at the counter just as easily as they could sit around the huge table with twelve other people enjoying a Thanksgiving dinner with all the trimmings.
 
   And oh, that table. Oh, the things they’d done on that table.
 
   And the center island counter.
 
   And the built-in cushioned bench beneath the bay window next to the door.
 
   Heat rushed not only to her cheeks, but to her breasts and between her thighs as well. And when she glanced up at Wade’s face and found him staring around the room too, she nearly lost it. His dark eyes held a crazy combination of lust, need, and damn it all—sadness.
 
   It was a combination she put there. A combination she had to atone for.
 
   “Wade,” she started.
 
   The slow slide of his gaze toward hers had to be one of the most sensual things she’d ever experienced. Her throat instantly turned to sandpaper and she was pretty sure her heart was going to leap straight out of her chest. All she could do was stare into his eyes as she wondered—or more like hoped—that maybe, just maybe, in the midst of all this craziness surrounding them, that he just might kiss her.
 
   Her lungs seized as he held her gaze for what felt like forever. And then, oh God, he did it. He lowered his head so achingly slowly toward hers, brushing his tongue ever so gently across her lips before pressing his mouth fully against hers. 
 
   Fire engulfed her entire body as her brain completely checked out. She couldn’t think, and honestly she didn’t want to. She’d spent the last twelve hours in a living hell, and the last fifteen months missing this so much she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to make up for lost time. 
 
   Good God, the man could kiss. He hypnotized her with nothing more than the heat from his touch. A touch that bulldozed straight from being gentle and soft to downright merciless and erotic, all without so much as a second to breathe in between.
 
   He dipped his knees and wound his arms around her, pressing his body into hers so ferociously she thought she was going to lose her mind. She remembered a time before when he’d done this—exactly this. A time when he’d stolen her sanity with a kiss so desperate they hadn’t made it any further than that bench next to the doorway. He’d made love to her on those cushions, fast and hard and with unrelenting passion.
 
   How in the world had she ever given this—him—up?
 
   Nothing felt more right than being in Wade’s arms. Nothing came close to how precious and sexy he made her feel. Lord knew the man wasn’t perfect—hell, neither was she. But when he held her like this? When he practically ravaged her like he was doing right now? Nothing mattered more than them feeling perfect together.
 
   They were unstoppable, with a little bit of uncontrollable thrown in for good measure.
 
   It was a blend that made her head spin. Or maybe that was his hand snaking down to grab her ass? Or his tongue—sweet heaven—his tongue stroking against hers, that was making her so dizzy? Or knowing where his tongue might actually end up—
 
   Whoa, baby.
 
   She wanted to push him away so they could clear the air between them almost as badly as she wanted to wrap her legs around his hips and ride out the storm that was always Wade Black’s fervor. But she couldn’t. She found herself helpless to do anything other than let him kiss the living hell out of her, despite his roughened hands on her body reviving every aching memory of how torn she’d been to leave him in the first place.
 
   She wouldn’t be indecisive like that again. She knew now exactly where her heart belonged, and it was right here with Wade. That wasn’t to say she’d have to stay cooped up and never leave Deep Pond or Calder County again, but hitting the road for a few days at a time or planning an exotic vacation here and there sounded way better than missing out on even another minute with this man.
 
   An all-too-brief heartbeat later, he pulled back on the kiss and rested his forehead against hers. They were both breathing hard, panting almost. Cassidy felt as though she’d never be able to suck enough air into her lungs to bring her down from the stupor Wade created inside her.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said. “I truly am.”
 
   “Cassidy, listen. You don’t have to—”
 
   “No,” she interrupted. “I do. I should have said this a long time ago.” She took one step back, sliding out of the warmth of his arms and instead latching onto his hands. “What I did, the way I ran away, it was awful. Unforgivable, really. But that’s exactly what I need for you to do. I need for you to say that you forgive me.”
 
   “Ah, darlin’.”
 
   “I was so scared—”
 
   It was Wade’s turn to interrupt. “Of me?”
 
   The idea almost made her laugh. “No, of course not.” Then, after another second, she said, “Well maybe a little, but not like you might think. I was scared of how I felt when I was around you. Of how you made me feel. But on the flipside, I was so petrified of getting stuck in this town, of never getting to see or do anything important or go anywhere out of the ordinary that I just ended up running so I could avoid everything.”
 
   “Life doesn’t have to be all or nothing, you know.”
 
   “It used to seem like that was the only way, though.”
 
   “What’s changed?”
 
   No sooner did he ask the question than his phone rang. He let go of her hand and pulled his cell out of his pocket, glancing at the screen before meeting her stare.
 
   “It’s Jackie.”
 
   Her heart sank.
 
   Into the phone, he said, “Talk to me.”
 
   Cassidy agreed, to hell with any niceties such as an unnecessary Hello.
 
   His gaze stayed glued to hers as his lips flattened into a straight line. “I see. Okay. No, I’ll tell her. Yes, yes. I’ll tell her that too. Keep me updated.”
 
   “What?” Cass asked before he even ended the call.
 
   “They had to rush Eddie back into surgery. It’s… I’m sorry but Jackie said it’s looking a little grim.”
 
   Hearing those words tortured her more than if an ax had split her in two. “I don’t understand. She said he was holding his own, that he was stable.”
 
   “Everything’s crazy there and she couldn’t go into details. But she wanted you to at least know what was going on.”
 
   Dread grabbed onto her throat, practically strangling her. “I have to see him. He has to know that he’s not alone. That I didn’t… oh God, I never meant to abandon him.”
 
   “Babe, he knows that. When he told you to get the hell out of the barn, it was because the last thing he wanted to see was you getting hurt. I, for one, can’t thank him enough for that.”
 
   Yes, yes, she knew that. Deep down, she couldn’t disagree with what Wade was telling her. That still didn’t stop the desperate need inside her, the one that had her crazy-worried she’d never see her brother again.
 
   “But I need to talk to him. I need to see him in case…” Damn it, there she went again. “I should be there, with my dad. He shouldn’t be alone.”
 
   “Jackie doesn’t want you anywhere near the hospital, Cass.”
 
   She didn’t know whether to be concerned about that or mad as an old wet hen. “Because Dwight’s still there.”
 
   “Yes, and he’s not working this alone. The DPPD has got the entire staff of the hospital warned to watch out for you. The second you get anywhere close, they’ll come down on you so hard it’ll knock you right into next week.”
 
   Huh. At the moment, next week didn’t sound like too bad of a place to be.
 
   “So what am I supposed to do? Just sit here and do nothing? Sit idly by while my brother dies? I can’t do that. I just can’t.”
 
   With one finger under her chin, he titled her face up to meet his. A fierce determination drew his eyebrows together and darkened his charcoal eyes even more. “You don’t have to. The way I see it, there’s only one thing you can do. But first, do you trust me?”
 
   She hated that he felt he needed to ask, but her answer was a complete no-brainer. “It may not seem like it, but I always have.”
 
   The corner of his mouth lifted gently. “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear. Don’t worry about it, then. I’ll get you in to see your brother, and I’ll do it without anybody noticing. All you have to do is stick with me, darlin’.”
 
   And as he took her lips again in another toe-curling kiss, she realized he was right.
 
   What she should’ve done was stick with Wade Black from the very beginning.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Wade had wanted nothing more than to strip Cassidy naked and take her hard and deep right there in the middle of the damn kitchen. He’d done it before, and he hadn’t ever been able to look at the cushions of the window seat again without becoming hard as a rock. Because whenever he glanced over to that spot, whenever he’d simply walk by the window to head outside, her sweet flavor would zap his tongue. Her crazy-sexy scent would permeate his nostrils. He’d feel her skin under his hands just as sure as anything, even though she was thousands of miles away physically.
 
   But he hadn’t stripped her. Hell, he hadn’t done anything more than indulge himself in her lips, and he wasn’t even sure he should’ve done that.
 
   Add another item to the ever-growing The Last Things Wade Black Needed list: the screwed up notion of taking advantage of a woman who was half-scared out of her mind—and one he was still halfway pissed off at.
 
   Cassidy ending up here wasn’t about him and his effing libido, and he’d do well to remember that. That’s why he pulled away and stopped kissing her before the situation had gotten more out of hand. He didn’t want to lead her out of that kitchen and show her to the guest bathroom, but he did it anyway. He gave her clean towels, a pair of jeans and a shirt Jackie kept at the house, and told her to take her time getting cleaned up, that he’d be waiting for her outside whenever she finished.
 
   That’s what led him to grabbing his great-great-grandfather’s tomahawk set and a pair of thick work gloves from the tool shed and heading out here to the opposite side of the pond after he’d taken care of Kojak. The simple throwing range he’d arranged ages ago was far enough away he wouldn’t be tempted to barrel through the house and sweep her into his arms, yet close enough he could still keep an eye on the back patio and doorway. Not that the distance between here and there was helping him all that much. He’d had a hard-on for the last hour, just from thinking about what she was doing inside his bathroom. About the water running over her skin. The soap suds sliding down her beautiful breasts.
 
   For fuck’s sake, snap out of it.
 
   With the unforgiving Texas sun beating down on him, he shucked his flannel shirt and paced, waiting for even a hint of a breeze to help cool him down. Nothing. The air around him was as still as a photograph. So he tugged on the damn gloves, grabbed up the tomahawks and decided to release his frustration on the target in front of him.
 
   It still took a couple haphazard throws of the antique hatchets—all of which came this close to missing the handmade tree-stump target entirely—before he felt steady enough to even try snapping out of it. After few more tosses closer to center, he finally started to feel a little less unhinged. That was, until she stepped through the back door and began heading his way.
 
   Hellfire.
 
   The jeans he loaned her hugged her hips perfectly, but lord help him, the shirt? She buttoned the blue chambray way low and tied it in a knot at the waist, giving him a nice view of not only her amazing cleavage but of the tanned and toned skin of her stomach beneath it.
 
   Uh, yeah. So much for that skewed idea of stability he was starting to feel.
 
   He tried his damnedest to keep his cool despite every part of his body amping right back up. When she came up beside him as he nonchalantly pried the tomahawks out of the stump, her freshly-showered aroma damn-near did him in. The driving need ramrodding through him to take her into his arms and bury his face into her neck and hair had him unable to utter even a single word.
 
   Good thing she took up the slack.
 
   “I didn’t know you threw.”
 
   Come on, man. Find your words.
 
   He cleared his throat in an attempt to do just that. “I do. It centers me.”
 
   Usually, anyway.
 
   “Can I try?”
 
   He yanked one of the tomahawks out of the wood and slid her a smile. “Need to work off a little aggression too?”
 
   Her smirk in return came across half-hearted at best. “Something like that. Can you show me how?”
 
   Ho boy. The question was, could he show her how and still keep himself in check? “I can,” he said, even though he wasn’t a hundred percent certain he was telling the truth.
 
   Staring at his bare chest, she swallowed hard and pulled on the already-low neckline of her shirt. It was only when he jerked the last blade out of the stump that she snapped out of her trance long enough to gesture toward a worn area of grass directly behind him. “There?”
 
   Damn, he didn’t need to see that kind of reaction from her. It only made it that much harder to keep his hands off her.
 
   Then again, maybe she didn’t want him to.
 
   He readjusted his hat on his head even though it was sitting up there just fine. “Uh yeah. Five or six paces away from the target is standard.”
 
   At the bare spot on the ground, she spun an about-face toward the target, complete with an adorable little hop. “Okay. I’m all yours.”
 
   He stopped in his tracks, but only for a moment, and only long enough to bury the urge spiraling inside him—the one begging him to say fuck it so he could drag her back into the kitchen and relive that memory with her over and over, and damn it, over again.
 
   Instead, he somehow—miraculously—kept his focus on what she’d asked him to do. He slid in behind her, so hyperaware of everything about her—from the goosebumps pebbling across her skin as he leaned in closer to her neck down to the anxious way she flexed and curled her hands at her sides. None of her reactions went unnoticed.
 
   None of his did either.
 
   Jesus, they were both wound tighter than an eight day clock.
 
   Even though he knew it probably wasn’t a good idea, he couldn’t stop himself from adding a little show into his tell and giving her an up-close-and-personal tomahawk-throwing lesson.
 
   “It’s all in the grip,” he instructed, stroking his gloved palm gently from her shoulder down to her hand. “Like this.” Carefully slipping his other arm around her waist, he reached across her and placed the hatchet in her hand.
 
   Breathily, she said, “It’s, um. It’s lighter than I thought it’d be.”
 
   He covered the hand clutching the well-worn handle of the tomahawk with his own. “It’s balanced perfectly and flies like a dream. Let the blade hang naturally. Ease your grip a little. There you go. Now, swing your arm back and forth. Get a feel for it.”
 
   He kept hold of her hand through the first swing at her side. Loosening his grip with every practice swing after, he said, “When it feels right, raise your arm about shoulder-high. Bend your elbow, take aim, and with a flick of your wrist, let it go.”
 
   When she tossed it, the tomahawk twirled end over end through the air only to land blade-down in the grass just short of the target.
 
   Her shoulders slumped a little. “Oh geez.”
 
   Biting back a chuckle, he took his place right behind her once more. “It’s okay. Just put a little extra oomph into your throw. You’ll get it. Try again.”
 
   He got her set up for a second go-’round, this time dragging himself a full step back and letting her have at the target by herself. She swung one, twice, then a third time. Raising her arm like he’d just shown her, she hurled his great-great-grandfather’s blade straight into the chunk of wood with a definitive thwack. The hatchet landed far left of center, but she didn’t seem to mind that one iota.
 
   “I did it!” She spun on him with a brightness in her eyes he hadn’t seen in what felt like ages. And when she surprised the hell out of him by jumping on him and wrapping her arms around his neck? All bets were off.
 
   To hell with his composure. To hell with holding back any longer.
 
   Christ, he wanted her more than anything.
 
   As she practically climbed up on him, surrounding his hips with her legs and latching her feet together at the small of his back, he knew that was flipping it. His self-control melted, turning him into nothing more than a single-minded puddle of lust.
 
   Sure, he loved the triumph in her voice. But if he were truly being honest with himself, then he had to admit he loved cupping her ass even more. He loved the sultry weight of her in his arms. And goddamn, he really loved the way she swooped right on in and kissed the hell out of him.
 
   He kissed her in return with a ferocious hunger he couldn’t quite explain. God, his need was full-body, and primal. He dropped to his knees with her still in his arms and laid her back in the grass, coming over her to settle between her thighs.
 
   He pressed.
 
   She moaned.
 
   His heart cramped.
 
   “Cass,” he whispered, pulling away from her lips to stare into her eyes. He found them glistening—which cut him to the quick since the last thing he wanted was her crying again—but he also found a solid determination in those baby blues that rocked him down to his core.
 
   “No,” she said. “Please don’t. Don’t let me go. I told you before that I was sorry. If I had to do it all over again, I never would have—”
 
   “Stop.”
 
   She quit talking. Hell, she quit breathing.
 
   “The only thing I’d change about the way we left things is that I never should’ve let you go without telling you how I felt. I knew you were torn between staying with me and getting a chance to see the world, but darlin’, staying or going was a decision you had to make on your own. What killed me though, was how you just up and ran away.”
 
   “Oh God. I can’t tell you how much I regret doing that.”
 
   “All I want to know is why.”
 
   The question seemed to confuse her, or at the very least it left her feeling a smidgen on the uncomfortable side. “Why?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “Why seems simple enough of a question to me.”
 
   He knew he was being a bastard, but now that he’d gone there he truly wanted to hear her answer.
 
   “I told you before. I was scared—”
 
   “Of getting stuck in this town,” he finished for her, going back to their conversation earlier. “But was that really it? Was that all there was to it?”
 
   She froze underneath him, staring up at him with a wicked sizzle in her expression. For the love of Pete, he loved seeing that fire in her eyes. “What was it you should’ve told me before I left? About how you felt?”
 
   Ha. Tou-fucking-ché.
 
   This so reminded him of the heated back-and-forth, the right-or-wrong, the he-said-she-said they’d always gotten caught up in together. They excelled at bickering, it seemed. They excelled even more at making up afterward. Despite knowing how this could possibly end up, he still wasn’t willing to give in first. Not by a long shot.
 
   “Nope. You first, sweetheart.”
 
   She huffed. “You sound like you’re three years old.”
 
   He let his weight fall on her a little more as he pressed his erection against the vee of her thighs. “Do I feel like I’m three years old?”
 
   When she slid her eyes closed and bit at her lips, all he could think about was how he wanted to be the one devouring her mouth like that. But not yet.
 
   Not…quite…yet.
 
   “Why’d you disappear on me, Cass?”
 
   When she opened her eyes, there was no trace of the tears he thought he saw at first, or of the angry fire he definitely saw in them afterward. All of that was replaced by a sultry longing that shot through his body and headed off in two very different directions—straight to his heart and down to his already aching cock.
 
   “Because…”
 
   He waited, and then waited some more. He matched her breath for agonizing breath.
 
   In.
 
   Out.
 
   “Just say it,” he demanded.
 
   And then, she did. Holy shit, how she did. “I disappeared because I knew I was falling in love with you.”
 
   Jesus.
 
   “And that’s what really scared you?”
 
   She stroked a finger along his chin, looking from his eyes to his lips and back again. “I wanted to get out of here so badly and I knew you were the one person who could talk me out of leaving.”
 
   No shit. “I thought about it, believe me.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you?”
 
   The answer for him was an easy one. “Because you needed to go. I felt that in you. I won’t ever be the one who holds you back, darlin’. Not from anything. You want to travel the world for months at a time?  Do it. All I can say is that I’ll miss the daylights out of you when you’re gone, but what you really need to know is this—I’ll also be right here waiting for you when you get back.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “God’s honest. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   Tears lit up her eyes again, but this time? He could absolutely handle the reason why.
 
   “You don’t know what it means to me to hear you say that.”
 
   “Trust me, I don’t say it lightly.”
 
   She sniffled some. “No, I know you don’t. But what happens if at some point down the road all I want to do is get away from here again? If the unrelenting heat, the dirt, and everything that’s so run-of-the-mill about this town starts making me ansty? What then?”
 
   “Then you go. There isn’t anything I can’t handle, just as long as I know you’re coming back.”
 
   She tilted her head a little. “But you won’t come with me?”
 
   He smiled at that. “Someday, I might. No one knows what the future will be like, for any of us. But for right now, this ranch? It’s where I’m supposed to be.”
 
   “That sure sounds like an all or nothing ultimatum to me,” she said, quieter.
 
   He nibbled at her chin, her nose. Ground his hips into her a little more because he couldn’t help himself. “It’s not even close to being an ultimatum. There’s not a single thing in this world that says we have to live by a certain set of rules. Besides, if we’re both out there doin’ what makes us happy, then when we’re together we’ll only be that much stronger.”
 
   He waited while she soaked that in for a long minute. “You truly mean that, don’t you?”
 
   No doubt. “All the way down to my toes, darlin’.”
 
   “Or…” She squirmed against him a little. “Maybe down to something else?”
 
   He choked back a moan of his own. “You’re drivin’ me out of my mind here, woman.”
 
   She wriggled beneath him again with the hint of a devilish grin. “We wouldn’t want that now, would we? I mean, we need you clear and focused if you’re going to sneak me into that hospital, right?”
 
   “Clear. Focused. You’re absolutely right,” he said, despite knowing he was anything but. “We can’t go until later though. Not until Eddie’s out of surgery. After dark would be even better. Safer.”
 
   She sighed. “Unfortunately, I have to agree. So what can we do until then? To, you know, pass the time so I don’t freak out any more than I already have?”
 
   With that, he turned somber once more. “Ah, babe. I’m sorry. We don’t have to do a damn thing.”
 
   Her smile faded too, but not because she was sad. Her entire body tensed. Her nipples pebbled beneath her shirt. Her cheeks flushed and he hadn’t done anything more than hold her in his arms.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “We really do. Because if you don’t touch me—if you don’t make me forget everything that’s happened since last night—I’ll go insane. I need you. Right now and more than ever before.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “I’ve never been more certain about anything.”
 
   “Then I’ll make you foget it all, darlin’. Even if it’s only for a little while.”
 
    
 
   Cassidy never doubted Wade for a second, and she wasn’t just saying that because her head—hold up, it wasn’t just her head—because her entire body was still buzzing from his kiss.
 
   She never really questioned whether or not he’d be there for her, because not helping anyone in need just wasn’t the man’s style. As soon as she was able to string more than one thought together after the shooting, her first inclination was to head straight to this ranch—straight to him— because she’d known he was the only person, other than her dad or Eddie, she could truly rely on.
 
   What she hadn’t expected was how fricking understanding he’d turn out to be—after he stopped poking away at her long enough she could admit she’d been falling in love with him and that was really why she’d up and left. She’d completely underestimated him fifteen months ago, and knowing that now irked the hell out of her. She’d wasted so much damn time, and not just the many hours she could’ve spent in his arms. She could’ve been with him while she was working overseas, thanks to phone calls, texts and whatever else technology-wise she could talk him into trying.
 
   Hell, she wouldn’t have cared if the days of the stagecoach and steamers crossing the Atlantic to deliver mail had been resurrected, not if it meant getting a postcard or a letter from him—which, knowing Wade’s laid-back demeanor, was probably the method of communication he most likely preferred.
 
   She made a vow right then and there never to underestimate him again.
 
   “Take off your gloves.” There wasn’t much Cassidy loved more than a shirtless cowboy wearing a pair of hard-worn gloves, but the warmth of his hands on her skin easily trumped how delectable Wade looked in his. “Touch me. Please.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he drawled. He bit the middle finger of one glove and pulled it off, then traded the arm he was propping himself up with to repeat the yank-and-toss with the other. He removed the gloves slowly, as if he were performing a manly strip-tease exclusively for her. After, he gave her an easy—but no less sensual—smile. “Mind, darlin’, if I take things from here?”
 
   Not in the least. She shook her head gently as his biceps flexed from holding himself over her.
 
   Mercy.
 
   “I’m all yours.”
 
   He zeroed in on her ear, brushing her cheek with his lips. “So you told me before.”
 
   So she had. “I meant it then and I mean it even more now.”
 
   “That’s all I need to hear.”
 
   And with that, he took her lips—along with her body and soul. She gave them to him willingly and without the slightest reservation. The only thing that made her hesitate at all was that they were outside, for anyone to see.
 
   When he broke from their kiss and dove for her neck instead, she said, “Here?”
 
   His breath blew hot across the dampness on her skin. “I can’t think of any place better. Besides,” he said, unbuttoning her shirt one-handed, “I don’t want to wait for this. Not for another second more.”
 
   Neither did she, but… “What about your ranch hand? Jace?”
 
   He skimmed the rise of her breast with his lips. “Darlin, we’re the only ones here right now. Jace isn’t due to come by until later this afternoon, so trust me, we could spend the next four hours out here naked-as-you-please and no one would ever know about it.”
 
   Naked. With Wade. For four hours.
 
   Um sure, she supposed that would be okay. 
 
   “You know what? That totally works for me.” Palming his cheeks and tossing her sarcasm aside, she lifted her head and met his lips halfway. Sweet Mary, she couldn’t get enough of the way this man kissed. Or of the provocative heft of his body blanketing hers. Or of how everything in her heart and mind fell right into place as he slipped his hand between the now-open halves of her shirt.
 
   With no bra on, there wasn’t a damn thing separating her aching nipple from his roughened touch. She moaned into his mouth as he glided his hand to the left and trapped the tiny bud between his fingers. And when he squeezed those fingers together? Torture. The pleasure of it was nothing less than a sweet, merciless torture.
 
   He dragged his kiss from her lips, nipping and licking his way down her neck and chest until he came to her other breast. Taking that nipple into his mouth, he sucked, flicked, and even bit it a little. She arched her back into him, craving more even though she wasn’t even remotely sure she could handle it.
 
   Ha, to hell with that, she thought. She’d make herself handle it. She’d be a fool to give this up again. Lord knew at one time she might’ve been the biggest dupe of them all out there, but she definitely wasn’t one anymore.
 
   She knew now—without a shadow of doubt—exactly what she wanted.
 
   A life well-lived with the man in her arms.
 
   He made short work of the shirttail’s knot before kissing his way down her stomach to end at the waistband of her jeans. With the stubble on his chin grazing her skin, her abdomen muscles literally quivered. Not only did his five-o’clock-shadow tickle like crazy, but it also drove her clean out of her mind. Grabbing the brim of his hat, she yanked the Stetson off and tossed it aside, frantic to hold on to something—anything—but even more desperate to run her fingers through his short but incredibly thick hair.
 
   Latching on with everything inside her, she tugged on the strands as he went for the button and zipper of her jeans. And damn if the man didn’t make short work of those, too.
 
   His mouth never left her skin, not even while he shimmied the denim over her hips. Sure, he momentarily rolled to his side to free her legs so he could pull them the rest of the way off, but he never stopped nibbling on her. He never stopped licking her.
 
   He never stopped annihilating her.
 
   Mirroring his urgency, she helped him out by kicking the pants from her feet. Thank heavens she hadn’t put her boots back on when she got dressed after her shower and decided to walk out here bare-footed. Yanking those suckers off would’ve taken up way too much precious time.
 
   Yes! Score one for a little erotic forethought.
 
   When he settled between her thighs again, she groaned, because holy hell, the fire from his naked chest brushing up against the most sensitive part of her had her craving so much more.
 
   She wanted his tongue there. His fingers. God, she wanted him inside her so badly she could hardly breathe.
 
   He didn’t waste any time giving her what she wanted. He practically dove in, working some serious magic with that tongue of his and pushing her right up to the point where she knew she couldn’t hold on any longer.
 
   A full-bodied orgasm blasted through her so hard and fast she couldn’t help but lose control. Every muscle in her body seized and she came this close to ripping the hair tangled in her fists straight out of his scalp. Ah God, she couldn’t help it. She knew she should let go, or at the very least ease up some, but she was helpless to do anything but hang on and ride out the fiery storm he created inside her.
 
   And crimeny, he didn’t stop there. She didn’t have any choice other than to let go of him as he rose to his knees between her thighs.
 
   Dear.
 
   God.
 
   The inferno in his eyes burned her more than if she were caught in the middle of an uncontrolled wildfire. Licking his lips, he jerked on the big, silver belt buckle sitting just below the most adorable outy belly button she’d ever laid eyes on. He didn’t piddle around with the zipper either, nor did he waste his sweet time shoving the waistband of those well-worn Wranglers down around his thighs.
 
   “You’re goin’ to have to forgive me, babe, because this is goin’ to be short, sweet, and straight to the point.”
 
   Heavens, he was just as far gone as she was. She reached for him, wriggling her fingers at him as if that might hurry his ass up. “I forgive you already. Come here.”
 
   He grinned at her. “My impatient little darlin’.”
 
   “I am. Oh God, I so am.”
 
   When he came back over her, she could’ve swore he growled. “Easy now.”
 
   Surely, he said that out loud for his own benefit and not hers. Sweet of him really, but easy was the last thing she wanted and definitely not what she needed. She jacked up her hips, searching for him, so close to unraveling at the seams she was sure nothing could ever stitch her back together.
 
   Nothing, that was, except Wade taking her lips at the exact moment he thrust himself deep inside her.
 
   Despite her heart aching over Eddie, and her head spinning thanks to all the crap she’d found out since last night—not to mention the way her body was on the verge of exploding from Wade’s lovemaking—she’d never felt so complete. The man simply rounded her off in ways that no one else ever could.
 
   So much for the idea that she’d been falling in love with him. In that moment, clutching onto him for dear life as he rocked in and out of her, she knew she was in love with him.
 
   Several heavy breaths later, he plunged inside her one final time and froze. Together, they broke from their kiss. Desperate for air, she cried out at the same instant he dug his teeth into her shoulder. As the tight coil her entire body had become completely unfurled right along with his, there was no stopping the one thought that kept circling inside her head.
 
   Wade Black was perfection. He was her perfection.
 
   And she’d be damned if she ever let him go again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Dusk was beginning to swallow up the day’s sky as Wade sat with his feet propped up on the patio table inside the back gazebo. His body still throbbed from making love to Cassidy earlier, and he couldn’t help but ruminate on the hour or so they’d spent touching each other before they dragged their spent bodies over to the pond to take a dip in the cool water. Shaded by the huge willow tree above them, they lounged around on the rickety little dock afterward, up until he talked her into getting dressed and going out for a ride with him.
 
   With her straddling Clementine’s back and he riding Kojak, they trotted along at a leisurely pace, circling the perimeter of the pasture closest to the house before heading north along the edge of the creek. She told him the highlights of her year in Europe, of loving the two little ones she looked after so much—and of missing him even more. His heart ached, but he wouldn’t have traded her experiencing those months overseas for all the gold inside Fort Knox, and definitely not because of some kind of macho selfishness on his part.
 
   In an attempt to keep her mind focused on lighter subjects and not on how badly she missed him, or more importantly, on the fact Eddie was still in surgery and that every law enforcement agent in Deep Pond and probably Calder County was on the lookout for her, he decided to distract her and up the ante of their afternoon ride even more. And there was nothing better for doing that than to jab at her competitive nature a little.
 
   As long as he’d known her, she’d never been able to pass up even the lamest of challenges. So when he suggested a friendly little horse race back up to the barn, she grinned. Of course, she and Clementine would take him and Kojak on, and of course, she was going to kick his ass from here to next Sunday while doing it.
 
   It didn’t surprise him in the least that she’d sprinted a good three or four lengths in front of him before good old Kojak had even found his stride. Nor did it shock him that she and Clementine were so far ahead they were able to take their sweet time and damn-near prance into the paddock. She was laughing by the time Wade and Kojak caught up to her, and he couldn’t find it in himself to blame her—in fact, he loved seeing her mood lighten, even if it was only for a few minutes.
 
   “Well damn woman. You got me there, do doubt. Guess that first round of beers will be on me.” 
 
   “Absolutely, they will be. Matter of fact, I could use one right about now.”
 
   Yeah, he could too. Cassidy had beaten him fair and square, and it sure as hell wasn’t because Wade had let her. Kojak, the poor old guy, had a good ten years on Clementine. She was a sleeker horse, and certainly more spry than his old boy, so it wasn’t as if Wade was irked because they weren’t the first ones back to the barn. He’d had Kojak since he was a yearling, and he wasn’t about to chuck him because some mare could outrun him.
 
   He had been, however, ready to lay Cass down in an inviting pile of hay over in the corner of the barn so he could congratulate the daylights out of her the best way he knew how. And if Jace hadn’t been there feeding up the rest of the horses in the stables, he might have done just that.
 
   Never let it be said that Wade Black was a sore loser.
 
   But now, sitting out here in the gazebo, hours away from their amazing afternoon together, reality was beginning to set in, smothering him as though he were under a heavy, wet blanket. He’d promised to sneak Cass into the hospital to see Eddie tonight, and he damn well wasn’t about to go back on his word. She needed to see her brother. She needed the security of knowing he was going to be all right.
 
   Not long after they’d returned from their ride, Jackie had called to let them know that Eddie was finally out of surgery and once again stable. Cass had been relieved, albeit cautiously so. There was no mistaking the uncertainty weighing her down or the anxiousness she felt because of it.
 
   Christ, Wade hoped to hell and back the guy would pull through.
 
   All of that doom and gloom hanging over them had only increased his worry over possibly getting caught tonight. Chet Darron and his posse shouldn’t be considered anything less than a handful of wild cards, so Wade had to take specific care not to run into any of them. What was worse though, was that he didn’t know who in this town he could trust anymore, a fact which irritated the hell out of him. Deep Pond had always been a tight community, but Chet and his cronies were introducing an element into the town that wasn’t welcome in the least.
 
   It was high time they were put in their place. And if the authorities weren’t going to do it, then Wade would have to pick up the slack and figure out a way to do it himself.
 
   Just as he did every evening, Jace came traipsing up to the house after finishing up his chores. He was a good kid, a polite kid, and Wade was damn glad he hired him on. Tall and lanky, he was probably on every girl’s to-do list at UT—not that he had a lot of downtime between his classes there and working at Blackbear Ranch too. He’d given Cassidy a good, old fashioned Texas Aw shucks ma’am smile when Wade had introduced them earlier in the barn. For no other reason than that, he knew Cassidy had been charmed by the kid from the get-go.
 
   Wade welcomed the distraction of shooting the shit with him for a few minutes.
 
   “You and Miss Harding have fun plans for tonight?” Jace asked, plopping down on the opposite side of the wrought iron table.
 
   Huh, Wade sure as hell wouldn’t classify their plans for tonight as fun. Dangerous? Definitely. Insane? Yeah, there was probably a touch of that too. As much as he hated lying, Wade figured it’d be best to keep his and Cassidy’s undercover mission to himself.  “We might go out for a spell.”
 
   Jace didn’t balk at his evasiveness. “That’s cool. So you wouldn’t mind if me and Stoney hung out here for a while? Maybe make a campfire and go swimming?”
 
   Nope, Wade didn’t mind at all. Jace and his buddy had spent many a night out there by the pond with their girls-of-the-moment. He liked giving them a place where they could take it easy and have some fun. “What? You two boys don’t have any young women to spend your time with tonight?”
 
   The back screen door closed with a crack as Cassidy came out with three longnecks in her hand. Wade couldn’t take his eyes off her as she made her way over to them—which Jace had to have picked up on. The kid nodded his thanks when Cass offered him a beer, throwing Wade a sly and knowing smile at the same time. “Nah. Not until later.”
 
   Hell yes, Wade remembered those days well. When you were twenty-two years old, later was all that really mattered.
 
   Acting as though he’d been doing it for ages, Wade slid his hand up Cassidy’s thigh as she hitched her hip on the edge of the table next to where he sat. She sipped on her beer, not really paying attention to him or to Jace, or to anything else for that matter. Damn it to hell. She’d gotten lost in her worries again, and Wade simply couldn’t sit there and let that happen.
 
   It was time to get the show on the road.
 
   “You about ready?” he asked her casually, as if they were doing nothing more than going to the movies or grabbing a bite to eat at the diner in town.
 
   She practically dropped the beer bottle onto the wrought iron tabletop and hopped to her feet. “Now? Yes, absolutely. I’m ready.”
 
   Jace stood too. “So maybe we’ll see ya later then? Y’all have an enjoyable evenin’.” With another furtive grin shot in Wade’s direction, the kid sauntered off toward the wood rack on the far side of the barn.
 
   “He’s staying here?” Cassidy asked.
 
   “Yeah, for a little while. He and a few of his friends like to hang here, probably because I don’t give them any shit when they get loud—or when the lot of them decide to go skinny dipping.” That earned him at least the pretense of a smile. “Listen, are you sure you’re up for this? We can wait—”
 
   She didn’t hesitate—at first. “I’m very ready. You get me in to see my brother and I’ll… I’ll…”
 
   Hell, he could come up with a few good ways finish off that sentence.
 
   Be yours to do with as you please? Repay you with wild and kinky sexual favors?
 
   Or how about Love you forever?
 
   Damn straight he could get behind those first two ideas. But that last one? That was the one he truly wanted before any of the others.
 
   “You don’t have to do a damn thing, darlin’,” he said. “Nothing but stick by my side like you’re glued there. I’ll get you into Eddie’s room, and come hell or high water, I’ll get you back out of there as well. But you’ve got to listen to what I tell you. No deviations, okay?”
 
   She raised her right hand. “I swear.”
 
   He cupped her cheek gently, dying a little on the inside for her. “It’s going to be okay. I promise.”
 
   She nodded, despite tearing up at the same time. “You don’t know how much this means to me. There’s no way I can ever thank you enough for doing this.”
 
   He leaned in closer, brushing his lips against hers. “I’m not looking for any sort of thanks, Cass. All I want is to see that light in your eyes again, the one that takes my breath away every time I look at you. We get that back, and that right there would be thanks aplenty.”
 
   He took that moment to kiss her, to center her to the here and now so her mind wouldn’t get lost in the what-if’s and the maybe’s and the oh-hell-no’s. And it was working too, because not a heartbeat later she clung to him with a strength he didn’t know she had. A strength that made her seem invincible but oh-so vulnerable, all at the very same time.
 
   It was that vulnerability that made him second guess sneaking her into the hospital, but the invincibility running neck and neck alongside it convinced him she could absolutely handle it.
 
   He ended the kiss sweetly, in spite of the way he entire body was hardening for her all over again. Later, he told himself. Later. “Let’s get out of here,” he said, pulling away and taking her hand instead.
 
   She stayed right next to him as he led her to his truck, and even went so far as to grab for his hand once they were both buckled inside and he started the engine.
 
   “You know what I miss?”
 
   He one-handed the steering wheel and hit the gas. “No, what?”
 
   “Those older model pickups. You know, the ones with the bench seats that go all the way across.”
 
   The first truck he ever bought on his own was a 1980 forest green Ford F250, so he knew exactly what she was talking about. “So you could slide on over next to me?”
 
   She teased him with a hint of that light in her eyes he so desperately wanted to see again. “I did promise to stay glued to your side, didn’t I?”
 
   Yes, she sure as hell did. And it wasn’t as if he’d given his new truck’s interior design even the slightest thought before, but now that he had? He’d never hated having a center console separating the seats more than he did right now.
 
   But the drive to the hospital at that time of night wasn’t going to take more than twenty minutes, tops, so they weren’t going to be unglued for very much longer. The back roads were clear, and there was hardly a soul out on the side streets he used to worm his way through town.
 
   Knowing the hospital the way he did because of Jackie, he drove in the back way and parked closest to the maintenance doors. As soon as they hopped out of the truck, she stayed true to her word and plastered herself to his side. He slung his arm around her and held her close as they hurried toward the entrance. Once there, he rapped the heavy steel twice with his knuckles. Just as they’d planned when she called him earlier, Jackie was there to open the door and let them in.
 
   “Oh God,” she squeaked. “Get on in here. Hurry up, now.”
 
   They hadn’t gotten more than two feet inside the door before Jackie had Cassidy wrapped in a fierce and protective hug.
 
   “How is he?” Cassidy asked, her words muffled by Jackie’s shoulder.
 
   “He’s one tough man, your brother. This time, they’re fairly certain they were able to stop all the bleeders. He’s holding steady, but I won’t lie and tell you it’s not going to be a long, hard road to recovery for him.”
 
   Outwardly, Cass kept her composure remarkably well, even though Wade knew she was this close to falling apart on the inside. “Take me to him?”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   Cassidy pulled back, piercing Jackie with an incredulous stare before shifting gears and nailing Wade with one that was just as accusatory. “What does she mean she can’t? Why in the hell not? You said—”
 
   Jackie spun on him. “You didn’t tell her?” She backhanded him on his upper arm, which actually stung like a bitch. “Sometimes I wonder if we’re truly related, you big galoot.”
 
   He lifted his hands in surrender. “Hold up, you two. First, no I didn’t tell her because, to be perfectly honest, she has enough shit to worry about already. And second, you will see Eddie, okay? It’s just that we can’t ride on up the elevator and waltz into his room like we’re the king and queen of Calder County.” He sighed—loudly—letting them know they needed to bring their entire conversation down a notch or two. Rubbing the spot on his arm where she whacked him—which was more for show than for any other reason—he asked Jackie, “Who all’s here?”
 
   “Just Dwight, as far as I know. A dairy tanker jackknifed just north of here about an hour ago, so the majority of the police on duty were called in for that. Otherwise, depending on what area you go to, the hospital is pretty much a ghost town right now.”
 
   “Good. That’s exactly how we want it. All we need to do now is take care of Dwight for a while.”
 
   Jackie turned her attention back to Cass. “Which is where I come in. I’m going to be the buffer for you guys and keep Dwight occupied for as long as I can.
 
   “And that’s why you can’t take me to Eddie.”
 
   “Exactly. Wade knows what room he’s in back in recovery.” She unclipped her ID badge and handed it over to Cass. “Take this. It’ll get you through any locked doors you come to on your way.”
 
   “Wait a second,” Cassidy said. “If we get caught, you’re going to get fired for this. I can’t let you do lose your job because of me and Eddie.”
 
   Jackie’s expression softened. “Honey, I know what we’re doing here is going against the grain, but we’re not hurting a single soul in this hospital. What’s hurting is you not being able to see your brother. If I lose my job over helping you do just that, then so be it. There’s plenty else in this world I can do, so don’t you worry a minute more about me.”
 
   At that moment, Wade had never been more proud to call Jackie his sister. As Cass’s composure began to crack, Wade figured a fissure or two in his own façade wasn’t too far off, not after hearing what his sister was willing to give up for them.
 
   “Thank you. So much,” Cass said.
 
   The two women hugged once more before Jackie shooed them on their way. “Straight out those doors and down the hallway to the elevators,” she instructed.
 
   Wade filled in the rest. “Third floor, recovery room A7.”
 
   “Yes, but make sure you go in through the side door. It’s not marked, but it’s the first door you’ll come to on your right. All you have to do is tap my badge on the security panel, slip around the corner, and you’ll be there. Last I saw Dwight, he was staking out the front entrance, so that’s where I’m headed now. I know he’s flip-flopping between there and the recovery unit, so once I find him I’ll keep him away for as long as I can.”
 
   Cassidy chimed in. “Wait a second. I’m not so sure I like this idea. Dwight seems like the kind of guy you want to avoid at all possible costs. If he catches wind of what you’re trying to do…”
 
   “Dwight’s a weak follower,” Jackie interrupted. “Besides, I won’t be alone. This hospital may be fairly empty at the moment, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t people still coming and going. I’ll be sure to stay in the public areas and never be alone with him, okay?”
 
   Cassidy hesitated with her answer.
 
   “There’s no other way, not if you want to see Eddie.” Jackie insisted.
 
   Cassidy paused another quick second, then gave in. “I don’t like it, but okay. Thank you, from the bottom of my heart.”
 
   Wade smacked a kiss on his sister’s cheek as Cassidy went in for one more hug.
 
   “You’re the best, Jacks.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” she said. “Just text me when you’re all clear. And you better take care of her, or you’ll have my bad side to deal with.”
 
   Lord knew Wade didn’t want that. “You’ve got my word.”
 
   “Good. Now, get going.”
 
   With that, Jackie cut to the left and headed toward the front section of the hospital while he and Cassidy went right and took off for the elevators. By the time they got there, Cass was beyond jumpy. He figured there wasn’t a damn thing he could do or say to ease her mind, so instead of even trying, he took her hand in his and tapped the up button for the elevator.
 
   They waited for the doors to open in complete silence and rode the two floors up to the third level without saying a word either.
 
   Wade could’ve cut the tension in the air with one of his dullest tomahawks.
 
   No sooner had the elevator doors opened again than Cass bolted through, yanking him right along with her. The hallway was empty, except for a woman in scrubs at the farthest end, but she wasn’t paying them a lick of attention, thank goodness
 
   Just as Jackie had said, the first door on the right wasn’t marked Recovery, but this was where they were supposed to be. Holding her breath, Cass flattened Jackie’s badge onto the dark gray security panel next to the frame. When the door handle clicked and she grabbed for it first, Wade was right there behind her. Covering her hand with his so she couldn’t turn the knob, he whispered in her ear. “Hold up a second. Let’s take this a bit more slowly.”
 
   She peered side-to-side through the small window in the door. “But no one’s there—”
 
   “That we can see,” he finished for her. “Let me go in first. Stay right behind me, darlin’.”
 
   The door led to a small alcove in the recovery area, which did a good job hiding them from the half-dozen nurses and techs he spotted as he shot a glance around the corner and down the hall. When he looked up, there was the sign. Room A7. “Come on, it’s right here.”
 
   They side winded around the corner faster than Jimmie Johnson could take the checkered flag at Texas Motor Speedway. And when he pulled the room’s curtain to the side for them to go in, he had to catch her before she dropped to the floor.
 
   Hellfire, he didn’t blame her for wanting to collapse. The scene was a scary one, what with Eddie hooked up to tubes and machines left and right. And right there next to the bed sat her father holding Eddie’s hand, just like Jackie said he’d been doing since last night. As soon as he saw Cass though, he let go of Eddie’s hand and sprang to his feet.
 
   “Cassidy Rae Harding!”
 
   Up to that point, Wade had never heard anyone whisper and yell at the same time.
 
   “Daddy!” Cassidy whisper-yelled too.
 
   Wade got clean out of the way as father and daughter met in a panicked embrace at the foot of the Eddie’s bed.
 
   “Damn, but you’re a sight. Where have you been, girl? You’ve had me worried out of my mind.”
 
   “I’ve been with Wade, Daddy. He’s been helping me figure this mess out.”
 
   Carl Harding let go of his baby girl only long enough to shake Wade’s hand once before turning his attention back to his daughter.
 
   “What in the Sam hill is goin’ on? Dwight’s in here rattlin’ off stories the likes I’ve never heard before. Ones of you shootin’ your brother and then high-tailin’ it out into the pastures.”
 
   “I didn’t shoot Eddie, I swear.”
 
   Carl waved his beefy, work-worn hand. “Oh hell, I knew that. But why would he try makin’ it out like you had in the first damn place?”
 
   Wade stepped forward then. “We think it has to do with Chet Darron and his wife Linda. And probably the fact neither you nor I will budge on selling him our land.”
 
   Anger darkened the old man’s eyes. “That son of a bitch. He came after my boy because he’s bitter about some land deal?”
 
   “It’s the only thing that makes sense,” Cass said.
 
   “It started off that way.”
 
   In unison, their three heads spun to where the weak and rattled voice had come from. Eddie’s drawn eyes were barely cracked open and a pained grimace twisted his lips. Wade had never seen two people move as fast as Cassidy and Carl had just then. 
 
   “Oh my God. Eddie. No, no, shh. Don’t talk. It’s okay. You’re okay.” Cassidy stroked Eddie’s forehead while Carl set to the handholding again.
 
   “Boy, you had me fearin’ you weren’t goin’ to wake up at all.”
 
   Wade figured the words were supposed to come out rough, or at the very least disciplinary, but the way the old guy’s voice cracked as he said them laid waste to any anger he might’ve been trying to imply.
 
   “Where’s Linda?” Eddie murmured.
 
   “Linda?” Cassidy repeated.
 
   “Yeah. Chet told her that he was going to teach me a lesson, then he’d finish things off by taking care of her. I’m pretty sure he wasn’t going to send her off on some day spa trip. Where is she?”
 
   “No one’s seen her, son. Not around here, anyway.”
 
   “Fuck,” Eddie bit out.
 
   “I think it’s high-time one of you three tell me just what in the hell is going on.”
 
   Damn if the old man’s fatherly voice hadn’t returned, and with enough brusqueness that it made even Wade’s ass pucker up. But he didn’t know the details any better than Carl or Cassidy did. It was up to Eddie to fill in the blanks for all of them.
 
   He swallowed on a grimace, and when he finally had the energy to speak, his voice came out softer than before. “Remember back when Darron first offered on the ranch, Pop? What, six months ago?”
 
   “I do,” Carl said.
 
   “Well, since you said no, he figured he’d try another tactic. Me.”
 
   “I don’t follow.”
 
   “He forced Linda to try to get to you through me. That if she schmoozed me enough and I asked you to sell, then you would. He instructed her to use any means necessary, if you know what I’m saying.”
 
   Red flared on Carl’s cheeks. “Boy, did you bed that woman? That married woman?”
 
   “Christ, Pop. What I did was fall in love with that woman. Chet beats on her pretty much all the time, and the only thing she wants to do is get as far away from him as she can. So, that’s what we planned. To take off. And then somehow the douche bag finds out about it. This…” he said, looking down at his IV covered arms and the bruises that had already formed there, “wasn’t random. He sent those men to the ranch to teach me a lesson.”
 
   “And they ended up almost killing you,” Cass added.
 
   “Exactly. And if they did this to me, I can only imagine what they’ve done to her. I have to… Oh hell. Y’all have to find her for me. Please.”
 
   The wheels were turning in Wade’s head as Cass tried to soothe her brother. “We will. We’ll find her,” she offered.
 
   “Had you ever seen the two men before?” Wade asked.
 
   Eddie’s eyebrows furrowed as he tried to shift in the bed. “Oh yeah. They run security for Chet. He’s gettin’ all geared up for protesters to show up once the drillers start fracking on his land. He thinks those two idiots will take care of things for him.”
 
   “Hold up,” Carl said, letting go of Eddie’s hand. He stepped to the curtain covering the recovery room’s glass sliding door and pulled it back a few inches. “Those two idiots?”
 
   Eddie bit his lip as he craned his bandaged neck as much as he could to get a better look. Wade took a gander as well toward the two men who were standing guard on the far wall on either side of the recovery room entrance.
 
   Cassidy snuck a peek, too. “Wade, that’s the men from the barn.”
 
   Eddie groaned as he laid his head back on the pillow and closed his eyes. “Oh yeah, that’s them all right. Shithead One and Shithead Two.”
 
   Damn it, add one more entry to his The Last Things Wade Black Needed list—those two assholes. Dealing with Dwight was bad enough, but these two losers being here just took the goddamned cake.
 
   “They’ve been here since last night,” Carl said. “I keep seein’ ‘em huddled up with that no-good Dwight Rock.”
 
   “Dwight’s in Chet’s pocket. And he’s in there deep.” Eddie kept his eyes closed and slurred his words a little. “Rumor has it that Chet keeps covering Dwight’s debts to his bookie. Seems Officer Rock has one hell of a gambling problem.”
 
   “So no matter what, what happened when you were shot and the way they threatened me is our word against all three of theirs? Terrific.”
 
   “There’s no proof that Chet and his men are the ones responsible?” Wade asked. “Nothing at all either of you can think of?”
 
   Eddie opened his eyes again, and even though it looked as though he were having a hell of a time focusing, he zeroed in on Cass. “My phone. Do you still have it? Linda sent me pictures, pictures Chet had no idea she’d taken. She also forwarded me some texts and emails. I kept them all. There’s enough there to prove what we’re saying is true.”
 
   “I hid it out in the pastures. After I called Dexter and he accused me of shooting you, I didn’t want to risk him or anyone else tracing the phone—or me.”
 
   “Can you find it again?” Wade asked.
 
   A tiny flicker of hope passed across her face. “Yes, I know exactly where it is.”
 
   “We have to get it,” Wade said.
 
   “To show who? If Dexter’s in Chet’s pocket, then it makes sense others in the police department are too.”
 
   Wade crossed his arms and looked straight at Carl. “Then we go outside Deep Pond’s police department, right?”
 
   It took Carl a second to catch Wade’s drift. “Moe? Damn good idea, son.”
 
   With that, Wade rocked back on his heels. “We’re going to go get that phone and take it back to Blackbear Ranch. Once we get there, here’s what I think we should do.”
 
   Hot damn, Wade thought after he and Carl ironed out the details of his idea.
 
   Now we’ve got ourselves one hell of a plan.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Cassidy wasn’t too sure Wade and her father’s plan would work. It depended on too many factors, on too many situations lining up at just the right time. With the way things had been so cockeyed for her family lately, she hesitated to count on even the simplest of ideas going right for them.
 
   But hells bells, they at least had to try.
 
   The minute they snuck back out of the hospital, she used Wade’s phone and texted Jackie that they were all clear. Jackie texted back saying she was able to keep Dwight occupied without a problem, that she was going back to work and for them to let her know how things were going.
 
   One more thing, Cass texted. Wade’s asking you leave your phone out where Dex might easily see it. He figures he’s asshole enough that he won’t be able to resist reading your messages. Delete this one and leave the next.
 
   Then she typed, we have all the evidence we need against Chet, Dwight and the two thugs working for them. We’re headed back to Blackbear Ranch. Text ya later.
 
   There was no mistaking her response: I hate this. You guys be careful.
 
   Too bad careful could be so subjective. Jackie didn’t have a clue as to what Wade had planned.
 
   As he steered them down the drive that led to Harding Ranch, Cass couldn’t help but twist her hands in her lap. With only the lamppost by the front steps lighting up a tiny section of the porch, the rest of the ranch sat shrouded in an eerie glow from the cloud-hazed moonlight shining above them.
 
   This wasn’t the way she’d left the ranch when she ran away. This wasn’t the way any of them would leave the ranch, ever. Not in the dark like this. Not with such oppressiveness and despondency.
 
   Seeing it like this made her sick to her stomach.
 
   Thank God Wade wasn’t into dillydallying. He stomped on the gas once they rounded the back of the house and flew past the barn, not giving her even a second to wonder whether or not she might throw up from the memory of what happened there. In the next minute, he was skidding to a stop in the dirt directly in front of the gate of the pasture’s fence. She hopped out, unhooked the gate’s latch and then climbed back in the truck.
 
   “Way out there,” she pointed. “Just past that copse of trees.
 
   He drove like a bat out of hell, bouncing them around the interior of the cab as if they were nothing more than a pair of dice being shaken inside a Yahtzee cup.
 
   I think I’ll go for my sixes, she mused while gripping the dashboard with one hand and clutching the oh shit handle above the door with the other.
 
   “Hang on,” he said.
 
   Oh, she was. For dear-flipping-life. “At the far end there, by the fallen oak trunk.”
 
   A few dozen bounces more, and he came to a halt where she’d told him to go. Pulling a Maglite from his glove box, they exited the truck and with him shining the light and marking the way, she found the exact location where she’d hidden the phone.
 
   She handed the components to Wade, who stuck the battery in the back and powered it up. “It works.” 
 
   Yes.
 
   Letting her impatience get to her this time, she grabbed the phone out of Wade’s hands and pulled up the photo app. Despite the way Eddie had been so evasive in his contact listings, his photos were actually labeled quite succinctly.
 
   She tapped on a folder tagged Linda, and nearly dropped to her knees.
 
   For the love of all that was good in the world, she’d never seen such blackened and swollen eyes as she did on the very first photo that popped up. “Oh no.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “This poor woman.” She flipped through more pictures, one after the other of bruises and cuts and screenshots of demeaning and threatening texts.
 
   I asked you to do one simple thing. Who else could fuck something like that up more than you.
 
   Remember this: You’re my whore, not Eddie Harding’s. Your job is finished. Cut the ties now, or you—and Eddie—will regret it.
 
   If I find out that you’ve talked to him even one more time, I’ll make you wish you never laid eyes on him. You’re mine. Don’t forget that.
 
   “She never had a chance,” Cass said, aching inside. “This man is a lunatic. I don’t know if this is enough to put him and his two thugs away, but it has to be a start.”
 
   Wade took the phone from her and kept scrolling. “Look at this picture. It’s of Chet and the two men from the hospital. And this… Holy shit…”
 
   After the picture of Chet and his men, there was a video dated yesterday morning. The sound was muffled, but there was no mistaking Linda’s groans or her succinct, whispered words. The video was shot on an angle, as if she were trying to hide the fact she was recording the men. “It’s Tuesday the 12th. Chet Darron has just beat me up for… God, I don’t even know. The twentieth time?” She flipped the screen and recorded her bloodied face. “They’re going after Eddie. This is proof.” She focused the camera on Chet once again. Cassidy cranked up the volume so she could hear what the creep had to say through all the background noise. “I want Eddie Harding down for the count. Make it so he can’t walk. Or talk. Or fuck my wife again. Hell, I wouldn’t care if you made it so he never breathed again.”
 
   “Bingo,” Wade said. “This right here outta do it.”
 
   Oh Lord, she hoped so. She hoped it was enough to put Chet Darron and his cronies away for a long, long time. “Now to get this to someone who can do the right thing with it.”
 
   “That’s what we’re doin’, darlin’. Come on, let’s get back to Blackbear. In another hour, all of this will be just a horrible memory.”
 
    
 
   On the way back to Blackbear Ranch, Wade tried calling Jace to tell him to get the hell out of there, that some serious shit was about to go down. He didn’t want the kid caught up in the middle of all this, nor did he want him getting hurt if the situation ended up going south. But he wasn’t answering his phone, damn it.
 
   Cassidy was having about as much luck on her end. “Linda’s not picking up either. I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Wade.”
 
   “Did you know Eddie was involved with her?” He tossed his phone on the dash as he came up on the entrance to his ranch.
 
   “For the last week or so, I’d been wondering if he was. It seemed like he’s barely been home this last month. Or if he was, he was either talking on the phone or texting with someone. Seeing Linda at the house the other day? It all makes sense now.”
 
   He damn near snorted. “Not a lick of this makes sense, darlin’.”
 
   Pulling in next to the patio, he killed the engine and surveyed the back of the house. As he climbed from his truck, he couldn’t help but feel that something was off. Something big. It was way too quiet out here. Way too still.
 
   Looking across the pond toward the throwing range and small dock, there was no sign of Jace or Stoney. There was nothing more than a small, abandoned campfire at the water’s edge.
 
   “Stay behind me,” Wade told her, cutting through the gazebo to grab up two of the tomahawks he’d left sitting on the table earlier. To his surprise, Cassidy snatched up the remaining two.
 
   Damn it, he ought to go for the rifle he kept locked in his bedroom, but he didn’t want to take the time to go inside the house. Not with the way his spine had set to tingling.
 
   With Cass right behind him, he became acutely aware of everything around him. Every breath she took. An owl hooting in the trees above him. A horse neighing somewhere in the barn. The gentle slosh of the water lapping against the dock from the gentle breeze blowing across the water.
 
   Step by cautious step, he walked around the pond toward the throwing range with those two hatchets held firmly in his fists. The focused light from the fire seemed to darken the entire area behind it. Wade couldn’t see a damn thing beyond the range to the left or the dock and willow trunk to the right.
 
   But he heard something. He heard breathing. Someone was there. He and Cassidy froze in their tracks.
 
   “Come on out,” he yelled. “I know you’re there.”
 
   When Jace and Stoney emerged from the shadows with their hands in the air and Chet’s two goons behind them holding them at rifle point, Wade’s gut clenched. Goddamn, he didn’t want these boys involved in any part of this.
 
   Just as he was about to ask what in the hell was going on, three more figures came into view next to the boys.
 
   A bloodied, battered, and shivering Linda Darron, with Chet right behind her pointing a handgun to her head. And Dwight Rock, with a shotgun aimed Wade and Cassidy’s direction.
 
   He’d set out the bait and had expected the hook, but damn he didn’t plan on all the extras getting caught up in this mess too.
 
   “Linda. Oh no,” Cassidy muttered.
 
   Beside him, Wade could feel the turmoil boiling inside Cass. Should she go for Linda and risk getting all of them shot, or should she stay put and do nothing.
 
   Chet made the decision for her. “That’s far enough,” he ordered.
 
   Far enough, Wade’s ass. “Why in the hell are you doing this? Just what are you hoping to gain?”
 
   Chet actually laughed. “What do I hope to gain? I’ll give you millions of reasons, and all of them have little pictures of presidents on them.”
 
   “So killing five people in order to make a few bucks is no big thing for you?”
 
   Chet didn’t answer his taunt. Instead he shoved the business end of his gun harder against Linda’s temple. The poor woman whimpered. “None of this would’ve gotten so far out of hand if she’d just done what I told her to do in the first place.”
 
   “Eddie’s not a pushover. It’s a trait we both got from our dad,” Cassidy spewed. “Nothing you or Linda say or do will ever persuade my dad to sell his ranch.”
 
   When Chet cocked his head and glared at Cass, Wade wanted nothing more than to punch the dickhead in the face.
 
   “Yes, I discovered that, sweetheart. I also discovered your brother’s been having an affair with my wife. That’s why I took matters into my own hands, you see.”
 
   “An affair you instigated, from what I understand. And then when things didn’t go quite your way, you sent these two cretins to nearly kill my brother and then have Dexter cover it up?”
 
   He shrugged. “It pays to know the right people.”
 
   “So what now?” Wade asked.
 
   “Now,” Chet answered, “You hand over Eddie’s phone.”
 
   Okay, that wasn’t part of the message he’d sent Jackie. Just how in the hell did he know about Eddie’s phone?
 
   “What phone?” Cassidy asked, playing stupid.
 
   “Nice try, sweetheart. But I have eyes and ears everywhere, and hospital walls are conveniently paper thin. So do yourself and everyone standing here a favor and hand it over.”
 
   Goddamn. They’d been so careful getting into Eddie’s room, but not careful enough it seemed. It figured Chet would have spies all over that hospital. Even so, Wade wasn’t about to give in now. “Not a chance.” 
 
   Chet sighed. “Then you leave me with no other choice…”
 
   Linda screamed as Chet shoved the gun against her temple again.
 
   “Whoa whoa whoa.” Wade held his arms open even though he still had the hatchets in his hands. “Don’t do anything you’ll regret.” Not that Wade figured Chet would regret any of this, but he had to distract him somehow.
 
   “Then hand over the phone.”
 
   To reiterate what his boss said, Dexter widened his stance, cocked his shotgun and aimed again.
 
   Like hell Wade would hand over a damn thing, especially something as incriminating as Eddie’s phone, and not when he knew the first thing Chet would do was destroy it.
 
   Instead of giving Chet any sort of answer, Wade smiled smugly before yelling out to seemingly no one. “You getting all this?”
 
   Out from behind the huge willow trunk stepped one pissed-off Carl Harding. He was hefting a shotgun of his own and he had the damn thing pointed directly toward Dexter’s chest. At Carl’s side stood Moe Fisher, Deputy Sheriff of Calder County—a man who was most definitely not in Chet Darron’s pocket. Deputy Fisher’s take-no-shit attitude was legendary around these parts, and Wade was damn glad to have him on his side.
 
   “Oh yeah. We got it all, son.”
 
   Chet didn’t seem to give two shits that he was standing there holding a gun to his wife’s head right in front of a County Deputy. “What is this? Old school week? You think these coots are going to stop me?”
 
   Moe looked offended. “Who’s he calling a coot? Must be you, Carl. Lord knows I’m as spry as they come.” He took a step forward, paying no mind to the fact that the odds of this going well were seriously skewed against them. Four firearms versus two along with a handful of tomahawks wasn’t what Wade would call even sides. “See now, the way I figure things here is that you’re just fucked, Chet. We all know what you did. We all know why you did it. Now all you have to do is own up to it. After all, Eddie’s still alive right? Attempted murder sure beats premeditated murder one any day, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Go to hell you old has-been.”
 
   Moe turned to Carl. “Name callin’. He’s resorted to name-callin’.” Moe palmed the weapon in the holster at his side. “That’s definitely not a wise move.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Chet egged him on. “Why’s that?”
 
   In a blur, Moe drew his pistol and popped off a round. The bullet tore through the meaty part of Chet’s left thigh. He let out a high-pitched scream, dropped to his knees, and then started swearing like a banshee.
 
   “That’s why, you pompous dick.”
 
   Moe’s shot instantly became everyone’s starting pistol. All at once, each of them sprang into action. Wade flung his first tomahawk at the shaft of Dwight’s shotgun, hitting it with a clang and knocking it free of his hands before pile-driving straight into the guy’s gut with his shoulder. Cassidy bolted for Linda, yanking her out of the way as the entire scene erupted with sounds of punches been thrown and a few good smacks upside the head from rifle butts. Jace and Stoney, with Carl and Moe’s help, had turned on Shithead One and Shithead Two, who’d been distracted by their boss getting hammered in the leg with a .38. Chet was on the ground fumbling with his own handgun in between spewing idle threats, yelling out orders that no one was paying any mind to and grunting in pain.
 
   Wade had a hell of a time trying to keep an eye on Cass as he rolled around in the dirt fighting with Dwight. The guy got a couple good punches in, but Wade was faster and stronger. One clean crack to the jaw and Officer Rock was down for the count.
 
   But it wasn’t over yet.
 
   Wade looked up just in time to see Chet sprawled out on his butt with his back bowed and his arms straight out in front of him. He’d managed to re-palm his gun and was holding it steady, as if he were taking very careful aim.
 
   Right at Cassidy.
 
   As Wade shouted her name, she swerved to step in front of Linda. With no time for practice swings, Cass raised the tomahawk in her hand just like Wade had shown her. As Chet fired off a round, she threw the hatchet.
 
   Wade’s heart stopped.
 
   The blade landed deep in Chet’s shoulder with a authoritative whack. Christ, Wade was surprised she hadn’t severed the man’s arm completely off. Blood oozed everywhere, and all at once. Chet dropped the gun and clutched his arm, this time screaming at the top of his lungs.
 
   But Wade didn’t give the slightest shit about him.
 
   He jumped to his feet and ran to Cassidy’s side. He touched her everywhere, spun her around and then back again. No blood. No bullet wounds. Same with Linda, who had enough foresight to crouch to the ground just as the shot had gone off.
 
   Thank God the asshole missed them both, but thank God even more that this woman he loved to the moon and back had one hell of an incredible throwing arm.
 
   He didn’t waste any time holding on to her for dear life. She was shaking like a leaf, but hell, so was he. “You’re okay. You’re okay. You’re okay.” Shit, if he said it enough times, maybe he’d start believing it too.
 
   From over his shoulder, Moe hollered. “Clear here. We’ve got ‘em, son.” Wade craned his neck toward them, not letting Cassidy out of his arms for anything. Jace stood alongside Carl, mimicking the older man’s stance with one of the Shithead’s rifle’s in his hands. The two goons were on their asses with their hands raised in surrender and bitter scowls on their faces.
 
   “Damn straight, we do.” The kid was practically bouncing on the balls of his feet. “I tell ya one thing, Mr. Black, you sure know how to get the blood pumping. This was flipping wild.”
 
   Wild? Yeah, wild was just about the perfect way to describe the insanity of the last twenty-four hours. Wade couldn’t help but huff at how Jace had summed it all up so succinctly.
 
   “It sure enough was,” Wade agreed. “A kind of wild I could certainly live without.”
 
   Not that there was any kind he particularly wanted to live with—other than Cassidy. She was his kind of wild, all right. A precise kind of wild he never wanted to do without. And once her nerves settled some, he was damn straight going to make her see that a life with him wasn’t an all or nothing.
 
   It would be their everything.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   In the hours that followed, Blackbear Ranch became busier than a hive full of honeybees. More sheriff’s deputies arrived along with Deep Pond’s Chief of Police and ambulances aplenty. Hell, even a couple FBI agents who were on Chet’s trail showed up to sniff around the ranch. Between the three law enforcement divisions, Wade, Cass, Carl, Moe, Linda and even Jace and Stoney had told their stories more times than they could count. Everything was documented and Eddie’s phone—the nail in Chet and Dwight’s coffin—had been turned over to the sheriff’s department for evidence.
 
   After the four men had been hauled away—two by squad car and two by ambulances—Moe assured Wade and Cassidy the case against Chet and his men was airtight. Cassidy immediately called Eddie at the hospital to tell him the good news, but all Eddie wanted to do was to talk to Linda. As Cass watched Linda crying in relief that her nightmare life with Chet was finally over, she started tearing up too, which had Wade fighting back a lump in his throat as well.
 
   And now, hours later, as Wade stood at the edge of the patio watching the last deputy get in his squad car and drive away, he took a moment to just… Hell, breathe. He wasn’t sure he had since last night, not since Chet Darron had pointed a gun at Cassidy and pulled the trigger.
 
   Christ, he’d never been so scared in his life.
 
   She’d been beyond brave throwing that tomahawk the way she had. And even though Wade was out-of-his-mind terrified for her, he couldn’t have been more proud of the way he handled not only the weapon, but herself as well.
 
   He truly did love her.
 
   Just as he was about to go inside the house to where she was snoozing on that damn window seat in the kitchen to tell her so, something caught his eye by the water trough in the pasture. Hot damn, there was his momma-to-be heifer; only she wasn’t a momma-to-be any longer. Right beside her was a tiny calf, which started nuzzling for an udder the moment they stopped at the trough. Momma looked in Wade’s direction, lifted her snout in the air and mooed—as if she were telling him everything was okay—before focusing her attention on drinking her fill. The sight had Wade grinning ear to ear.
 
   He knew he needed to get out there and take care of momma and baby, but he also knew nature had already done a pretty good job of that. He had a few minutes, and he couldn’t think of a better way to spend them than in Cassidy’s arms.
 
   He didn’t let the door slam as he walked in the kitchen like he normally would, but Cassidy stirred on the cushions and opened her eyes anyway. He came to his knees next to the bench, held her and kissed her, taking his time to taste her, to run his tongue along hers. To love her with everything inside him.
 
   When he pulled back, the brightness in her eyes he’d been dying to see for the last twenty-four hours ripped all the air he’d finally got to settle in his lungs right on out of there. And when her lips lifted in an easy smile, he knew there was no going back for him. Not ever.
 
   “What was it you were going to tell me before I left last year?” she asked. “Yesterday you said you never should’ve let me go without telling me how you felt. What were you going to say?”
 
   Damn, the woman didn’t miss a beat—and he loved it.
 
   “I was going to tell you the same thing you told me, that I was falling in love with you. But I can’t say that anymore.”
 
   Her smile faded. “Oh.”
 
   “I can’t say that anymore, darlin’, because now I know that I’m in love with you.”
 
   The light in her eyes brightened even more as her smile returned full force. “Really?”
 
   “Head over heels, babe.”
 
   “I don’t know what to say, other than I love you too. I think I always have.”
 
   “And that right there, is all we’ll ever need.”
 
   She slid her arms around his neck and drew him in closer. “Promise?”
 
   “Cross my heart.”
 
   “Then there’s only one thing I want,” she whispered.
 
   A ring? Sure, he could do that. Babies? Hell, yes. A life with the one woman he’d do anything for? Absolutely. “Anything, darlin’. Anything at all.”
 
   “What I want you to do is blow the memory I have of you making love to me on this window seat clean out of the water. I’m yours, Wade Black. From here to eternity, I’m yours all the way.”
 
   Now that plan, he could get behind. “And I belong to you, darlin’. Forever.”
 
   “Show me,” she whispered.
 
   With a surge of love the likes he’d never known before, he set about to do just that.
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   Darcy prefers lace over cotton, wine over beer, and long, hot soaks over quick showers. 
 
   Rayne lives in his chaps, prefers an ice cold beer, and rarely has time for anything more than a five minute shower. 
 
   He breeds horses, just like every Renwick before him on the Texas horse ranch he calls home. She prefers to travel and explore the exotic as far from Texas as she can go. 
 
   When these two opposites collide, will they discover some common ground or will their differences drive them apart?
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Rayne Renwick sat in the corner nursing his beer and counting the minutes until he could head home and leave the southern hospitality of the Beaumont party behind. God, he hated parties. He didn’t know the Beaumonts other than what his mother had told him about their two daughters. One was married, and the other was travelling abroad. Mr. Beaumont planned to buy a horse from the Renwicks for the younger one who’d be home soon. Whatever else his mom had said, Rayne had tuned out. The Beaumonts loved horses; that was really all Rayne cared about.
 
   “Twenty more minutes, then we can get the hell out of here,” Luke assured him.
 
   Rayne glanced at his best friend who sat sprawled in a chair across from him. They both had their backs to the wall with the table between them and kept their eyes scanning the room. Rayne had been ordered to make an appearance since his parents were out of town, and he’d dragged Luke along so he could suffer, as well.
 
   “Who’s that?” Rayne asked, as a sexy blonde caught his attention.
 
   “Trouble with a capital “T”,” Luke assured him. 
 
   “Do you know her, or not?” Rayne demanded.
 
   “No clue, though she looks familiar. She looks younger than us. Maybe that’s why I can’t place her. You know I like my women older. “ Luke grunted. “Plus, that one screams high maintenance.”
 
   “She certainly stands out in this crowd,” Rayne admitted.
 
   “Want me to find out who she is?” Luke offered.
 
   “No,” Rayne said. There wasn’t a discreet bone in Luke’s body. If he went to find out who she was, everyone would know it was because Rayne was interested.
 
   “Good. You don’t want a woman like that anyway.”
 
   “Why not?” Rayne asked curiously.
 
   “She’s all lace and no chaps.”
 
   Rayne almost choked on his swallow of beer. He coughed a little, clearing his throat before he shot a look at Luke. “I don’t even know what the fuck that means.”
 
   “She’s all fluff, no substance.”
 
   “Jesus. Where do you come up with this stuff?”
 
   “Lace is decorative. Like the doilies and shit my grandmother has all over her house. Chaps serve a purpose. They’re there to protect your legs from brush and thorns and shit. She’s lace. You’re chaps.”
 
   “I swear the shit you say makes sense to no one but you,” Rayne told Luke.
 
   “Whatever.” Luke shrugged him off then laughed. “She’s headed our way.”
 
   “Fuck,” Rayne muttered.
 
   It wasn’t that he didn’t want to meet her, but now, thanks to Luke, his mind was filled with visions of her in lace. Preferably black lace, which would look good against the soft tan of her sun-kissed skin. Something lacy and low cut. His gaze moved over her from head to toe as she walked toward them. Her dress was longer than anyone else’s, and flowed like liquid from her hips down. The top was tighter, emphasizing the fullness of what looked like an awesome rack without revealing more than a minimal glimpse of skin. Her hair was worn high on her head, revealing a long neck. She was classy and beautiful; appearing very much like the decoration Luke had called her.
 
   Rayne skimmed back up her body and felt a jolt of something move between them as her gaze collided with his. She looked like she had substance in all the right places as far as he was concerned.
 
   “Mr. Renwick.” Her voice was like a shot of whiskey, hitting low in his belly and sending a wave of heat throughout his body. 
 
   He rose slowly, setting his beer bottle on the table and taking a step toward her. Even in the heels that made her feet look so dainty and sexy, she didn’t quite come to his shoulders. 
 
   “I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage,” he said, breathing in the smell of her perfume. God, she had his dick rock hard and ready to give a hearty hello of its own.
 
   “How’s that?” she asked.
 
   “You seem to know who I am, but I know I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting you.”
 
   Luke choked on his beer and tried to discretely hide it behind a cough. He wasn’t fooling Rayne though. He got that his buddy would enjoy watching this play out since he already knew Rayne was interested in her. 
 
   “I’m Darcy,” she said, holding out her hand to him. “Darcy Beaumont.”
 
   He took her hand and brought it easily to his lips. He swore his lips vibrated as he placed a soft kiss on the back of her hand. From her wide green eyes and the catch of her breath, he’d bet she’d felt it as well.
 
   “I understand you raise some of the best horses in the area, Mr. Renwick.”
 
   “Rayne,” he told her, making no move to release her hand. 
 
   “No one knows horses like Rayne does,” Luke said as he stood and joined them. “I hear your daddy is looking to buy you one.”
 
   She nodded, her eyes darting over to Luke. Her hand was trembling, but she didn’t pull it from Rayne’s grasp. Her skin was soft, warm, and he felt a primitive desire to throw her over his shoulder and take her away to ravage her. Maybe he’d just heard the story of his Comanche ancestor and how he’d kidnapped his bride once too often. 
 
   “Yes.” She turned back to Rayne, and he felt his dick jerk as she licked over her bottom lip. He wanted to feel her tongue on his skin in ways that would probably disgust her. What was it about this one woman that had him on edge so quickly? 
 
   “I was hoping to get the chance to meet you,” she told Rayne. “I’ve heard only the best of things about you and your horses. I can’t wait to see them.”
 
   Rayne nodded and finally let go of her hand. He didn’t miss the way she clasped it with her other hand and held them in front of her. He also didn’t miss the flutter of her pulse at her throat or the way her breasts rose in her dress with every breath she took. 
 
   “You train the horses yourself?”
 
   “No one’s better at it than me.” He stifled a grin at the way her nostrils flared a little. She might think him cocky or arrogant, but when it came to horses, he had a right to be. He’d earned the high praise he received. Horses had always been his family’s passion, all the way back to when the Renwick Ranch had been founded by Evelyn Renwick and her Comanche husband. Horses were in his blood.
 
   “Horses are his entire life, Miss Beaumont,” Luke said.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she turned toward Luke, giving Rayne the even better view of her backside. And what a lush view it was. God, she was built for exactly what he couldn’t get out of his mind. “I don’t believe I caught your name.”
 
   “Luke.” Rayne watched as his buddy took the hand she extended and gave it a light shake. “Nice to meet ya.” He turned toward Rayne. “I’m going to head over and grab our hats. Meet you outside by the truck when you’re ready.”
 
   When Luke was behind Darcy’s back he caught Rayne’s gaze and mouthed a reminder to him. High Maintenance. Then he turned and left, but Rayne got the message. Get rid of her and, let’s go. Funny, he’d been counting the minutes until he could leave since the moment he’d arrived. Until now. Now he really wanted to spend a little time getting to know Darcy Beaumont.
 
   “I won’t keep you, then,” Darcy said. “It was lovely to meet you.”
 
   “Do you like to ride?” The word “no” coming out of her mouth would be the only thing that could dim his interest in her.
 
   “Excuse me?” Her gaze skimmed over him again.
 
   “Horses,” he offered and enjoyed the way her cheeks flushed a lovely shade of red. He was more than okay if she was thinking about riding him. Lord knew it was all he’d be thinking of for the rest of the night. “Do you like to ride horses?”
 
   “I… It’s been a while since I’ve had the pleasure, but I look forward to getting back in the saddle.”
 
   Jesus. He was putting a sexual spin on everything she said. He liked the thought of her not having sex in awhile and using him to jump back in. He liked that a lot.
 
   “Come out tomorrow. Three o’clock. I’ll pick a mount for you; let you see how easy it is to get back in the saddle.”
 
   Her nipples were tight points pressing against her dress. The way she shifted her legs, bit her lip, and sighed made him think she was getting as aroused as he was.
 
   “I appreciate the offer, Mr. Renwick, but—”
 
   “Rayne,” he corrected.
 
   “Rayne,” she amended with a nod. “I appreciate the offer, but I’m not really sure what my mother has planned for the week. I’ve only just returned home last night.”
 
   “I’d like to see your form,” he said and let his gaze move over her. He enjoyed the fresh flush of color that washed over her face and neck. “It’ll help me see what kind of mount you can handle.”
 
   “I’m sure I can handle anything you have,” she said and her gaze flickered down to his hips and back up. 
 
   He grinned, enjoying the sparks flying between them. She’d turned her body toward him as she spoke, standing so close now they were almost touching. 
 
   “I’m sure you can,” he agreed with her.
 
   “I mean—”
 
   “I think we both know what you meant,” he challenged.
 
   She looked at him for what felt like a long moment, searching his face with her gaze. She must have seen what she was looking for because she finally nodded in agreement. “We do.”
 
    “Three o’clock,” he suggested again.
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
    “Think hard.”
 
   He enjoyed the way her eyes narrowed. He let her see his gaze drop to her breasts and took pride in the twin points of her hardened nipples. She was as interested in him as he was in her. If things went well, he just might have her trying more than a horse tomorrow. He almost groaned as a vision of her riding him while he lay back on a blanket in the grass filled his mind. He wondered how long her hair was. Would it be as soft as her skin? 
 
   He heard her indrawn breath and looked up to catch her eyes locked onto the blatant bulge of his cock. 
 
   He cleared his throat, jerking her gaze back up to his. He smiled and leaned close to whisper in her ear. “I’ll look forward to seeing you relax.” He pulled back enough to meet her eyes again. “And enjoy a good, hard ride.”
 
   He left her standing there feeling her gaze following his every step as he made his way toward the exit. She’d be thinking of him all night, just as she’d be the only thing on his mind. He’d bet the ranch she’d be there at three tomorrow. No matter what Luke thought, Rayne wanted to get to know Darcy Beaumont. Suddenly, things were looking up in Calder County.
 
    
 
    
 
   Darcy watched until the door shut behind Rayne Renwick. She’d wondered if he remembered seeing her that day. He hadn’t. But then she’d been very young the last time she saw him, and they’d never really been introduced. She’d just been tagging along with a friend. He’d stopped by to check out one of the horses her friend’s father had for sale. Darcy had spent the entire time watching him with a dreamy look on her face. Her friend had noticed and teased her mercilessly about it. Darcy hadn’t cared. 
 
   What was it about the man that made her want to strip naked and beg him to fuck her? Good grief. She wasn’t a fainting virgin eager for her first lover. She was a grown woman who knew her body inside and out. She’d done things with her last lover that would probably send Rayne galloping off, eager to get away from her, which would probably be the best thing for both of them. 
 
   Rayne was beautiful. His face a testament to the Comanche blood her mother said ran in his family. She could easily picture him in a loin cloth, hair long and wild, standing in a field with horses all around him. She’d paint him that way. She’d go tomorrow, just so she could see him among his horses, and have that vision to draw on when she painted him. She wondered what he would be like as a lover and almost moaned out loud as visions filled her head. She had it bad—for a man she’d just officially met a few minutes ago. She couldn’t allow herself to give in to the desire, not here. If only he lived somewhere else.
 
   A woman’s reputation is all she has, Darcy. You must remember that. Certain things should never be explored in the place you plan to call home. There’s a big world out there. Go on and see it. Taste everything it has to offer. Just remember, discretion is key. A woman must always appear the lady in public.
 
   Her mother’s words, words she’d whispered to Darcy after Darcy had gone through one of the lowest moments of her life. Her mother had also said choices, once made, could never be undone, not entirely, and that there were some events that changed a woman forever. Her mother was a wise woman. Darcy couldn’t undo her past. She could only learn to live with it, preferably as far from where it happened as possible.
 
   But leaving was the last thing on her mind at the moment. Rayne Renwick was front and center in her head and tempting her to hold tight to the here and now.
 
   Lord, she’d been all over the world, literally, and had never met a man who had her thighs clenching with need on the first meeting. She’d been attracted before, but nothing like what she felt for Rayne. And those comments about seeing what kind of mount she could handle, about enjoying a long, hard ride! Okay, so he’d said good, hard ride, but she was definitely thinking long and hard. Those words just went together, especially when a woman was thinking of Rayne Renwick. Why did she have to run into him on her first night back in Calder County? And why did he choose now to finally notice her?
 
   “Darcy, are you okay?” her mother asked as she came to stand next to her. “Your cheeks look flushed. You’re not running a fever are you? I swear travelling takes such a toll on a body.”
 
   “I…” Darcy closed her mouth, her brain engaging and sending her mind spinning. “I think you might be right, Mama. I’ll just plan to relax and take it easy tomorrow. I hope you didn’t have anything big on the agenda.”
 
   Her mother casually brushed her hand through the air. “Nonsense, dear. You know my girls always come first. Your father will be gone most of the day on business. I’ve got a meeting with the Ladies Horticulture Club. We’re working on the beautification project. I was hoping to bring you along and show you off. It’s been so long since they saw you. But you just rest and relax.”
 
   “Thanks,” Darcy said, trying not to fidget from the big whopping lie she was telling. She might rest and relax tomorrow, but only after she tried her best to seduce Mr. Renwick. Surely, he was a man who would understand discretion. It would be a short affair before she left again, something to pass the time and occupy her mind, keeping her firmly in the present. Some memories didn’t need to be relived.
 
   “I see you met Rayne. No one knows horseflesh like the Renwicks. I hear he’s something to see when he’s with his horses.”
 
   “Really?” Darcy was all about getting information from her mother on Rayne. Even better that her mama had been the one to bring him up.
 
   “Exceptional young man. Works hard. Takes his responsibilities seriously. Spends most of his time with his horses. Trains them himself with a few others. Good, solid boy from a good, upstanding family.”
 
   Darcy shook her head. “It won’t work.”
 
   “I’m not so old I can’t see the sizzle that shot between you two. Why, it practically lit up the whole room. A man like that would be a…powerful force to have at your side.” 
 
   “I’m not staying, Mama. I can’t.”
 
   “You can’t let the past keep you running forever,” her mother said, pulling Darcy close for a hug. “Sometimes our demons only get stronger because we run instead of facing them.”
 
   “I’m not ready,” Darcy admitted quietly.”Not yet.”
 
   “I think you underestimate the strength you have.” Her mother stepped back and lifted Darcy’s chin. “I see a strong woman, unafraid and adventurous. It’s time to come home, honey. It’s time to put the past behind you and realize you have so much more inside you to give. You’re a remarkable, young lady, Darcy. Smarter and wiser than you were all those years ago. You need to start remembering that, instead.”
 
   “I’m trying to. Promise.”
 
   “Good. And in the meantime, if you decide to act on some of those sparks with the young Mr. Renwick… Let’s just say, if having that delectable morsel in your bed keeps you here while you sort through things, I’m okay with that.”
 
   Darcy almost choked on her sudden indrawn breath. “Mama!”
 
   “You weren’t delivered by a stork as a surprise. I thoroughly enjoyed the time and dedication your father put into your conception.”
 
   “I’m starting to feel like I should put my fingers in my ears and hum.”
 
   Her mother laughed softly. “Just remember what I’ve taught you about public image versus private image. And let him know that you come from a line of greedy women. While you are in his life, you’re the only one in his life.”
 
   “And by life, you mean bed,” Darcy said with a shake of her head. Her mother didn’t beat around the bush, not anymore. She felt it was important to be open and honest in all matters. Sometimes a little too open and honest as far as Darcy was concerned, but she wouldn’t want her mother to be any other way.
 
   “I raised you to be intelligent, and an intelligent woman always knows how to make sure her man comes to her bed and hers alone. Any man deserving of you will appreciate that you keep the more earthy elements of your nature for his eyes only.”
 
   “Earthy elements?” Darcy asked with a lifted brow.
 
   “Sex isn’t a public sport. You’re not some commonplace tramp who needs to resort to some form of dry humping when in the presence of others.”
 
   “I can’t believe I’m having this conversation with you.” 
 
   “We have conversations like this all the time.”
 
   “I meant here and now, at one of your parties, where anyone could happen by and hear us.”
 
   “No one would dare try to eavesdrop on me, not in my own home.” Her mother gave a weary sigh. “Your generation likes to believe you invented sex and all the kinky elements of it. That’s ridiculous. You’ve just taken it to a level where very little is left to the imagination. And let me tell you, imagination is a wonderful thing.”
 
   “I don’t want to hear about your sex life with Daddy,” Darcy blurted out.
 
   “And you never will,” her mother informed her. “What’s between your father and me is only for us. But there’s a reason why even after twenty-five years of marriage, he still looks at me and only me.”
 
   Darcy shook her head. “You never cease to amaze me.”
 
   “Your father says the same thing.”
 
   “Daddy is a very lucky man.”
 
   “And I’m a very lucky woman. The key is we both know it. I want that for you too, Darcy.”
 
   “Thank you, Mama. I may not have always appreciated your advice when I was growing up,” Darcy admitted to her mother. “But I’m very lucky to have you for a mother. I don’t say that often enough, I know. But I really mean it.”
 
   “You and your sister will always be the greatest blessings of my life.” Her mother looped her arm through Darcy’s and began walking across the room taking Darcy with her. “Now, then. There are several old friends and some newer ones that have been asking about you. Let’s put whatever thoughts the young Mr. Renwick has filled your mind with aside for now and see about introducing you around.”
 
   Darcy nodded, but she wasn’t really listening as her mother began talking about her group of friends and what all was going on or rumored to be going on through the gossip mill. Her mind was firmly entrenched with all sorts of nefarious thoughts featuring one Rayne Renwick. Thanks to his parting words, all she could think about was him lying back on a blanket, completely naked. She wanted to lick his bronzed flesh, tasting every inch of him from his toes all the way to the tips of his ears, stopping at all the more interesting places in between. 
 
   She wanted him naked, sprawled beneath her. She wanted to be just as naked, to see the light in his eyes as he took in the figure she worked to maintain. She wanted him to appreciate her hard work, with his tongue as well as fingers. She wanted to rub against him, skin on skin, and savor the shivers that were sure to course through her. 
 
   What would he be like as a lover? Would he take her hard and fast? Would he be slow and easy? Would he spend a generous amount of time on foreplay? 
 
   Jesus! What was it about the man that a five minute conversation was having such an effect on her body? Maybe this sudden obsession was a warning within itself? Should she stay away? Or would he be just the distraction she needed while she was trying to make up her mind about whether or not to stay? One thing was certain, she was going to find out. Three o’clock tomorrow afternoon couldn’t get here soon enough to suit her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Rayne kept glancing at the clock as he pretended to look over the papers on his desk. He was easily distracted today, especially the closer it got to three o’clock. He’d spent the morning working with some of the recently purchased horses. His father had left it to him to decide if they were to be used for breeding or not. The morning had flown by, as had lunch with Luke. He hadn’t told Luke about the invitation to Darcy. Rayne had little doubt Luke would have found a hundred reasons to stick around if he’d known. 
 
   Instead, Rayne had kept silent and let Luke monopolize the conversation like usual. It was two forty-five now. He figured it was close enough to three that he could head out and saddle his horse, Conquest. Lord knew he wasn’t getting anything done here.
 
   He was just leading Conquest out when his gaze collided with bright red boots. He followed them up a long set of mouth-watering legs encased in skin tight denim. Her hips flared out but the belt she wore emphasized a waist he was fairly certain his hands could span. She wore a red top that cupped her full breasts and with the top few buttons undone, gave him a peek at her cleavage. His mouth was watering with the need to taste her. Darcy. He’d known it was her from the moment he’d glimpsed those bright red boots. 
 
   Her hair was down her back in a braid. He wanted to see it long and loose, to feel it caressing his skin as they made love. He knew exactly where he wanted to take her on their ride. He’d thought of nothing else since he’d left her standing there watching him last night. And she was here. She’d come. If that didn’t prove she was just as interested in him as he was in her, nothing did.
 
   “Darcy,” he called as he walked toward her.
 
   Her eyes lit on Conquest. “He’s beautiful.” She held her hand out to him, and when Conquest didn’t object, she began stroking him. 
 
   Rayne wanted her to do the same to him, only a little lower and with a much firmer grip. 
 
   She glanced up and met his gaze. 
 
   Without thinking he leaned in and placed his lips on hers. A gasp left her, and he took full advantage, moving into her until their bodies aligned and he could take full possession of her mouth. She tasted like strawberries, and he wondered if she’d had them with her lunch. She blinked several times when he stepped away. He waited to see her reaction and braced himself in case he’d moved way too quickly. Instead, she gave him a smile that hit him right in the groin.
 
   “That’s one way to greet a lady,” she said.
 
   “The kiss was presumptuous of me. I’d apologize, but the honest truth is I’ve been wondering what you’d taste like since I left last night.”
 
    “And?” She prompted.
 
   “What?” he asked with his brow lifted.
 
   She laughed, dusting her hands on her jeans. “What do I taste like?”
 
   “Strawberries.”
 
   “I had fresh strawberries with cream at lunch. I love them.”
 
   He licked his lips, drawing her gaze to his mouth. “I do too.”
 
   He stood there and watched her. He couldn’t help himself. She didn’t seem offended that he’d kissed her. 
 
   “So…about that ride? Did you have a mount for me?”
 
   His brow went up again, and Darcy turned a delightful shade of pink. Oh, he definitely had something for her to ride. He needed to shut those thoughts away before he forgot how to be a gentleman.
 
   “I was going to saddle Bliss for you. She’s spirited but easy to handle. She’ll give you whatever kind of ride you want. Hard and fast, or slow and easy.” The conversation was definitely feeling like foreplay. 
 
   She swallowed again but surprised him by meeting his eyes. “We’re going to make love today, aren’t we?”
 
   His turn to swallow. “Is that what you’d like?”
 
   “I’ve thought of nothing else since you left last night. I’ll confess I picked my parents’ brains about you. I wanted to find out what type of man you have the reputation as being.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Seems everyone thinks you’re a good guy. Hard working, genuine, love your parents, financially sound, and if you’ve had liaisons recently, then you know the art of discretion as no one had much to say on that.”
 
   “Discretion is important.”
 
   “We agree on that.”
 
   “I’ll admit to bringing you up to my mother this morning. All I had to do was mention your name and she was telling me all about you and the amazing paintings you do. Seems she has her heart set on getting one of them for herself.”
 
   “I can arrange that.”
 
   “I have my heart set on getting something from you as well.”
 
   She smiled, slow and sultry, and it rocked the earth under his feet. “I think that can be arranged as well. I want you, Mr. Renwick. That little taste you just gave me has only made me hungrier.”
 
   “When do you need to be back?”
 
   “What do you have in mind?”
 
   “There’s a cabin I keep up. I was just there last night checking on it. I like to go there when I want to be alone.”
 
   “Are you inviting me to see your cabin?”
 
   “I’m inviting you to take a ride with me to a quiet secluded place where we can get to know one another a lot better.”
 
   “In that case, I have all the time we need.”
 
   “I’ll go get your horse.”
 
   He felt her gaze on him as he walked back into the barn and went about saddling Bliss. His cock was hard as granite and was going to make riding extremely uncomfortable. But he didn’t see any way around it. Her eagerness had set his blood on fire. He doubted one taste of the lovely Darcy Beaumont would be enough. 
 
   He led Bliss out to her and was impressed with the way she went about greeting the horse and letting the animal get familiar with her. Darcy had said it had been a while since she’d been on a horse, but she obviously knew what she was doing. Damn, that was just one more thing about her that turned him on. 
 
   “I’ll be right back,” he said and turned to walk back into his office real quick. Picking up the phone he dialed his dad. Wouldn’t it figure that it was his mother who answered?
 
   “Everything okay?” she said by way of greeting.
 
   “Yeah. Dad around?”
 
   “No, he just stepped out for a minute. What’s up?”
 
   “I wanted to let him know I’m heading to the cabin for a bit. I’ll probably stay out there tonight.”
 
   “Okay. Will the lovely Miss Beaumont be going with you?”
 
   “What?” Rayne gulped.
 
   His mother’s laugh came through the line as though she were standing next to him. “Honey, my phone rang as soon as she pulled in, probably before she even stepped out of that fancy sports car she drives. Of course, I understand there was a pretty heated kiss exchanged between you two.”
 
   “Jesus! Is Luke spying on me?” It would be just like Luke to do something like that.
 
   “No. I have other connections. So is she going with you?”
 
   Rayne sighed. “Discretion is something you’ve drilled into me. That and to never kiss and tell.”
 
   “Damn. Thwarted by my own logic! You’ve learned well.”
 
   Rayne smiled. “I’ll just ask if you’ll keep an eye on the car for me until she comes back to claim it. I’ll be taking Conquest and Bliss with me.”
 
   “I’ve never known you to take a woman to the cabin, Rayne. Darcy must be pretty special. I thought you’d just met her?”
 
   “There’s just something about her,” he confessed. His mother knew him far better than anyone, except maybe his father. They were a close unit, and lying was never an option.
 
   “I’m glad. She seems like a very nice girl. If you feel like bringing her around when you get back, just say the word.”
 
   “What is it, Mom? I can hear the but in there.”
 
   “Darcy Beaumont is known for her love to travel. I don’t want you hurt when she leaves again.”
 
   “I’m a big boy, Mom. Besides, we’re just spending a little time together, getting to know each other.”
 
   “Just be careful.”
 
   “I always am,” he assured her. “I’ll take my cell with me. I’d prefer not to have anyone show up.”
 
   “I’ll make sure of it,” she promised.
 
   “Thanks, Mom.”
 
   “Love you.”
 
   “Love you, Mom.”
 
   He hung up and shook his head. Leave it to his mom to hit on the fact he was taking Darcy to a place he’d always called his and his alone. She’d been right that he’d never taken a woman there before. But he wanted to take Darcy there, wanted to see her in his private refuge. Part of him was already coming to grips with the fact she was different from anyone else. There was just something about her. She called to his heart, to the restless spirit of his soul. He’d looked in her eyes and saw tomorrow and all the tomorrows after that. It should have sent him running. At the very least, it should have scared him. Instead it had him daring her to show up today, and she had.
 
   When he returned, she was already in the saddle, bent low crooning to Bliss. She looked comfortable on horseback. “Ready?” he asked.
 
   She nodded. “Just waiting on you.”
 
   He easily mounted Conquest and turned toward the path that would lead from the training ground and barn to the open land beyond. 
 
   “Follow me. The trail’s single file until it opens up into the pasture.” 
 
   He kept Conquest to a walk as they made their way. He was turning to ask if she was okay once they were in open field when she passed him. She’d given Bliss her head and let the horse gallop. He took off to join her and felt his breath lock in his lungs at the sight of her. Her head was thrown back and he imagined her expression would be one of sheer joy. Her laugh tickled his skin and set his blood on fire with the need to take her. Right or wrong, he had no doubt it would happen when they reached the cabin. Talking would have to wait until he’d sated his need for her, at least a few times.
 
   “God, I’ve missed this,” she yelled to him. “The sun. The air. The feel of a horse under me. It’s exhilarating.”
 
   “You look beautiful.”
 
   She met his gaze and grinned. “You look fierce and untamed. I want to paint you just like this. On a horse. But I want you riding bareback.” Her gaze flicked over him. “In a loin cloth. With your hair wild around you. Just picturing it makes me hot. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted a man as much as I want you.”
 
   He couldn’t hold back the smile curving his lips. “I’m glad.”
 
   “You will be,” she vowed.
 
   Christ, it hurt to ride a horse while sporting a boner. “You’ve been in Europe?” He needed to change the topic or his dick was going to burst out of his jeans. 
 
   The look she gave him said she knew what he was doing or trying to do. “Paris, mostly. I love to travel. Being an artist, I always have ideas in my head of what I want to paint. I’m lucky enough to have the ability to go and explore. My parents encouraged it.”
 
   “And now? Are you back to stay? Or just here between explorations?”
 
   He’d swear she looked sad for a moment, but then the expression was gone. “I’m not sure. But even if I do stay, I’ll always want to go exploring.”
 
   He knew she was holding something back. A piece of herself that was integral to who she was. It brought home the fact they’d just met, regardless of how right it felt to be with her. 
 
   “It’s important to feed the parts of your soul that crave adventure,” he said.
 
   She nodded. “I don’t want to lead you on, Rayne. I want you, but I can’t promise it won’t just be for tonight.”
 
   “I’m a big boy,” he promised. “I’ll be just fine.”
 
   “Are we close to the cabin?”
 
   “Just over the next rise.”
 
   She laughed softly. “I have to confess I’m a little nervous. But in a really good way.”
 
   He grinned. “I’ve been told I have a gentle hand with a skittish female.”
 
   “I’m not a horse, Rayne!”
 
   “I’m well aware of that,” he told her. “You’re all I’ve thought about getting under me since last night.”
 
   “I didn’t take you for a missionary man,” she offered with a smirk.
 
   “Under, over, in front of, bent like a pretzel. Hell, darling, I’ll take you any way you’ll let me.”
 
   “Rayne,” she murmured.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Shut up, and ride.”
 
   He laughed and urged Conquest into a full gallop again. Darcy kept up with him on Bliss, and soon the cabin was in view. His only worry was if he’d make it through the door before he stripped them both naked. Maybe it would be best if he didn’t touch her until they were inside.
 
    
 
   Darcy caught her breath at the sight of the cabin he was taking her to. It looked like a picture from history. Here is where she wanted to paint him. Would he stand outside with nothing but the moonlight bathing his skin? Conquest should be in the background, looking just as fierce as any warrior’s horse would. Her heart raced faster with every thought of Rayne. The desire to see him, touch him, and feel him inside her had her more than ready for what he had in mind. He held the promise of wild passion in his very being. 
 
   He was something to see on horseback at full gallop. The picture he made sucked the oxygen from her lungs. She had little doubt that one taste of all he offered would never be enough. He made her think of a banquet, one to be savored and enjoyed. And that scared her. Savoring meant staying, something she just wasn’t sure she was ready to do.
 
   She pulled the reins to slow her horse to a trot letting Rayne surge forward. She wanted to watch him, to know he was waiting on her, counting the time before he put his hands on her. God, she longed for his touch. She hoped he was one for extended foreplay. He dismounted and turned to face her while he waited. No. She hoped he was one for hard and fast with no time for much foreplay. God, she wanted him both ways and every way in between. She just wanted.
 
   “There’s a little corral in back of the cabin. I’ll take the horses back there and get them settled,” Rayne said as she finally joined him. “You could go on in if you like. Get comfortable.”
 
   She smiled. It was all she could do. If she got comfortable as he suggested, he’d walk in to find her naked, spread eagle on the bed with her hands doing her bidding to take the edge of her lust.
 
   He stepped forward, placed his warm hands on her waist and lifted her down from the saddle. Her body rubbed along his all the way down and she looped her arms around his neck just before her feet hit the dirt. He was thick and hard. She wanted to taste, to touch, to devour and then start all over again.
 
   “It’s disconcerting to feel this intense need for a man I just met.”
 
   Rayne chuckled. “Yeah. I keep thinking the same thing about you.”
 
   “I want you,” she whispered, her voice coming out breathy and husky with need.
 
   “You’re going to have me,” he promised. “Every way you want and every way I want. We may be a while.”
 
   “I like the sound of that.” She rubbed her breasts against his chest and lifted up on her toes so she cupped the bulge of his cock between her thighs. He throbbed and pulsed against her, and she really wanted to indulge their mutual desire right now.
 
   “I need to see to the horses,” he grunted, but his hands reached down to cup her ass and pull her just a bit harder into him. His groan matched her moan as her nerve endings ignited. “I have to move away. I want you so much it hurts. I’m afraid I’m going to lose my head as soon as I get you naked and take you hard and fast with all the skill of a teenage virgin.”
 
   “I don’t mind,” she vowed.
 
   “I do,” he said. He rubbed his cock between her thighs once more before easing her back to her feet and releasing her. “I don’t think a one night stand is what I want with you. There’s something about you, Darcy. “
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I haven’t put my finger on it yet. I’ll let you know when I figure it out.”
 
   “You do that.”
 
   He brushed his fingers softly down her cheek, cupped her chin, and lifted her face to meet his kiss. He gently rubbed his mouth across hers. He teased both corners of her mouth, her top lip, the bottom one, then another soft kiss on her mouth. 
 
   “I don’t want you to be nervous,” he told her.
 
   “I’m not,” she said. “I’m a little thrown by what you make me feel, and the fact I don’t even know you, yet.”
 
   “Would it help if I admitted you make me feel the same way?”
 
   She smiled. “I think it would.”
 
   “I’m more nervous than I was the night I lost my virginity. I’ve always scoffed at stories of love at first sight, then I looked up and saw you across the room last night. I’m not saying I love you… I’m just saying you took my breath away, and I haven’t gotten it back, yet.”
 
   “You know exactly how to charm a woman, Mr. Renwick.”
 
   “You’re the only woman I want to charm, Miss Beaumont.”
 
   She stepped back, taking a deep breath. “I’ll leave you to see to the horses while I go inside and look around.”
 
   He nodded his head. “I’ll meet you in the living room. I can’t believe I’m saying this but, let’s talk a bit more first. I’d like to learn more about you from you instead of what my mother’s heard of you.”
 
   “I’d like that,” Darcy said. 
 
   His smile lit his face. “I’m hoping to persuade you to tell any other cowboy who comes around to take a hike.”
 
   “Just between us, I think you already have an advantage.”
 
   “Just between you and me, I’m not afraid to fight dirty to get what I want.”
 
   “Dirty, huh?”
 
   The glint in his eyes was downright naughty when he replied. “As dirty as you can handle.”
 
   With that promise, he turned to get the reins of both horse and began leading them around the back. She watched until his spectacular ass was out of view, then turned to head to the cabin. She’d spent so much time running from home, so ashamed of what had happened, that she’d never even looked at the men from Calder County. She still didn’t plan on staying put. Traveling was what she did. When the itch came, she scratched it. 
 
   She pushed the door open still lost in her thoughts. Her parents had been urging her to come home and stay longer for a while now. They understood her need to explore and create, but they still wanted her settled and home. Her mom knew her reasons. Her dad just thought she had wanderlust. She’d promised herself she’d try to stay longer this time. Maybe she’d just never had the right incentive to stick around before. Maybe getting to know Rayne was the start to a different outcome, and she wasn’t just thinking of the physical. 
 
   She laughed out loud as she took in the open room. He’d said he’d meet her in the living room and now she understood. The bed was on the left side of the room, toward the back. Just inside the door to the left was a fireplace with a long couch in front of it. To the right was a dining table and four chairs and behind it was a kitchen. A door in the middle led to a bathroom, that would be the only room that allowed privacy. She loved it.
 
   She turned to the kitchen and opened the fridge. She pulled out two longneck bottles of beer and found an opener in the drawer. She carried all of it over to the couch and sat it down on the table between the couch and the fireplace. After a moment of debate, she kicked off her boots and pulled off her socks so her perfectly painted toes were displayed. She was wondering if she should shed anything else when the front door opened again and Rayne filled the entrance.
 
   “Beer?” she asked, motioning toward the unopened bottles on the table.
 
   He nodded, stopping inside the door to kick off his boots then headed toward her in his socks. 
 
   “Have a seat,” he said as he opened a bottle and held it out to her. He opened his and took a seat on the other end of the couch, turning so that he could face her, one leg propped up so his foot touched her hip. “So tell me about Darcy Beaumont. Who is she? And what does she want most out of life?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   “I remember the first time I saw you,” Darcy blurted.
 
   “The other night?” Rayne asked.
 
   Darcy shook her head. “I was fifteen. You were already twenty. I was staying with a friend and you came over to look at a horse her dad had for sale. I couldn’t take my eyes off of you. Not much has changed since then.”
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t remember seeing you.”
 
   “It was only for a moment. We were in the way and her dad told us to go.”
 
   He grinned. “So was I your first girlhood crush?”
 
   “Nope. Danny Morris was when I was twelve and he was thirteen. I thought he hung the moon.”
 
   “So what happened to Danny?”
 
   “He came out of the closet his freshman year of college. It appeased my ego as to why he never gave me the time of day.”
 
   “His loss.”
 
   “I don’t think he’d agree,” she said with a laugh.
 
   “Either way, it’s my gain.” He leaned forward, propping his elbow on his knee and dangling the longneck between his fingers. “So how long have you been painting?”
 
   “Since I was little. Mom said she couldn’t keep me out of her art supplies so she just decided to buy me my own. I’ve dabbled in other forms, but my love is paint and canvas.”
 
   “Mom says you’re amazing. That’s high praise coming from her.”
 
   “I’ll have to remember to tell her thank you. I know I already said it, but I really do want to paint you.”
 
   “On horseback, looking wild and untamed. I remember,” he said with a grin.
 
   She nodded, sitting forward and leaning toward him in her excitement. “God, I’d love to do a nude of you. With this cabin as the background, and only the moonlight as a blanket. I’d give you longer hair, wild and windblown around you. I’d put Conquest in the background.”
 
   “Ahh, taking it back to my Comanche roots, huh?”
 
   “I’d love to. Does that offend you?”
 
   “No,” he shook his head. “I’m flattered. But I have to tell you, I’m not so keen on a picture of me buck naked.”
 
   “Could I talk you into a loin cloth?”
 
   He laughed. “I have a feeling under the right circumstances you could talk me into just about anything.”
 
   “I’ll remember that.”
 
   “Do you spend a lot of time in Europe or do you have other favorite places to visit?”
 
   “I love to travel. I’ve been lucky enough to have parents that could afford to indulge me. Now I sell my paintings and indulge myself. I’m lucky my mom had the connections to get me seen by the right people in the art world. I sell very well. It allows me to just go when I get an idea for something. I explore. I love to people watch, to paint things others overlook or don’t see the beauty in. I’d love to show you my work sometime.”
 
   “I’d be honored. Thank you.” Rayne reached out and touched her chin, lifting her gaze to meet his. “I’m interested in learning as much as I can about you.”
 
   “I’d like to learn more about you too.”
 
   “How long do you think you’re here for?”
 
   “I’m not sure.” She wouldn’t lie to him. She didn’t know how long before the memories had her hitting the road again. It was important he knew that up front.
 
   “I like to travel.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   He laughed. “Don’t look so surprised. The first Renwick in this area was my ancestor Evelyn Rose Renwick. She was from England and came over with her uncle to see some of America for herself. She had very wealthy parents who were prone to indulging her.”
 
   She laughed at the way he lifted his eyebrows as he pointed out the resemblance to her. Then she shook her head. “Wait. Her name was Renwick? Didn’t she get married?”
 
   He nodded. “She did. She talked her uncle into coming out west and fell in love with the land out here. Talked him into getting some land and trying their hand at raising horses in America. Her family had always raised horses. She sent letters to her father and he agreed to it.”
 
   “So was she kidnapped by a Comanche warrior?”
 
   Rayne sighed. “I doubt you’d have such a romantic look on your face if you knew what happened to most white women who were taken in those days. Historically speaking, the Comanche killed most adult men and women only keeping the children as captives. But as it happens, I do think she was taken. No one is really sure of what happened. One day she was riding toward town but never made it. She showed up a week later proclaiming to be the bride of the Comanche warrior, Noconah. As Comanche didn’t have last names, he took her name of Renwick. Family legend says they were inseparable. Wherever one went, the other went.”
 
   “That’s so romantic.”
 
   “I like to think so.”
 
   “My parents have been married twenty-five years, and I’ve never seen a happier couple. They still look at each other as if there’s no one else in the room.”
 
   “My parents are the same way. It’s nice to see.”
 
   She nodded. Taking a deep breath, she reached out and took his beer away, turning briefly to set his bottle on the table beside hers.
 
   “You know what I’d really like to know?” she asked him.
 
   “What’s that?” he murmured.
 
   “If you look as good out of your clothes as you do in them.”
 
   He grinned. “I don’t see why you should have to ponder that any longer.”
 
   She licked lips that had suddenly gone dry as he made quick work of shedding his shirt. Bronzed skin gleamed. His chest had a very sparse sprinkling of hair that thickened and grew darker as it hit his belly button and led down into his jeans. Without thought, she leaned in and traced his shoulder with her tongue, stopping when she found his neck and exploring there. His groan let her know he was enjoying her touch. She leaned forward on her knees between his thighs and followed him as he reclined against the couch.
 
   “Darcy,” he moaned.
 
   “I want to taste you,” she whispered against his skin.
 
   “God, yes,” he groaned.
 
   “I understand what you’re doing. Talking. Getting to know each other better,” she murmured against his skin. “But I’m so hungry, Rayne. I want you, and I don’t want to wait any longer.”
 
   His hands gripped her butt, squeezing and fondling her. She whimpered with need, letting her hands explore everywhere she could touch. She was on fire with need and desire. Her hand found his bulge, cupped and squeezed drawing growls from him. 
 
   “Yes,” she panted, fumbling with his button one handed. 
 
   One minute she was over him, the button finally giving under her hands, and the next she was swept up against his chest and being carried across the short distance to the bed.
 
   “I told you I stopped by here last night when I got home. Fresh sheets, some groceries in the fridge, and…” He placed her on the bed and jerked the drawer open on the table beside it. “A full box of condoms.” He held the unopened box up to her.
 
   Darcy rose to her knees and made quick work of his zipper, sticking her hand inside to feel the warmth of his flesh against her palm. Hard and throbbing and so thick her fingers didn’t meet. Her lips found his nipple. She sucked at the flat disc, licked over it and scraped it with her teeth until it grew erect. 
 
   “Ease up or I’m going to come all over you instead of inside you,” Rayne rumbled.
 
   “On me, in me, it doesn’t matter.”
 
   “It does to me.” He reached down and tugged her fingers away so he could pull back. Before she could voice her displeasure, he reached for the hem of her shirt and jerked it up and over her head. Her bra was next to go. 
 
   “Oh, God, yes,” Darcy cried as Rayne bent over her and took her nipple in his mouth. He gave her the same treatment as she’d given him, and she reveled in the feel of his tongue and teeth. 
 
   “More,” she begged when he pulled away, but Rayne just gave a husky laugh.
 
   “I’m going to give you more than you can handle,” he vowed and began kissing a trail down her abdomen.
 
   He slid his hands up to her shoulders and urged her to lie back on the bed. Darcy reclined on her elbows, not wanting to lose the view of him as he moved down her body. He used his tongue to trace a path along the waistband of her jeans. She wiggled at his touch, wanting him to hurry and reach his destination.
 
   His husky chuckle washed over her as he finally began working on the button and zipper of her jeans. She loved the sound of his laugh, loved the way it made her insides shiver with anticipation. She caught her breath in surprise when he shoved the material wide and then jerked her jeans and panties down until they snagged on the tops of her thighs. 
 
   “Lift up for me,” he urged as he continued to use his mouth on her skin.
 
   She pressed her hands into the mattress and boosted her hips so he could pull the material free. He tugged them off and tossed them behind him before leaning into her and pressing her legs wide. She whimpered as he dipped his head between her thighs and traced the seam of her sex with his tongue. He glanced up and met her gaze, his eyes hooded with lust as he licked his lips.
 
   “You taste sweet,” he murmured. “I dreamed about tasting you last night.”
 
   “Yes,” she cried, and when his lips finally touched her, her elbows gave out and she hit the mattress with a moan.
 
   He trailed his tongue up her swollen lips until he bumped her clit. She turned her head to glance down her body and watched him use one hand to spread her puffed lips and reveal the tight bud of her clitoris. 
 
   “Mmhhm,” he groaned as he licked over it again and again. “I want you to come just like this.” He slipped a finger inside her and pumped it slowly in and out. “You feel like silk,” he crooned as he fucked her. He wrapped his lips around her clit and sucked greedily at it.
 
   “Rayne!” She screamed his name, her hands reaching down to find purchase in his hair. “Oh, God! Oh, God!”
 
   She undulated on the bed, doing her best to thrust her pussy closer to his face. She could feel her orgasm approaching fast. His tongue lashed over her clit. He had two fingers thrusting into her pussy now and she was doing her best to lift into every stroke. So close. The promised pleasure was right there within her reach.
 
   “Come,” Rayne ordered, and as if that was what she’d been waiting for, she did.
 
   A long, low moan left her lips as she flew into orgasm. Her whole body shook from the intensity of her release. Her body was arched high, muscles clenched as she came over and over again, then with a shaky sigh, she sank boneless onto the mattress.
 
    
 
   Rayne lifted his head and looked over her. She was limp from the pleasure he’d given her, her skin glowing a rosy shade from orgasm. As he watched, she fluttered her lashes open and shut a few times before finally keeping them up and meeting his gaze. And just that easily he found himself tumbling a little in love with her. He could easily picture himself spending the rest of his life putting that expression on her face. His mom had always told him that when the Renwicks fell in love, they fell hard and fast with no safety net in sight. She’d been right.
 
   He stepped back and shed his clothes before opening the box of condoms and tearing one loose. He rolled it on, then turned to ease her across the bed so she was stretched out length wise with him looming over her.
 
   “More?” he asked softly and waited for her nod and whispered agreement.
 
   He found her core with his fingers, making sure she was still wet and ready for him. She widened her legs further and gripped his shoulders, tugging him closer.
 
   “Now,” she insisted, and he was more than happy to obey.
 
   With one hand he rubbed his shaft along the wet lips of her pussy before lodging it in her opening. He moved his hand back to the bed, bracing his weight off of her while he pressed deep until his balls tapped against her flesh. He stilled as she lifted her knees up to grip his hips, deepening the angle of penetration.
 
   “Fuck me,” she begged. “Hard and fast, Rayne. As hard and fast as you can give it.”
 
   He dropped his head to her shoulder, placing an open mouthed kiss there before complying. He pounded his cock into her while she moaned and thrashed under him. God, he loved how responsive she was. There was no guessing with her when it came to what felt good. It was written all over her face, perfectly conveyed in her body language, and the way she vocalized her pleasure. Perfect. She was absolutely perfect.
 
   He slid one hand down to curve around her thigh so he could caress her ass. The more he stroked her sexy rear the greater his desire to see it, feel it, and watch it while they made love. He pulled out and silenced her cry of displeasure with a hard kiss before moving back a bit and drumming her outside thigh with his hand.
 
   “Roll over,” he urged.
 
   Her eyes darkened as realization dawned, and her smile was pure carnal desire as she moved to do his bidding. She put a little wiggle in her hips that had the firm globes of her ass bouncing as she positioned herself on her hands and knees before him. He ran his fingers over her curves then traced a path down the seam, brushing a finger against her anus. It wasn’t his imagination when she shivered and sighed.
 
   “Have you had anal sex?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Darcy purred, pressing back into him.
 
   “You enjoyed it,” he said. 
 
   “Yesss,” she admitted, drawing it out as she lowered her head to rest on the mattress.
 
   “Later,” he promised them both and moved in until he was pressing inside her. 
 
   One thrust and he was buried balls deep in her wet heat again. Exquisite. No better sensation in the world as far as he was concerned. Holding her hips, he began a fast and furious rhythm guaranteed to drive them both wild. She liked it hard, and that was just what he needed to keep him from coming. He’d never been able to come while pounding into someone. He needed it a little slower, more focused on depth, and rubbing his shaft just right against her walls. But this time he wasn’t so sure he’d last.
 
   “Just like that,” she pleaded when he started switching it up. A few strokes hard and fast followed by slow, measured strokes. “Oh, God. So good. So fucking good.”
 
   Rayne grinned, loving the fact she wasn’t silent. She was rocking back into him, squeezing her inner muscles along his shaft every time he went to pull out. Her nails were sunk into the bed, and she had her toes curled over his calves. 
 
   “Rayne! Don’t stop! Need more,” she panted, and before he could even move she was sliding a hand down her belly to her clit and playing with it. It only turned him on more.
 
   “Fuck, yeah, baby,” he crooned. “Play with that clit. I want to feel you come all over my cock.”
 
   “Yes!” She shook under him while she cried out over and over again. 
 
   He could feel it when her orgasm took her. Her pussy squeezed and milked at his cock while she grew wetter and wetter. He stroked deep, groaning as her pussy tightened around him over and over again. His balls tingled and he could feel his own orgasm fast approaching.
 
   “I’m coming,” he roared. “Oh, God. Darcy.”
 
   He felt his shaft swell just a bit further before his cum shot out the tip of his dick and began filling the condom. He continued pumping his hips, shoving his cock deep and holding it there while another spurt left him. Pulling back, he thrust deep all over again. When he was finally drained, he shifted forward until, he turned so he could lay on the bed behind her and still be nestled inside her. It was too good to withdraw.
 
   He panted to catch his breath and listened to her doing the same. It stroked his ego to know she’d enjoyed their lovemaking as thoroughly as he had. His cock started to soften, and he reached down to hold the condom on while he tugged free. They both moaned. Darcy rolled over to her stomach to watch him as he moved to the bathroom to take care of the protection. He didn’t bother closing the door.
 
   “That was amazing,” she said as he stepped back into the room.
 
   “I aim to please.”
 
   “You do. I want paper and pencil so I can sketch you just like you are now, leaning in the door with the light behind you throwing your body in and out of shadow. I can see all the best parts of you, and memory forms those that aren’t as visible. I want to always remember you like this. Your body sated, your lips tipped at the corners with just a touch of a smile, and your eyes, mirroring how good you feel in this moment.”
 
   “Good?” he asked with a lifted brow as he headed back towards her. “I feel fantastic.” He joined her on the bed, sprawling on his back beside her and pulling her so her head was lying on his chest. “I’m tired but already feeling the urge to take you again.”
 
   She rose up enough to glance down his body at his cock that was twitching and thickening with new life. “That’s some stamina you have.”
 
   He chuckled. “I have a feeling there’s a lot of stuff I can do with you that I’ve never been motivated to before.”
 
   “You say the sweetest things,” she said and leaned up to kiss him softly on the lips.
 
   “Want to spend the night?” he asked softly when they broke apart.
 
   “I thought that was the plan.”
 
   “I stocked it for a week,” he told her.
 
   She grinned, and he loved the way it lit her eyes.
 
   “Planning to recreate the past?”
 
   It took him a minute to remember he’d told her about his ancestors and the belief that Noconah had taken Evelyn for a week. 
 
   He rolled over until she was under him again. “I’m not sure I could kidnap and keep you for a week, especially since I told my mother where we’d both be when I asked her to watch over your car.”
 
   “Oh, my God! You told your mother we were coming here?” 
 
   “At this point, I’m betting most of the town knows we’ve disappeared together. I can be as discrete as possible, but I can’t eliminate small town gossip. Neither can you.”
 
   “For the most part, I love this town. But this one facet of small town life drives me insane.” She sighed, her hand lazily drawing circles on his chest. “I guess I should tell you my mother also knows I’m here and that I might or might not be back home tonight.”
 
   He chuckled again. “Should I be worried that your mother knows you’re here with me?”
 
   She shook her head. “No. You should be worried about me and sating my appetite.”
 
   “Hungry?”
 
   “Famished,” she said and maneuvered until he was between her spread thighs again. “I’m not sure how long it will take me to satisfy my hunger for you. Maybe never.”
 
   “I guess I better take care of that.”
 
   She smiled up at him and before he realized her intent, she had them rolling so he was underneath her. 
 
   “I believe it’s my turn.” She walked her fingers over his chest to his shoulders and leaned low to purr in his ear. “I’m going to taste you just as thoroughly as you did me.”
 
   He closed his eyes and groaned as her teeth nipped his earlobe and began nibbling down the column of his neck. She lifted up just enough to meet his gaze before speaking again.
 
   “I want to watch your face when you come, want to taste it on my tongue.”
 
   “Fuck!” He swore as his cock engorged immediately at the possibility of her mouth on him. “I’m almost there now.”
 
   Her grin was pure wicked temptation, filled with promise and tinged with lust. “Oh baby, I haven’t even begun, yet.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Darcy took her time exploring Rayne with her hands. She wanted to slide them over every inch of him, relishing the feel of his flesh stretched taut over muscles honed from hard work. She ran her fingers over his shoulders, down across his chest, caressed the muscled ridges of his abdominals, then went back up via his arms. Pure masculine perfection, and at this moment in time, all hers.
 
   “Darcy.” 
 
   She loved the husky way he said her name.
 
   “Shh,” she crooned. “I want to explore.”
 
   He groaned again, and it made her want to laugh. His body was strung tight with tension, but he made no move to dislodge her. He might bemoan her wandering hands, but he was willing to let her play, at least for now.
 
   She stroked over his chest and abs again, this time tracing the path of fuzz on his chest to the thicker patch that led down to his swollen cock. She brushed the head of his penis with her knuckles, feeling the dampness at the tip, but didn’t stop. 
 
   “You’re killing me,” Rayne grunted.
 
   She laughed. “Killing you is definitely not what I have in mind. My plans require you to be very much alive.” 
 
   “I’m not sure how much exploring I can handle,” he admitted with a shaky sigh.
 
   “Maybe I should grab a couple of condoms and put them within range, just in case.”
 
   “Good idea,” he agreed and used one hand to hold her in place while he scooted across the bed and snagged the box with his other hand.
 
   She squealed when he first moved but ended up laughing again. 
 
   “I’ll take those,” she said and grasped the length of joined packets he’d pulled out, tossing it by his hip. “Now…where did I have this hand before?”
 
   “My cock,” he grunted. “You were definitely thinking about doing something really sexy with my cock.”
 
   She grinned as she slid a hand down to capture his shaft and gave him a few pumps. “You’re right,” she whispered. She wrapped her thumb at the base of his dick and used her fingers to brush against his taut ball sac. “Feel good?” she purred as she played and teased. “Like it soft and slow?” she asked as she suited action to words. “Or a little rougher?” She gave him a firmer stroke, finishing with a slight twist of her fingers around the head of his cock. 
 
   His hips lifted off the bed when she let him go as if his cock were searching for her hand once more. 
 
   “Sweet Jesus,” he grunted when she bent to lick over his chest again. 
 
   “All of you,” she swore. “I’m going to taste all of you before we’re through.”
 
   She was slow and thorough as she worked her lips, tongue, and teeth over his chest. She made sure to rub her stomach against his straining erection as she did. She wanted him more than ready for her when she finally worked her way down to his cock.
 
   “I love your flavor,” she sighed against his skin. “Salty with just a hint of something sweet. I’ve always had a preference for salt.”
 
   He groaned again, and she hid her smile against his stomach as she began tracing each ridge of muscle with her tongue. She suspected he was already thinking about her swallowing his semen. That was okay as she was thinking of that as well. 
 
   She moved her breasts until she felt his cock lodge between them. Still licking his abs, she reached down to squeeze her breasts together and trap his shaft between them. She lifted up just enough so he could see what her intentions were and as his eyes glazed, she began fucking him slowly with her breasts. She wiggled as she moved up and down really working his cock between the globes. Holding his gaze, she dropped her chin and the next time she pressed his cock head up between her tits, she licked the crown and hummed. 
 
   “Ahh, fuck me,” he rumbled.
 
   “Oh, I intend to,” she promised.
 
   Releasing him from between her breasts, she moved down until she was kneeling between his thighs and bent once more to take his dick in hand. There was no teasing this time as she promptly wrapped her lips tightly around the head and began to suck greedily. She slurped and licked, teased and traced, bobbed and released. One hand massaged his sac, playing with his balls while the other followed her mouth, adding another element of sensation to the blowjob. 
 
   “Darcy,” Rayne growled. “Oh, God, baby. I’m going to come in a minute if you keep up like this. Feels too fucking good.”
 
   “Mhmm,” Darcy purred around his shaft, not stopping at all. She wanted him to come in her mouth, wanted to taste his cum. 
 
   Rayne must have understood. The next thing she felt was his hand weaving through her hair as he held her to him and began lifting his hips to fuck up into her mouth. She flicked her tongue against the slight groove just under the head where it met his shaft and increased the pressure of her suction. His fingers clenched tightly, pulling her hair and sending tiny prickles of pleasure/pain through her scalp. Then he flexed before finally relaxing them again as he groaned with pleasure. 
 
   The first blast of cum hit the roof of her mouth and slipped down onto her tongue. She swallowed it and sucked eagerly for more. A second blast hit the back of her tongue before another spurted onto the front of it. She swallowed and eased up, suckling gently on him, rubbing her tongue over the head wanting any drops of cum that remained.
 
   His body had gone from rigid to weak as his orgasm moved through him and, knowing how sensitive he might be afterwards, she eased back and placed soft kisses on the mushroomed head. She could hear him panting for breath, his fingers were lightly playing in her hair where she rested on one sprawled thigh. 
 
   “You are a goddess,” he vowed with a shaky voice.
 
   “Thank you,” she said. “I’d be happy to remind you of that again later.” She licked one final time across his crown, loving the way he shivered. “When you recover,” she added.
 
   “I might never recover,” Rayne grunted. “I’m pretty sure I won’t be able to walk for awhile. You’ve turned all my muscles to mush.”
 
   She laughed softly and shifted so she could meet his gaze.
 
   “Mush, huh?”
 
   “Complete and total mush,” he vowed.
 
   “I guess we better let you rest for a bit then,” she suggested.
 
   “I could be persuaded to cuddle.”
 
   She grinned and moved up the bed until she could snuggle up beside him. He turned them until she was spooned in front of him. He had one hand draped over her stomach, anchoring her to him, and the other arm was under her head.
 
   “Just in case I wake up before you do,” he whispered in her ear. “Are you opposed to me waking you up for another round?”
 
   “Definitely not opposed,” she said. “And if I wake up first?”
 
   “Baby, you can wake me up already riding it if you want.”
 
   She laughed but shook her head. “No, I want to see your face when I sink down on your cock and show you what a good rider I am.”
 
   His groan filled her ear. “If I weren’t mush at the moment, I’d let you show me right now.”
 
   She turned her head just enough to meet his gaze. “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   His gaze softened, and she shivered as he trailed his lips over her shoulder.
 
   “Me either,” he promised. “Me either.”
 
    
 
   Rayne awoke to the feel of soft hands moving over his skin. He opened his eyes and drank in the sight of Darcy. Tousled blonde waves covered her breasts, allowing her nipples to play peek-a-boo. Her green eyes were dark with lust as she ran her gaze over his body once more before meeting his gaze. 
 
   “I woke up with something big and hard poking me in the back,” she purred, wrapping those soft fingers around his dick and giving it a squeeze. “I just had to find out what it was, and you rolled over onto your back so sweetly for me. Well, it just seemed a bad idea to let such a glorious thing go to waste.”
 
   “Did it now?” he asked, his voice husky from sleep and their previous sex play.
 
   “It did,” she offered with a wicked glint that belied the slow southern belle charm she was putting on. “I was sure you’d agree with me.”
 
   He laughed as he shifted, reaching for her and dragging her up onto his body. “We should definitely not let it go to waste. Did you happen to snag one of the condoms we had on the bed with us?”
 
   She held one foil packet up to him. “I did. And I believe you were interested in my riding skills.”
 
   “Oh, I’m very interested.” He released her and helped her to sit up. “Why don’t you saddle me up and take me for a ride then?” he suggested.
 
   She lifted up, sliding back until she could sit on his upper thighs. Ripping the condom packet open, she rolled the lubed protection over his straining erection. 
 
   “Time to mount up, cowgirl,” Rayne teased.
 
   “Oh, I will.” She lifted her hips and centered herself over his shaft, letting the head rub between her damp pussy lips. “I just need to adjust a bit, make sure I’m just right before—” She interrupted herself with a moan as she slowly sunk down on his cock. “I find a comfortable seat,” she finally whispered.
 
   God, she was gorgeous. Her head was tilted back, revealing the sleek elegance of her neck. Her hair was hanging down her back. Her tits were high and firm, with tight pink nipples just begging to be sucked. Her stomach was concave, her muscles quivering as she panted. Her hips were full and rounded, the perfect place for him to grip her and hold her tight. And her long tanned legs were bent beside his hips, wrapping him up in her.
 
   She dropped her hands to his stomach, rubbing her fingers over his abdomen as she slowly swiveled her hips with him buried deep inside. They both groaned as she did it again and then a third time. 
 
   “I need a hat,” she said, opening her eyes and grinning down at him. “And maybe some spurs.”
 
   “No spurs,” he told her, then he lost all control of his vocal chords as she finally, praise Jesus, began to ride his cock. 
 
   She rocked up and down with that swivel move thrown in here and there. She started out slow and easy, her inner muscles clenching and releasing as she rode. 
 
   “You have to start out slow. So you get a feel for your mount, and your mount gets a feel for you. Make sure you’re both on the same page before you pick it up just a bit.” She rode him just a bit faster, still far too slow for what he wanted, but it managed to set his insides on fire with pleasure.
 
   “You feel so good,” he told her.
 
   She smiled and picked the pace up a little more. She was sensuous and graceful, her body fluid as she moved on him. He kept one hand on her hip and skimmed the other one up over her stomach to cup a breast. He rubbed his thumb over the distended nipple and then gave it a slight pinch and tug. She groaned and finally broke into a fast pace, fucking him just the way he wanted her to. 
 
   “Yes, baby,” he crooned. “Just like that. Ride my dick. Make me come, baby.” He slid the hand remaining on her hip over to rub over her clitoris. “Come all over me. Let me feel your pussy ripple around my cock.”
 
   She panted and moaned as she rode his cock. Then with a loud cry, she came. He could feel her juices spilling around him as she began to slow down until she sat still on top of him and rocked against his pelvic bone as she came again and again. He slid his hand from her clit and moved them both back to her hips, pressing himself up into her to help her get the friction and pressure she wanted.
 
   “That’s it, baby. Come all over my cock.”
 
   “Oh, God, feels so good. So good,” she yelled.
 
   He could see the shivers going through her and caught her against his chest when she finally collapsed on top of him. 
 
   “Give me a minute to recover,” she slurred. “And I’ll start again.”
 
   He pressed their hips tightly together and rolled until she lay under him on the bed. “Why don’t you let me show you my prowess in the saddle for a bit?”
 
   He bent to kiss her softly on the mouth, not seeking a deeper kiss since they were both still catching their breath. He pulled back, bracing his arms beside her to hold himself up while he began making love to her. Slow and easy he rocked into her, loving the wet warmth of her pussy. She was soft and wet around his shaft, her sheath still giving little ripples from her orgasm. He wanted to feel her tighten around him again, to have her cunt milk his cum from him.
 
   “I think you’ve demonstrated your mastery already,” she told him, reaching up to run her fingers over his chest. “I can’t stop touching you.”
 
   “I don’t mind.”
 
   “I guess that gives me free rein then,” she whispered and began rubbing her hands over every inch of him she could reach. 
 
   She lifted one leg to grip his hip, opening herself up more to him and allowing him to penetrate even deeper.
 
   “Oh, God,” he moaned.
 
   “Yes,” she agreed. “Just like that. A little harder. Oh, yes. God, yes. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”
 
   He couldn’t have stopped now if he needed to. Not with her clinging to him and that look in her eyes he was coming to recognize as the one that preceded her orgasm. She was hovering on the precipice again, just waiting for him to send her flying. He was close, too, ready to join her. But not yet, not just yet. He eased up a bit, slowing the pace. He still thrust deep and made sure to rock into her clit, giving her the touch she wanted. When he knew he was getting near the edge, he pulled out.
 
   “What!” Darcy cried. “Don’t stop!”
 
   He slid down her body and took her with his mouth and fingers. She came with a cry that filled the room, her hips jerking up against his face, both hands fisted in his hair as she held him tightly to her. He loved it, loved the fierce way she took her pleasure, and the way she gave it back as well. 
 
   She finally stilled under him and he turned his head to place soft kisses along her inner thigh. 
 
   “Why’d you stop?” she whispered.
 
   “I didn’t stop.” He pumped his fingers in her pussy to remind her she’d just come.
 
   She groaned. “I mean, you didn’t come with me.”
 
   “I will in a minute,” he promised and rose off the bed, standing and holding a hand out to her. “Come with me.”
 
   He was surprised when she didn’t ask him where. She didn’t ask him anything. She just took his hand and slid to her feet beside him, ready and willing to follow him wherever he asked her to. Yet one more thing to make him realize she was more, so much more to him than a casual affair. He turned her around so she was bent over the bed with her ass high in the air and the plump lips of her pussy teasing him. 
 
   “Just like this,” he said and pressed into her, filling her with his cock again. “Later, when night finally falls, I want to take you outside and make love to you under the stars.”
 
   “Yes,” she agreed.
 
   “Lift this leg,” he ordered, and helped her maneuver until she had her right leg up on the bed. He moved in closer and began pumping hard and fast into her. He slid one hand around to ply her clit again while she cried out with the onslaught of pleasure.
 
   She slipped a hand back to grab him at the waist, her nails digging in just a bit as she rocked back into every thrust. 
 
   “Come for me,” he demanded.
 
   “Not without you,” she countered.
 
   With a growl, he changed it up a bit, moving just enough to slightly alter the angle of penetration. She was coming with wail on the fifth stroke, dropping her right foot back to the floor and leaning her ass back into him. By the ninth he was joining her. He pressed deep while he came, rocking his hips against her and lifting her onto her tiptoes. 
 
   She turned her head at his bellow, and their gazes clashed. One of her hands gripped his chin and tugged him to her. Their kiss was a mesh of lips, a clash of teeth, and a battle of tongues. They fought for dominance as her pussy clenched and released around his cock, milking more cum into the tip of the condom. 
 
   Finally, she softened beneath him and allowed him control of the kiss. He felt the power of that ripple all the way through him. It was as if she were telling him something with that one moment of submission. Or maybe he was just reading into it what he was beginning to realize he wanted more than anything else in the world. 
 
   He wanted Darcy Beaumont. In his arms. In his bed. In his life period. He suddenly wondered if he could keep her here for a week without anyone disturbing them. Highly unlikely with both of their moms aware of where they were and who they were with. 
 
   “A woman could lose her heart to a man like you if she wasn’t careful,” Darcy murmured drowsily.
 
   “Are you careful, Darcy?” he asked her. 
 
   “Depends.”
 
   “On what?”
 
   “If it’s worth the risk?”
 
   “Would a man like me be worth the risk?”
 
   “I’m starting to think a man like you would be worth anything,” she whispered.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Darcy stretched and yawned as she came awake. Her hair was still damp from an earlier shower and hung in disarray when she sat up. She inhaled deeply and knew exactly what had awoken her. Food. Rayne must have either cooked or heated something up. Either way, it smelled delicious. She eased from the bed and after some internal debate, picked up his shirt from the floor and slid it on.
 
   His eyes were on her as she padded over to the kitchen. It seemed natural to walk right into him and let him wrap his arms around her, hugging her close.
 
   “What time is it?” she asked.
 
   “Almost midnight.”
 
   “It seems like we’ve been here longer than that,” she said. “Sorry I fell asleep on you.”
 
   “We were both exhausted. My stomach woke me up. I’m extremely grateful it didn’t wake you.”
 
   Darcy laughed as her stomach chose that moment to do a little gurgle as well. 
 
   Rayne laughed. “I see you’re hungry, too. Or should I say, I hear it.”
 
   “I am, and whatever you’ve thrown together smells delicious.”
 
   “I keep the freezer stocked. I just have to rummage through it and heat up whatever I find. My mom gives me some leftovers, and I’m a pretty good cook myself. This is one of her casseroles. She calls it Cowboy Casserole.”
 
   “What’s in it?” 
 
   “Meat, beans, peppers, corn, onion, and some other stuff I’m sure. The recipe depends on what you have in the kitchen really, and mom happened to cook this one. Then it has a layer of cornbread baked over the top of it. It’s one of my favorites.”
 
   She inhaled again. “I can smell why. If it tastes as good as it smells, I might have to see if I can get the recipe.”
 
   “Have a seat at the table. I’ll just grab everything and bring it over. It looks better on you, by the way.”
 
   “What?”
 
   His eyes moved over his shirt on her, and she grinned.
 
   “Oh… Thanks. Didn’t want to be underdressed for dinner.” She’d noticed immediately that he’d pulled his jeans back on. 
 
   She went to the table and took a seat, drinking in the sight of him as he moved back and forth in the small cabin carrying stuff to the table. 
 
   “Tea, water, or beer?” He called to her.
 
   “Beer sounds perfect.”
 
   Not only did Rayne bring everything to her, but he dished it up for both of them and opened her beer before joining her. 
 
   “Wow. I’m impressed.”
 
   “With this?” He waved his hand over the table and shook his head. “This is nothing.”
 
   “I’m impressed none-the-less.”
 
   “Thanks,” he said. “Just wait until you taste this. It’ll be my mother you’re thanking.”
 
   He was grinning, looking so laid back and relaxed, and sexy as hell with the top button of his jeans undone sitting barefoot at the table. What would it be like to spend every evening like this with him? Just the two of them, relaxing and talking about their day. 
 
   “Go ahead,” he urged. For a minute, it was like he was telling her to go ahead and take a chance. Forget the past and stay here, with him. But those were her thoughts, not his.
 
   She brought a fork full of the casserole to her mouth and blew on it as the steam rose. The smell was incredible. Gently, she placed the bite on her tongue and checked the heat level. Good enough that she wouldn’t burn her mouth while tasting. Biting in, the flavors exploded over her taste buds, and she moaned with pleasure. Spicy with a touch of sweet and so good she wanted to stick her face in it and just inhale.
 
   “Oh, my God,” she said. “This is so good. Your mom is a goddess.”
 
   Rayne laughed. “I’ll have to remember to tell her that next time. She does enjoy praise.”
 
   “What woman doesn’t?” Darcy asked around bites and sips from her beer.
 
   “None that I’ve met.” Rayne scooped another helping out on his plate. “More?”
 
   She shook her head. She still had plenty on her plate. Mostly because she was savoring every delicious bite.
 
   “Tell me more about you?” Darcy asked.
 
   “What would you like to know?”
 
   “Favorite color?”
 
   “Red. You?”
 
   “All of them,” she answered with a laugh. “Favorite food?”
 
   “Anything my mom cooks. You?”
 
   “At the moment, I’ll go with anything your mom cooks, too.”
 
   Rayne laughed. He took a long draw on his beer and sat it back down. “I’m a pretty simple guy. I love my job, my family, my friends. I enjoy a cold beer, a good meal, and great sex. I like to travel, but can be just as content staying home. I’m lucky, and I know it.” He leaned toward her, reaching across the short span of the table and touching her hand. “I like you, and I want to get to know you a lot better. Not just the little things like your favorite color or flower or food. I want to know the important things, like how you look when you first wake up in the morning. I want to know what makes you happy, what makes you sad, and what makes you angry. I want to know you, everything about you.”
 
   Darcy put her fork down and looked at him. “Are you asking me to go steady?” she quipped, trying to play it off while she gained control of the emotions going on inside her.
 
   Rayne smiled. “God knows you make me feel like I’m still in high school. I swear I haven’t been this horny since I first discovered sex.”
 
   “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
 
   “You should.” He leaned back in his seat, withdrawing his touch and reaching for his beer again. “I’ll apologize, though. You just got back. The last thing you probably want is some guy trying to stake some type of claim on you.”
 
   “It’s not that, Rayne, not at all. I like you. Hell, to be honest, I feel like I could fall in love with you very easily. And that scares me. I’m not like that, or at least, I’ve never been like that. I don’t trust easily. You… you make me want to throw caution to the wind, and that terrifies me.”
 
   “Let’s just enjoy the rest of the night. Tomorrow can take care of itself.”
 
   She nodded. “I like the sound of that.” She told herself it wasn’t disappointment she glimpsed in his eyes before he looked down at his plate again. “What do you want to do after this?”
 
   “I’d love to see you in the moonlight.” He looked back at her, meeting and holding her gaze. There was nothing but desire reflected there now. “And nothing else.”
 
   “I’d like to see you dressed the same,” she murmured huskily.
 
   He pushed away from the table and stood up, holding his hand out to her. “Why don’t you throw your clothes back on while I clean up? Then I’ll grab a blanket and we’ll go for a walk.”
 
   “Sounds wonderful,” she agreed, taking his hand and letting him help her to her feet.
 
   He pulled her just a bit closer and lowered his mouth to hers. It was a slow exploration. He sipped from her mouth but didn’t stay there. He traced her face with his lips instead, kissing her cheeks, her nose, her forehead, both eyelids, and the corner of her mouth. 
 
   “Rayne,” she whispered his name, drawing his gaze back to hers.
 
   They shared a look, and in that moment she knew whether she admitted it out loud or not, she’d be dating no one else but him. 
 
   “Rayne, I—”
 
   He cut her off with a kiss of pure possession. He took her mouth, one hand cupping the back of her head and angling it just the way he wanted it to deepen the kiss. He sucked her tongue greedily, pulling it into his mouth. She turned into him, reaching up and fisting both hands in his hair. One leg lifted to hug his hip, and he cupped her bare bottom and lifted her off her feet.
 
   “I want you,” he panted as he broke the kiss. 
 
   “Yes,” she moaned.
 
   He carried her over to the bed and dropped her onto it, coming over the top of her. Her hands were everywhere, cupping, grabbing, fondling, caressing, stroking. She jerked open his jeans and shoved her hand down to grip the hardened stalk of his cock. She used her other hand to stroke his chest and shoulders. They kissed in nips and sucks, both busy shoving and pulling the few clothes they wore off but too greedy for a taste of each other to separate.
 
   “No,” she cried when he moved to pull away. She had his jeans down on his hips and his cock in her hands.
 
   “Sec,” he uttered as he stumbled away. “Condom.” 
 
   Oh, fuck. She’d been ready to let him take her sans protection. That hadn’t happened in a very long time. It was a mistake she’d never repeated again. His kiss wasn’t just potent. It was fucking mind altering. Hell, she was naked again and didn’t even remember him getting his shirt off of her. The past was starting to creep back in when he returned.
 
   “Now?” he asked, his cock suited and ready.
 
   She nodded vigorously, reaching for him and pulling his head back down to her. She needed to be in the present with him, not the past. Their tongues were twined when he thrust inside, and she broke off to cry out. 
 
   “Yes! God, yes!” She rocked into him, meeting him thrust for thrust. She clutched his shoulders for purchase, scratching him with her nails. Her knees grasped his waist, her feet flat on the mattress as they fucked. “Just like that,” she begged. “Fuck me hard.”
 
   Rayne cupped her ass with one hand while the other fisted in the bedding beside her hip. He leaned over her, powering into her just the way she craved. It was rough, filled with power and greed. She felt primal and could see Rayne was feeling the same. She gave into her urges and scraped her teeth along his neck.
 
   “Fuck,” Rayne grunted.
 
   “Yes!” she cried and nipped him at the base of his throat. “Take me. Make me come. Make me fucking come.”
 
   He groaned and jerked out of her before she realized his intentions. He shoved her back and pinned her hips to the bed with his hands, shoving her legs wide and licking her slit. She reached for him but he caught her hands and imprisoned them with his. He devoured her, using his tongue and lips to suck and stroke her from her opening up to her clit and back down. He flicked his tongue over her, tormenting and driving her higher and higher.
 
   “Rayne,” she moaned his name. She desperately tried to press him closer. “Let me touch you.”
 
   “No,” he grunted and then surprised her by switching his hands up until he had both her hands trapped in one. 
 
   Then he really began eating her. He thrust two fingers deep inside her and sucked her clit. She rocked and begged and screamed, but any time she got close to coming, he eased back, keeping her on the edge. She tried wiggling. She tried pleading, and he just chuckled against her cunt.
 
   “Make me come, or I swear I’m going to make you pay for tormenting me the first chance I get.”
 
   He lifted his face and smiled knowingly at her. “I’ll look forward to it.”
 
   This time when he put his mouth on her there was no backing off, there was no mercy. She catapulted into orgasm and he forced her even higher. By the time he eased up she couldn’t move a muscle.
 
   “Still plotting revenge?” he asked as he moved up, bracing both hands beside her and looming close.
 
   “Later,” she managed to mutter. “Much later. When I can move. And breathe.”
 
   He chuckled softly. 
 
   She dropped her eyes lower to take in his still very aroused cock. “Give me a sec.”
 
   “It’s okay. I’ll let you recover while I go clean up. Then we’ll take it outside.”
 
   “Oh, God,” she moaned.
 
   He grinned. “We can just take a walk if that’s all you want.
 
   “The walking is what I was griping about,” she answered. “More of you, I’m definitely looking forward to.”
 
   He shook his head. “You’re amazing.”
 
   “I am. Now shoo,” she said with a smile. “I need a few minutes here.”
 
   “Take all the time you need,” he murmured and leaned down to kiss her softly on the lips again. “I’ll wait.”
 
   He grabbed his jeans again and went into the bathroom, shutting the door behind him. When he came out with his pants on, she really missed the sight of his naked ass as he walked away from her back toward the table. She lay back with another groan and was rewarded with the sound of his very sexy chuckle. She was really starting to enjoy that sound. Rayne seemed to smile and laugh a lot, at least with her. She was happy. She wasn’t going to question it or tell herself she was stupid and it was way too fast. She was just going to enjoy every moment of it and see where the road took them. Who knew? She’d heard more than her fair share of love at first sight stories. Maybe this was her chance to live one. 
 
   She pushed off the bed and grabbed her clothes from the floor before making her way to the bathroom. She wanted to be fresh when they went for their walk and, she needed a few minutes alone to gather her thoughts. If she were going to try and stay and give them both time to see where this might lead to, then she had to be honest. Rayne would need to know why she ran from Texas. It was luck that had him not hearing about her past, yet. Maybe he didn’t associate with the few people who knew the truth. But they lived in a small town and eventually someone would say something.
 
   She needed to decide if she confessed all in the hopes of building something with Rayne or if she let fear set her running again.
 
    
 
   Rayne made quick work of cleaning up after their late dinner while he listened to the shower. He kept thinking of her in there, naked body slick from the water cascading over her. He groaned and reached down to readjust his dick again for the umpteenth time. He needed another beer. Maybe that would help relax him enough to at least let them walk a bit before he talked her into slipping their clothes off. He had it bad, very bad.
 
   He finally put everything away and loaded the last dish in the dishwasher his mom had insisted he needed. Thank God he’d listened to her when she’d urged him to update the appliances. It had been expensive and taken time away from his horses, but was well worth it as far as Rayne was concerned now. He opened the fridge again and pulled another longneck out, popped the top, and took a long pull. Then Darcy stepped out of the bathroom, steam swirling around her, and he almost choked.
 
   “Fuck me,” he murmured when he had oxygen again.
 
   “Oh, I intend to,” she said with that impish grin he was coming to love so much. “Ready for a walk?”
 
   “Like that?” He indicated her bra and panty set that showcased an amazing body he was just beginning to know.
 
   “Why not? Is anyone else out here?”
 
   “Just us.”
 
   “Any chance anyone will come out this way?”
 
   He shook his head. “They shouldn’t.”
 
   “Well then…” She shrugged her shoulders. 
 
   “I’ll just get my socks and boots,” he offered.
 
   “I’ll hold that.” She took the beer from him and brought it to her lips. The way she swirled her tongue around the opening had his cock flexing in his jeans.
 
   He sat and jerked his socks and boots on all the while keeping his eyes on her. Fuck, who would have thought she’d walk out in her underwear and boots. 
 
   “Ready?” she asked as she finally swallowed the beer and set the bottle aside. He was thinking of her swallowing something else, and it took him a moment to clear his head enough to respond.
 
   “Just give me a sec to fix my jeans,” he stated as he stood up.
 
   “Leave them,” she urged and headed to the door. 
 
   When she opened it, the moonlight spilled over her and she looked even better than he’d anticipated. 
 
   “You grabbing a blanket?” she asked when he just stood there staring.
 
   “Yes,” he agreed, snapping out of the spell he’d fallen under while looking at her. He opened the closet and pulled out one of the blankets without looking at it. 
 
   He collected himself and took her hand as he headed out. She pulled the door shut behind them and before he could second guess himself he swept her up into his arms and headed around back. She squealed then laughed, wrapping her arms around his neck and leaning back to look up at the sky while kicking her feet gently. She looked young and carefree, and he wanted to keep her looking and feeling just like that.
 
   “You take my breath away.”
 
   “Here. Let me give it back,” she murmured huskily and kissed him. 
 
   He stumbled a few steps, and she broke the kiss with a giggle. 
 
   “Where are you taking me?”
 
   “I’ve got a favorite place I like to sneak off to when I come here. It’s just through the trees.”
 
   “Okay,” she whispered and snuggled up close to his chest. 
 
   He held her tight, enjoying the way she felt in his arms. He felt like the savage warrior she wanted to paint him as. 
 
   “I’ll hold it,” she said and managed to take the blanket from his fingers. She giggled again as he bounced her in his arms to rearrange his grip.
 
   “Almost there,” he whispered. “Close your eyes.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   He glanced down and saw she’d followed his order. He carried her a few feet further and eased her down to stand.
 
   “Keep them closed.”
 
   “This view better be worth it,” she said.
 
   He took the blanket from her and spread it on the ground. Carefully, he took her hands and helped her sit on it then eased her down until she was lying flat on her back. Her lips were pursed, her eyes squeezed closed, and he couldn’t resist placing a soft kiss on her mouth.
 
   She blinked those perfect green eyes up at him. “You’re right. The view is amazing.”
 
   His turn to laugh now. “Just wait. It gets even better.”
 
   He moved and lay back on the blanket beside her.
 
   “It’s gorgeous,” she whispered.
 
   “I know,” he agreed, but his eyes were on Darcy.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Darcy had been to so many places but nothing beat Calder County, Texas for stargazing. And this spot was as perfect as Rayne said. 
 
   “It’s so clear, I swear I could reach up and pluck one,” she murmured.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Do you spend a lot of time here?”
 
   “Not since I was a kid,” he said, folding his hands behind his head and looking up at the sky. “I still come out here when I get a chance though. It’s my favorite spot on the ranch.”
 
   “Thank you for bringing me here, for sharing this with me.”
 
   “I’ll admit I had an ulterior motive.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said. 
 
   “I’m hoping it has something to do with both of us getting naked and finishing what we started earlier.”
 
   He rolled onto his side and stroked one hand down between her breasts, over her stomach, and stopped at the band of her panties. “It definitely does.”
 
   He slid down and took off her boots and socks then his before slipping back up beside her. He traced a path over her torso again, this time stroking over each cloth covered nipple. She opened her mouth to say something, but he tapped her lips softly with his finger and shook his head.
 
   “No words. Let’s just feel.”
 
   She nodded and shivered as his lips skimmed across her shoulder. He continued to stroke and fondle her through her bra but made no move to take it off her. She reached up for him, running her fingers lightly over his shoulders and down his arms. So strong. So sure of himself. She liked those things about him as a lover. But he was passionate and sensual as well. She enjoyed those qualities even more.
 
   He moved his lips along her chest, tracing the edge of each cup and sliding his tongue under to tease her. She moaned softly and ran her fingers back up his arms then skimmed them down his back. She arched up into his touch, reveling in the sensations he was awakening inside her. Her pussy was wet and ready, but she knew he had more planned for their lovemaking.
 
   He took his time, not rushing even though he hadn’t reached orgasm with her earlier. He ran his hands and mouth all over her body. Sucking her nipples through her bra and rubbing her clit with slow circles, making her panties even damper. He kissed the gusset of her panties, and she squirmed, so turned on and ready. But that wasn’t what she wanted. He’d given enough. It was time for her to give.
 
   She sat up and urged him to his back. At his questioning glance, she broke the silence momentarily.
 
   “It’s my turn,” she whispered.
 
   He leaned in and kissed her again before laying back and putting his arms at his sides. She just looked at him for a moment, enjoying the view. Finally, she brushed her fingers over him, loving the play of muscle as she stroked. When she came to the band of his jeans, she eased the zipper down being careful of his hard cock. He lifted his hips to help her slide them over his hips so she could pull them down his legs.
 
   Sitting back on her legs she looked over his naked body bathed in moonlight. A perfect view of the stars wasn’t the only thing only Calder County had. It had Rayne Renwick as well, and she’d never seen a more perfect vision of him than the way he looked right now.
 
   She ran her fingers up the inside of his legs, slowly following with her lips and tongue. She nipped him softly here and there, but never stopped as she made her way upward. She skimmed over his cock the first time, tracing a path up it with her tongue until she left it behind to explore his abdomen. She traced each ridge of muscle and then licked her way up his chest to each nipple. She teased and sucked, working him as he had her and noticed that he seemed to enjoy it just as much.
 
   She used her fingers to trace up his arms, across his shoulders, and then scratched lightly over his chest. He groaned, and she felt his cock flex up into her, the tip damp with pre-cum. She wanted to taste him so badly her mouth was watering.
 
   He tensed as she began to make her way back down his body. They both knew where she was headed, and they both were looking forward to her reaching the right spot. His cock nudged her chin and she moved her face back and forth across his stomach just to torment him. 
 
   “Darcy,” he moaned her name.
 
   She reached up to tap his lips with her fingers and shushed him. “No words, remember? Just feel.”
 
   He groaned but didn’t say anything else as she finally turned her head to brush her tongue across the damp head of his cock. Salt and heat. That’s what she tasted. She moved lower until she was resting between his sprawled thighs and could really manipulate his cock. She took him in her hands and stroked up and down, brushing her fingers over the tip with a twirl of her wrist before gliding back down to the base and giving his balls a fondle. 
 
   She rubbed, stroked, and played with him, flicking her eyes up to watch the pleasure on his face. Holding his gaze, she finally lowered her lips once more. This time she sucked the head in and licked him. His nostrils flared as he groaned again, and she watched him clench his fingers on the blanket. His hips arched up and the motion thrust his cock further into her mouth. She sucked it, but let him feel the pinch of her teeth, reminding him who was in charge.
 
   She used one hand to caress his shaft while she sucked and worked the head. The other hand she slipped down to play with his balls and rub at the skin just beneath them. When she was ready she bobbed her head up and down his shaft, working her fingers in tandem. His groans filled her ears, drowning out the other sounds of the night around them. She bobbed and twirled, sucked and licked, and he made sure she knew how much he was enjoying it.
 
   “Darcy, I’m going to come.”
 
   She sucked harder, bobbed faster.
 
   “Darcy.” He caressed her hair and tugged to get her to look up at him. “I’m going to come, baby.”
 
   She held him tightly in her hand, rubbing her thumb over the crown when she popped her mouth off. “I know. I want to taste you.”
 
   “I want to make love to you again.”
 
   “You can. There will be more nights like this. I hope. This one is for me. I want to taste you like you’ve tasted me.”
 
   His eyes seemed to light up. “We’ll have as many nights like this as I can arrange.”
 
   “I’ll hold you to that.”
 
   He nodded his head and caressed her head softly before urging her back to his cock. She opened wide and took him in, sucking him to the back of her throat before easing back a bit. Rayne groaned, and his cock jerked in her mouth. She kept changing things up on him, working him into a lather the way he’d done to her. She moved her hand in tandem, then dropped it away so she could fuck him with only her mouth. Then she popped off his cock and went down to lick his balls while she jacked him off with her hand. She sucked one ball into her mouth, paying close attention to Rayne’s body language. He moaned and gripped her hair, holding her to him, and she knew he liked it. She treated the other ball to the same suction before moving back up his shaft to the head.
 
   She took him deep and swallowed around him. Her eyes watered a bit, but she breathed through her nose and did it again. She eased up and took the bottom inches in her hand, squeezing and twisting her palm in semi-circles around him. She sucked and teased the rest, brushing the head of his cock against her cheek, the roof of her mouth, and even toward the back. 
 
   Rayne moaned and pumped his hips into her. He held her head in his hands, cradling her as he fucked her mouth. 
 
   “I’m coming, Darcy. Oh, God, I’m coming, baby.”
 
   His cum hit her tongue in a hot spray, and she swallowed it down, easing back so just the head was in her mouth. She continued to feast on him, and he ejaculated again. She swallowed his semen and felt a third splash then a fourth, though not as powerful as the first two. She hummed around his cock and rubbed her tongue over the slit where more trickled out.
 
   He shuddered beneath her and went limp. She finally took her mouth off him and nuzzled against his thigh while they both came down. She might not have come with him, but she’d found just as much pleasure in getting him off.
 
   He stroked his fingers through her hair for a minute before tugging slightly on them until she glanced up.
 
   “Come here,” he whispered, and helped her ease up his body until she could lay beside him with her head pillowed on his shoulder. “That was amazing. Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome. I have to say I enjoyed it too.”
 
   “Give me a bit longer and I’ll return the favor.”
 
   “You already have, several times. I just want to lay here in your arms and watch the stars.”
 
   “I can handle that.”
 
   They laid there for a long while, and Darcy could feel herself drifting. He was so warm and felt so right against her. But she couldn’t let herself drown in the pleasure. Now was the time to tell him what had happened all those years ago, the reason she traveled so often from Texas.
 
   “I have something to tell you,” she said, sitting up to face him. 
 
   “Sounds serious.”
 
   “It is. I… It’s not usually something I share with people, but chances are, if I stay here, you’ll hear about it sooner or later.”
 
   “You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to. Nothing anyone says will change how I look at you.”
 
   “I hope that’s true.”
 
   “Does this have something to do with why you don’t stick around long?”
 
   She nodded. “This has everything to do with it.”
 
   “Okay.” He sat up beside her, mirroring her position of knees to chest, only she could feel his eyes on her while she kept hers on the stars.
 
   “When I was seventeen, I met a boy. He was charming and sweet and swept me off my feet.”
 
   “Shit,” Rayne muttered.
 
   “It’s not what you think,” she told him, finally meeting his eyes. “We were young and in love, and sex just seemed like a natural next step.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “At the beginning of my senior year, I got pregnant. We forgot protection once and,” she shrugged her shoulders. “That was all it took.”
 
   He didn’t say anything, but he did reach out and take her hand. The solidarity of that one touch almost brought her to tears, and it made finishing the story even harder.
 
   “I was immature and not ready for the responsibility of a baby. Neither was he. We had no idea what to do. I went to my mother. I was a complete wreck. I’d never felt so young and stupid in my life.”
 
   “What did your Mom do?”
 
   “She held me while I cried. Then she wiped my tears away and asked me what I wanted. I talked it over with the father and we made a choice.” She looked at the stars and felt the first tear trickle down her cheek. “My mom took me to a clinic in San Antonio. I… I had an abortion.”
 
   “God, that must have been rough at seventeen. Hell, at any age. I’m glad your Mom was with you.”
 
   She blinked up at him through her tears. “That’s all you have to say?”
 
   “What? You thought I’d judge you?” He shook his head. “No, baby. I can see the toll it’s taken on you. Bottom line is it’s your body, and that makes it your choice.”
 
   “I was afraid you might hate me.”
 
   “The more I learn about you, the more I like you. You’re a woman of strength, Darcy. I could tell that the first time I looked at you.”
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
   “Thank you for trusting me with this.” He tugged her against his side, and she snuggled her head against his chest. “So that’s what kept you away?”
 
   “Coming back here reminds me, and parts of me feel so guilty for the choice I made back then.”
 
   “I know you probably already know this, but I’ll say it anyway. No amount of guilt will allow you to change the past. It’s gone. But the future is here and now. Don’t let what happened then keep you from enjoying the now.”
 
   “I know. I’d like to come home, spend more time with my family. And there’s you. I’d like to spend more time with you.”
 
   “That sounds like a great idea to me,” he whispered. “Want to keep looking at the stars or are you ready to head back to the cabin?”
 
   “Either one,” she said and yawned. Recounting the past to him had drained her emotionally and left her exhausted. 
 
   “Ready for bed?” he asked.
 
   “Maybe,” she murmured drowsily.
 
   “I guess I better put my pants and boots on then so I can carry you to a real bed.”
 
   “As long as you’re in it,” she agreed.
 
   “As long as you’ll have me,” he murmured and reached for his pants. She watched him as he pulled his socks and boots on. 
 
   “Can you hold these for me?”
 
   He held out her boots, and she took then in her hands and cradled them to her chest. He tossed the portion of the blanket where he’d been sitting over her and squatted beside her, slipping his hands under her. 
 
   “Lean into me.” 
 
   She gripped her boots with one hand and looped the other around his neck, holding tight as he stood with her in his arms. He cuddled her against him while he walked them back to the cabin. 
 
   “We’re going to have to head back tomorrow,” she whispered. 
 
   He nodded his head in agreement.
 
   “When will I see you again?”
 
   He glanced down at her. “Whenever you want. As soon as my work day ends, I’m wide open.”
 
   “No plans later this week?”
 
   “None that can’t be changed if you’re available.”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about what you said earlier.”
 
   “Yeah?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah,” she nodded. “I think I’d like to go steady with you, Rayne Renwick.”
 
   He grinned down at her. “That a fact?”
 
   “Don’t even think you can back out of it now.”
 
   “Oh, I have no intention of backing out. I just want to make sure you know what you’re getting into.”
 
   “I’ve got a pretty good idea.”
 
   “Well, I’m a needy man.”
 
   “You? Needy?”
 
   “I’m betting when it comes to you I’ll be needing a lot.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Lots of attention. TLC is a must. And sex. Two or three times a day, at least.”
 
   “Two or three times a day?” She looked at him with wide eyes.
 
   “At least,” he stated with a twinkle in his eyes. “Think you can handle that?”
 
   “I can handle it,” she promised. “I’m pretty high maintenance myself.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “I often lose myself in my work. I’ll be late occasionally. Not because I’ve forgotten or it’s not important, but because I’ve lost track of time.”
 
   “I can be guilty of that as well.”
 
   “I like to dress up occasionally and attend a party every now and then.”
 
   Now he looked a little uncomfortable. “I can suffer through it every now and again, if the reward is you in my bed when it’s over.”
 
   “I think I can handle that.”
 
   “So we’re going steady, Darcy Beaumont?”
 
   “We’re going steady,” she agreed.
 
   He grinned as they came up the front steps of the cabin. He managed to maneuver her so he could grab the knob and open the door. He kicked it shut with his foot and carried her to the bed, setting her gently on it.
 
   “I think this is the first time I’ve gone steady with a girl since my junior year of high school.”
 
   “No second guessing now,” she warned him. “You’ve already committed.”
 
   “I’m not,” he said, heading back to the door and flipping the lock and the deadbolt. 
 
   “Feel like another shower?”
 
   “With you?”
 
   He nodded his head. 
 
   “I think I could be persuaded.”
 
   He stopped beside the bed and pulled her back to her feet. “The whole time you were in there before, all I could picture was your naked body with water falling over you.”
 
   She took his hand and led him into the bathroom. He sat out a couple of unopened tooth brushes and paste while she got the shower started. They held each other’s gazes while they stripped and stepped inside. He washed her thoroughly, making her come again with his fingers and holding her while she shook and cried out with orgasm. Then he took the time to wash her hair. Only when she was finished did he move in front of her to wash himself.
 
   “I could–” she started to offer, but he shook his head.
 
   “I’m beat, and so are you, baby. Go ahead and dry off while I clean up. Then we can get some sleep.”
 
   She stepped out on the mat and dried off, wrapping a towel around herself and another around her hair. She opened the cabinet he’d taken the toothbrushes and paste from and found more towels, grabbing a fresh one out for him. Then she brushed her teeth while she watched his shadow through the shower curtain. Turning back to the sink to finish and rinse, she thought of something her mother was fond of saying.
 
   Her mother had always told her that sometimes a woman just knew when something was right, or someone was right for her. Her mother had taken one look at her father and known he was the one she was going to marry, or at least that’s the way she told it. Her father said he’d had to work to get her to agree to marry him. 
 
   She’d looked at Rayne at the party at her parent’s house and known there was something about him, something that had made her walk across the room and introduce herself to him. The way he’d looked at her, spoken to her, had intrigued her enough to have her meeting him the next day. And now… Well now she’d made love to him, several times, and she didn’t want that to end. He knew her past, and still wanted to be with her, God, he’d understood and accepted without question the choice she’d made, something she still had trouble doing. What man could be more perfect for her than him? She wanted to learn all the important things about him as well. 
 
   “What are you thinking about so hard?” Rayne asked, and she realized he’d stepped out and dried off while she’d been lost in thought.
 
   “You.”
 
   “Me, huh?”
 
   She nodded. “Do you believe in fate?”
 
   “If it means that I was fated to meet you, then yes.”
 
   She laughed. “I’ll go get the bed ready while you finish up.”
 
   “Do you need anything to sleep in?” he asked.
 
   She shook her head. “Just your arms.”
 
   “They’re yours,” he promised.
 
   And for the first time in too many years, it felt good to be home.
 
    
 
   As Darcy stepped into the other room, Rayne couldn’t keep the silly grin off his face. She was his. She’d be dating no one else while they were together, which would be forever if he could manage it. His mother had often told him when he met the right woman he’d just know. He’d scoffed at her until he’d laid eyes on Darcy. Now, he knew better. One look at her and he was battling thoughts of returning to his ancestral roots and just sweeping her up and taking her away until she agreed to be his. Maybe his ancestor Noconah had the right idea. This night with Darcy had certainly been the right thing to do. 
 
   Luke would say Rayne was rushing into things. He would urge Rayne to slow down and be more cautious. But Rayne knew this was right. Darcy was right for him. He remembered Luke’s observation that they were all wrong for each other. Darcy was lace and he was chaps. And Luke was right to a certain extent. Rayne was definitely chaps most of the time, but he could polish up when he needed to. Maybe not to lace, but close enough to be in the same room.
 
   Darcy might wear her lace for the world to see, but Rayne knew for a certainty now that there was much more to her. She wasn’t just a pretty face. She was a woman who embraced her passions and hid nothing from the man lucky enough to be her lover. He was planning to keep that role permanently.
 
   “Rayne? You joining me?” She called from the other room.
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   Every day for the rest of his life.
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   Valentine McQueen hates the small town of Sage Creek from the blue-haired ladies who make it their business to know all the gossip, to the tired old ranchers who have no patience for the next generation to the four men who were supposed to be his best friends. Paroled after five years in jail for a crime he didn’t commit, Valentine is home for one reason and one reason only—his mother is dying.
 
   Becky Cooper never had a chance to get the hell out of Calder County. Her mother died when she was still a baby and her father spent most of her childhood and early teen years at the bottom of a bottle. Barely scraping by, Becky takes any odd job she can get—including working for Sara McQueen after the woman refused to stay in the hospital. The McQueen ranch is in sad shape, but Becky made a promise to the fierce lady, she’d get the place up and running no matter what. 
 
   But her biggest problem just may be Valentine McQueen, because he shattered her heart once and she isn’t sure she’ll be able to put it together a second time…
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Dedication
 
    
 
   For every woman who’s waited for her guy to stop being a bonehead.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Sage Creek, Population 2,830
 
    
 
   Simply driving past the sign welcoming him back to his dusty shit-hole of a hometown threw Valentine McQueen into a black temper. Not that he tumbled far. His bad mood had seven years to brew, beginning with his arrest, subsequent trial and incarceration for a crime he hadn’t committed. Life rewarded him with a big, fat “fuck you” for loyalty and he bided his time to return the favor. Odd how nothing really changed—Sutterfield’s still purchased gold and silver, Heirlooms sold antiques, Sunset Getaways offered vacations, and Java Ranch provided everything from coffee and breakfast to lunchtime burgers and gossip. 
 
   Sage Creek—the town time forgot and Valentine wished he could forget, too. He could have bypassed Main Street, following another route to spit him out on Old 84. The McQueen Ranch didn’t border right on Sage Creek, after all. Fact was, it sprawled on the distant edge of the town’s incorporated limits, though still within Calder County. Instead, he’d chosen to make the trip through town.
 
   He wanted to see and be seen. More than one familiar face turned in the direction of his black SUV as he coasted down the road. Traffic lights directed the flow of vehicles and pedestrians in and around the pseudo-square at the heart of Sage Creek. Forced to wait by the light turning red, Val scanned the shops, the people. They used to be his shops, his people, his town. 
 
   Before the accident, he’d been the favored son, the boy voted most likely to succeed. After, he’d been a pariah—abandoned by all. Except Mama and… He refused to finish the thought. He’d only come back for Mama. Nothing else—no one else—mattered. Not anymore. The light took forever to turn, and Valentine tapped his fingers against the steering wheel. Impatience crept through his blood like jitters from alcohol detox. 
 
   If he hadn’t been stuck waiting, however, he wouldn’t have been in the right spot to see the lanky male exiting Stark’s. The general store earned historical landmark status in the years since his incarceration, but the sign always read Stark’s—home to the best soda fountain in town. He was less interested in the shop than the man exiting it. Over six feet tall with broad shoulders, Pike had lost some bulk since their high school playoffs. 
 
   A red sheen hazed his vision. Pike turned, a smile on his face to greet another man. Older and even more familiar, Old Barney Cooper—Becky’s father—was the town drunk, or at least he had been. Every small town possessed their requisite characters; Barney served as Sage Creek’s 100 proof, never far from a bottle mean drunk. Cooper grinned at something Pike said and put his hand on Val’s ex-best friend’s shoulder.
 
   Throwing the car in park, Valentine turned off the engine and shoved his way out of the car. Striding across the square toward the store, he barely heard the murmurs of recognition. Pike and Cooper noticed him bearing down on them. Eyes widening, Pike stepped forward, but Valentine didn’t give him a chance to open his lying mouth. He greeted him the only way the bastard deserved—with a sharp right cross.
 
   Valentine’s knuckles burned after the contact. The blow knocked Pike off his feet and he sprawled. Cooper grabbed at Valentine’s arm, surprisingly strong as ever, and attempted to block another strike. Shaking him off with a glare, Valentine stared down at the man he’d called best friend, who’d sworn cradle to grave—the same bastard who’d let Valentine hang for a crime he hadn’t committed.
 
   The street went quiet around them, everyone waiting to see what would happen next. Of course, they’d come out for a show. Nothing like a good old-fashioned street brawl to get the blood pumping. Too bad for them, he had nothing to say. A fist to the jaw was the least Pike deserved. Adjusting his Stetson, Valentine turned and headed back to his truck. The light turned green and Valentine’s tires squealed with the force he applied to the accelerator. 
 
   Welcome home.  
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later, he turned off the state highway and onto a drive marked by a sad, sagging black fence. The cross hatching read M Qu en R nc. Slowing, he canted his head—the “h” hung, cock-eyed and off center from the rest of the letters. The cow grate at the end of the drive was at least whole, if rusted to an ugly shade. Littered with potholes, the dirt road winding from the highway to the house forced him to keep the speed down to ten to avoid bottoming out the vehicle.
 
   The barn looked worse, if possible. Patched metal sheets of roofing glinted under the hot sun, the once sunshine-yellow paint dingy and peeled in several places. Haphazard fencing ran along the paddocks, new unpainted boards randomly interspersed amongst the duller, black boards. Weeds choked the riding yard, and the hot walker sat forlorn and abandoned.
 
   Once upon a time, the McQueens ran a thriving cattle empire—raising several thousand head at a time and running them north to Fort Worth and Kansas for sale. Full to capacity bunkhouses kept more than one hundred men employed. Beyond cattle raising, the McQueen Ranch and her masters raised some of the finest horseflesh in the state of Texas. Barrel racers, champion ropers, and more…
 
   The pastures next to the barn should be alive with yearlings in early training, two-year olds gentling to saddle, and three-year olds getting to work—not to mention the foals. Valentine stopped and eyed the eastern pasture. As a boy, the view could’ve been described as postcard perfect—verdant greens with woods for shade and a stream trickling through it all—the perfect environment for nursing mares and their foals. 
 
   Currently, piss yellow grass lay like stained carpet under shaved back trees, their branches gnarled and twisted. Drought stripped the county of more than just water, it had mined the bounty water brought with it. Adding salt to the wound, not a single foal trailed after its mother in the deserted field. 
 
   Hell, where are all the horses? 
 
   Guilt raking his soul, he continued to follow the drive toward the house. The two-story, pre-Civil War rambling structure had been renovated over the years by subsequent generations. Of the original building, only the main level living and fireplace remained. The old kitchens were actually in a separate structure and then further renovated to a mother-in-law cottage around World War II. A living, breathing entity, the McQueen Ranch—always changed, always grew.
 
   Until now…
 
   At present, it seemed barely on life support. Parking, he left his gear in the SUV. The heat carried the promise of moisture, but clouds overhead remained too wispy to bring more than a tease of rain. The last time he’d set foot on the ranch, the sound of horses whickering, men laughing, and machinery running filled the air like a background hum. That memory made the current silence all the more unnerving. 
 
   His mother spent three weeks in the hospital on her most recent visit, at least before she’d checked herself out against doctor’s orders to return to the ranch. The message the attorney sent had been pretty clear—if he wanted to say farewell to his mother, he needed to come home. The family attorney was in Orlando with his grandkids, but Bobby Dee promised to call Valentine the following week. 
 
   Shifting his hat, he studied the too tall grass and weed-choked fields around the house. Like the pastures nearer the barn, the land was a wilting yellow, not even good for hay. Christ what a mess… Cobbling together his courage, he headed for the house, but a metallic bang accompanied by feminine swearing detoured him to the open four-car garage at the side entrance.
 
   “Fuck me sideways. Turn, you bitch, turn!” The honey-glazed voice wrapped around his cock and gave him a firm squeeze. Squinting against the glare of the sun, he got an eyeful of heart-shaped ass wrapped lovingly in denim short-shorts and long legs designed to vise around a man’s spine while he pounded into her.
 
   Becky Cooper. 
 
   His stomach bottomed out, and his blood pressure skyrocketed. She stood on a crate, bent over the engine of an old John Deere tractor that had seen better days…long before his birth. It had always been a temperamental beast. Nudging his hat back, Valentine crossed his arms and enjoyed the show. Her cursing grew more creative and then there was a grind of metal on metal and she straightened, arms wide to the sky.
 
   “Oh, yeah! Who’s got it?” She chanted and hopped down. “That’s right, bitches, I’ve got it!” Still taking her victory lap, she whirled. Her gaze latched onto his and she froze. “Fuck me.”
 
   Damn, best non-invitation he’d heard in years. “I think maybe we should wash up first, darlin’.” 
 
   “Hey, Valentine.” She bent to scoop up the wrench she’d dropped. Her honey-brown hair fell in one long cascade from a ponytail. Grease streaked her cheek, and dirt smudged her chin. A tank top barely covered her midriff and the long, fine legs he’d been admiring tucked into a pair of hard-toed work boots making the rest of her all the sexier for their functionality.
 
   “Becky.” He couldn’t quite wrap his mind around what she was doing on his ranch—his family’s, he amended. Becky Cooper was not family, a point he made damn clear when she’d promised to wait for him. Her hazel eyes had swum with unshed tears, and she’d slapped him so hard, he could still feel the ringing in his ears. Now, she covered those sweet eyes with a pair of sunglasses and circled the tractor. “What are you doing here?” Why was she working on the tractor? And when the hell had she turned from hometown beauty queen to lush goddess?
 
   To be fair, Becky hadn’t won any prizes in school, but not because she hadn’t deserved them. No, she’d spent most of her time living down her father’s reputation and doing her damnedest to make good grades. She’d planned to score a scholarship to college and a ticket out of town. She didn’t answer him, so he followed her into the shaded garage and found her staring at the toolbox.
 
   It was his father’s, and his father’s before him. If a McQueen couldn’t fix what belonged to him, he didn’t deserve to own it. His father would be ashamed of him. Valentine hadn’t gotten a damn thing right in years. Shoving his dark thoughts away, he asked again, “What are you doing here, Becky?” 
 
   “I live here.” Pliers in hand, she bypassed him to return to the tractor and her work on the engine.
 
   “What?” Tugging his hat off, he ran his fingers through his hair. No ring adorned Becky’s left hand. Was she single? Had she waited? Or was she not wearing jewelry while working on the equipment, which made sense? “Becky…”
 
   “Miss Sara’s in the house, Valentine. I’m sure she’d like to see you.” The kiss-off in her tone froze him out stiffer than a blue norther. “I’ve got work to do. I’m sure I’ll see you at supper.”
 
   “Why? And what’s wrong with the tractor?”
 
   Blowing a puff of air to get the strands of hair out of her eyes, she paused to look at him. “It’s not working and because I work here. I’ll be in to wash up and make supper in a bit. Miss Sara’s resting in the living room, watching her shows. She’s been looking forward to you getting here all week.”
 
   The not so subtle reminder of his delayed return rankled. “I had to work.” His parole officer had no trouble with his leaving Dallas County to head home to Calder. If he planned to stay on—a reasonable possibility, considering his mother’s health—he’d work with a parole officer in San Antonio or Austin. 
 
   “All right.” The Becky he remembered wouldn’t accept his words at face value. She stripped the connections away from the battery, and then hauled it out. Nimble as a jackrabbit, she avoided his assistance and set the battery aside before claiming a new one. “The house is over there.” 
 
   Blocking her, he got the battery and eyed her. “I know where it is. I also know how to put a battery in a tractor. So, explain to me what the hell you’re doing here again?”
 
   “Miss Sara’s been on her own the last few years and her health has been poorly. After the last stint of medical bills, she needed to let go of the last of the hands.” Becky glared at him, the heat in her eyes scorching. “She didn’t want to stay in the hospital. She wanted to come home, but she couldn’t because she didn’t have any family or someone to look after her. She asked me, and I said yes.” She seized the battery. “Now, go see your mother. And, Valentine…?”
 
   He still couldn’t wrap his mind around the idea that Becky was here, or his mother being ill enough to need a caretaker. Sara McQueen was a force to be reckoned with. “Yeah?”
 
   “Don’t let your mom know you’ve been fighting. She’s got enough to deal with.”
 
   How the hell had Becky known? But her pointed look at his hand drew his attention to the broken skin over three of his knuckles. He nodded. “You can leave the tractor, I’ll fix it later.”
 
   “No,” she answered. “I don’t work for you, Val. I work for your mama. Now, git.” The snap in her voice brought back a host of other memories best left in the past. 
 
   Outside of the garage, he paused and glanced back. “What about your husband? Does he mind you working out here?”
 
   Becky shrugged, and gave him an unreadable look. “That’s none of your business, now is it?”
 
   Really not the answer he’d wanted.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Becky waited for him to walk away, concentrating on securing the new battery in the tractor. When he didn’t leave immediately, she pretended she wasn’t aware of him watching her—or the way her heart started thundering the moment she’d lain eyes on him. Six years—six years—and he was still rugged, gorgeous and an asshole. Don’t forget. Ass. Hole. 
 
   Her body ignored the snide, little voice in her mind. Vision wavering, she blinked back the tears, hooked the cables to the battery and finally straightened. Keeping her back to him, she walked to the cab and turned the key. The engine purred to life. Well, that’s something. Leaving it running, she hopped down and carried the tools back to the case. Unable to resist any longer, she glanced sideways.
 
   Valentine was gone. Sagging with relief, she jerked a bandana out of her back pocket and swiped away the sweat on her face. Miss Sara relented enough to allow the family attorney to call her son and Becky’d hoped he would come home for his mama. Still, she’d been unprepared for how devastated seeing him again would leave her feeling. 
 
   Breathing through her teeth, she blinked back tears. After jerking her work gloves on, she hauled the mower onto the back of the tractor and hooked it up. The engine idled, still running smoothly. Thank God, she’d finished changing all the fluids before she’d switched out the battery. Cell phone tucked securely in her left back pocket and bandana safely stowed in the other, she climbed into the cab and drove the tractor out to the field.
 
   It would take her a few hours to get the main lawn around the big house mowed. They might even find some green grass. Three hours later, she’d cleared the main lawn, the open field and the grass verges around the barns, paddocks and pastures. The pastures she’d hit the following day. Parking the tractor, she checked the fuel level before she shut it down. She’d have to drive back into Sage Creek and pick up gas the next morning.
 
   After straightening the tools up and clearing her workspace, she headed inside. She couldn’t delay the inevitable any longer. Thankfully, Valentine hadn’t followed her out to the fields. His SUV was still packed, so she’d have to face him sooner or later. 
 
   He’s here for Miss Sara… The mental reminder didn’t make her feel any better. The porch boards squeaked under her booted feet. Burying her worry and panic, she opened the door and let herself into the main house. Like the rest of the ranch, the place needed repairs. She’d started in the house—fixing broken porch boards, replacing the screens on all the windows, and cleaning every inch of the wood inside until it shone with a polished gleam. The house boasted five bedrooms, an office, a living room, library, and an old fashioned sitting room for entertaining. 
 
   She’d converted the sitting room into a downstairs bedroom because the chemo and radiation treatments left Miss Sara too weak to climb stairs. In the mudroom, Becky unlaced her boots and then stripped off her damp socks. The air conditioning left her chilled—thank God she hadn’t needed to do more than replace the motor in the main unit. If the condenser required work, she’d have to call someone else out. 
 
   “Becky?” Miss Sara’s voice carried from the living room. A masculine murmur followed it, and Becky sucked in a deep breath, shoulders squaring. She could ignore Valentine. All that mattered was Miss Sara. 
 
   “I’ll be right there, Miss Sara,” she called back, proud her voice didn’t quaver once. “Let me wash up. Would you like a pot of tea?” Despite living in Texas all her life, Miss Sara enjoyed taking afternoon tea with sandwiches. Since her treatments, however, she simply preferred the hot tea for tea’s sake. 
 
   “That would be lovely, dear. Join us when you can.” 
 
   Join them. Oh hell to the fuck—dammit. Her hands shook. Clenching her fists, she forced calm. Wash up. Make tea. After setting the kettle on to boil, she took the back stairs from the kitchen to the second floor. A swift shower and fresh clothes later, she felt more human—and she brushed damp hair straight and left it to air dry. In the kitchen, she poured boiling water into the china teapot, set out the cups and prepared the tray. 
 
   It was just a little bit shy of four-thirty. She’d set up a stew before going out to work and it would be ready to eat soon. The thick broth was bland, but full of protein and slow cooking all day would make the meat fall apart. Miss Sara should be able to eat it without much of a struggle. Setting some of the older woman’s favorite oatmeal cookies onto a plate and after adding all to the tray, she carried it out to the living room. 
 
   Valentine rose the minute she entered and took the tray out of her hands. She had no choice—let him take it or risk causing a scene. 
 
   Politeness counts.  “Thank you,” she said, then focused her attention on Miss Sara. A bright red scarf around her naked head gave the older woman the dash of color missing from her lackluster skin. 
 
   “You’ll join us.” Miss Sara’s tone brooked no disobedience. Cancer sapped the woman’s physical strength, but it enhanced the radiant spirit within her. Tough as old shoe leather, Miss Sara took guff from no one—neither her husband when he’d been alive, nor her son, not even any of the tough old coots in town. Growing up, Becky used to wish the dominant old lady was her mother, too.
 
   “Of course.” Becky took a seat near her and began pouring the tea. Rather than sit, Val walked over to the fireplace and leaned against the stonework, his expression dark and brooding. How hard was it to see his mother like this? Sympathy softened her antipathy and she looked over to him. “Would you like a cup of tea, Val?” 
 
   “He won’t like it, but he will drink it,” Miss Sara said before he could utter a word. His frown deepened, but his rebellion ended before it began. 
 
   With a curt nod, he walked over and sat on the corner of the sofa opposite Becky to face his mother. “You should be in a hospital,” he said without preamble. Since it was an argument he wouldn’t win, Becky let him fight. A sparkle gleamed in Miss Sara’s eyes—one she’d been sorely missing.
 
   “Don’t take that tone with me, Valentine Michael McQueen.” The frosty tone softened when Becky offered her a tea cup. “Thank you, dear. The stew smells wonderful and Val said you got the tractor running.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” Becky added a cookie to another plate and set it on the table nearest Miss Sara. Sure enough, the older woman reached for it and dipped a corner into her tea. “The lawn is mowed. I’ll take care of the pastures tomorrow, then do an assessment on the barn. Mr. Richter will be delivering the horses later this week, but I want to make sure everything is ready for them.”
 
   Val’s attention resettled on Becky, a physical weight crowding close even if he hadn’t moved from his seat. Pouring a second cup, she held it out to him and had no choice but to meet his gaze. For a long moment, she thought he wouldn’t accept the cup, but with a brush of his fingers against hers, he did. 
 
   “Thank you,” he said with his mouth, but a dozen questions reflected in the granite-like surface of his gray-green eyes. She nodded and poured a cup for herself. She didn’t like hot tea, especially not after working outside, but if she didn’t drink it Miss Sara would fuss. Or worse, she didn’t drink her own. 
 
   Frankly, as long as it kept Miss Sara happy, Becky would chug cleaning fluid. 
 
   “Where are the horses now?” Val asked, but he’d switched his attention back to his mother. His diverted gaze satisfied Becky and gave her an opportunity to observe him covertly.
 
   “The Richters moved most of the herd when I was first admitted to the hospital. I couldn’t keep a staff on here, and John-Michael didn’t want money to keep them.” Miss Sara continued to nibble on her cookie. “Becky has been a Godsend. She’s taken care of getting the house in order, shopping for me…truly, she’s been wonderful.” 
 
   Flushing at the praise and the return of Val’s attention, Becky glanced down at her tea. “My pleasure, ma’am. We’ll be ready for the horses when they come back. I’ve put in an order for feed at Mitchum’s. Should be delivered before the weekend.”
 
   “You told him to deliver a bill, as well, yes?” Miss Sara wanted no one’s charity.
 
   “I did,” Becky said, but she knew Mr. Mitchum wouldn’t and so did Miss Sara. 
 
   The older woman sighed. “I’ll deal with Pete later. But first, the two of you? Need to talk.”
 
   “Mother…”
 
   “Miss Sara…”
 
   Straightening, Miss Sara raised her hand. “Be quiet. Stubborn mules, both of you. I don’t have time for any of it. Valentine is coming home and he will be inheriting the ranch the way he should, but he doesn’t know much about running it these days. You, Becky, you’ve been helping me for years and you know the ins and outs. It’s why you were able to take over so well the last few weeks since I hired you. That said, I need you to train Val. Val, you’ll be listening to her.”
 
   Train him? Becky’s mind whirled and she wanted a way out.
 
   “I don’t need her to tell me how to do things, Mother.” God, he sounded even less enamored of the idea than Becky. 
 
   “Don’t you ‘mother’ me, Valentine. You’ve been in prison, and now you’re not. You’re a McQueen. This is your birthright and you can be angry with me all you like, but you will do this and you will do it my way. Am I clear?”
 
   Val glared at Becky, and she read the blame in his eyes. Her spine stiffened at the dislike in his expression. Biting her tongue hurt, but she did it anyway. Looking away from him deliberately, she turned her attention to his mother. Miss Sara’s eyes were bright, but perspiration dotted her forehead. Getting upset was not good for her. “Of course, I’ll train him, Miss Sara.” She reached over and touched the other woman’s hand, carefully setting her fingers to Miss Sara’s wrist and checking her pulse. Too fast. She needed to calm her down. “We’ll take care of everything.” On the last words, she gave Val a look, daring him to dispute her and hoping he wouldn’t.
 
   He needed to agree. His mother needed to calm down. Mouth twisting, he nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Thank you.” Miss Sara set aside her tea cup, along with the half-eaten cookie. “Darling girl, I think I need a nap. If you would be so kind…?” 
 
   Becky rose and helped her up. Val hurried to his feet, but Miss Sara waved him off. “Becky and I have this part down, Valentine. Go unpack your things. You’ll be taking the master bedroom upstairs. It’s ready for you.” Miss Sara leaned heavily on Becky, but the woman who’d once been a robust figure had lost so much weight, she was barely a burden at all. 
 
   Val stared after them, his expression deeply troubled. In her room, Miss Sara sagged gratefully against her pillows and Becky drew a comforter over her. “Do you want me to bring a tray in here with your supper?” She really did look quite done for.
 
   Miss Sara shook her head and patted the bed next to her. “No, we’ll eat supper together at the table. I may not have many weeks left in me, but I plan to make the most of them and Val needs me to be strong.”
 
   To hell with Val. But she couldn’t say the words out loud.
 
   Chuckling, Miss Sara gave her hand a squeeze. “You’re mad at him, shh—” She cut her off before Becky could protest. “You’ve a right. My son is cussed stubborn. He’s also a good man, who’s forgotten how to be good. He needs us to show him.”
 
   “Miss Sara, forgive me, but he made it perfectly clear he doesn’t need me for anything.” And damn if it didn’t still sting. All those years of being friends, then a few as a couple—of believing her past and who she’d been before didn’t matter—when Valentine McQueen loved her.
 
   “He’s a man, Becky. Men are odd creatures. Terrifically tough, but also wildly vulnerable. When they hurt, they’re a lot like any other wounded animal. They strike out even at those who are best for them. You don’t have to help him for you or for him, but before I leave this earth, I have to know my little boy is going to be okay. So, will you help him for me?”
 
   Really, how could she say no to a dying woman? She didn’t want Miss Sara to die. Everyone in town, and most of her friends, thought she’d only gotten sick over the last few months. Becky knew the truth, though. She’d known for a long time. Miss Sara had been diagnosed just two months after Val’s arrest. 
 
   She’d been fighting her battle for a long time. 
 
   “I will,” Becky promised, then gave her a firm look. “You let me handle the fighting part though. You need to rest. I can bully him well enough for you.”
 
   The worry in the older woman’s face eased and relief softened her smile. “I have great faith in you. Give him hell, remind him of who he used to be, of who he can be.”
 
   Becky didn’t know about the rest, but she could certainly give him hell. “I’ll come and get you for dinner.” Accepting her nod, Becky slipped out of the room and closed the door. The living room was empty, so maybe Val was doing what his mother told him to. Becky cleaned up the tea and carried the tray back into the kitchen.
 
   Train Valentine McQueen on how to take care of his ranch? Get him back into life in Sage Creek and grant a dying woman her last request? She’d have to spend time with him, a lot of time, and she’d have to protect her already bruised and battered heart.
 
   No pressure.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Becky Cooper had grown into a hell of a slave master. Every morning, he descended the stairs to the rich scent of fresh brewed coffee, a “bitch get it done” list that would have made a southern overseer envious, and a reception so frosty, it made him eager to get out into the Texas heat. A week so far, he’d spent under her thumb, letting her dictate the terms—terms which ended with him working as far from her as she could make him. 
 
   He planned to change her distancing routine today. The horses were scheduled to be trailered in. They would have to work together to get the animals settled. Fifty horses…Christ on a crutch that was a lot of animals. Thankfully, he’d had enough work replacing fence boards and checking well water levels to exhaust him. Yet, Becky always gave herself more. He was done by sundown and could spend the evening with his mother. Other than pausing to serve the meal, which she somehow managed to prepare during the day while finishing all her tasks, Becky ate swiftly and returned to work. 
 
   It bothered him, her taking on the longer list of tasks and shutting him out. 
 
   “Valentine,” his mother called, and he turned away from the windows overlooking the main yard to find his mother limping her way into the kitchen. He caught her arm under the elbow for support and guided her toward the table.
 
   “I would have brought you something if you needed it.” He still couldn’t quite wrap his mind around the reality of her illness. 
 
   “I want to see the horses come back in. I can sit and watch from here.” She motioned to the table and he helped her settle on the cushioned bench. They had a formal dining room, but for most of his life, they’d eaten dinner in the kitchen, seated around the comfortable table in front of the array of windows overlooking the ranch.
 
   His mother in the kitchen, food on the table, and the horses grazing in the distance. Those memories were his childhood. 
 
   “Sit down, Valentine.” Setting her cane on the edge of the table, she reached for the carafe and poured a cup of coffee. Gloves in hand, Val sat. All week long, his mother broached conversations with him similarly. Ordering him to sit, then taking her time about bringing up whatever she wanted to discuss. 
 
   Arguing with her served no purpose and, even if he could persuade her from the path she’d chosen, he wouldn’t upset her. Pale and gaunt, she burned away anything excess. He could not and would not risk wasting what time was left with her on fighting. 
 
   “We need to discuss Becky.”
 
   No matter how much he wished she would butt out of things better left dead and buried. 
 
   “And the future of the ranch.” She tapped the table. “You’re unhappy with my decisions, and you have a right to your unhappiness. In a few months, my wishes will be moot and you will be able to institute any changes you wish.” Such as sell the ranch, which he’d immediately considered after hearing the news of her condition. He’d even tried to convince her to move to Dallas, to see the physicians and the doctors there. No, she’d waved his suggestions aside. Sara McQueen was finished with hospitals. 
 
   “We’re working well together. I’ve done what you asked.” Work with Becky. Learn from her. His mother couldn’t stress enough how well Becky understood the task of running the ranch, but he was a McQueen—the ranch was in his blood. 
 
   “I know you have, and I am proud of you.” She gave him a tight smile, then took a sip of her coffee. “She’s angry with you.” 
 
   “No kidding.” He didn’t have time to care about her feelings at the moment. The one personal inquiry he’d made, she’d shut him down…though the lack of any tan line where a ring might go suggested she wasn’t married. Or maybe she doesn’t want to wear a ring… Did it really matter?
 
   “You need to fix that.” No preamble, no soft lead. A command. 
 
   “Mother…”
 
   “Do not mother me.” She tapped the side of her cup. “You need to make amends with Becky, and I would prefer if you did it before Sunday.”
 
   Two days. “What’s on Sunday?” How was he supposed to fix anything in two days if she refused to speak to him?
 
   “We’re going to church. It’s time you stepped back into life here, and I would like to go and see some friends before I am unable to make the trip.” The last words cut off his argument before he could say anything. “Becky will be going with us. We will sit together, listen to the sermon, and have tea and sandwiches with the ladies afterward. I will, at least. You and Becky will be at another table nearby, since neither one of you is likely to let me out of your sight.”
 
   “You have it all planned out, don’t you?” Admiration crept beneath his irritation.
 
   “Of course, I do.” Then she smiled. “Don’t look so upset. You’ve forgotten how to smile, my dear boy, and you need to remember how. Becky can help you.”
 
   “Mother, Becky hates me.” Deservedly so. Still, he knew his mother. She wasn’t fumbling her attempt to throw him at the girl he’d loved. Knowing it didn’t mean he should let her get away with efforts to push he and Becky together. “I get you wanting to protect the ranch and, for some reason, Becky Cooper is God’s gift to home nursing and ranch care, but do you really think siccing me on her is fair?” 
 
   “Life isn’t fair,” she told him primly. “And who says I am siccing you on her?” Open challenge gleamed in her eyes.
 
   “Mother, the horses are due. We’re going to be getting the herd settled and checking them for injuries. Becky said five hundred head of cattle will be here within a week, and another five hundred the week after. There’s only two of us. We’re barely going to be able to do everything that needs to be done now, much less handle all those animals and you want me to date her?”
 
   “No, I expect you to hire a crew. Becky was here to get you started. Running this place is your job. We’ll find out who is available to be hired come Sunday. Gemma Anderson knows everyone who’s looking for work. I’m sure we can hire a migrant crew or two—and if they work out, we can sponsor their citizenship.”
 
   Hiring strangers—migrants even—was a nightmare. “Mother, you’re talking about continuing to repair the damaged outbuildings, managing the animals, bringing in men and making sure they can not only do the job, but get them settled and if they are illegals—I can’t hire illegals.” His parole officer would have a field day with the choice. Admittedly, Ken Stabler proved to be more than accommodating about his relocation to the ranch, and leaving his gainful employment at the warehouse. 
 
   Church. Sage Creek. A crew. 
 
   “Then we hire a legal one.” Another sip of coffee, and his mother gave him a long, studying look. “You’ll make the right decisions.”
 
   “You have a lot of confidence in me.” Confidence he questioned. What did he really know about running a ranch? People? Hell, he couldn’t even tell his mother no. 
 
   “I know, my son. You’re hurting and you think you’re defeated, but you haven’t lain down to die—which means you can still get back up and fight. You simply need someone to kick you in the ass.” She canted her head to the side, and sighed. “Valentine, I never agreed with your choice. I don’t agree with it now. But the past is done, and neither of us can change it. The future is still available to you…”
 
   “The first truck is here.” He’d been watching for them and the cab of an eighteen-wheeler appeared on the drive. From the dust it kicked up, another followed in its wake. “Are you sure you want to sit here? I can help you back to your room before I head down.”
 
   “I’ll be fine. I want to see the horses return. Go,” she ordered and turned her attention to the window. “You should go now, because Becky is already on her way down and Michael Richter has been asking her out for a year. If she’s so angry with you, she might tell him yes today just to spite you.”
 
   Michael Richter was a year younger than Val—Becky’s age. The Richters and the McQueens had been friends for years. She could do a lot worse than Richter, but Val didn’t slow his pace to get out the door and down the hill toward the barn. They would offload into the chutes and segregate the incoming herd into the paddocks around the barn. 
 
   Becky was already there and the first truck slowed then parked. Sure enough, Michael Richter stepped out and scooped her up into a too familiar hug. She laughed and thumped him on the shoulder. Their words were lost thanks to the sound of the engine and the distance. Michael still held her in his arms. She wasn’t struggling, but she didn’t look thrilled about the situation.
 
   Grim, Val slowed only when he reached them. “You’re supposed to be delivering horses, not copping a feel. Put her on down.”
 
   Michael Richter had never been a tall man, but he was broad shouldered and thick. His craggy face split into a wide smile, he dropped Becky onto her feet and strode toward Val. “Goddamn, Val, it’s good to see you home.” Not expecting the greeting, much less the hug, Val didn’t have a chance to sidestep the other man. Brawny, Michael’s bear hug squeezed the air out of him and then Michael stepped back and pounded him on the back. “Damn good to see you. Don’t worry about your girl. She’s been turning me down regularly. It’s just a game with us, isn’t it, sweetheart?” In a lower voice, he added. “Seriously, lighten up, Val. Becky’s been loyal for seven years. You don’t need to keep scowling at her.”
 
   For her part, Becky simply glared daggers before turning abruptly to head to the first truck.  She hasn’t dated in seven years? The news rocked him more than he cared to admit. “Just keep your hands to yourself,” he told Michael. 
 
   Michael raised his arms in a gesture of surrender. “You got it. Seriously though, man. Welcome home. I’ll get your horses offloaded. We brought them over in three rigs. All fifty are in good shape…” 
 
   Trailing after him, only half-listening, Val couldn’t stop staring at Becky. Then it was time to offload horses and he refocused his attention. The animals were too large to be distracted around. An hour later, Michael and his trucks rolled away from the property. Michael offered the loan of a couple of his hands for a week and said he’d put the word out that the McQueen ranch was looking to hire.
 
   Finally, he was alone with Becky. She seemed to notice and headed away from him at a brisk pace.
 
   “Becky?”
 
   Her boots skidded in the dirt and she turned, cool eyes turning glacial. “What?”
 
   “I’m going to saddle a couple of mares and take a ride. You’re going with me.”
 
   “I need to check on your mother.”
 
   “Go ahead,” he nodded. His mother came first. Agreed. “I’ll bring the horses to the house.”
 
   Her mouth opened, then closed again. “I don’t want to go riding with you, Val.”
 
   “I don’t care,” he said, and felt the corners of his mouth kick up into the first real smile since he came home. They needed to talk—and not about the ranch or the horses or his mother. “We’re supposed to work together. Remember what my mother said. You don’t want to make her unhappy, do you?”
 
   Eyes narrowing, Becky frowned. It was low, even he could admit it, to use his mother to get what he wanted. He could see the fight playing out on Becky’s face. She genuinely cared about Sara McQueen. Her frosty attitude melted when it came to caring for his mama. She’d never been cold before—hell, she’d always been hot as a Texas scorcher for him. “Fine,” she said with a sigh of resignation. “But if your mama isn’t well, I’m not going.”
 
   “Agreed,” he said swiftly and waved her off. She didn’t even wait for his agreement, already stomping toward the house. Her long legs encased in denim, which hugged her curves, left him with a raging hard-on. 
 
   He was a red-blooded man, and she was a damn fine woman. His attraction was understandable, even if he had no business—or rights—feeling anything for her. Not anymore. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Quite comfortable in the kitchen, Miss Sara sat with a ledger open and a pen in her hand. Reconciling the books relaxed her. Her color had improved—even since morning—and she had a fresh pot of tea and sandwiches to nibble on. After taking her medicine without complaint, Miss Sara gave Becky no reason to turn down the ride with Val. She agreed to call if she felt even a little off—Miss Sara’s ready agreement set off warning bells—but then she could see Val riding up to the house.
 
   God, did he look good riding a horse. He’d chosen a pair of bays and sat in the saddle with the kind of boneless grace men only possessed after years of riding. Practically born on horseback, Valentine learned to ride before he could walk. The anger he wore like a hair shirt wasn’t in evidence right then. His expression eased, and his mouth flirted with a smile. Somehow, he looked more like his younger, more carefree self.
 
   Her heart sparked at the recognition. “Remember,” she said, praying her voice didn’t betray her quivering insides. “Call me if you feel even the least bit bad. We’re just going to ride some of the fence lines and check the pastures one more time before we turn the herd out to let them roam.”
 
   She hoped the work was all they were heading out to do. Pulling on her gloves, she walked out to meet him. Lifting his hat, he nodded to the other horse. “These are out of Rona’s line. I recognize the markings and the build. She’s not in the horses Michael brought though.” 
 
   Accepting the reins, Becky blew out a breath. The need to answer his unspoken question twisted in her tummy. “Miss Sara bred Rona five times. Two of the foals went to the stud fee and two to stay in the herd.” These two mares were the eldest. 
 
   “But Rona’s still with the herd?” He focused on her and heat swept her from head to toe under his regard. 
 
   “Yes, but she’s pregnant. They’ll bring her in a separate transport so she’s more comfortable. The last foal was Miss Sara’s wish, too. A gift for you.” Rona was Valentine’s favorite horse. He’d roped with her all the way through high school. No matter how hard her financial times were, Miss Sara refused to sell the mare—a five time champion worth thousands of dollars. The money mattered less than her son, however, and Rona belonged to Val. “She’ll be here next weekend.”
 
   Swinging up into the saddle, she added. “I thought we’d check the maternity pastures first. I know you’ll want Rona somewhere close.”
 
   A swift nod and another half-smile. “Yes, yes I would. Thank you.”
 
   Her heart mule-kicked her ribs and Becky sighed. Really? One kind word and she went to mush? She had a hell of a lot more spine normally. Tapping her heels to the mare’s sides, she gave her a little impetus to move. The three-year old trotted beautifully. Whoever handled her training, taught her a lot of easy rein and legwork. Val followed her, easily matching pace. All the years in prison hadn’t diminished his skill on horseback.
 
   It simply wasn’t fair.
 
   The path towards the maternity pastures took them to higher ground. Nothing up there would be washed away in a sudden summer storm. Two lazy, spring-fed creeks wound through the pastures, providing plenty of fresh water, so even the droughts didn’t diminish their supply. Side by side, they rode together. Twice she opened her mouth to say something. Both times she thought better of it and refrained.
 
   “We aren’t friends, Becky. We’re not lovers. We’re not engaged. We’re nothing, I’m going to prison and you’re going to go the fuck away. How hard is that to understand?” The words ricocheted out of her memory and pinged around her soul. Yeah, she didn’t need to say a damn thing.
 
   At the crest of the second hill, Val slowed his horse and finally reined the mare in to a halt. As tempting as it was to leave him behind, she stopped, too. From their vantage point, the McQueen ranch sprawled around them. Perfect for pregnant and nursing mares, the pasture offered thick, lush green grass, plenty of trees for shelter and natural depressions where horses could go low when storms kicked up. 
 
   She could see the barn in the distance, and the house. Even further away, the other fields and pastures—some greenish-yellow and others a dusty kind of brown—looked bruised. Damaged, but struggling to come back. If we could get a few inches of rain…
 
   “How long?” His voice was so quiet, she almost didn’t hear him.
 
   “What?” The question knocked her off-center. 
 
   The brim of his Stetson shaded his eyes, but not the hard line of his mouth. “Mother won’t tell me what the doctors said about how long she has. So, how long?”
 
   Oh… Sadness welled up inside her. “A few months at most. There is no exact timetable, but before Christmas. Of that much, they were certain.”
 
   One nod. “There really is nothing else the doctors can do?”
 
   Loosening the reins, she let the mare drop her head and relax. This was Miss Sara’s business, but… “Three radiation treatments in five years,” she told him honestly. “And more rounds of chemo. They beat it back, and it resumes growing. Miss Sara has held it off, but the treatment makes her sick…really sick.” She had no words to describe the horror of it for him and to try would only be cruel. No matter what he’d said to her in the past, no matter his choices—Becky refused to be cruel. “She’s tired of fighting and how ill the fighting makes her. She wants to get her affairs in order.” How did Miss Sara put it? “She wants to meet her maker on her terms, not in a hospital bed.”
 
   Like her, he let his horse drop her head and both mares began to nibble at the grass. “How long have you been helping her?”
 
   “Since she was diagnosed.” No reason to lie about it. “She needed someone.”
 
   Valentine flinched.
 
   “That—that wasn’t meant as a dig,” she hurried to apologize. She had her bones to pick with him, but not over his mother. “I’d never try to hurt you with her.”
 
   “You wouldn’t be wrong, even if you did mean it that way.” Bitterness crept into his voice. “She needed me and I wasn’t here.” 
 
   “Being away wasn’t your choice.”
 
   Nudging his hat back, he studied her. “Really? You’re going to try and defend me again? I thought we cleared that up a few years ago.”
 
   No. Definitely not. “Hardly,” she lifted her chin. “You’ve got a thick skin and you don’t need me at all.”
 
   Something shifted in his gaze, and tingles raced over her flesh like the promise of electricity in an oncoming storm when the first blush of cool air blew. “So why did Michael call you loyal to me?” 
 
   “Don’t know,” she said with a shrug and tugged her mare’s head up. “Don’t care.”
 
   “Liar.” 
 
   “Think what you want.” She tapped her heels to the mare’s side and called back, “You will anyway.” 
 
   He didn’t respond, but he also caught her up easily. Aggravated, and unwilling to examine why, she urged the mare to go faster. When he continued to match her, she scowled. “Let’s give them their heads, see what they can do.”
 
   It wasn’t a fair challenge. He’d been in prison, when was the last time he really got to ride? But, dammit, the man got under her skin just by breathing. Not waiting for his assent, she leaned forward and kicked the mare from a canter to a gallop. The beautiful girl exploded with grace, flowing perfectly from her glass smooth canter to a body-pounding run.
 
   Their hooves thundered against the earth and she spared one sideways look to find Val gaining on her. She was lighter and she knew the terrain, so she played it to her advantage. When he came abreast of her and they raced neck and neck for the fence line, she knew he would go for the jump and she let the mare have her head. They sailed over the top rail, landed on the other side and the mares matched pace.
 
   “Woo-hoo!” His shout caught her off-guard and laughter bubbled through her. A true smile lit Val’s expression and turned his rugged face breathtakingly handsome. “Hell, woman, let’s go.” He lunged ahead and she blinked rapidly before sending her mare in pursuit. In deference to the horses, they dropped from the gallop to a canter. The open fields gave way to wooded areas and, by the time they were beneath the trees, they let the horses catch their breath.
 
   Riding in silence and shade, Becky studied his profile. The raw tension that had veins popping in his neck and forehead throughout the week seemed to have been erased. He glanced at her, catching her staring. Too late to look away, she tilted her head. “You’re happy to be home now.”
 
   “Are you asking me?”
 
   “No, an observation. You haven’t wanted to be here all week.” And he’d sat on his temper with her, no matter how hard she’d poked the bear. “Now you do.”
 
   His gaze slid over her and she felt it like a caress. Her breath backed up in her lungs.
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “I do.”
 
   “We should head back.” She turned her horse. No way did she want to continue down the trail toward humiliation and disaster. Not with him.
 
   Not again.
 
   Val caught her mare’s bridle and pulled them both to a halt. “Don’t run away.”
 
   “I’m not running,” she lied. “We’ve been out for a couple of hours. The horses need to rest and I need to check on Miss Sara.” Her phone remained silent for the whole of the ride, but the lack of contact didn’t change her need to escape.
 
   “Answer one question first.”
 
   She really didn’t like the silky smooth tone or the way his voice darkened. “What?”
 
   “Why aren’t you married? Why no guy in your life?”
 
   The promise of danger in his cool expression played out in spades in those questions. “That’s two questions,” she said. “And I stand by my first response—who is or isn’t in my life is none of your business.”
 
   “Isn’t it?” He still held her bridle. She could get away, but he could also be hurt in the maneuver. Uncomfortable as the discussion was, she sensed no threat in his manner, only curiosity.
 
   “No,” she repeated. “It’s not. I’m here for Miss Sara, Valentine. Only Miss Sara. When you’ve got the hang of things and she’s gone, so am I.” 
 
   “You used to know better than to lie to me, Becky.” He squinted, but his earlier smile returned and her stomach bottomed out. What was he up to? 
 
   “I used to know a lot of things, but I grew up.” She pointed out the obvious. 
 
   “Yes, you did.” Again, he gave her a slow, caressing look with his gaze and it left her damp and aching. Fuck, how did he have the power to still turn me inside out? 
 
   “Let me go, Valentine.” Hanging onto her old anger was the only way to go. If he kept looking as though he could devour her, she might just give into temptation. “Maybe the reason I don’t have one guy is I have several—and I like it that way.”
 
   The moment she said the words, she regretted them. Hurt flashed in his eyes and he let go of the bridle as though he’d been scalded. It was too late to take her taunt back, and she needed distance. 
 
   “I’ll see you at the house.” And then, like a coward, she took off for the barn. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Despite her claim to have several men, Val saw no evidence of them anywhere. Certainly not in church, where the gawkers gave him a wide berth even as they all paid their respects to his mother. If they were wary of him, they were circumspect around Becky—the men anyway. No, Becky had struck out with a verbal jab to hurt his feelings. He deserved her ire, but her rejection didn’t prevent him from watching her.
 
   Particularly when her father entered. Pike Jamison followed the senior Cooper through the door. His face looked healed. Pity, Val wouldn’t have minded seeing the bruise. He knew the moment both men noticed him. They changed directions and chose the pew behind him. Becky went stiff and didn’t look at her father. She stood with Monica Paul a few feet away, and the two women spoke in tense, low whispers.
 
   “Bernard,” his mother said, twisting to greet the men. Val kept his gaze on Becky. Monica placed a hand on her arm, her expression waffling between sympathy and outrage. Odd, since returning home, he felt very little. The cold rage in his blood turned to ice and little dislodged it.
 
   His mother. Her illness filled him with self-loathing because she’d faced so much of it alone. But Becky? His feelings toward her unsettled him completely. Riding together across the ranch, he’d felt alive for the first time in years. She’d all but shut him out again, though. A few moments of laughter, crumbs from the table of life, and he starved for her.
 
   “Valentine.” His mother’s brisk tone demanded he pay attention. Slanting a look sideways, he found her trying to stand. Cupping her elbow, he helped her rise automatically. She turned—of course she did—to face Pike and Barney Cooper. “Say hello, Val.”
 
   He’d rather drink bleach. Pike outstretched a hand and Val raised his eyebrows. Are you kidding me? Ignoring Becky’s father because the bastard didn’t deserve acknowledgement, Val focused on Pike. His former friend discovered the good sense to lower his hand, even as he blanched.
 
   “Hello.” One word. One was what his mother asked for, so one was all Val offered.
 
   A warmth arrived at his side and the floral scent of her perfume wrapped around him. “Daddy, Pike. We should sit. The minister’s heading up.” Simple words, but they diffused the tension. She tapped his arm and Val took the hint. He settled on the pew next to his mother. Becky sitting next to him shocked the hell out of him and, for a moment, he forgot about Pike at his back—a place he would never allow another man. 
 
   The minister took the podium and welcomed them all. The brush of Becky’s thigh against his left Val barely capable of listening to the sermon. He murmured amen on cue, bowed his head when instructed and even stood when they sang—though he couldn’t be bothered to mouth the words. Becky, on the other hand, sang with a sweet contralto and the unsettled feeling in his stomach spread through his veins like a slow-moving, inexorable fever. 
 
   By the time the minister dismissed them, Val wanted a drink. “Excuse me, kids,” his mother said. “I’m going to speak to Milly and Jen.” She took a half dozen steps to meet her friends who swooped in around her.
 
   “Valentine,” Pike said. “Can we talk?”
 
   Ignoring the other man, Val glanced down at Becky. “I’ll wait for you both at the truck.” Turning away, he marched out of the church. It was get out or stay and belt Pike Jamison in his lying mouth again. At the door, Ward Gillis stood in his deputy uniform side by side with Kirby Weaver. A pained expression creased Ward’s face as Val strode past them.
 
   Ward caught him on the steps and followed him to the parking lot. A large section of the congregation poured out of the church, some headed for their vehicles, others toward Main Street and the restaurants opening for post-church lunch. The sun burned through his jacket and left his shoulders hot and tight.
 
   Still, Ward continued to dog him. “You can ignore me with your stone face, but I have all day.”
 
   Folding his arms, Val leaned against the side of the truck and fixed his gaze on the church doors. Becky would look after his mother. Her unquestioning devotion to Sara shamed him, but he also appreciated it. Though Becky told him about the seriousness of his mother’s condition, his mother didn’t keep him in the information loop.
 
   “You really are a stubborn, sombitch. I’ve wanted to come out and see you, but after the way you punched Pike, I figured you might need some time.” Ward was still talking. Odd, one would think the deputy would get the point.
 
   Shay LaRose half-skipped down the steps, chatting amiably with Monica and a third woman who Val didn’t recognize. Shay gave him a half wave, but Monica caught her hand and then gave her a consternated look. Apparently, Monica didn’t approve of politeness in his direction. Fair enough. He knew so many of the faces leaving church, all people he’d grown up with, around, and more. Mr. Mitchum used to teach Sunday school. Huck Tobin taught high school science and coached the football team. Amanda Pope graduated a year ahead of him, married her high school sweetheart and apparently started popping out babies right away, since she herded three of them toward her car and looked very pregnant with another. 
 
   “I’m glad you’re home, Val,” Ward continued. As if Val gave a damn what he thought. “You don’t believe me, and you don’t have to believe me. But I want to help out. Pike and I both do. We have an account at the bank, it’s got about fifteen thousand in it. We’ve been saving a percentage of our paychecks…it can help your family with the changes on the ranch.”
 
   Becky appeared at the top of the steps and Val straightened. His mother wasn’t with her. Frowning, he strode toward her. She met him halfway. “She wants to go to lunch with her friends.” Raising her hand, Becky staved off any comment before he made it. “They’re going to Geraldine’s together. They’ll have lunch and we’ll pick her up at two. She promised to call if she needs us before then and I got Miss Fanny to swear in blood she would keep an eye on her.” Fanny Thompson had been a nurse at the local physician’s office for all of Val’s life. Before he passed away, her husband served as the town’s physician. Their son had taken over the practice—Miss Fanny was a good choice.
 
   “Great, then I’ll take you two out to lunch.” Ward. Again.
 
   Anger boiled in his gut and burned a path upward. Becky’s hand rested on his arm. “Actually, Ward, Val and I have plans.”
 
   Surprise stuttered through him and extinguished his fury. 
 
   “Oh, okay.” Ward frowned. “Can we get coffee this week? I can come out to the ranch.”
 
   “We’ll call you.” Her fingers dug into his arm, and she tugged. “We’ll see you later.” They didn’t head toward his truck, instead she guided him away from the parking lot, the church steps, and Ward. Val fell into step with her, still not comprehending the weight of her hand on him. Shocks radiated through his system and left him tingling. 
 
   When she showed no signs of slowing, he allowed himself the luxury of looking at her. Her chin was up, her gaze forward and a frown tightened the corners of her eyes. “Thank you,” he said. 
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For telling Ward we had plans.” They didn’t. “For getting me out of there before I punched a cop in the face.” Not responding had been his only option. He wanted to belt him. Ward, however, wore a deputy’s uniform. Assaulting Pike was one thing, but a cop? Yeah hitting Ward would land his ass back in jail. Three weeks ago, Val wouldn’t have given a damn. But with his mother needing him and Becky within arm’s reach?
 
   Not worth it.
 
   How had she gotten under his skin again? He’d spent seven years consciously pushing her out of his mind—his thoughts. He’d refused to think about her in prison or to accept her visits. She’d tried three times, but eventually she’d gotten the message. 
 
   Hadn’t she?
 
   “You’re welcome, but I have plans for you. I sort of figured your mother would have lunch with her friends and you’ve been less than interested in visiting with old friends and social functions.” 
 
   True. “So you made plans?”
 
   They’d turned down a quieter street. Only a handful of white houses spaced out on the block—one belonged to the minister, and another to the deacon. The church owned most of the property. A third building served as a halfway house for families in need. Becky lived there for a few years when they were in grade school. Her father’s drinking left them practically homeless and the church stepped in and provided for her father and her.
 
   “Yes, I made plans.” She still held his arm, and he attempted to not read too much into her contact. “Preferably something that doesn’t land you back into prison.”
 
   “I have no intentions of going back to jail.” Ice spread over the heat and he pulled his arm from her grasp. He’d made it through church with the lying sack of shit Jamison sitting behind him, hadn’t he?
 
   “Good because you looked pretty murderous there for a while.” She shrugged and folded her hands behind her back. She’d worn a pretty little sundress and a light sweater. The mint green looked good on her.
 
   Done with this line of conversation, he slanted another look at her. “Where are we going?”
 
   “To see an old friend,” she diverted from the sidewalk and down a stone path. He paused. The only thing this way was the old cemetery. 
 
   “Who?”
 
   She glanced over her shoulder. “You’ll see. Come on, Valentine.”
 
   He wanted to scowl and head back to the truck—no, he didn’t. Watching her walk away from him was like waving a red flag in front of a bull. The invisible tether stretching from her to his soul tugged and, despite his reluctance, he walked after her. She didn’t slow as the stone path gave way to the grass. Cool and shady, the Pine Rose Cemetery was well-tended. The dark green landscape made a lie out of the drought. The town probably didn’t enforce the restrictions here. No one wanted to visit graves covered in yellow-dying land. 
 
   Flowers at nearly every headstone added a splash of color, and Becky weaved her way around the plots. She apparently had a very clear destination in mind. A glance around showed they were alone, so he kept pace with her and removed his hat. None of the names he saw had done him or his any harm and the least he could do was show some respect.
 
   When she paused and turned toward a stone, he studied it looking for some insight as to what she wanted to show him.
 
   Ross McKenna’s name leapt out at him. 
 
   Ross.
 
   “What the fuck?” The words came out harsh. The ice in his blood cracked. Ross, Johnny King, Pike, and Ward had all been in the car with him the night of the accident. They’d all let him take the blame. They’d all been alive when he went to prison.
 
   “He died.” Becky folded her arms as though chilled despite the humid heat turning the air sticky.  
 
   Impossible. They were the same age, him and the guys. Val would be twenty-six in a few short weeks. Ross couldn’t be dead.
 
   “He went Army,” she continued, her voice solemn and sad. “Him and Johnny both. They enlisted a week after you were sent to Bentonville.” 
 
   Army. Valentine planned to enlist—he’d done ROTC in high school and would do the same in college. After, he’d go regular service—maybe even OTC. None of his friends had the same interest. Ross was a musician. He wanted to play in a band, maybe hit Nashville and the Opry someday.
 
   “Why?”
 
   Becky shrugged. “I don’t know. Him and Johnny enlisted, they went to basic and a few months later were both in Afghanistan. Johnny’s still there. Ross came home a couple of years later.”
 
   Ross—his friend—was dead. Dead for five years. Another fracture splintered the ice and his heart hurt with every vicious pump. “No one told me.”
 
   “You wouldn’t see anyone who came to visit you.”
 
   What the fuck had Ross and Johnny been thinking? And no, he’d refused all visitors, but none of the guys came to the prison. Pike sent a letter, once. So did Ward. 
 
   He’d torn both up.
 
   “Pike’s limping because he was an a car accident a couple of weeks after your sentencing.”
 
   He didn’t want to hear this.
 
   “A drunk driver t-boned him. He was trapped in the car for hours before highway patrol found him. Nearly lost his leg. It didn’t heal right.”
 
   Another crunch and it was like a fist flexed around his heart.
 
   “Ward wanted to go away, but he studied law enforcement, then came back here to work for his dad.” 
 
   Ward hated the sheriff’s office. Blamed his father’s job for his parents’ divorce. He’d been a pacifist. Used to joke he’d run a commune. His father terrified him. 
 
   It was hard to think around the racket in his soul, like rusted chains collapsing. “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
   He wanted to leave, but he was rooted to the spot—his gaze fixed on Ross’s name and the dates. How could Ross be dead? The tall, gawky kid who went fishing with him every summer. The same guy who’d helped him TP Coach Tobin’s tree after he suspended the five of them for pranks on Johnson High School’s property. Ross, the guy who’d sat next to him at the hospital when Val’s dad had a heart attack. They hadn’t said anything, he’d just been there.
 
   “Because you’re mad at the whole world,” she sighed. “Maybe you’re right to be. I don’t know what happened that night—what changed between the five of you. You never let me in. You never told me. But I know these guys were your brothers. You looked at Pike today like you could kill him. When Ward was out there talking to you? Your face went cold. You went to prison and that sucked. But your life wasn’t the only one changed.”
 
   The words pummeled him, and he jerked his attention from the headstone to Becky’s face. “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”
 
   “You’re right,” she said, not flinching. Her eyes narrowed and she met his gaze head-on. Anger tightened the lines at the corners of her mouth and a muscle ticked in her jaw. “I said I don’t know what the hell happened. You and the guys left to party—to celebrate the end of senior year, just guys. Then you were in jail and a man died. You told me to fuck off because you didn’t need my pity.”
 
   “I never said that to you.”
 
   “No, not those exact words, but the sentiment? It was the same. You’re mad, fine. Be pissed. But the misery eating you up inside? The one killing you? It’s poisoning everything you could have. If that’s what you want? Fine. Go for it. But you’re breaking your mother’s heart.” 
 
   She needed to go away and stop talking to him. “Why do you even care?” After everything was said and done, why would she care?
 
   “I don’t know,” she said, the anger draining out of her expression. Her sadness hurt worse. “Maybe I’m a glutton for punishment. Maybe because you’ll talk to me, and you won’t anyone else. You needed to know.” With that, she turned and walked away. 
 
   No, he caught her arm and pulled her around. Surprise flickered in her expression. He closed the distance between them and captured her mouth. The ice crackling in his system exploded, flames burning through the deadness in his soul. Then he thought of nothing beyond the soft sweetness of her lips, her soft gasp of breath and the way her hands came to his shoulders. 
 
   He was a starving man and she was manna from heaven. When her mouth opened and allowed his tongue inside—he drowned in the taste of her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Val plundered her mouth and she let him. It wasn’t a kiss, it was a brand and his mouth seared hers—lips taking, tongue thrusting, and her mind locked up. The last thing she’d expected when she’d dragged him down to the cemetery was a kiss. No, she’d been trying to break through the barricade of anger he’d erected around himself.
 
   Hate.
 
   Such an ugly emotion and it flashed in his eyes when he’d seen Pike in the church. Later, when he’d been talking to Ward, his eyes darkened and emptied of anything resembling the man she’d known. He’d turned into a stranger and it scared her. Terrified her. She hated what he’d done, how he’d cut her out of his life, but she couldn’t hate him. Worse, she couldn’t stand to see him disappear into that horrible, lonely place.
 
   So she’d brought him to Ross. Tried to show him he wasn’t alone in his suffering and now, God, now he devoured her. His mouth demanded and took and she surrendered to him. Sliding her hands up his shirt to his shoulders, she held on as her legs trembled. One moment they were at the gravesite, and the next she felt the rough bark against her back. 
 
   God, he’d picked her up and she’d wrapped her legs around his hips. The rasp of his denim thrust against her sex. The grind of his pelvis sent an electric shock through her. 
 
   “Val,” she tried to say, but the word was lost as his mouth took hers again. The need to give in beat in her blood. He tasted like sunshine and man. Her man. And she was so hungry for him. A tug, and the sound of cloth tearing, then her sundress was at her waist and his hands were on her breasts. 
 
   His palms were even hotter than the air. His fingers bit into her soft flesh and then they gentled. He stroked his thumbs against her nipples and sparks lit inside of her. Her pussy clenched and her panties soaked. Another roll of his hips and she could feel his erection rubbing against her. He bumped her clit and she gasped. 
 
   It has been so long. Relentless, he didn’t let her have a breath as he continued to massage her breasts. A hard pinch and she gasped at the sharpness of the pain, then pleasure spiraled higher. He left her mouth and kissed down her throat. “Val—God…” She forgot what she wanted to say when his mouth fastened on a nipple and she knew she would feel teeth, then his tongue stroked the sensitive peak. Another ripple of pleasure burst through her and his hand was between her legs and peeling the panties aside.
 
   “Val.” She wanted to cry out from the sensation overload. His fingers were rough when they parted her labia, and the roughness of his skin coupled with the gentleness of his touch threatened to undo her totally. “Val, we’re in a cemetery.”
 
   He looked up and the ice in his eyes was gone. Heat scorched her and she read the need in them—need and so much more. “I don’t care,” he said and his voice was hoarse.
 
   Did she care?
 
   No.
 
   This is Val.
 
   “Okay.” She tried to smile, but he flicked her clit. The world burst around her and she bucked, riding his hand. He caught her nipple and sucked on it hard, adding a second wave to the first. Her legs buckled and Val supported her weight. His fingers nudged against her entrance and he teased in and out of her.
 
   “You’re wet,” he said, the harshness of his voice adding another layer to the haze of desire surrounding her. “So wet…I want to come inside you and fuck you until I can’t see straight.”
 
   God, she wanted him, too. It was Sunday. They’d just left church and she’d come in a cemetery. He squeezed her clit and her thoughts splintered. Her nipples hurt and then his mouth closed over one again. The sucking combined with the thrust of his fingers and she clamped down on his hand—so close to the edge and then he backed her off.
 
   She dug her nails into his shoulders and then she pulled at his shirt. She wanted it off. She wanted to feel him. “Yes, Val. Yes.” 
 
   He pulled away from her, and she heard his zipper. Sagging against the tree, she watched as he stripped off his clothes. They hit the ground and then he dragged her to him and her dress and panties joined the rest. The sun dappled through the leaves, caressing and kissing her skin along with his hands and mouth. Setting her down on the nest of their clothes, he stared at her traced his fingers from her breasts to her navel.
 
   “I’m sorry.” His ragged whisper startled her. “You’re so fucking beautiful…even more than I remembered and I can’t be gentle. I want to be gentle. But I can’t.” 
 
   She opened her mouth to tell him it was all right, but he swallowed the words as he took her in a kiss that demanded everything and she gave it to him. If she hadn’t been paying attention, she would have missed the storm in his eyes and the softness in his face. The sound of his need sang in her blood and his arousal, the thick, heavy weight of his cock rubbing along the seam of her nether lips excited her all over again.
 
   His groan vibrated against her tongue. A second later, she heard foil tearing and watched dazedly as he rolled the condom onto his cock. The head was thick, mushroom shaped and so red. A vein throbbed along the length.
 
   Moaning his name was such a simple thing, but he locked his gaze on hers while he stroked his cock. She couldn’t help moistening her lips. She missed him. Missed this. The passion between them was incendiary. Always is. 
 
   When he continued to stare at her, his hand moving along his cock in an almost mesmerizing back and forth motion, she shifted. Embarrassment began to heat her flesh. She was naked…in a cemetery. When she lifted her arms to cover herself, he growled. “Don’t.”
 
   “I’m just not…”
 
   “What? Not used to being naked?”
 
   Lord, is it possible to die from embarrassment? Her face heated and she glanced away. He cupped her chin, his hand so utterly gentle. “Good,” he said, and his voice softened with an emotion she hadn’t heard from him in so very long. 
 
   Joy.
 
   “I like you naked.” He dragged his fingers down the length of her sex. “I like you wet. I like you waiting for me.”
 
   She swallowed and eased her thighs further apart. He seemed to want to look, and every stroke of his hand on his cock mirrored the caresses of his fingers along her pussy.
 
   “I want you.” 
 
   Yeah, she’d picked up on his need, but his blatant perusal of her and the rawness in his voice? Damn, the openness in both made her shudder. She swallowed and tried to catch her breath. “You can have me.” He could so have her.
 
   “I won’t be gentle.” Was it promise or a threat?
 
   The way he behaved intoxicated her more than alcohol. “I don’t need gentle.”
 
   “Becky,” he groaned and insert a second finger to join the first. The pressure made her ache. It wasn’t enough. She wanted more. “You deserve more than a hard fuck.”
 
   “Well, fine—but right now, what I want is a hard fuck.” Dammit, he would not do this to her. “So pony up, Valentine, or get off me.”
 
   He didn’t hesitate. He pulled his hand away, guided his cock to her entrance then entered her in one fast thrust that had her gasping at the intrusion. She dug her nails into his shoulders and held on because he hadn’t lied about not being gentle. He kissed her once, hard, and then moved. The rapid thrust of his cock driving into sensitive flesh sent her spiraling right back to the edge and then over. He bumped her clit, once, twice, and the third time wrung another orgasm out of her and she cried out, holding onto him when he stiffened and went still. The world went blurry and a fourth, impossible orgasm lanced through her and his hips pistoned, the hard slap of his flesh on hers and the harshness of his breathing the only sounds—and then he came with a shout.
 
   She lost track of time after he collapsed against her. Slick with sweat, she found it surreal to be cradling him and at the same time, nothing had felt this right in years. He nuzzled her throat, a gentle kiss and then a nip. Gradually, he lifted his head and stared down at her. “Did I hurt you?”
 
   “No,” she said. While she hurt in the most delicious way possible, the only thing in danger of pain was her heart. “I don’t think I can say the same for you.” His shoulders bore several half-moon marks from her nails.
 
   He followed her gaze, and the corners of his mouth kicked into a devastating smile. “Not even close to hurting.” 
 
   A shift, and he left her. Completely undisturbed by his nudity, he rose and disposed of the condom. Voices drifted toward them and Val scanned the area. Crouching, he pressed a finger to his lips. Then he mouthed a near silent whisper, “They’re on the other side of the cemetery.”
 
   Her cheeks scalded all over again. Lord, she was naked and very clearly rumpled. Their clothes also looked like they’d rolled around in the dirt. Heart beating madly, she covered her face with her hands. 
 
   “Becky?” At the troubled question in his voice, she dared a peek at him from between her fingers.
 
   “We have to pick up your mother in a little while.” 
 
   Val raised his eyebrows and then began to laugh. The deep, rumbling sound warmed her all over again and she couldn’t contain her own giggle. Still laughing, they dressed. Val looked none the worse for wear, though his shirt was markedly creased and had a significant grass stain on one arm. Her panties were ruined, not that he let her try to put them on. With a wicked wink, he’d stuck the remnants of the lace into his pocket. 
 
   Her one strap of her sundress was torn, so Val pulled out a pocketknife and cut the other. Her sweater—she didn’t bother with. A slightly wrinkled and strapless sundress was less embarrassing than the damp spot on her sweater.  
 
    Hand in hand, they left the cemetery and walked back toward the church. Heart racing, she was glad her hair hung loose. Maybe it would hide her flaming cheeks. 
 
   “Stop looking guilty,” Val said quietly, and squeezed her hand.
 
   “I can’t help thinking everyone will know what we’ve been doing,” she confessed. “And I have no panties on.”
 
   His grin grew. “I can’t stop thinking about your naked pussy beneath the skirt. It’s going to make it really easy to…”
 
   “Val!” Scandalized, she stared at him. 
 
   “Fine,” he said with a wink. “I’ll show you when we get home.”
 
   Oh God. She had to get in a truck with his mother, make small talk and drive all the way back to the ranch. All without her panties. Worse, she needed to go into the restaurant to pick up Miss Sara. “Maybe I can wait at the truck?”
 
   “You can,” he said slowly. “Or you can walk in there with me, knowing what we know, and smile at everyone who doesn’t.”
 
   Was he serious? She stared at him. “I don’t have any panties on.”
 
   “And no one will know.” He trailed his fingers down her side and then tickled her hip. “No one except me. And I love the idea. It makes me very happy.”
 
   Clearing her throat, she stared up at the sky. “I forgot you were a pervert.”
 
   He chuckled. “Only for you.”
 
   More laughter. The sound made her soul sing. “Then I’ll go inside with you…for you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   As soon as they arrived back at the ranch, he and Becky parted ways. Sara exhausted herself over lunch and, while Becky tended to her, Val handled the ranch chores. Fifty horses didn’t feed themselves, not when grazing had been slimmed down courtesy of the drought. He spent the afternoon delivering rolls of hay to the different fields. After the task was complete, he filled the water troughs, then saddled up a horse and headed west to where their cattle grazed. The animals seemed settled into the higher pastures, taking advantage of the shade under the trees and the running water. 
 
   Still, it was well past sundown by the time he made it back to the house. A plate waited on the counter with instructions for heating and a note from Becky saying his mother was settled for the night. The house was dark, and his mother was asleep. Leaving the plate, he checked on his mother, then went upstairs, showered, and then headed down and across the yard to the guesthouse. The lights were on.
 
   Raising his hand to knock, he hesitated. Maybe she didn’t want to talk to him. If she’d wanted to, wouldn’t she have been at the house? Blowing out a breath, he retreated a pace and considered whether he wanted to knock. Fucking Becky hadn’t been in the cards. Hell, coming back to Sage Creek hadn’t been in the cards either. Yet, here he was—and he made appointments to meet with three men the following day about coming to work at the McQueen Ranch. 
 
   Horses. Cattle. Employees. Becky.
 
   Sure sounded like he planned on staying, but was he, really?
 
   “What’s tying you up in knots, Val?” The whiskey warm voice in the darkness startled him and he jerked around to find Becky sitting on the porch rail, hidden in the shadows. His eyes had adjusted to the darkness, and she still seemed carved out of the night.
 
   “Been sitting there the whole time?” How the fuck had he not noticed her? Shoving his fingers through his damp hair, he strove for a calm he didn’t feel.
 
   “Since you walked up from the barn.” A bump of her chin in that direction, then she slid off the railing and padded over to him. The dim light from the house illuminated her long legs. She wore a t-shirt and nothing else—or at least it looked like a t-shirt was all she wore. “Did you need something?”
 
   Casual, curious, and distant. Did she want to pretend today hadn’t happened? Irritation flooded his veins. “No.” It came out a hell of a lot more defensive. “Fuck. Never mind.” 
 
   He turned to leave, but she touched his arm. “Val…”
 
   “Look, I don’t know what I want.” He didn’t dare glance at her, he already felt like an ass. “I don’t know why I came over here.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, releasing him. “I left you dinner in the kitchen.”
 
   “Yeah. I noticed.” Why had he come? He’d showered, shaved, and put on clean clothes, then made a beeline for her front door.
 
   “Your mom is asleep, but I have my phone and she has a panic button if she needs me.” Nothing in her tone suggested his mother would need to press the button. So, why tell him? 
 
   Maybe she wants me to know. She takes better care of my mother than I do. Guilt stabbed him all over again. His mother and Becky deserved better.
 
   “I’d pay good money to know what you’re thinking right now,” she said and folded her arms. She leaned on the railing near enough to touch him and surprisingly far away. 
 
   “I’m fucked up, Becks.” He hadn’t called her by the nickname in years. Earlier, in the cemetery, the last few years melted away.
 
   “I know.” Her simple acceptance surprised him. 
 
   “And that doesn’t bother you?” Unfortunately, he wasn’t certain what made him more angry—her acceptance, his surprise, or the feeling she should lash out at him more.
 
   “Of course it bothers me.” Yet, she didn’t sound as if it did. Had he forgotten how to read her? Narrowing the distance between them, he tried to study her face in the shadows. 
 
   Honesty. She deserved so much more. But he could give her honesty. “I had no plans to stay.” 
 
   “Okay.”
 
   That was it. “I know Mama wants me to take over here and run things. She wants me to be a McQueen. I’m not ready. I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   The ease with which she accepted his declaration added another log to the fire of his temper. “You don’t give a crap, do you?”
 
   “I didn’t say I don’t care.” 
 
   “What the hell are you saying?” Why did he walk over? He’d wanted to see her. Check that—he wanted to touch her again. Needed to kiss her, drown out seven years of shit memories with the wildness they’d made together all over again. “Fuck. I should go.”
 
   “All right. I’ll see you in the morning.” The darkness and her even tone combined to piss him off further. What was she thinking? Why wasn’t she angrier? The day he’d told her to walk away, when he’d broken up with her, she’d been a fiery rage at him. She’d yelled. Screamed. Hit him. 
 
   And her tears.
 
   They’d cut his soul.
 
   None of those emotions were in evidence. Pivoting, he reached for the door and pushed it open. He found a light switch and turned it on. The yellow light from the overhead lamp softened everything and stripped away the cover of night. The melancholy on Becky’s face sucker punched him. 
 
   “I’m no good for you,” he said, because she needed to know. Of everyone, Becky knew best of all.
 
   “I know,” she said with a sad smile and a shrug. Somehow, both actions softened her acceptance, made it bittersweet.
 
   “I don’t know how to do this.” So why was he still there? Why was he fumbling around like an idiot looking for the right words to put a Band-Aid on a twelve-gauge shotgun hole?
 
   Straightening, she met his gaze. “You want a beer?”
 
   No. He wanted her. “Have anything stronger?”
 
   “Wait here,” was her only response. She bypassed him and disappeared inside the house, only to return a couple of minutes later with a bottle of vodka and two shot glasses.
 
   He accepted them, unscrewing the cap and pouring a shot for each of them. Becky took a seat on the steps, so he sat down next to her and downed his first shot. The alcohol burned a path to his gut. He poured a second shot and tossed it back before she’d finished her first. 
 
   “If you aren’t staying on the ranch, what will you do?” They were alone, save for the crickets and the occasional whicker of a horse in the darkness. When he’d been a kid, they’d kept dogs—always at least a couple of them. A ranch should have dogs.
 
   “I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought about it.” To be honest, he hadn’t given anything much thought. “It’s always been about surviving.”
 
   Silence for a long moment, then… “Prison?”
 
   He stared at the liquid courage in the shot glass. If he was going to talk about jail, he’d need a lot more. “Yeah.” 
 
   Becky didn’t press, instead she drank back her shot in one go and blew out a breath. “Okay, maybe I’ll do only one of those.”
 
   “Lightweight.” The word burst free on a chuckle.
 
   “I’ve never been fond of alcohol.” She studied the shot glass. 
 
   Shame sobered him. “What the hell was I thinking?”
 
   “Don’t.” Hard. Unyielding. Not Becky at all. He twisted to look at her sideways. “I mean it. Don’t. My dad and his drinking, I’ve made my peace with it. He found God and I found…well, it doesn’t really matter. He’s alive and not drinking himself to death anymore.”
 
   Val frowned. “Can I ask how he managed it?”
 
   “You can ask.” She held her hand out for the bottle. He passed it over obligingly. “But only if you’re willing to trade truth for truth.”
 
   A fair trade, he supposed. “If you want…”
 
   “All right, then. Right after my graduation, Dad ended up in jail for DUI. I had to bail him out and pay his fine. Pretty much destroyed the money I’d saved for college. He came home full of promises, but I didn’t care. Not anymore. I packed my stuff and moved out. Avoided him like the plague and told him to pretend I was dead. It was what I planned to do about him.” She stared at her shot glass. “He got into more trouble, kept drinking, but no one cleaned up his mess. The church kicked him out of our house, then he was arrested again. The judge ordered him into rehab or jail, his choice. He went with rehab and while there he found God. Or so everyone tells me.” Another shrug, then she tossed the shot back. “We don’t talk much.”
 
   Bitterness strained her voice. “Guess I should be more forgiving, and I think I have forgiven him…”
 
   “But you don’t want him in your life.” Val understood the sentiment. Seeing Ross’s grave gouged out some of the infection in his own soul. 
 
   “No,” she agreed. “I don’t. Course, I didn’t think I wanted you in my life either. What do I know?”
 
   His heart donkey-kicked his ribs. Did that mean she did want him in her life? Tossing back the drink, he thought twice about voicing the question.
 
   “Your turn.” She held out the bottle. “What’s eating away at you?”
 
   “That’s a loaded question.” Studying the bottle, he contemplated another drink. The slow burn in his gut began to spread. If he tossed back a few more shots, maybe he could look at his life and his choices as objectively as she seemed able to.
 
   “I know some of the dirty bits already, if it helps.” She gave him a light nudge, then rested her head against his shoulder. The pressure, so familiar, offered comfort that defied words.
 
   He had plans for the future. Not big ones, but he’d thought about moving to Dallas permanently, finding a job, and settling into a life of obscurity—one among millions. Sure, he’d be a convict forever. He couldn’t stop the black mark from staining his life, but he didn’t have to live where everyone knew his mistakes. “I forgot how much I love the ranch,” he admitted, lulled by her nearness. “I forgot how much I like the work.”
 
   “Horse and sweat—the smell of honesty.” 
 
   A bark of laughter burst out of him. “God, I forgot what a pretentious asshole I used to be.”
 
   “Hardly, you loved the land. You and your dad were close. You used to quote him all the time. And why shouldn’t you?” She traced her nails along the back of his hand, the contact light and electric. “This place is in your blood and you have history here. Generations of history. You know where you came from, who your people were, and who you were meant to be.”
 
   “Yeah, then I fucked up royally.” His fault. 
 
   “You made a mistake…”
 
   “Are you really trying to make an excuse for me, Becks?” Rolling his hand over, he waited. She rewarded the request by covering his palm with hers. 
 
   “No. You were eighteen, and you made a mistake. You went to prison. You’ve paid your debt.” Her tone held the promise of redemption, but she didn’t know everything. 
 
   “I didn’t do it,” he said, staring into the darkness. Aware of her closeness, the warmth of her breath and the softness of her touch, he closed his fingers around her hand—needing to hold onto her. “The accident? The man who died? I didn’t do it. At least not the way the court case presented it.”
 
   “What are you saying?” He couldn’t hear any doubt, only earnest inquiry in her tone.
 
   Confessing the truth required pushing boulders uphill, through brambles, on bare feet. “I wasn’t driving that night.” He’d been in the car, he’d been with his friends—but he hadn’t been behind the wheel. “I went out with the guys. We did go over to Milton Bridge. We were using fake IDs so we could get into the bar there. I even had a beer—just one. I didn’t really like drinking because…” It sounded asinine to say this while splitting a bottle of vodka with her.
 
   “Because I didn’t like drinking at all.” Trust Becky to comprehend a small, precious piece of the data.
 
   He nodded. “Yeah, one beer at the beginning of the evening and nothing after. We played pool, hung out—laughed.” His nod turned into a headshake. “Stupid, crazy eighteen-year olds partying the end of the year and freedom. I’d already talked to a recruiter and was simply waiting for the diploma.”
 
   Talking about it transported him to years before. Hope. Anticipation. Idealism. The stupidest motivation for immortality only a young man can possess. His mother wasn’t sick. Becky was his girl. The world was his apple, ripe for the plucking. “I was such an ass. Stupid. Young. Reckless. The only reason I went out with the guys was—was to stop myself from trying to drag you out for the weekend. You still had finals. We knew it was our last big hurrah. So, Pike and the others, we were partying pretty hard.” If he could turn back the clock… “When it was time to go, Ross and Johnny K were pretty trashed. Pike drove and, like me, he hadn’t drunk much, but still more than me. He said he was sober, he could tap his nose and walk a straight line and he wasn’t going to let me drive his car.”
 
   Becky dug her nails into his hand. “You told the cops—the state troopers—you were driving.”
 
   “After the accident, the truck flipped and miraculously we were all just bruised and bumped up. But Pike freaked and it had been hours since I drank. If he got busted for a DUI and underage drinking, he’d lose his acceptance at A&M. You remember Pike’s dad, he was an asshole. It was a car accident, so I said I was driving. Told the state troopers the lie, and Pike backed me up. Ward, too. Ross and Johnny K were blackout drunk. They probably didn’t know who was driving, but…”
 
   “You three said you were…Oh my God. Val.” Tears, not disgust, choked her voice. “The other driver…”
 
   “Yeah, he died. The Calder County DA decided us kids needed to learn a lesson. The charges were worse because I wasn’t driving under the influence, I was just plain reckless. No way we would have had the kind of accident we did if I hadn’t been. By the time I realized how serious it was all going down, I tried to change my statement.” Anger flooded him riding a fresh wave of hate.
 
   “Pike…that son of a bitch.” Hearing her swear on his behalf drew a reluctant smile. Her slap to his arm, however, surprised him. “You idiot.”
 
   “I was covering for my friends.” Scowling, he released her hand and retrieved the vodka. Maybe he needed a good blinding drunk. But holding the bottle, he couldn’t bring himself to pour the drink.
 
   “I get that, but why didn’t any of this come up in court?” 
 
   “I tried, only Pike and Ward wouldn’t recant their testimony. Johnny K and Ross were useless, and Pike? Pike wouldn’t take a call, nothing. By the time I went to trial, they were all off to college or moving on with their lives. I was the one sitting in Calder County Jail. They’d refused me bail because they’d found all our plans to travel, the plane tickets…” Tickets he’d saved up money to purchase, so he could take Becky to New York after he graduated. A week’s vacation in the big city. They’d added another nail to his coffin. 
 
   “But if you told someone else? Your mom? Me? We could have helped.”
 
   “No, even my attorney said I was damned by my own statements. The one I made at the roadside, and the second I made after they’d read me my rights. The guy didn’t die right away. If he’d died at the scene…” Maybe he wouldn’t have covered for Pike. Maybe. “All I know is I made a choice to protect my friends. When they could have chosen to help me, to save me, they didn’t.”
 
   He wanted to throw the bottle, but that would shatter glass. He wanted to pound his fists bloody—preferably in Pike’s face. Hitting him once hadn’t been enough. 
 
   “Now Ross is dead.” He closed his fist, fingers clenching. “Johnny K is overseas…I’m pissed at them, at him for dying. But Pike and Ward? What did they lose?”
 
   “Two weeks after your sentencing, a drunk driver t-boned Pike. He’s never not going to walk with a limp. His entire right leg was shattered, they rebuilt it. He spent over a year at some specialty hospital and he learned to walk all over again. He didn’t get a free pass.” Was she defending them? “Ward? Ward got a degree in law enforcement and came back to work for his dad. He never wanted to be a cop, you and I both know that. He sure as hell didn’t want to be here in Sage Creek. But here he stays. He doesn’t date. He doesn’t make nice with people. He does his patrols, then he goes to sit in the bar and he watches who drinks. He takes away their keys, and he’s thrown more than a few in jail. Their lives didn’t go on without you, Val. They just went to a different kind of prison.”
 
   “Bullshit.” If she thought for even a second there was any kind of comparison? No. Just…no. Rising, he set the bottle down on the porch and made it three steps before she spoke.
 
   “Walking away?” Challenge dripped in all four syllables. “I never thought of you as a coward, Val.”
 
   His spine went rigid and he paused. “I’m not going to fight with you.” Hadn’t he hurt her enough? Coming out here was a mistake. Their afternoon in the cemetery? Huge mistake.
 
   “Why bother? You can walk away. You can tell me to go to hell. You can cuddle all your anger and go to bed with it. Does it keep you warm at night? Being pissed at the whole world?” The pure venom in her tone stung him.
 
   Turning slowly, he faced her. She’d risen to her feet. Her rich abundance of brown hair spilled around her shoulders and her hands were on her hips. He couldn’t quite see her face, but he didn’t have to try hard to imagine the fire spitting in her eyes. Becky Cooper was mad.
 
   At him.
 
   “I said I wasn’t going to fight with you.”
 
   “I heard you this time. I heard you then. At least this time, you’re more honest about it. What are you so angry about, Val? What the hell did I do to you?”
 
   “My friends let me hang out to dry. I never said I was pissed at you.” Though that was changing, rapidly. “I walked away because you didn’t need to sink with me.”
 
   “Well, thank you for that. Thank you for making a decision for me. Thank you for lying to me. Thank you for making me feel like a real bitch because all I wanted to do was be there for you.” She shoved a hand through her hair, and he could almost feel the way she yanked it. When they’d been kids, she used wrap her braid around her hand and jerk hard enough to make tears fill her eyes. He’d never understood why…she’d said it was so she wouldn’t say the words on the tip of her tongue, so she wouldn’t attack another person because she was unhappy.
 
   Returning to her, he tugged her fingers from her hair. “Don’t hurt. Please don’t hurt because of me.”
 
   “All I’ve done is hurt because of you—because I love you, you idiot. I loved you then and I love you now. But you don’t want my love. You want to be mad because you made a choice. You made a choice to save your friends, to protect them, to be honorable at the expense of everyone else. Were they assholes because they let you do it? Yeah, they were.” Then the sweet, tempestuous love of his life curled up her fist and punched him. He took the blow to his jaw and his teeth scraped against his lip and drew blood. Stunned more than hurt, all he could do was stare at her. “But you were just as much of an asshole because you didn’t let the people who wanted to stand up for you—to stand by you—be there. You made that choice, Valentine McQueen. You. So, you wanna be pissed at everyone, you go right ahead. Because I have never been so mad at you in my life.”
 
   “You love me?” The words—the sentiment—their punch carried more weight than her fist. Was it even possible? 
 
   She made a small sound like an animal scream and whirled to walk away. From him. Reacting, he wrapped his arms around her middle and lifted her off the steps and back against him. 
 
   “Becky, please—wait.” He didn’t let go, but he did loosen his hold. He wanted her to stay, not to injure her.
 
   “Why? You didn’t want me to before.” And he’d hurt her. God, he’d been trying to protect her and he’d hurt her. 
 
   “Because I thought—it doesn’t matter what I thought. I was an ass.” This close, the scent of her filled his nostrils and he wanted to bury his face in her hair. He wanted to lose himself in her. “I loved you and I didn’t want you to lose a huge chunk of your life because of me. Because I made a bad call.”
 
   “You are such an idiot.” Affection softened her tears, but her sadness sliced him. 
 
   “I’m sorry.” He could say the words. He even meant them. Angry at his friends, angry at himself—none of that gave him the right to hurt her. “I thought I was protecting you. I only wanted to protect you.”
 
   “I don’t want your protection.” She shifted in his grasp and he let her go. When she turned and tilted her face up to look at him, his heart wrenched. “I wanted you. The good, the bad—God help me, the stupid. I love you. All I wanted was for you to love me, too.”
 
   “Becks, I do love you,” he groaned. Cupping her face, he bent his head till their foreheads brushed. “I am not a good man. I’m not sure I’ll ever be what you deserve.”
 
   “Then love me, be with me.” The invitation was a miracle. “We can figure everything else out.”
 
   Could he? Could they? Becky deserved so much more than him. She deserved a man who could put her first, who wasn’t broken—who could love her, and take care of her. He’d done such a shit job so far, and yet she said she loved him. Selfishly, he wanted to take everything she offered, but was it fair? To her? 
 
   When she kissed him, the sweetness mixed with the salt of her tears and he dragged her closer. One kiss would never be enough. 
 
   “I don’t know if I can walk away again,” he told her. It half-killed him the first time and the only thing keeping him from chasing after her and begging for another chance had been the prison walls. 
 
   “Then don’t. Walk to me. Walk with me.” She nuzzled the spot she’d hit. 
 
   “I’ll try,” he relented, melting under the gentleness of her embrace. “You have a mean right hook.”
 
   Her feminine laughter filled the night air, and another rusty chain weighing him down snapped free. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   “God save me from stubborn men,” Becky swore as she continued to pull apart the engine on the tractor. Though she’d replaced the battery just three weeks before, the same day Val came home—it ceased working this morning. The battery was dead. So, now she would strip out and replace all the spark plugs, check the alternator—basically rebuild it. Val was working with the four men he’d hired, coordinating animal care and putting together a plan of action. All following a visit from his parole officer, who’d turned out to be a nice enough guy, if thorough.
 
   The visit, however, set Val’s teeth on edge. Embarrassment, it seemed, was his greatest weakness. By the time the parole officer signed off on Val’s permanent relocation to the McQueen Ranch, shook his hand and drove off—he’d been in a foul temper. Gone was the tender if intense lover he’d become in the last eight days, and back was the surly bastard with the nasty attitude. 
 
   When she’d offered to join him and the other men on the ride around, he’d all but laughed in her face and told her no before walking off. Fine, shutting her out was what he did best. Pulling apart the engine, she wished she could do the same to him. Every time she thought he let her in, he closed the door again.
 
   “Does scowling and swearing really help with mechanical repairs?” Miss Sara’s question caught her off-guard and she straightened to look at the older woman. Still pale—a condition her denim scarf emphasized—and dressed in a matching denim button-down shirt tucked into jeans, Sara looked like a good stiff wind would take her off her feet.
 
   She’d perched on a canvas chair and, though she clasped her hands together, she couldn’t quite hide the tremble in them. Sara was getting sicker. She slept more each passing day. Going to bed earlier, and rising later. She ate less and less. Val hadn’t noticed yet, but then his mother continued to go out of her way to disguise her worsening condition. Sara lied to Val about her health. Val lied to Sara about his time in prison—including why he’d ended up there. Becky stood squarely between them.
 
   “Sometimes.” Becky climbed down from the mount and wiped her hands. “It’s pretty hot out here.” An understatement since it was nearing triple digits for the first time that summer. “Maybe you should be inside where it’s cooler.”
 
   “In a minute,” Sara said, with a nod. “You’ve been busy, and you were upset after Val was so rude.”
 
   Shrugging, Becky glanced at her grease-streaked fingers. She didn’t have the time or the money for manicures like some women. Nor did she spend a lot of effort on getting her hair done and wearing the right clothes. Functional worked best for her—and hard work, well that made sense. If she were going to take time to pamper herself, she’d do it with a long shower, a tall glass of iced tea, and a binge watch of some show on Netflix.
 
   “I’m fine, Miss Sara.” Great, my turn to lie. They were just one big fat group of liars. 
 
   “I’m dying, not stupid. You’re upset with my mule-headed son and you’ve a right to be.” Sighing, Val’s mother shook her head. “I don’t have time to be gentle and circumspect or subtle. Val’s spent more time in your bed the last few nights than his own and, I am profoundly grateful.”
 
   Stilling, Becky could only stare. This isn’t an uncomfortable topic at all. “Ma’am?”
 
   “Don’t you ma’am me. You’ve been the only girl for him since you were six years old, back when you beat him up for saying you couldn’t play on the jungle gym at church because it wasn’t for girls.” 
 
   Face warming at the memory, Becky burst out laughing. She’d half forgotten about the incident. Val had been a bit of a bully. When he was on the playground, he always decided who got to play with what. On the day in question, he’d been playing some stupid game on the monkey bars with his friends, but Becky wanted to use the slide. He’d told her no and, well, she’d always been a bit scrappy.
 
   “You were good for him then, and you’re good for him now,” Sara continued. “I’m fond of you, darling. I always have been. I know you thought it was charity when I gave you work after he went to prison, and more so when I asked you to come here permanently to look after me. But you’re family, Becky, and soon you’re going to be his only family. That makes you even more important.”
 
   Uncomfortable, Becky tossed the rag onto the tool box and slid her hands into the back pockets of her shorts. “Miss Sara…”
 
   “Shush. I don’t want an explanation or excuse or any of the dozen other things going through your mind. I know my son. I know he’s stubborn. I also know he’s sitting on a lot of anger. Now, your father taught you to put up with a lot of crap, but I don’t want you to simply put up with my son.” She held up a finger, silencing any protest Becky might have made. “Again, you don’t have to tell me any of the intimate details. My boy loves you and you love him. You’re both strong, stubborn people, which is good. Making this work between you means he needs to see you as a partner, as someone who has his back, and as someone who won’t put up with his crap. You demand he treats you well, that he treats himself well, and in return—you do the same. If a marriage is to work, you have to both set the terms and you have to both agree to them. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”
 
   “Miss Sara, I don’t want to talk out of turn or…tell you his business, but I can’t make Val do anything.”
 
   “Bullshit.” The curse, and the emotion behind it, shocked her. “Do you know why I named him Valentine? Robbie thought I was insane, but I did it even though he was convinced Val would be teased unmercifully.”
 
   “I thought you named him after his birthday.” Which was February fourteenth. 
 
   “His birthday helped, yes, but, no. That’s not why I called him Valentine.” Sara rose, and beckoned her with a curl of her fingers. Arms looped together, she turned toward the house and Becky walked with her. Sara leaned on her, betraying more of her weariness. “The day is named after a saint who married Christians even after he’d been forbidden to do so. You see the way the story goes, Claudius didn’t want his soldiers married. He thought they fought better if they weren’t worried about the families they left behind. Roman society was pretty permissive, but the priest Valentine continued to marry those who wished to take sacred vows. Eventually, he was caught, he was tried and he was executed. To the day of his death, he didn’t repent his actions—and his devotion inspired others.”
 
   And an entire candy and hearts holiday, but Becky kept the observation to herself. 
 
   “I wanted my son to be a man of honor, to stand up for his principles and to face the worst life could throw at him with his chin held high because he believed in something. I never imagined he would not only be such an honorable man, but that he would go to prison for his friends…”
 
   Jaw dropping, Becky paused and stared at the older woman.
 
   “What? You thought I didn’t know? Of course I did. I also saw the moment Val stopped fighting the charges. When he realized he could take the punishment for his actions with pride or he could go down screaming at the injustice of it all. No matter what he may think of his friends, I have always been proud of him. But he has to own his action, Becky. If he doesn’t, he’s going to tear himself up inside and you along with him because you’ll keep standing with him, even though you’ve told yourself a dozen times you won’t.” She went quiet as Becky opened the door and they walked all the way back to her bedroom before she said, “Darling, be his partner. Make him face himself and his friends—you’re the only one who can do it. I want you two to be happy, but as long as he holds onto his anger and his resentment…neither one of you will be.”
 
   Two hours and one rebuilt engine later, Becky still mulled over Miss Sara’s words. That the woman knew so much about them didn’t surprise her. She was Val’s mother—and in a way, she’d been a mom to Becky, too. 
 
   Since the night he’d told her the truth, he hadn’t brought the subject of Pike, Ward—or prison up again. Today, his parole officer set him off. No, not his parole officer. The reminder of prison. Pulling out her cell phone, she stared at the screen. If she did this and it went wrong, it could very well devastate the fragile stability they’d only just begun to find…
 
   And if I don’t…his anger is going to eat us both alive.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Val checked the text message on his phone for a third time.
 
   Meet me at the old house? We need to talk. He’d been gone from the house more than at it over the last three days. Hard work and sweat wore away the edge off his temper more efficiently than alcohol—and he’d been determined to stay gone until he got his shit together. Then Becky sent the message and he’d come like a puppy eager for scraps. 
 
   He didn’t want to fight with her, but she was too stubborn to let him muddle through the swamp of darkness talking to his parole officer opened up—so avoiding her worked until it didn’t. Becky’s car wasn’t parked outside her old house. Nor was it on the street. Leaving his truck, he walked up to the porch and knocked. No answer. Testing the handle, he found it locked.
 
   On time for once, but where was she? 
 
   The cemetery was a short walk from her front door. Maybe she’d meant meet her where they reconnected. Mood rising at the thought, he left his truck where it was parked and walked down the quiet path to the gate. Inside, even the distant sounds of traffic on Main Street were muted. Bees buzzed lazily on the hot air. Sweat soaked the back of his shirt, but he ignored it to walk quietly through the headstones. 
 
   Ross’s was just ahead, but the gravesite wasn’t empty. Ward Gillis and Pike Jamison stood near Ross’s headstone, talking. Every trace of good mood he’d tried to cobble together disintegrated. Turning, he headed back toward his truck.
 
   “Val!” Ward called, and Pike echoed him a moment later.
 
   Not stopping, Val continued to his truck. They were the last people he wanted to see. Becky had asked him to come to the house—he stopped. She’d asked him. Had she set him up?
 
   A hand closed on his shoulder, and Val reacted. He slammed his elbow into the stomach of the man holding him, and whirled, catching Ward by his shirt front. Hauling him close, he glared. “Don’t ever touch me again.” Then he released him because the urge to keep hitting him was too fucking strong.
 
   Hands wide, Ward backed up a pace. They were still in a standoff when Pike limped up to them. It still bugged him that the shiner Val had given him his first day back in Sage Creek was absent. “Val, wait—we get it. You’re pissed and you have every right to be.”
 
   “Thank you,” Val replied, sarcasm icing the words. “Now fuck off, why don’t you?”
 
   “Happily,” Pike said. “After we talk.” Though he leaned on a cane, his expression was pure stone. 
 
   “I have nothing to say to you.” His gut was on fire. Being this close to them made him want to puke. These were his best friends—and he hadn’t thought it possible to hate them more than he did right now.
 
   “Then shut up and listen,” Ward said finally, lowering his hands. He wore his deputy’s uniform and Val had assaulted him. With his record—fuck, the single act could land his ass back in jail, but Ward said nothing about it, instead he said, “We have things to say to you. Things we should have said before—and we didn’t.”
 
   “Things we tried to say,” Pike amended. “Or at least I did. But you wouldn’t see me.” Four years before, Pike came to the prison. When they told him who was visiting, Val turned it down. He didn’t have any control over his environment, but visitors? He didn’t have to speak to them unless they were law enforcement.
 
   “Look, five minutes, you can give us five minutes,” Ward said, and it was the wrong thing.
 
   “I gave you seven years. Why the fuck do you need five more minutes?” Fury was a range fire in his blood, burning everything in its path. 
 
   “Because we owe you,” Pike answered, meeting his gaze unflinching. “I owe you.”
 
   Fixing his gaze beyond them, he focused on Ross’s headstone. Ross—the guy who could make anything into a joke. A guy who came from an average family with an average income, and enjoyed life because it was fun—Val didn’t wonder why he’d gone Army. 
 
   “Fine. Five minutes.” Val folded his arms and looked at his watch. “For Ross. Not for either of you assholes.”
 
   Pike didn’t need any further encouragement. He limped forward a couple of steps. “I fucked up. When you said to let the officers know you were driving because we weren’t sure I could pass the blood alcohol test—it never occurred to me you’d end up in jail. I know it didn’t you occur to you. When the other guy died, you told your attorney you weren’t driving and he came to me and asked me to corroborate your statement. And I chickened out. I was a coward.” Pike swallowed, his throat convulsing for a moment and then he dropped his gaze to look at the dirt at their feet. “I wanted to do right by you. You stood up for me, and I—I thought if I told them, they’d throw me in jail. Your family has money—more than mine—yet they were treating you so fucking bad. What would they have done to me?”
 
   Val said nothing. The shame and recrimination in Pike’s voice and manner only made him angrier.
 
   “He came to me,” Ward said finally. “He asked me what to do. My dad thought you weren’t going to get much more than a slap on the wrists. McQueens—McQueen is a big name here in Sage Creek. You know how it was. He said the judge was making a fuss so it looked better, but accidents happened. I—I told Pike to keep quiet. I was scared if we came forward and told the truth of what my dad would say—and that Pike would get real time because he isn’t a McQueen.”
 
   “The day they handed down your conviction and the judge sentenced you—we didn’t know what to do. Ross and Johnny K, they didn’t remember what happened, but Ross, he came to me and asked me straight up.” Pike lifted his gaze and hell shone in his eyes. “I lied to him. Lied to his face. Ross knew it, too. He and Johnny K, they never spoke to us again. They went Army, they left. Johnny K told me after Ross’s funeral it was because they couldn’t undo what we’d done, but they could do the work you’d been intending on doing.”
 
   Ward nodded slowly. “We fucked up. You were a good friend to us—and I know it doesn’t matter a damn we didn’t think anything would come of it, we would never have let you hang if we’d known.”
 
   “So why didn’t you tell the truth after I went to jail? My attorney could have filed an appeal.” Had wanted to, but without something to call foul in the first trial—like perjury—he had no case. The anger in him leached away as the hurt rose to the surface. He’d cared about these men and they’d let him rot.
 
   “I don’t know,” Pike said, “After my accident, it was all about recovering, about learning to walk again.”
 
   “We have no excuse,” Ward pulled off his hat and his shoulders sagged. “We can’t say anything today to make it right, to give you back the time you lost—to fix what we broke.”
 
   “But we can clear your name,” Pike straightened. “I can go to the Calder County prosecutor’s office. I can tell them the truth of what happened.”
 
   “Can’t give you back your seven years….”
 
   “…but we can your reputation, get rid of the conviction.”
 
   They didn’t need his permission for any of this. So why the fuck were they telling him? “Did you talk to Becky about this?” Had they used her?
 
   “Monica called me,” Pike said. “Said if we were here at this time, we could try to talk to you. That maybe for once in my worthless, miserable life I could do the right thing.”
 
   Understanding kindled in him. “She knew?” Monica was Becky’s best friend—and Val knew Becky hadn’t known the truth before he told her. More lies. Only Monica hadn’t told Becky.
 
   “Yeah. I told her after the accident…I was pretty looped on drugs, but I told her what happened.” Pike’s jaw tightened. “She walked away. Told me I could be a man and fix it or be a coward and keep my mouth shut. She left a day later. She doesn’t talk to me, pretty much ignores my whole existence.”
 
   “We didn’t go to jail with you Val, but we haven’t exactly been living the high life either.” Ward fingered the badge on his chest. “I’ve been trying to make up for what happened for seven years.”
 
   “Me too,” Pike added quietly. “We know we can’t. But we’re gonna do what we can—what we should have done.”
 
   “What’s the point?” He’d meant the question in anger, but after asking, he found he really was curious. “Like you said, you can’t give me back those seven years. What’s the point of the truth now?”
 
   “Your reputation for one, but…it’s about taking responsibility. When a drunk driver hit me, and walked away, I couldn’t believe all he got was a suspended license and thirty days in jail. I lost a hell of a lot more.” Pike straightened briefly, then returned to leaning on his cane. “But it’s no different than what I did. I shouldn’t have been driving the night of our accident. I honestly thought we slid on some oily, damp patch on the road. But maybe it was me. I didn’t feel drunk but it doesn’t mean I wasn’t. A guy died and you lost seven years. Sometimes I think the second accident is what I deserved.”
 
   “That’s stupid,” Val unfolded his arms and reached up to take his own hat off. Turning the Stetson over in his hands, he considered the last few weeks—and the years before. “Ross didn’t deserve death. I didn’t deserve jail. You don’t deserve to be crippled. Life is a game of poker and sometimes, you get dealt a crap hand. I’ve been pissed for a long time.” And he was tired of it. Tired of the anger. 
 
   Tired of the hate.
 
   Tired.
 
   “I got a chance for a life now, a chance with Becky—and the ranch. And a lot of work to do. If you want to go and tell them the truth, you want to take responsibility. Do it for you.” Putting the hat back on his head, he nodded to them. “I don’t need it.” The last chain holding him shackled to the past crumbled. He even managed a smile, though he doubted it looked friendly. “I’ll see you fellows at church.”
 
   He made it all the way back to the truck when Pike called. “Val?” 
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Welcome home.” 
 
   Standing there, staring at his truck with his past behind him, and a real chance to have a future waiting at home, he could afford to take the words at face value. “Thanks.” They weren’t going to be friends anytime soon. Maybe someday, but Ward and Pike weren’t his enemies. His phone buzzed even as he turned on the truck. He turned it over and read the text message.
 
   I know I should apologize for setting you up, but sometimes stubborn mules need to be tricked into going to the water, whether they choose to drink it or not. 
 
   Val laughed and texted back. Say that to me naked when I get home and maybe I’ll forgive you.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   “We’re supposed to be making dinner,” Becky said in a breathy whisper against his ear. He tightened his grip on her hips when she shifted her weight as though she planned to move off his lap. Still buried inside of her, his cock exerted a valiant effort at recovery. 
 
   “It can wait.” He nuzzled her throat and urged her back down, every movement of her sweet pussy around his shaft adding to the torture. 
 
   “I can’t believe we’re making out in your truck.” She laughed, but settled obediently back into place. Her shirt hung open, her bra tugged beneath her breasts, pushing them up. He’d tossed her panties somewhere behind the seat after they’d made a run through the rain to get in his truck.
 
   The drought, it would seem, was over. Rain fell in drenching sheets, curtaining the truck away from the world. He hadn’t thought much of it, hauling her over the seat to his lap. Their swift and fierce coupling left his legs weak like silly putty.
 
   Stroking a thumb down the curve of her bare ass, he smiled. “We’re doing a whole lot more than making out.”
 
   “Yeah well, fucking doesn’t really sound romantic, does it?” She lifted her head and brushed damp hair off his forehead. 
 
   “Do you want romance, sweetheart? Candles? Flowers? Chocolates and stuff?” He could do all those things. Hell, he could arrange a fancy dinner, even. The new hires were working out just fine. He’d just made one of them permanent and leased one of the staff houses to him. The place would need some work, and he’d offered him a bump in pay to do it himself. One of the other guys, Randy, looked like he would work out, too. 
 
   They’d been hurting for money, or so he thought, until his mother sat him down and took him through the books. His brilliant, business savvy mother sold off a lot of their stock over the years. She’d let some of the place fall into disrepair, but she’d invested the profits from the ranch. Invested it well. 
 
   They were only just now starting to see the sharp return of those dividends. 
 
   “Do I look like a candy and flowers kind of girl?” Her inner muscles flexed around his cock, sending a sharp ping of electric need up his spine. Another five minutes, and he’d be hard again. 
 
   “No, you look like my girl.” He teased the line between her butt cheeks. Once upon a time, she’d let him play with her ass. Her nostrils flared when he swirled his finger tip against the tight little rosette. Would she let him do it again? 
 
   “Am I your girl?” She raised her brows. 
 
   Resting his head against the seat, he studied her. “Yeah. You are. So tell me, what do you want?”
 
   Cupping his face, she leaned in close and then nibbled his lower lip before murmuring, “A new tractor.”
 
   Val started laughing. He’d been angry for a long time. Happiness took some getting used to, but the beauty of it was, he had time.
 
   And he had Becky.
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   Men of Calder County: Jack
 
   By Tilly Greene
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   Rina Toborov shares a hot night in the front seat of a truck with the school stud. The downside soon arrives when she is relegated to one-night stand status. Not at all happy with the outcome, she moves on until returning to Cowler seven years later. Suddenly faced with the temptation he presents all over again, she doesn’t know what to do.
 
   Jack Murphy knows he made a mistake years ago when he pushed aside the cute busty brunette with sexy hazel eyes. Now she’s back in town and his need for her is back with a vengeance. There are some hills to climb, people to fight, but she’s worth whatever must be done. This time he’s not only trying to get in her pants. The ultimate goal is to make her his girlfriend, maybe more.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   “What can I get you ladies?” The cute bartender offered a wicked smile as he wiped down the bar. He wore the standard attire for Texas—worn jeans, faded t-shirt, and what sounded like boots stomping along the boards behind the bar—and he looked gorgeous in them. The old saloon had retained the casual attitude she remembered from years back. The Bloody Bucket was neither pretty nor perfect for the modern day crowds but old school cool.
 
   Looking around at the “it’s-been-there-forever” casualness, she became a fan of the place all over again.
 
   As a teen in Cowler, Rina Toborov looked for trouble. She and her group of wild friends had accomplished this by sneaking in the back door of the main street bar. While town leaned towards the type of place where everyone knew everyone else, she and her friends were never kicked out. They never drank much, a sip here and there, but enough to think they were hip and doing something bad.
 
   Maybe they weren’t given the boot because the owner knew her parents, although she was fairly sure that wasn’t the reason. It wasn’t her knowing his nephews either. Except for one incident with the older brother, she wasn’t close to any of them. The owner had three boys, one younger than her, none of whom were part of her life. The two older ones were different. They were gorgeous hunks, sport stars and studs of the girls’ locker room. She’d once fancied herself in teenage love with the oldest brother, Jack Murphy, but she got over the feelings real fast.
 
   One night something hot sizzled between them. They’d been together once in his truck, their naked bodies bouncing off each other creating steam. After that, they had a couple post interlude conversations due to lack of a condom, then nothing. Remembering their single hookup still robbed her of breath. They’d shared an incredible night in each other’s arms and it was officially relegated to memory status.
 
   Shaking her head helped push the sexy memories back and she couldn’t help but smile. No way would Jack remember the awkward girl who threw herself at him. He’d moved on to become a famous professional baseball player before he was hurt badly enough to not return. The media had moved on from the Texas boy done good and news dried up. He was probably married with a bunch of adorable kids running around his feet.
 
   “More spritzers?” she asked her friends. A smile spread across her face because she knew the answer. As far as she was concerned it was a logical request. The group had been drinking them before and during dinner. She hadn’t expected them to burst out with laughter at her suggestion.
 
    “Oh, heck no, Rina,” Cindy laughed. The redhead was the smallest of them all and the sweetest person she’d ever met. They knew each other in high school. Back then there wasn’t a mean bone in her body—still wasn’t. “Don’t you remember? The Bloody Bucket is where we get beer or Whiskey Snakes, nothing else. Let me get this round for us.”
 
   “Go for it, but remember I’m the designated driver. Zero tolerance means a soda for me, a Coke would be nice,” she told the petite bundle of energy.
 
   “We’re going to the bathroom, do you need to go?” One of the other two women leaned close and shouted over the noise. The bar was busy but not packed. If town was anything like years past, the busiest time would be after dinner when the kids were asleep.
 
   “Nope, I’m good. I’ll stay with Cindy.”
 
   “Be right back.” The two ladies hooked arms together and walked unsteadily toward the back. One drink and they’d go. She was the designated driver and could make the decision, no questions asked. Besides, they all had to work early the next day. Hangovers were no excuse when they were drinking with the boss of the moment.
 
   Rina wasn’t their actual boss, her parents were. They’d worked hard for what they had, first at the diner and ultimately owning The Daily Dose. Unfortunately her papa had suffered a stroke and the diner had closed until further notice. Her mom was staying at his side and they needed money coming in. She loved them dearly and had come to help in whatever way she could. The diner had to open and she’d do nothing less.
 
   Most nights and weekends she was a waitress in San Antonio at a high end club. After high school she hadn’t devised any grand plans for a career, but the job paid the rent and bills. Waiting tables was a noble profession and she had no qualms doing it. Other than tip amounts and the customers, there wasn’t much difference between serving food at the diner and drinks at the club. Thankfully Cindy and Susan knew how to cook, leaving her and Chasity to wait on tables.
 
   Her papa would recover. Rina assured herself of the fact over and over again. She couldn’t doubt the doctors but her realistic side had reared its head. Practically, she figured, he wouldn’t return to peak mental or physical activity. They were the two people she loved most in life. Things had to get better for them. Annoushka and Lev deserved the best and she’d help with everything she had.
 
   Soon there’d be some difficult decisions they had to make. Nothing would be easier because she was there. Whatever happened, she’d help buy them some time to think through their options. It was the least she could do.
 
   Rina silently assured herself it would all work out and pushed her worries away. She was out on the town with the ladies and they had come to have fun, nothing else. She turned back to Cindy as her friend from way back asked about her life in San Antonio. She’d expected the question but had no pretty answer, only the truth.
 
   “Tell me all about living in the city. Is it wonderful and full of excitement? Are the guys handsome, begging for a date or, even better, your hand in marriage?” Giddiness in her friend’s voice made her want to lie, only she couldn’t. The truth, ugly or otherwise, was all she could give in return.
 
   “Um, no, the guys I meet are generally assholes with big bellies and who spend more time thinking about what they should wear than I do. They propose nothing I want to waste a second of my life doing. From those I’ve met I can tell you they think too much of themselves and believe they’re better than everyone else. They think there’s no stink on their boots.” Distance from her life in San Antonio shone a bright light on what she’d missed in the small town. There was nothing special in the city. No matter how she looked at it, Rina could see no real future there either. Maybe she needed to reevaluate where she was headed in life while she was here.
 
   “Then it’s settled. I’ll stay in Cowler. While it’s an unexciting place the size of an ant, at least the guys are cute and nice.” Cindy emphatically offered her opinion.
 
   “Good decision,” she confided, even though she didn’t think her friend was listening to her. Rina watched the redhead smiling at their bartender. She wondered if the man she was giving googly eyes at was one of the cute ones she mentioned.
 
   She looked again at the guy making their drinks to see what inspired her friend to flirt with him. It took a moment—the longer hair and buffer body threw her off—but he was a Murphy. She was sure it was Sean, the brother who was a couple years older than them. Had she been out of the loop long enough she didn’t know her friend was still interested in one of the town hunks?
 
   Cindy pushed a Whiskey Snake in a big jar with a straw towards her as Chasity and Susan joined them. A group of young men leaned against the bar along with a couple. The crowd was starting to build.
 
   “I’m not drinking, remember?” she reminded her friend but was ignored.
 
   For a second, despite the friends and crowds, she felt alone. Needing to catch her breath, she stepped away and decided to go to the bathroom after all. Walking to the back, she said hello to a few people she knew and nodded to others she recognized from the diner. Their plans for the night had involved her forgetting about the problems her parents faced, except all her woes had slowly seeped back to the surface.
 
   Pushing open the bathroom door, a grunt of lust met her. Rina let the door close and stepped away. She hadn’t seen anyone but the sounds of sex were obvious. Not wanting any part of whatever they were doing, she decided to step outside. She’d give them a few minutes to finish whatever they were doing and leave before going again to the bathroom.
 
   The back door was a few steps away at the end of the hall. Standing there, breathing in the fresh air, she worked on getting back to her good mood. There was no point of thinking about her papa and mom, worrying about what they were going to do. They didn’t know what was next and she wasn’t going to push them to figure it out.
 
   “Drink,” Cindy told her as she thrust the cocktail in her hand. “We can all get home safely without you having to drive. I double checked with Sean. There’s a van service the bar offers. They’ve had no drivers for a few months but they do with kids returning from college for the summer. We’re all booked in for midnight. Done, now drink.”
 
   “Honestly?” What her friend said sounded too good to be true.
 
   “Booked, Rina. Have a drink. Relax and stop thinking about your parents. Nothing is solved in a night.”
 
   “When did you become the all-knowing oracle of what was good and right?” She laughed and took a sip of the Snake. The drink was as delicious as she remembered. She only tasted the fruit juice and had to remind herself it was rife with alcohol. This was a cocktail with a serious bite at the finish.
 
   “I put the knowledge hat on the day my friend’s father had a stroke while I worked at his side.” The confession was heartbreaking.
 
   “I’m sorry, but I’m also glad you were there for him.” She drank again and shared what she believed in her heart. “I think you saved his life, Cindy. You acted quickly and with smarts. Before he collapsed, you phoned nine-one-one because he was speaking incoherently. Hard to hear with his accent but you did and acted. The doctors have told me timing was of the essence. The sooner he got to the hospital, the better were his chances to regain his health.”
 
   “There was no way I could do anything else. I love your parents like they’re my own.”
 
   “They might as well be for all the time we spent together as kids.” Rina laughed and had more of her cocktail. “I’m curious and must ask. Was Sean our bartender? Are you dating him, one of the Murphy super studs of Cowler?”
 
   “No, there’s not a chance of us getting together. We lightly flirt now and again, but it goes no further. Trust me, I would scream it from the tree tops if he ever made a move on me. What I should do is give up and move on. I’ve been trying to get the man’s attention since high school and I’ve received nothing in return but an occasional smooch or stroke over my ass.”
 
   “I don’t know. He might be looking for you to do something else to get his attention. Have you kissed another guy in front of him? No, I know, what about sneaking in his window while he sleeps, lay beside him and cry out for him to take you?” She said it as a joke but it looked like Cindy was taking her seriously. “I’m kidding! Don’t you dare!”
 
   “What? It’s an idea and I’m fresh out of those,” her friend said as she leaned against the doorjamb with a sigh. They both took long draws on the straws in their jars of Whiskey Snake.
 
   “Aren’t we fun tonight?” Rina laughed and tapped her glass against her friend’s.
 
   “Okay, we’re done with the dreadful doldrums. Finish your drink and we’ll get another because we’re hooked up with a ride home and can get wild. We’ll have fun and maybe go for a ride on the mechanical bull.” Cindy took her own advice and pushed the straw to the side as she tipped her glass. The drink was finished with a shake of her head and her lips pressed tightly together.
 
   Only one thing could cause her eyes to screw up and almost cross. She guessed her friend was experiencing the snake’s bite. “Come on, drink up, babe. We’re about to have fun small town style and we only have a few hours to do it.”
 
   Unable to not laugh, she followed her friend’s instructions and finished her drink. There it was, the bite, and her eyes shook as they squeezed shut. The cocktail was delightful until the last few sips. Thankfully the pain was gone almost as quickly as it arrived.
 
   The couple was still busy in the ladies’ room, which left one option. They used the men’s while one watched the door for the other. They sidled up to the bar and she ordered this time.
 
   Sean was busy but they weren’t about to be denied. They ended up ordering two more Whiskey Snakes from the other bartender. A nice guy, but Cindy wasn’t flirting with him. They took their drinks and went over to watch the bull riders. When they were younger the challenge had been to stay on the mechanical animal—as adults it appeared looking as sexy as possible was top priority.
 
   “I’m going to school the bull,” she told Cindy and handed her glass to Cindy to hold. She wasn’t drunk, although she would be soon if she kept drinking, and she planned to at least finish her cocktail. She didn’t want to get sick on the bull, though. Such an event always made for a disgusting end of a fun night.
 
   Rina went over and waited to get on the faux beast. There was a delay, some sort of change in the operator, but eventually she climbed onto the leather animal and tightly held onto the rope wrapped around the machine’s body. Preparing for the wild rolling motion set to knock her off, she was stunned when it started out with a slow rolling motion. The action was more for a grandmother and she looked over at the operator to find out why the insult.
 
   Instead she found a man she hadn’t seen in years and immediately wanted.
 
   “Shit,” she muttered and wondered what to do.
 
   Jack Murphy’s beautiful blue eyes stared back at her and she looked her fill. He seemed bigger, stronger, rougher than when she last laid eyes on him. Maybe it was the beard but she didn’t think that was it. The guy was a few years older than her and she wanted him more than she had back in high school. She figured the need was higher because she understood more about sex than when she was seventeen. There was no doubt what her feelings were immersed in was purely physical and she couldn’t care less.
 
   The lust swirling around and making her horny wasn’t going anywhere, so she might as well enjoy it. She hadn’t had a date in months, or was it a year? Damn, since when didn’t she know the last time there’d been a man in her life? Whatever, she’d embrace the desire and roll with it, literally.
 
   The guy may be the one that got away but she didn’t know for sure and never would. Maybe she’d make him regret their getting together only once. Twisting his lust into a few knots with a wicked ride on the beast would be the perfect revenge for being relegated to a one night stand.
 
   The pace of the bull remained slow beneath his direction. Feeling safe, she started to slither seductively around the fake animal’s back. Rina wasn’t dressed to attract anyone but it didn’t mean she wouldn’t try. Focused on making a certain man want her, she writhed and humped the beast. The shouts from those who watched gained volume, only they didn’t matter. She kept looking at Jack and smiled big when she noticed his lips flattened and pressed tightly together.
 
   Good, she wanted him to desire her. When he asked, begged for her to sleep with him—and he would after the show she put on—she’d say no way! Once was enough.
 
   With the goal of seduction in mind, Rina leaned forward and dragged her breasts over the bull. Before she had moved half way up the neck, the beast suddenly stopped moving. There was no argument from her because she was too turned on to care. Maybe she was trying to tease his lust but she’d also managed to raise hers as well.
 
   Swinging her leg over the side of the bull, she slipped down and landed on her feet. Glad to be back on the ground, she smiled as she walked over to Cindy and took her drink back. Without a word she gulped twice before stopping.
 
   “You were frickin’ hot up there. The guys in here are all hopped up and ready to jump your bones.” The tiny redhead danced around her like a Mexican jumping bean. “How can I follow what you did? No way can I do anything as sexy. I’ll fall on my cushy backside and wobble away.”
 
   “Yes you can, because maybe you can get Sean’s attention by acting saucy with the bull.” She gave the advice without thinking of what she was saying, but once the idea was out there she wondered if it could actually be successful. Taking another drink, she looked over her friend’s shoulder and found the man they’d been talking about hovering between the two rooms. “Don’t turn around and definitely don’t peek over your shoulder. Your crush is about six steps away. He’s standing in the opening with his arms crossed and staring at you with a frown on his cute face. Remember what we used to say? A tough cowboy is a sexy cowboy.”
 
   “What do I do? Should I go flirt? I swear, another Whiskey Snake and he owns me. Forget it, the stud owns me anyway.”
 
   “Right now you have his undivided attention. I don’t think you want to lose the opportunity to maybe get your guy’s engine revving. Go, get naughty with the bull and rile him up.” Rina took her friend’s drink and turned to nudge her toward the waiting beast. No one was riding or in line to get on. Cindy walked toward the gate, preparing to step into the ring. Before she placed one tiny foot on the padded floor, she was picked up and laid over Sean’s shoulder.
 
   “No fucking way,” he yelled and walked through the bar with his hand on her backside.
 
   Rina was surprised by what happened and laughed. The man wasn’t as distant as Cindy had believed. He’d merely been standing off to the side until he was pushed to do something. With two drinks in hand, she went into the bar area to find Susan and Chasity, only the crowd had grown even larger. She looked and they were no place to be found. Finishing her drink, she set it down on an empty table when a voice from the past rumbled in her ear.
 
   “What the fuck were you doing back there? Trying to get every man here willing and able to fuck you silly?”
 
   “He speaks,” she told him with false, slightly alcohol educed bravado. “Like the beard. It suits you. Gives you a wicked, tough guy look the ladies must love.”
 
   “Let’s go outside,” Jack said as he took hold of her hand and all but dragged her down the hallway she’d been down already. They passed the restrooms and went out the back door, only he let it close behind them. The back was fenced off from the parking lot with picnic tables and umbrellas, strung with lights of all sorts. From flowers to skulls, the space had an odd romantic lighting to it.
 
   While the setting they were in was romantic, there was no place for romance between them because they shared nothing tender hearted. They’d been together once, in his truck, and had a brief pregnancy scare. Her personal need, which she knew leaned toward a crush and now lust, wasn’t anything for him to know about.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   “When did you get back?” They stood there for a moment and quietly looked at each other. After what he’d said inside, he needed to calm down and chose his words wisely. He was excited by her sexy ride and how they were finally in the same town at the same time. No way would he open his mouth and screw things up again. Fuck, he had to listen, not talk. Letting her hand go, he stood there and soaked up her beauty.
 
   When they were younger and had hooked up the one time, he’d viewed her as cute. Now she was a beautiful woman, a beautiful sexy woman.
 
   “Tuesday. I’m running my parents’ diner until they decide what they want to do next.”
 
   “I was sorry to hear about your dad. How’s he doing? Is he home from the hospital?” He listened to her words, only his hard-on shouted louder for attention. Even if she’d have him there was no way he’d fuck her behind The Bloody Bucket. Whether she enjoyed herself or not, she deserved better.
 
   “He’s out of the hospital but is going to need help getting back to a good place. He’ll be fine with speech and physical therapy, only he’ll never be what he was before. Both of them are going to need help.”
 
   Even though he listened to what she said his head was remembering their one night together. The plan was to go to his celebration party out at the Springs Parkland. Plans changed and once the heavy petting had started, there was no turning back. He’d had the girl and been on a high after he was plucked from college to play baseball. Not for any team, but the local pro team. The day had been fucking fabulous before he fucked it up.
 
   What a big head he’d had back then. He had no problem labeling his younger self a conceited asshole because he had been one.
 
   There were a few things different about them— they were both older and hopefully a little wiser. He noticed Rina’s looks had changed. She’d grown into her features and had become a stunning woman. He also found her easy to be with like when they were younger. Her attitude was even saucier and he liked it, a lot. He hadn’t smiled this much or been as turned on since noticing her standing at the bar. He’d tried to stand back but hadn’t been able to for long.
 
   Even though her presence at his side made his cock hard, he wondered what else was different about her. He wanted to know and decided he’d find out.
 
   Jack wrapped his arms around her soft body and held on. Squeezing a little harder, he swore she sniffled and figured she was trying hard not to cry. He understood the tough road she had ahead with her parents and would offer help where she wanted it.
 
   With a hug in return, she released him and stepped back until she stopped by the door. In the seconds she moved away he missed the heat of her body next to his. He wanted to keep the softness of her form pressed against his.
 
   “Better?” Jack asked as he stepped closer and placed his hands on either side of her head. Once he noticed the nod, he relaxed a bit and asked what was on his mind. The actual reason he’d pulled her outside. “What were you doing on the mechanical bull?”
 
   There was no way he was going to tell her how turned on she’d made him. He wanted to do something about the results of her playing but wouldn’t. They were adults who could hold back any lust they might be feeling, he might be feeling. Later, maybe—if they both wanted—then they’d get between the sheets and get busy.
 
   “Having fun, releasing some stress, take your pick.” She started to laugh and it ended quickly when he leaned in even closer.
 
   “Well, Rina, I wasn’t having fun watching,” he confided truthfully. There’d been no fun in watching her seductively roll around the back of the bull. Not while he’d controlled the joystick and couldn’t protect her or take her, whichever was more powerful. He was furious how all the men in the back room were as turned on as he. A man could take only so much seduction, pointed at them or not. Apparently she’d found his limit and stomped over it as she kept riding.
 
   “Sorry.” She sounded hurt when he told her how he hadn’t enjoyed her antics. He’d wanted her to feel as he had but also didn’t. All she’d done was enjoy herself and he kicked shit all over it. He wouldn’t do anything to hurt her and had to offer an explanation.
 
   “You turned on not only me but anything with a dick watching as you all but fucked the bull. The hard-on you gave me I can deal with, but not those drunk fucktards in The Bloody Bucket getting one. Shit, I want you as much now as I did seven years ago. I won’t share you, Rina. Not with anyone.” His words robbed her of air and he couldn’t be more pleased.
 
   Jack was surprised what he’d been hiding from had come out, but was pleased it had. There was no place for games or secrets between them. Truth, as they moved onward together, was the new plan. Who knew what would come of it. He was willing to see.
 
   Suddenly, with her lips a breath away, he was unable to stop thinking about going further. Other than Rina herself, nothing stopped him from stripping her naked and taking her against the wall. Pulling her clothes off wasn’t a requirement for possessing her body either. He tried to talk himself out of it but couldn’t.
 
   Giving her time to move away, he slowly leaned down and pressed his lips to hers. They were incredibly soft and he could taste her breath, but he tried hard to take it no further. He wouldn’t take this beautiful woman in another tawdry way. Not against the wall of his bar, only he couldn’t deny himself from tasting a bit more.
 
   Then his little brain took over and all he wanted to accomplish was forgotten.
 
   Quickly their kiss moved beyond his control. Jack’s lust for the woman in his arms intensified and he was caught in her web all over again. He was a man who had no problem calling the bundle of femininity he held his kryptonite. A step closer brought him flush against her lush body and his hard-on pressed into her belly. She was what he wanted and would have.
 
   One of his hands smoothed down her chest and teased the covered nipple.
 
   “You were the woman with me when I had only my hand for satisfaction. These delightful mounds bounced through my head and made me happy. You naked in the front seat of my truck kept showing up in my dreams as I was stuck in a hospital bed.” He pinched a tip through her shirt and rolled it between his fingers until she moaned. “I want to see the grown up you naked and groaning my name as I pleasure you.”
 
   “I didn’t know,” she whispered breathlessly.
 
   “For years I’ve wanted you in my bed, an actual bed, fucking you as I want but I’ll take what I can get. Nothing’s changed. I want you slow and easy until you moan, scream, cry your completion,” he murmured as he pulled her nipple before giving it a firm twist. “Then I want to do it all again.”
 
   “Please,” Rina breathed out while thrusting her chest out for more of his touch. The firm hold he used during their first encounter hadn’t been intentional but she’d gotten off on it. Nothing rough or harsh went on. He’d been hot, excited she was there, and she’d liked his possession.
 
   “Please what, Rina? More of this?” he asked as he leaned over and placed his mouth over her nipple. Jack relished the pointed flesh growing firmer beneath his ministrations. Moist heat seeped through her shirt and bra. He wanted to pull back and see his handy work only he wanted more. “Or this?”
 
   His other hand slid down to trace her smooth belly before they unbuttoned her jeans. After he lowered the zipper he slipped his hand beneath her panties. He was in the land of lush beauty. He danced his fingers through a little fuzz until he circled around her hard clit. Pinch, pull, then a single finger swirled around her exposed nub and she moaned. Her fingers speared through his beard and tightened and he wanted to moan. For a long time he’d been dying for her touch and he finally had it.
 
   Jack smirked and his chest puffed out with pride. He teased her without mercy and yet she remained dressed. There wasn’t a mean bone in his body or a plan in mind, simply gratification for her, and maybe him, but he was not a priority. With need riding him, his lips played with her nipples and the hand between her legs pushed her closer to the edge.
 
   “I want you,” she confided on a breathless whisper and he growled. Rina gave him what he wanted to hear and he had no balls to deny her cry.
 
   “Say it again,” he told her before he suckled hard and dipped a finger inside her wet pussy as far as her underwear would allow.
 
   “I want…” Rina stuttered to a stop when he shifted her panties to the side and pushed two fingers through her slit. He swirled them around then circled his thumb over her nub.
 
   “This?” Jack added a third finger and spread them as if preparing her for his cock. No way would he fuck her there, but he’d make her scream with pleasure and beg for more from him.
 
   He knew she was enjoying herself by how her fingers clenched and unclenched in his beard. The pleasure her tiny touch evoked in him, the further stiffening of his cock, was not a surprise. Rina got to him, mind and body.
 
   If she liked it then he’d keep the beard, although he wondered what she’d say about his tattoos.
 
   Putting the potential negatives away, he gently bit her nipple and thrust his fingers inside as hard as he could. Her breath froze in the back of her throat and he put his knee between her legs to push them further apart.
 
   “Do you want to come?” he whispered with need for her, making it more of a rumble. Nothing stopped him from joining her, nothing, and the world moved. It took a second for him to realize someone was pushing against the door they were leaning against.
 
   “What’s going on? Jack?”
 
   “Shit,” he muttered and held her steady with his hips. “It’s all right, baby. I’ll handle it.”
 
   He breathed deeply, opened the door a small crack, and peered through. Rina was at his side, as unsettled as he by what they’d been doing. His goal was to not ruin the moment any more than it already was.
 
   “Hey, what do you want?” He tried to be polite but Rina was shaking with need and embarrassment and had all of his attention. Chasity stood on the other side, than a skunk.
 
   “Well now, Jack. Dude, you’re looking as fine as ever but we need to go. Cindy won’t be coming back, your brother has carried her off. Susan is not well and you have Rina doing, well, whatever, hopefully something hot. Are you guys having sex? I’m only a little tipsy. I guess we can wait but I think we need to go before I lose it.” She laughed and leaned her forehead against the doorjamb. “We have an early morning.”
 
   At any other time he’d laugh, except he couldn’t.
 
   “Okay, okay,” he muttered and shut the door firmly. There was no need to hide what her friend had said because Rina probably heard it all. The moment of heat they’d had between them was sadly over. He could fix it by getting her friends home safely. Maybe then they could get back together and finish what they were doing. Meantime, he’d make the next few minutes easier for her to handle. “Chasity says the van is ready to take you ladies home. Cindy has found her own way tonight. Give me a few minutes, I’ll take you. We can, um, talk and stuff.”
 
   “Stuff, yah, sure, wait, no, no, we can talk later. I need to get home, to my parents. We’re all working tomorrow morning, early. Can I leave my car in the lot? I was the designated driver and obviously failed the zero tolerance test.”
 
   “Do you want me to bring it to you tomorrow? We can do, I don’t know, something and talk.” His words sounded weak and he knew they were.
 
   “No, thank you. I’ll figure it out,” she said right at him. There was no blinking or looking away with discomfort. Fuck, he’d had her seconds away from coming and now there was nothing except politeness from her.
 
   “Okay, fine. I’m glad you’re home, Rina. I’ve missed you.” He kissed her on the lips lightly first, then finally with more need. Already she’d returned her clothes to their proper order and he wanted to take them apart all over again. He wanted her to turn into a puddle of need only he could satisfy.
 
   When he finally stepped back, she couldn’t breathe and he was pleased. If they looked, no man would miss the wet spot over her breast or proprietary hold he had on her. He’d take on all challengers and win.
 
   Together they walked down the hallway and back into the noisy bar. He’d had her seconds away from coming and he would be content with the knowledge until she actually screamed her release.
 
   Too quickly they found Susan and Chasity, who were both looking a little worse for the alcohol they’d mixed.
 
   “Let me take you home, Rina. I promise nothing will happen. At least, nothing we don’t want to do.” It almost sounded like he was pleading and maybe he was. Jack knew she was his weak point, had been for years, and didn’t care.
 
   “And there you have it. We wouldn’t work because I want it all and you can’t give it to me. Way back when we had a chat about babies you said never, and I want them. No, we’re not going to happen. I’m here in Cowler to help my parents, not to get laid. Okay, it’s all fine, we’re fine. Good night, Jack. It was nice seeing you again.” She smiled and went to help Susan stand.
 
   Right then he couldn’t think of what to say but later he’d figure out a solution. He remembered saying no babies but they’d had a scare and were too young for them. They were older now and things were different. No fucking way were they not going to try and make something between them work.
 
   Jack had made a mistake and would fix whatever needed fixing. A single interlude in a truck and one behind The Bloody Bucket were not all they had. What he knew for sure was he’d let her go tonight but they were far from being finished.
 
   * * * * *
 
   It was midnight and the first vanload of inebriated folks who chose not to drive was safely returned to their homes. Cowler wasn’t big. It had a little over two thousand residents in under ten square miles of tree-lined streets. To take them home safely after a night of drinking was a smart move by The Bloody Bucket. People liked them for the effort they were making. She liked them, in particular one of their owners.
 
   Rina had never found beards attractive until Jack sported one. They were rough, scratchy things on the faces of old men. Unfortunately, or fortunately, she’d enjoyed Jack’s as it brushed across her face. She’d held it as he pleasured her and hadn’t wanted to let go. Nothing good would come from rehashing what had happened. Pushing him and what they’d done behind the bar to the back of her mind, she tried to move on.
 
   There were seven people to drop off and she made it six by getting off a few blocks from home. Thinking the walk and fresh air would do her good hadn’t made getting home feel like any shorter of a trip.
 
   Locking the front door wasn’t a necessity in town, but her parents were old school. They closed the house every night even though they had nothing important or worth stealing. Their house was a small two bedroom, one bathroom place with a postage stamp of a backyard. Tiny or not, their house and the diner meant the world to them. They owned both places and ensured they were tightly secured each night, but she had a key to home and the diner.
 
   There was a light on in the living room—someone was waiting for her to return. Smiling, she figured her mom had waited up to make sure she got home safely. Back in the day it had been her father waiting, only he couldn’t anymore.
 
   Quietly Rina opened the door and turned to close and lock it. What could she say? Their habits had rubbed off on her and grew stronger with the time she spent in San Antonio.
 
   “‘вуйте Ree,” her father tried to speak and she believed had done a wonderful job.
 
   “Papa! You should be in bed,” she told him with a hushed voice and rushed to his side. It was odd how, sitting in his recliner, he looked the same as he always had. Strong, vibrant, and yet exhausted.
 
   “We’re good, Rina, don’t worry.” Her mom walked into the room and handed her father a steaming mug of something. “Your papa wanted to make sure you got home safely and you have. Maybe now he’ll drink his вода.” Hot water before bed was a habit her parents enjoyed for as long as she could remember.
 
   Both her parents had come straight from a small Russian town to the exact same type of place in Texas. They’d worked hard for what they had. Sometimes they’d each held two jobs to make things work. It took time, but they’d had her and every day was a joy. Eventually they bought their home. She remembered how they’d celebrated, but it wasn’t half as exciting as what had happened a few years ago.
 
   Out of the blue the owner of the diner they’d worked in for years had offered to sell them the place. The phone call had been scary and ultimately laced with pure happiness. She’d never forget the moment they actually believed they’d achieved the American dream. They finally owned both a home and business. Nothing could get any better for them than that day.
 
   They’d been embraced by the locals. Without any fuss or ugly words, from day one they’d become part of their world. She wanted them to keep feeling happy for what they’d achieved. With all they’d done to achieve their dream, she believed they’d earned a place of comfort. Rina decided then and there she’d do whatever had to be done to see they were given peace.
 
   “Mom, can I make you one as well? I fancy a cup with a touch of honey,” she confided with a smile on her way into the kitchen.
 
   “I would, спасибо.”
 
   They were the Toborovs, a close family of immigrants. Her parents and been through hard work and hell to get where they were. They deserved the best.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   “Crap,” Rina muttered as she quickly pulled bread from the toaster and dropped the two hot pieces on a plate.
 
   The morning had been rough. Generally they weren’t as rushed on Saturday as they were during the week, but all four people were needed and they were down one. Cindy never made it in. There was a brief message on her phone, although no real details were given. Simply she was okay and with Sean.
 
   Maybe they’d work out whatever was between them. She hoped so, because then at least one of them would be settled and open to a happy relationship.
 
   Nothing was helped by the three of them feeling hung over either. There was an upside to the mess. None of them were getting sick and she preferred to focus on the positives. It was going to be a long morning but they’d make it work.
 
   Loading up her arms with plates, she backed through the swinging doors and delivered orders to three different tables. Walking back to the counter, Rina grabbed the pot of coffee and went around the diner offering free refills. After going around once, two tables had wanted decaf and she went back to them to top up their mugs. Her parents believed a happy customer was one who got something for free and coffee was their answer. She wasn’t sure it was true, but couldn’t say it didn’t work.
 
   On her way back to the kitchen an older man asked for ketchup with his scrambled eggs. She pulled a jar from under the counter and set it in front of him with a smile.
 
   Hearing the bell ring, she turned toward the hatch between the kitchen and front to get the next order as Jack and a few friends came in. There was no time to think about what she should say or do. At the moment there was only one thing she needed to tell them.
 
   “Find a seat, folks. I’ll be right over with menus.”
 
   Rina didn’t wait around for a greeting or question. Instead she rushed off to the kitchen to give kind words and collect herself.
 
   “You guys are doing great. I think we’ll be wrapping our service up soon,” she told them as she collected the next order. “Have I said how glad I am we’re only open for breakfast on Saturdays? Because today I’m happy we’re almost finished.”
 
   Chasity wasn’t usually behind the scenes but she was doing a great job as an assistant in the kitchen. Unfortunately it left Rina to work the front on her own. What could be said about small town folk was how they were friendly and came out for their own when the chips were down.
 
   The chips were down for her family and the locals were regularly showing up to be fed. Moneywise they were running fairly even with when her parents had worked the diner. She was pleased they were on track but hospital visits weren’t cheap. The medical bills hadn’t been delivered yet but they would, any day, and their savings would be emptied.
 
   After delivering plates to another two tables, she picked up some menus and made her way to Jack’s table. With a deep breath, Rina told herself she was ready to face him. She could forget what happened behind the bar and deliver their food.
 
   “Rina, this is Don, Rick, and Tomas. I played ball with Rick before he retired and decided to move to Cowler. He liked what I said about the town. All three are bartenders at The Bloody Bucket.” Jack had probably worked late, cleaned up, and probably would open the bar soon. How did he manage to look gorgeous in the morning? It shouldn’t be possible but here he was, perfection on two gorgeous legs.
 
   “Hello, nice to meet you all. Can I get you some coffee while you look over the menu?”
 
   “I think we know what we want.” They went around the table asking for coffee, eggs, bacon, and toast. With a grin, Jack ordered one of the diner specialties with a sexy voice. “Do you have some kasha?”
 
   “Of course. Mom made some at home this morning and I brought it in. Raspberries or blueberries?” There was no way to stop her mother from getting up early and making the porridge from her homeland. As far as she was concerned, the woman could do whatever made her happy.
 
   “Blueberries and no sugar, please. Whether she’s here or not, I don’t want to insult your mom and pass up on her Saturday best.” He spoke with a smile and her heart skipped a beat. Even with the beard, Jack was handsome in a boy next door kind of way. Keeping him at a distance was going to be more difficult than she’d considered.
 
   “I’ll bring you all some coffee while they make this up. We’re a little slow today because our assistant chef didn’t make it in.”
 
   “No Cindy? What’s up? She all right?”
 
   “Haven’t a clue. Last I saw your brother was carrying her off to keep her from getting on the mechanical bull.” They were lighthearted words although they were offered with a note of concern for her friend.
 
   A fire lit up Jack’s blue eyes and yet he looked serious.
 
   “Sean’s a smart man,” he murmured without looking away from her and she knew how serious he was. She’d done a number on him last night with the bull and hadn’t even realized how big of a deal it actually was to him.
 
   Unable to think of anything to say in return, she grunted and went into the kitchen. Picking up an order of multiple side dishes and main course, she delivered them with a smile and made another round with the coffee.
 
   The people at three tables left and she checked them out with some chatter and a smile. Once they paid their bills, she grabbed an empty bin and bussed them. There was no deviation in what she had to do and she was fine with the routine. Rina was tired and had no brain matter to think or create more problems. She took orders, delivered them to the people once they had been cooked, took the money when the customers finished and cleaned up for the next group.
 
   Thankfully the day was getting on and no one had come in since Jack and his group. She wasn’t ignoring them, but there were other things to keep her occupied. There were six people left, all men who ate heartily and would hopefully leave big tips.
 
   Putting the bucket of dirty dishes in the kitchen, she took a moment to finish her glass of orange juice and toast.
 
   “I should flip the sign to closed,” she told the other ladies. Before they could answer either way, the bell dinged. “Hopefully someone left and came back to put a big tip on the table. Fingers crossed,” she murmured and pushed the door to enter the dining room. She loathed turning anyone and their money away but this was it. The day was done, almost, she figured and smiled. The two men were still sitting at the counter and Jack’s table was full, which meant new diners had arrived.
 
   “Table for two?” she asked seeing two bodies out of the corner of her eye and picked up menus as she turned to greet them with a smile.
 
   “Hello, pretty thing. We haven’t seen you before. Lev hiding you from us? We must have a chat with him. He can’t hold back such a sexy offering from us.” The man spoke with an accent like her parents. They were Russian, or at least Eastern European. Worst of all, they knew her papa by his first name. This was not good.
 
   “Who are you people? Ouch! What are you doing?” One of the men grabbed her wrist and tugged her close against his body. The man was big in a fat kind of way and wore an ill-fitting suit with a dirty white t-shirt in the midday heat of Texas. The other man was an exact duplicate and, obviously, they weren’t local.
 
   “I think we’ll take our twenty-five percent out on you, sweet thing,” growled the man who held her wrist. His breath was bad but his teeth were worse.
 
   “Don’t touch me,” she muttered with a hint of anger and terror. Nobody put their hands on her unless she wanted them to. She definitely didn’t want this man’s fingers on her. Figuring out if she should kick him then knee the man in the groin or go straight for his most tender spot, Rina never had a chance to decide.
 
   Once she uttered the word “don’t”, the two men at the counter stood up and drew the guns they’d had stuck in the waistbands at the back of their pants. Simultaneously they cocked the triggers and the two strangers backed up with their hands up.
 
   “No need for those things,” Smelly Breath offered and was suddenly punched away from her by Jack.
 
   “You don’t ever touch a lady, and never this woman.” His voice started out low and menacing before it rose to a roar laced with anger. “Get the fuck out of here before I call the police.”
 
   The men started to scamper out the door but stopped to make their final order. Bad Breath Man snarled his demand before slamming out of the diner.
 
   “Tell Lev we stopped by for our money. He’s late and we don’t do late.”
 
   As soon as they were gone, the girls came from the kitchen and she leaned on the counter as they surrounded her. No words came to mind to thank her helpers. They’d pulled their guns and she didn’t doubt they would’ve shot the men.
 
   “Thank you so much, all of you, thank you. I have no idea what happened, why they, who—I don’t know what happened.” They started talking over each other. Sympathetic hands patted her arms, shoulders, back, but she wasn’t soothed.
 
   Rina grew up in Texas and knew guns were important to the residents to have, hold, and carry on them at all times. Most people she knew had them somewhere on their bodies, in their cars and home, even at work, only she’d never seen one up close. Not one. Her parents had never owned one and she’d never paid them any attention until today.
 
   Her parents!
 
   “Oh God, my parents! I must go to them! They can’t handle this, not now.”
 
   “It’s all right, Rina.” Jack stepped forward to wrap his arms around her. Pulling her close, he put his chin on the top of her head and a feeling of safety surrounded her. One touch from him and the terror she’d been through was relegated to an annoying memory. He spoke softly and she listened. “Tomas and Don are already headed over there. They won’t go inside and worry your parents. They’ll watch and make sure nothing bad happens. You have time.”
 
   “Yes, time. I’m good, I need to catch my breath and all will be fine.” She wasn’t sure she believed it was possible to ever be calm again. She needed to figure out who those people were and what was the twenty-five percent they were talking about. It sounded like money but her parents had never owed anyone.
 
   “Sit down, let us get you something. Can we get some water and kasha? Chastity, can you do her up a dish?” Susan was the mother hen of them all and she happily fussed.
 
   The two guys, Ditto and Taylor, put ten dollars each on the counter and left. Rick turned the sign to closed and walked out to follow the men while Jack sat beside her and oozed calming pheromones alongside the sexy ones. There was something about the man she enjoyed. Even in a time of terror, she noticed how handsome he was. She looked at him, took in all there was to see, and she noticed a hint of color peeking out beneath his shirt sleeve.
 
   “You have a tattoo,” Rina told him as if he didn’t know his own body. Her fingertip ran over the bright red splotch on his bicep without moving his sleeve to see more.
 
   “I do, are you bothered?” They sat at the counter and their speaking voices had turned to whispers.
 
   “No, of course not. Besides, what I think doesn’t matter. I noticed the colors and know you had nothing there before,” she offered with a blush. Neither one of them had told anyone about their night together.
 
   Jack lifted his sleeve and she could see the screaming ball of fire as it flew across his arm. The ink was fun but also must’ve meant something to him. Baseball was his life and he’d been forced to leave the game. They’d never spoken of anything meaningful except about the consequences from day they came together in the front of his truck.
 
   From what he’d told her back then, she knew how important the game was to him. He must have been devastated to walk away. From newspaper articles at the time she knew a freak hit from a player stealing home had broken his back. Surgery and physical therapy brought him back, but not to the diamond. In a flash, his dream was done. He would never go back there to play.
 
   “It matters,” he told her as he took her hand and kissed the palm. “I got the ball after I finished my first season with the Rangers. Some of the others had less meaning behind them and some had more.”
 
   “Others?” Did he mean he had more tattoos? Was he covered in them or were there one or two more? In society today wearing ink, sleeves or more, was not a big deal except it was to her. To permanently alter her body was never going to happen. She was fascinated by them, but Rina wanted the ink to mean something, otherwise it was graffiti on a body instead of a wall.
 
   “The ones I care about are The Bloody Bucket logo, my childhood dog’s name on a bone, the baseball of fire and a siren.”
 
   “Wait, what? What does a siren look like?” She hadn’t expected to hear he had a siren inked on him.
 
   “An ethereal woman in water,” he said as his blue eyes locked with hers. “She has long brown hair falling in loose curls around her head, a crown of flowers and hazel unblinking eyes. The breasts aren’t huge, but a perfect handful, and she has delightful hips and legs made for loving.”
 
   “Where is she on your body?” Rina shouldn’t care but she wondered where a man put a tattoo of a woman who wasn’t his wife.
 
   Jack looked at her as he slowly lifted his other sleeve.
 
   Without wanting to, she pulled her gaze away from his and looked at his arm. Opposite the ball was the siren and she was sexy. A wink and smile accompanied his kissing the flexed inked bicep. The man was wickedly delicious and she blushed.
 
   “You didn’t say why?” Unable to stop herself, Rina ran a fingertip over the picture of a perfect woman.
 
   “She watches over me,” he told her as he pulled both sleeves down.
 
   “Your siren is pretty,” she admitted and smiled.
 
   “Yes, you are,” Jack shared and held her hand again.
 
   Slowly it dawned on her what he’d done. His talk of tattoos wasn’t senseless, it had diverted her attention long enough to calm down. The thugs were gone and there were two guys watching over her parents’ home. She could think more clearly without their threatening behavior hanging around.
 
   From a peaceful place, she believed the two men had wanted money from her parents. Even worse, it would appear violence was how they got what they wanted. Rina was glad her mother and father weren’t there to have been on the receiving end of their demands. There were fists for hire who came into the club. She knew the type of man they were, how they looked and worked. The guys who had come into the diner were exactly the same. They had no sympathy for other people.
 
   “Here you go,” Chasity said as she set in front of her the porridge with brown sugar sprinkled across the top. “You need a little sweetness to help you through the shock. I put some brown on as well as a few raisins for excitement.”
 
   “Yum, thank you,” she offered after taking a bite of the warm mush her mom had made. It took a second to finish chewing before she finished what she wanted to say. “I appreciate your help today. I know it was crazy but we made it work.”
 
   “You’re going to finish the kasha then go home. Susan and I have it all figured out. We’re going to clean up and get the diner ready to open Monday morning as usual. We’ll lock the door behind us and both of us will go home where we’ll sleep. Eat, relax, and go home to check on your parents. Are you walking with her, Jack? I’d feel better if she wasn’t going about alone today. Those men seemed intent to get whatever it was they wanted.” Chasity was the eldest of all of them and twenty-eight wasn’t old.
 
   “She’s stuck with me as her shadow today,” he told them with a grin but she didn’t think he was smiling. The guy was a trickster. He looked relaxed and mellow but there was an aura of menace about him she hadn’t ever seen before. Could she say no to the man? She wasn’t sure she could and was kind of glad.
 
   “Okay, fine, but we need to get my car from your lot. I walked in to work and had planned to collect it on my way home.” She took another bite and watched the ladies return to the kitchen. They worked for her parents normally, which meant they knew what needed to be done to close the place up better than she did.
 
   “You walked in this morning? Have you had any sleep?”
 
   “Not really. I got home last night and found my parents waiting for me to get home. It was like high school all over again. Seriously, it was lovely spending time with them, but I wish they wouldn’t worry. I’m an adult who can take care of herself. It’s what I do in San Antonio.” It was the truth. She’d enjoyed the quiet chat they’d had over hot water with honey, but she got home much later when she was working at the club. No boogie man had come after her and she was fairly sure one wouldn’t. Only fairly sure after what had happened earlier. The interlude kind of knocked her assurance of safety.
 
   “Are you going to tell them what happened here?”
 
   “I have no idea,” she told him honestly as she had another bite of pasty porridge with raisins. “I guess I’ll decide when I see them.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   “Your delivery service last night was great. The Bloody Bucket is smart to offer to drive home people who’ve had too much to drink. Why do it?” Cowler was a few blocks long and they were walking most of them to get to his bar, which was on the edge of town.
 
   It was already hot out, but he wouldn’t leave her alone to get her car, not after what happened in the diner. He worked in a bar and broke up many fights, but never one like this. Rina had gone white as a ghost and had looked to be on the bad end of some horrible words. His instincts had pushed forward and demanded retribution.
 
   No matter how he looked at the incident, he couldn’t see beyond the red haze infiltrating his head. It had all started when the man holding her hand pulled her close to his body until she rested flush against him. Anger filled his body and yes, jealousy, was all he knew until he noticed she wasn’t enjoying the man’s touch. It took a moment to shake free of the stupid feelings, but he did and finally realized she was terrified of the man. The useless emotion was thrown out with the trash as he’d jumped up to help her.
 
   Growing up in a close knit community hadn’t helped any who’d left their podunk town for bigger pastures. Of course there were thugs, thieves, and other unsavory folks in Cowler. No way was it Mayberry but there was a code of ethics. The unspoken rules were old folks, women, and children were off limits.
 
   Maybe the city had other commandments. Back when he’d played ball the circles he’d moved in were bigger than he’d ever been in before. His time there had been fine, full of mask fans, mainly ladies who were attracted to catchers, and tattoo groupies. They were nice people and yet Jack was glad to be home. However, Rina was only visiting, helping her parents out. Maybe she was having trouble in the city and it had followed her back home. He needed to find out how she was getting on in San Antonio.
 
   He’d ask her the question later, she’d asked him a question he needed to answer first.
 
   “It’s our town. We live here and know almost everyone else who does as well. I would be devastated if someone we knew was hurt or killed because too much alcohol was consumed at The Bloody Bucket. We want to make money and serving people alcohol is how we do it. The more we serve, the more money we make. It’s the right thing to offer them a free ride home.”
 
   “Good business decision. I never knew you wanted to run the bar,” she told him with a breathy voice. “I always figured baseball was all you had in your future. When done playing, it was assumed you’d couch or something.”
 
   They weren’t walking fast, at least he didn’t think they were. His legs were longer; it was possible his strides were too long for her to keep up with. Maybe the stress and heat were working on her as well. Whatever was making her short of breath, he purposefully slowed down for her.
 
   “Once I was picked up by the Rangers, baseball was all I could think about. At least I made it to the pros and have a ring to prove it. A random accident, months in the hospital, and even longer struggling through physical therapy changed my mind. I’m done playing, don’t want to teach, which leaves moving on to something else. The bar was what I’d planned to do when I was done. No big deal, the timing merely happened sooner than I figured.”
 
   Normally Jack hated to talk baseball, but there was something about Rina. The way her big green-brown eyes looked at him and her lips slightly parted made him want to talk. He’d share anything if she kept looking at him. With her he didn’t need to hold back, he could share all his frustration over being knocked out and not be judged for it.
 
   “News programs played the hit over and over again. From a fan’s point of view, I think it took too long for them to get something from the medical staff.” She sounded put out by the lack of information shared and wanted to laugh. It was as if she, the viewing public, had a right to know his status. He’d hate to tell her she could’ve come to The Bloody Bucket to find out all the details.
 
   “The team locked all details down until I made a decision about what I was going to do. We knew almost immediately I was eventually going to walk and use my legs again, but there was no more playing baseball in my future. Once I’d decided my next step wasn’t going to involve the game, they eased up and let the doctors talk. I think it was two days, at the most. Not bad when I was no longer going to be in the public eye.”
 
   “You were breaking news across Texas. I’m sorry if you don’t like to hear it, but we were invested in you. Any health crisis you went through was as if it one of our families was in trouble. Anyway, why come back to Cowler and the family bar? News reports said you were offered a position as the catching coach. Why not take it and stay some way involved in baseball?”
 
   “My uncle was getting old and I didn’t want to be around a diamond if I couldn’t play. Besides, there was no way I was going to let my younger brothers run the bar into the ground. They were content leaving it alone and I wanted to bring it sympathetically into today’s market. When I was better I finished my business degree and got to work.”
 
   “I’m impressed with all you’ve done,” she told him and his chest swelled with pride. A few nice words from her and he was pleased as punch. What the fuck was she doing to him?
 
   “The bull had been an effort by my uncle and the lights were never turned on once I left. The beast was a beauty but ignored. Shit, I remember as a kid sneaking beer with my friends and going for rides. It was great fun. No way could I let it slip away without a second chance at glory.”
 
   Rina was smiling big and a blush started to spread across her face. Oh man, she turned him on like a light had been switched on. Yup, his erection was growing firmer, but he’d ignore it and keep talking.
 
   “We used to stand in the back corner and watch you guys. Later we did our own sneaking in and hopping on the bull. We never lasted long because we never knew how to run the thing. I’m glad it’s still around.”
 
   “I would’ve helped you guys. You should’ve asked.”
 
   “You were gone by then, at school playing ball. Sean eventually stepped in to help us, but I think when we were in school he had the hots for Cindy. He would do anything to make her smile. Why aren’t they together? She’d have him in a heartbeat.”
 
   “I’m not entirely sure,” he told her as they strode up to her car. Jack knew but it wasn’t his place to share; his brother would have to decide who needed to know why he was reserved and who didn’t. “Maybe he’s shy around the ladies.”
 
   “He definitely wasn’t shy last night when he carried my friend away from the bull. He had her draped over his shoulder and a hand on her ass. A shy man does not act, I don’t know, so dominating.” Jack enjoyed hearing Rina laugh and smiled. Despite the stressful morning, she lightened his mood.
 
   “You want to drive or do you want me to?” He honestly didn’t care who drove but he wanted inside with the AC on soon.
 
   “I can get home fine. It isn’t far, a few blocks, and I’m sure the guys are gone by now.”
 
   “Remember what I told Chasity and Susan earlier? Today I’m your shadow.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll drive. I know the way.” He opened the driver’s door of the dusty black basic four door sedan and she sat down. As he walked around the car he noticed she bent over the center console and sought something on the passenger’s floor. While her ass looked enticing, he was curious about what she was doing. Opening the door, he was stunned to see her smile as she pulled a set of keys from under the carpet.
 
   “Still here,” she laughed and started the car. Stunned at the lack of security she took, silently he sat down and put on his seat belt.
 
   “Did you leave your keys in your car in The Bloody Bucket’s parking lot overnight?” Jack tried to sound calm but he wasn’t sure he’d pulled it off when she turned to look at him with confusion marking her beautiful face. Shit, there went his hard-on.
 
   “Sure, used to do it all the time when I lived here. No one’s going to steal my boring and dirty car. Besides, I have insurance.” His silence made her look at him and he didn’t hide his displeasure. He always knew she was smart, but the chances she took were stupid. He hoped she didn’t do it in the city.
 
   “Don’t do it again,” he muttered. Jack was content to drop it when she picked their previous conversation back up.
 
   “What else have you done to bring the bar up to modern times?”
 
   “Cocktails for ladies and the free ride, they’re a start. Food, simple stuff might happen but we’ll take our time and do it right. Maybe we’ll do a barbeque sometime in the fall with music and games. I don’t know exactly what we’re going to do, but we aren’t going to stand still. The Bloody Bucket has been in our family for almost a hundred and fifty years. I find the length of time is much more important than throwing someone out at second base.”
 
   “I never knew the place was in your family for so long. I mean, I knew the Murphys were longtime residents of town, maybe a couple of generations, but a hundred and fifty years is more like founder’s status. Impressive and should be celebrated. Town should host a party for you guys. I think the train started running back then. Something about the timber industry brought it in.”
 
   Jack relaxed a bit more as she wore a seat belt and drove within the speed limit. Rina may suck with security in regards to her car, but otherwise she was careful. He was a history buff, knew from his father, aunts and uncles, and further extended family all about the Murphys and Cowler. It sounded like she knew about their town as well. One more thing he liked about her, on top of all the others.
 
   “Nope, the Murphys don’t want a party paid for by town. We aren’t founders, not even close. Some famous guy headed to the Alamo stopped for a night and they named the town after him. My family came through many years later. Maybe we do something to celebrate The Bloody Bucket being around for such a long time. My ancestor won the bar his first night in town. Maybe we’ll throw a poker match in his honor with money going to charity. We have a few years to sort things out, but I’m having fun thinking up ideas of what to do.”
 
   “You should come up with a special drink to mark the occasion,” she offered and he enjoyed her enthusiasm. “One with alcohol but would taste as nice without any. Need to think of the designated driver. At the club I work for they make sure mixed drinks they offer can go either way.”
 
   “In San Antonio, right? Which one?” Back in the day he’d been to most clubs where there were pretty ladies who were easy and beer on tap.
 
   “Cappy’s on Broadway.”
 
   “Yup, I went a couple of times when it first opened, but I think there are new owners.” He went to the place when his high school buddy had opened it up and needed to get some big-name people inside the doors to entice others to come. Jack hadn’t minded helping a friend make a go of a new place.
 
   “A couple of brothers from Louisiana own it now, but I was hired by Mike who grew up here in Cowler. He was older than us. He pointed me to a good neighborhood to live as well. Nice guy, but he wanted a new challenge and sold the place not long after I started work there.”
 
   “Mike was my year,” he told her. Sounded like his friend to be helpful to a pretty lady from home. “Try to hook up with you?”
 
   Jack wanted to take the question back as soon as he’d put it out there. He didn’t want to know if they’d dated and now, because of his big mouth, he was about to find out.
 
   “No, he was married. She was nice but definitely didn’t like the hours he was keeping. Especially not once they had a little girl.”
 
   “I guess for some once they leave Cowler they’re gone for good.” Running a hand over his beard, he watched as she turned off Houston and onto Dogwood. They passed a couple crossroads when he noticed the two men who passed them. He turned in his seat and tried to get a license plate for the old Cadillac but couldn’t as they picked up speed.
 
   “Did I see…?” she started and looked at him.
 
   “Yes!” Jack said on a louder voice than he’d intended. Hopefully Don and Tomas were still watching Rina’s parents’ house. A distance from the Caddy another car drove by and Rick nodded at him. Good, he breathed a bit better because he trusted his friend. He’d see if they left town, or call and let him know they hadn’t.
 
   They turned onto another street and pulled into the driveway of the third house on the left. His friends stepped out from beneath one of the two big oaks on either side of the front path and waited for them to get out.
 
   “I should’ve come straight home,” she muttered as she turned off the car. Undoing her seat belt, she opened the door and would’ve jumped out if he didn’t hold her inside by wrapping his fingers around her tiny wrist.
 
   “Wait a second. My friends are here, let’s ask them what happened. Maybe they never found their house.” It was wishful thinking but he wanted her to calm down a bit before she went inside. There was no point in stressing her parents out if there was no need.
 
   “Right, yes, you’re right. Sorry, they’re horrible men. I don’t want them anywhere near my mom or papa.”
 
   “Breathe and we’ll find out what happened.” He couldn’t stop himself from leaning over to press a soft kiss to her lips.
 
   Rina stared at him and Jack believed she was actually speechless. Interesting, he’d have to think about this later. They needed to talk to his friends and find out what, if anything, the men had done.
 
   “Come on.” He got out of the car and walked around as she was shutting her door. She started to walk away and he grabbed the keys from her hands and pressed the door lock button on the fob.
 
   “What?” She was adorable with surprise, but he refused to let the moment pass without saying something.
 
   “Do me a favor and lock your doors. With those rough looking guys after you it would make me happy to know you’re thinking of security.”
 
   “Sure, you’re right. I’ll be more careful.”
 
   They joined the two men and were surprised to hear the thugs hadn’t tried to get into the house. Instead they’d told Don and Tomas what they wanted.
 
   “Money. They say Lev owes them three grand,” Tomas shared as he looked at Jack then back to Rina before he continued. “With a bit of prodding, one guy said he’d borrowed ten thousand last year and had been making payments like a clock. His wording, not mine. When he missed one they came to check it out and found you instead. They were thinking he’d skipped out on paying them.”
 
   “Damn it! Why didn’t my papa ask me for the money?” she cried out and started for the door.
 
   “What a second. You need to stop and think. He’s had a stroke and may not even remember owing these guys.” Jack wanted to help her but had no idea what to do. Personally he’d never borrowed anything from what looked to be extremely dodgy characters. He didn’t know anyone who had either. They were in new territory and had to step carefully or someone might get hurt.
 
   No way would he allow anything to happen to her now she was back, temporarily or not.
 
   “Right, you’re right.” Rina looked up at him and he found a lost little girl looking back.
 
   “Did they tell you how to contact them?” he asked the two men.
 
   “Good thinking,” she muttered hopefully.
 
   “We got a cell,” Don said as he reached into his pocket for a piece of paper and handed it to Jack. After he noted the number was based out of Dallas, he folded it again and put the paper in his pocket.
 
   “Okay, we’re all set. Thanks, guys. I appreciate your coming down here,” he told the two men as he shook their hands. “I’ll see you later.”
 
   He watched as she hugged both men and thanked them for their help. Jack’s heart swelled. The openness she showed without thinking twice pulled him further into her world. He rubbed his beard and had none of the jealous feelings he’d had earlier. She stood on her tiptoes and wrapped her arms around both men’s necks and he was happy. Happy she was there and even happier she was in his life.
 
   There’d been no serious woman in his life for years. He lived with his brothers in the family house and worked with them as well as a handful of others. Obviously he lacked having a softer touch in his life. The discovery far from pleased him. He wanted more of what she offered without even realizing she was doing so.
 
   That quickly, with accepting the lack of existing in a well-rounded world, he made a decision. He had to figure out how to bring her closer to him. First thing he had to do was get her to stay in town. They’d have no chance if she went back to San Antonio.
 
   Without thinking, he reached out and held her hand as they watched the two men walk to a car and drive away. They stood there in the shade of the oak tree in silence. He wasn’t sure what was in her mind but his was at peace.
 
   “Would you mind, if my papa is awake, keeping him occupied? I think I should speak with my mom about what’s going on. I don’t want to add worry on top of everything else.”
 
   “No problem. Lev and I talk about sports all the time.”
 
   “Great, good, okay,” she murmured, then inhaled deeply before slowly releasing the air. Rina seemed worried but he believed she could handle whatever happened.
 
   “You’re beautiful,” he said as they walked up the front path. They stopped on the first step and he turned her to face him. He’d do this right. “Do you think we can go out on a date?”
 
   “Wait, what?” She stopped only he got her walking again. Jack wanted to go out with her, kiss her, hold and love her again, but they’d work out the details later. For the moment he was trying to distract her from what was about to happen.
 
   “Date. You know, dinner, maybe a movie and lots of kisses and heavy petting.” Jack smiled and placed a soft kiss on her lips. They’d done more, he wanted more, but he had a plan. Slow and easy seduction, wooing her to stay in town and maybe, hopefully, she’d be his girlfriend.
 
   “Oh right, a date. Um, yes, maybe. I guess,” they opened the front door and he greeted Annoushka with a friendly kiss on the cheek and a handshake for Lev. Sitting on the couch next to the older man’s recliner, he nodded subtly to Rina.
 
   He had an almost promise for a date. Not bad work for a Saturday morning.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   “Why don’t we get some sweet tea? It’s a hot day and we could all do with some sort of refreshment,” she told her mom. Rina tried to sound calm but it was hard. The incident at the diner had come out of the blue and terrified her. Now she knew her papa, the man she worshipped, had brought it on himself. Maybe her mother knew. She had questions, loads of them, and wanted answers.
 
   They walked into the kitchen and she couldn’t wait. As soon as they walked around the corner, she immediately turned to her mom and shared what had happened.
 
   “At the diner, toward closing, two men walked in. They weren’t there to eat but shake me down for money. They knew Father by name. What’s going on, Mom? Why do these two men feel it’s okay to come into the diner with customers there and threaten me if I don’t give them money?”
 
   “Oh! Oh! Oh dear, I should, oh dear. I need to, um, I, I, I don’t know. Are you all right? Were you hurt? Oh dear,” her mom muttered and sat down at the little table. “I told Lev we shouldn’t, oh dear.”
 
   Quickly she poured her mom a glass of water and brought it to her.
 
   “Are you all right? I wasn’t accusing you of anything, I swear,” she told her as she held her hand. “I was scared, but nothing happened. Jack was there, as well as Ditto and Taylor. They stood up to them, guns drawn and prepared to pull the triggers. You should’ve seen them. A gunfight at The Daily Dose.”
 
   “Oh dear,” her mom muttered and drank the water. Rina went to get more and one for herself before she came back to the table.
 
   “Talk, Mom, what’s going on?” Time for the truth and she braced to hear it all.
 
   “We needed a car. You know ours kept breaking down and there was no more fixing it. We found one but it was fifteen thousand and we only had five in the bank.” After much fidgeting, sighing, and murmuring, she finally spit it out and it was nothing monumental. She’d expected something much more. Without thinking, she dived in with the questions.
 
   “Why didn’t you get a loan? Dealerships offer them all the time. You put the five down and finance ten, no problem.” It was the logical move and suddenly she started to think. Her parents weren’t logical, they were from Russia and looked at things differently. Nothing about their start in life was straightforward. They’d survived by their wits and it looked like they still were.
 
   As she rolled the issue through her head, she finally settled on what was at the center and from there the problem started to reveal itself.
 
   “You two have never borrowed from the bank, have you?”
 
   “No, no, we pay for what we need. No borrowing from a big bank,” her mom whispered as if they, the proverbial they, were listening to them speak.
 
   Rina grew up with a healthy respect for they, them—whatever her parents chose to call the government. Despite moving to the land of the free, there was no trust in those who ran the machine. Apparently, over the years of happiness and freedom, the Toborovs hadn’t found any.
 
   “We paid for the diner out of our savings,” she shared.
 
   Of course they did, and they probably had nothing left over. When an emergency landed on their doorstep, they went old school. They borrowed from a friend of a friend who turned out to be a loan shark of the worst sort. She wondered if they saved their money by stuffing it under a mattress.
 
   Oh man, she didn’t want to know the truth, but they’d talk when this was all done. She’d sit down with Lev and Annoushka and discuss the safety of banks in America until they understood they weren’t in Russia. No one was going to monitor what came and went.
 
   Crap, were they filing tax returns?
 
   Shit, she couldn’t go there, not now. Rina took a calming breath before a sip of water and got back on track.
 
   “You guys borrowed money from a loan shark, right?” The question was straightforward and could only be answered one way.
 
   “Your papa talked to friends and got a name. The man was Uzbekky. Хорошие люди, good people. He lives in Dallas.”
 
   How was it possible? How had her mother made it sound like they’d borrowed money from a nice guy and not a violent shyster?
 
   “The good guy sent men who threatened to rape me and take twenty-five percent of the week’s takings. I assume it was the week, since it was Saturday and the diner isn’t open on Sunday. Hit you guys up before you hide your money. Make no mistake we, the three of us, will sit down later and talk about what you will do with your money.”
 
   Rina took a calming breath and went on.
 
   “What they did to me is not the work of good people, Mom. Let’s fix this and move forward. I have three thousand dollars in my savings account. I’ll pay them off and we can get on with our lives without the muck hanging around.”
 
   There, she had a plan. She could do this and things would once again be fine.
 
   “You can’t dig for us, Rina. We’re adults who own a business. Don’t treat us like children.”
 
   Had she talked down to her mother? She hoped not. It was not her intention to belittle them, only to make things right.
 
   “I never meant to treat you as anything other than adults, Mom. All I want to do is fix things for you guys. You deserve better than what’s happening. Both you and Papa are hard workers, you should be able to sit back and enjoy the spoils of your toil.” Taking both her hands in hers, she held them and looked into her eyes. “I love you both and want nothing but peace for you to enjoy.”
 
   “Я люблю тебя, мы любим вас, we love you, Rina, and I would appreciate your help. Your father can’t know what’s happening. When I brought it up he got agitated and a lost look came in his eyes. He doesn’t remember borrowing anything, nothing, and I didn’t know how to contact them. I wanted to renegotiate and, I don’t know. I couldn’t think beyond getting your papa home and on the road to recovery. Whatever better means.”
 
   “It’s all right, Mom. I can handle it if you’ll let me,” she said quietly. She had three thousand, six hundred and fifty eight dollars in her savings account. Hopefully they wanted nothing more because she didn’t have anything else. There was two hundred and eighteen dollars in her checking account, but her electric bill was due to come out and she knew it would be anywhere from seventy to somewhere in the nineties.
 
   Fumes, she was living on the fumes money offered. There was no paycheck coming in while she worked in the diner. No emergency funds. She was broke except for the three thousand, six hundred and fifty eight dollars.
 
   “Да, yes, we need your help, Rina. Please, whatever you can do would be appreciated.”
 
   “Okay, good, we’ll sort this out.” Rina took a breath and let the air out slowly. “Let’s make the sweet tea as promised and take it to Papa and Jack. We’ll relax and when Dad needs to rest you, me, and Jack will talk it through.”
 
   “Нет, no. No one else needs to know. No Jack. I like him, but no. This is private, Toborov business.” Her mother was adamant but it was too late.
 
   “He already knows, Mom. Once I was attacked, he saved me and had his two friends come here to make sure the thugs didn’t hurt either of you. The two guys stopped by and told them how much you owed and gave us a cell number to contact. Jack knows what’s going on and I could do with his help. I have no problem admitting this scenario is outside my experience. I need his help.”
 
   It took a while to receive but eventually her mother nodded her head, a small nod but one all the same. She took the move as an agreement. Her parents were both strong people, proud people, and this had to hurt. She wasn’t admitting defeat, but accepting help wouldn’t mean she was laying down either.
 
   “Fine, let’s make the sweet tea. Do you have any ватрушки or чәк-чәк?  My sweet tooth is begging for a treat and you make the best treats.”
 
   Her mother laughed and, in the blink of an eye, all the stress visually disappeared. Rina should’ve known bringing up her mom’s cooking food from her homeland would make her happy. They willingly moved to another country but they still had ties to the motherland. Food was a way to keep them connected without actually living there.
 
   “Да, of course we have ватрушки. You pour the tea and take them out. I’ll plate up the sweet snack and bring it out. I think it should ease your father into a nap and then we can talk, the three of us.”
 
   With a smile and nod, she accepted her duty and got to work. It was like when she was a child. There was no messing with her mother. When she was firing on all engines, she was a force to be reckoned with and finally she was back.
 
   Pulling out a tray, she set out four tall glasses and put ice in them. After she poured some sweet tea she cut up a lemon and added a slice to each glass. Checking to make sure the drinks were up to snuff, diner perfection, Rina decided they were and carried them out.
 
   “Sweet tea, and Mom is bringing out ватрушки.” Her papa smiled big and she knew why her mom had made the dessert. As far as she was concerned, a soft bun filled with baked cheese, sugar and jam would never go amiss.
 
   “Vatrooshi?”
 
   “No, vatrushka, and you’re going to love it if you have a sweet tooth. If you don’t, I’ll have it,” Rina laughed. She was actually enjoying the moment. For a second she forgot about the mess her parents were in. For a second it was almost like a date. Jack was sitting beside her, sipping sweet tea in her parents’ living room. He was talking sports with her dad and looked as if he was enjoying himself. It was all make believe, but she could pretend it was real. The moment was hers to replay over and over again in her head.
 
   They had a stress free hour of tea and treats. She enjoyed herself and believed Jack had as well. Maybe he was pretending, but she hoped not. Once her father was safely ensconced in bed for a rest and the dishes cleaned up, they met back in the living room.
 
   “Okay, let’s get on the same page, ladies. Let’s solve this issue and get the mess cleaned up and gone.” Jack spoke in matter-of-fact tone, which gave her mom no chance to back away. Rina decided it was a smart move on his part. She’d have to ask how he knew she was ready to keep it all quiet, but later. “What are the details, Annoushka?”
 
   “We borrowed money from Ramil Nabiyev. He’s based in Dallas and he’s a nice man, polite, friendly. Each Saturday Lev meets one of his men between Cowler and there. I’m not sure where or how much he hands over. We owe three thousand dollars and interest.”
 
   “Do you know the interest amount?” She hadn’t thought to ask for such a detail and she should’ve. Despite preparing herself mentally she obviously hadn’t a clue how to go about fixing the problem.
 
   “Нет, sorry, no. I have no idea. Lev rarely talked finances with me.” Her mother folded her hands in her lap and refused to look anywhere but at the flowers on her coffee table. Rina could tell she was uncomfortable and wished she could help her relax.
 
   Reaching out to her mom’s clenching hands, she unfolded one and held onto it. Support, she could offer her strength and support.
 
   “Please relax, Annoushka. I like you both. I assure you I’m here to help. Once it’s settled we’ll forget about it, never speak about any of it again. I promise. Do you trust me to help Rina sort this out for you and Lev?”
 
   The silence was heavy and long but eventually her mother relaxed. She squeezed her hand and let go. After taking a deep breath and looking carefully at Jack, she walked over to a little side table they’d brought with them from Russia. With a look over her shoulder, she bent down and took all the ornaments off the top. Once it was clear, she pushed the tablecloth clear and flicked something underneath. The audible snick sounded loud in the silent room. Her mom pulled an envelope out of the drawer and handed it to her before she sat back down.
 
   “Lev writes down the pay dates and how much. Each time he paid he required a note in return as proof.” Rina looked down at the envelope and noted each date with an amount. When she looked inside she discovered a scrap of paper with Nabiyev’s name, date, and the amount paid. Her papa was a clever man.
 
   After some quick addition she discovered her parents had paid twelve and a half thousand dollars over ten months. They already paid more than they’d borrowed.
 
   “Their interest rate was twenty-five percent and they have two payments left.”
 
   “Fuck,” Jack muttered and stared at her. Rina was as pissed off but never cursed in front of her mother. The older woman had gasped although looked exactly the same as she had after handing her the envelope. With a slight smile and a subtle head nod, she let him know he needed to apologize.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry, Annoushka. I was surprised and it flew out.” Jack spoke but she could tell he was back to thinking. “Okay, we’ll call them and I’ll go make the payment.”
 
   “No way,” she told him. “They’re my parents and I’ll pay them. My bank is open on a Sunday and I can get the twenty-five hundred.”
 
   “Sorry, but I am seriously pissed,” he snarled and started to pace around the small living room. She shouldn’t be, but Rina was turned on by how he looked when angry. His beard was fierce and his blue eyes sparkled. The man was a talking seduction on two legs. “No fucking way. I’m sorry for cursing, Annoushka. These men aren’t nice. They’re taking advantage of you and Lev. You two are my friends and I won’t stand for it anymore.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “No, and you either, Rina. My foot is down. Done. No more discussion. I’m calling them from here but then I’m going to the bar and collecting a few good ol’ boys. We’re going to teach this trash who’s taken advantage of you how Texans protect their own. You, the Toborovs, are from Texas but also Cowler folks. We’ll fix this for you and we’ll never talk about it again. It’s what neighbors, what friends, do for each other. No more, no less.”
 
   Oh man, she didn’t know what he was talking about. It sounded like he’d welcome a violent outcome to the meeting but Jack wasn’t aggressive per se. Sure in school he’d been in a scuffle here and there, only they were all friends again when it was done.
 
   “Can I borrow your phone, Annoushka?”
 
   “Да, of course,” she said as she stood to get the phone from the kitchen. After she handed it to him, her mother sat back down and took her hand. Apparently her surprise at the turn of events was obvious.
 
   Rina watched him pull the paper from his pocket and looked at the number again. Muttering under his breath, words she knew her mother would hate to hear, she met his eyes and her nipples tightened. How could she be scared and turned on at the same time?
 
   “Nabiyev, I’m calling for Lev Toborov,” he growled. He sat down in her papa’s recliner and leaned forward. His shirt slid up his arm and a small section of the siren tattoo appeared. Looking up, she found his eyes tracing over her body. Her breath caught in the back of her throat.
 
   “Let’s meet. I’ll bring the final payment,” he said and was silent for a few seconds. “Yup, I know where it is. Nine tonight.”
 
   After he hung up Jack handed the phone back to her mother.
 
   “I need to get some stuff done. Can I borrow your car, Rina? I need to drive to The Bloody Bucket. I promise we won’t drive it there tonight.” She smiled slightly and got up with him.
 
   “Sure, leave the keys under the…” She stopped and remembered how much he’d hated her hiding place. With a spin she changed what she was going to say. “I’ll pick it up from you tomorrow.”
 
   “Good idea,” he muttered and held out his hand. “Want to walk me out?”
 
   “Of course,” Rina offered as she stood up and walked outside with him.
 
   They were walking out the door and down the front stairs before she realized Jack was holding her hand. She turned around and found her mother smiling before she quietly shut the door. They were alone without actually being alone. The entire street could be looking and she didn’t care.
 
   The gorgeous man at her side was exciting, rough, and she wanted him. How bad was she? The man made her feel things, erotic things, and he was about to go into a scary situation on her behalf.
 
   “Am I sending you off to war? It feels like I am,” she confessed as he opened the driver’s door.
 
   Rina leaned against the back door and watched as he sat down behind the wheel and pushed the seat back. Without her seeing it happen, he put his feet back on the ground and pulled her into his lap. Her arms automatically wrapped around his neck and his went around her waist.
 
   “Everything’s happening too fast. I’ve had no time to think anything through. All I know is I don’t want you to do anything where you’ll get hurt. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if you were hurt and it was because of me.”
 
   “Not you but friends, I’m helping friends and would whether you asked or not. Whether I wanted you or not, I would help your parents and that’s a fact. I want you, badly, in the worst way, but I’ll wait until you’re ready. Occasionally I’ll sneak a kiss and a feel, whatever I can get, but I’ll wait until you’re ready for me.”
 
   His honesty smacked her in the face and stole her breath, only he wasn’t done.
 
   “I want more than a one night stand, Rina,” he confessed before he kissed her. Their tongues twirled around each other and she pushed her chest into his. Jack’s hand on her ass shifted her until she rested over his hard-on and she finally accepted how much he wanted her.
 
   “Only if it’s more than once,” he whispered when he pulled away.
 
   “Okay,” was all she could say in return. Jack kissed her again, quick and hard. When he was done, he set her off his lap and swung his legs back under the wheel. He waited for her to move before he shut the door.
 
   Rina stepped away and watched him drive away in her dirty, boring sedan. It was going to be a long night filled with stress. She waved as he turned the corner and couldn’t wait for him to return. Safe and healthy was how she wanted him, safe and healthy.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Jack walked through the front doors of The Bloody Bucket and looked around to see who was there. He needed some local muscle who knew how to keep quiet about what he wanted to do. They shouldn’t be too hard to find. After he noted a handful of guys, he went behind the bar and poured ice water for himself.
 
   Taking a long drink, he considered again what he wanted to ask for. He knew it was nothing to be taken lightly. He needed a few likeminded men who would help him get the Uzbekky and his thugs out of the Toborovs’ lives. They’d borrowed money and paid it back plus more. The deal was done.
 
   On the way into the bar he’d pulled money out of the bank in case he needed to pay. He wasn’t stupid. The man was working an illegal scheme and didn’t deserve more, but he would pay if he went away for good.
 
   Ditto sat down in front of him and took a long drink from his beer. He nodded at him as he set it down and finally spoke with a low tone.
 
   “Our girls don’t deserve to be touched by ugly shits. Are we going to get even?”
 
   “I’m thinking about it,” he muttered and drew a beer for a customer. After he took payment and put it in the cash register, Jack turned back to the regular. Ditto wasn’t as old as he looked, but he’d lived a full life while working the family farm. He was physically solid, only he appeared frail.
 
   “Taylor and I are in,” he said with a lip full of chew. The two men were best friends, had been since they were kids. When one said the other would do something, they would.
 
   “No guns,” he qualified with a firm stare.
 
   “Damn it,” Ditto took another drink and eventually agreed with a nod.
 
   “What do you think of bringing in Tomas and his brother?” Normally he wouldn’t involve anyone who worked at the bar, but he knew the brothers had strong ties to the Toborovs. They were the ones who gave the boys their first jobs working in the diner kitchen and cleaning tables. The older couple was family when they hadn’t had any close by. The brothers would want to be involved in seeing off the muck.
 
   “Good boys, decent,” Ditto offered as he spat a stream of tobacco into a cup he held.
 
   Jack quietly got back to work until he found a moment to pull Tomas aside. They went to the cellar and changed a couple kegs to new ones. After they got the old ones outside, they put them with the other empties. They sat on one of the picnic tables and he got right to the point.
 
   “Toborovs are in trouble. I’m looking for muscle, do you and Diego want to help fix it for them?”
 
   “Yah, of course. We’re in. When do you need us?” The man was younger than Jack but he’d also done a great deal in his short life. He’d snuck over the border as a teen and, a few years later, came back legally with his younger brother. During one of the back and forths only a young kid would do, he lost his mother and another brother. It was a difficult path the Gonzales brothers chose to follow, only they were making it work.
 
   Tomas sent money home to his grandparents on a monthly basis. They were raising his sisters and the pictures of them were shared with anyone who breathed. Long ago he became the man of the family when his father had walked away. He was a good kid and a hard worker.
 
   “Nine tonight at White Rock Creek. It’s at the southwest end of Navarro Mills Lake. We’ll leave here at seven and no guns.”
 
   “Shit, are you sure about the no weapons part? I’ve spent a bit of time with Los Zetas. I can get the job done cleaner than my momma’s house. For Lev and Annoushka, I can go back and get ugly. Diego and I will do anything for them.” The man was impassioned about protecting the older couple. Jack knew they were good people but he also liked knowing he wasn’t alone in how protective he felt for them. It wasn’t simply their being Rina’s parents, there was more to it, but she was one of the reasons. She was a big, important reason, no question.
 
   Eventually the other man nodded and got his mobile. The conversation was all in Spanish but he got the gist. Short and to the point, but he figured Diego would be there to go with them.
 
   “Ditto and Taylor will join us. We’ll take my truck,” he told the younger man. Jack went back into the bar and, as he walked by him, he told the two other men to meet them in the parking lot at seven.
 
   It was set and he couldn’t get it done soon enough.
 
   Walking upstairs, the noise slowly lessened and was basically gone when he closed himself in the office. Peaceful and cool, he put his feet on the desk and wondered if he should call Rina. No, he’d wait until he had something to report. A few guys making plans to go beat up some strangers was nothing she needed to know about.
 
   Closing his eyes, he crossed his arms over his chest and relaxed. She was there with him, naked in his truck, and his lips spread wide. The sexiest woman he knew was kneeling on the front seat, beckoning him with the crook of her finger and a smile. When he wanted he’d reach out and take all she offered. Take it all then offer her whatever she wanted.
 
   Babies were possible. Why not? He could be a dad, a good one, and she’d make a beautiful mom. Children were a long way off, first they had to at least go on a date.
 
   The fantasy went on and he stopped it before things got out of hand. Before he took his cock in hand and stroked it until he came. He wanted to come in her pussy or her mouth—her hand would do, wherever, he wanted her. Fuck! He had to stop thinking about her. Later he could get as wild as he needed.
 
   Not getting what he wanted meant Jack wasn’t sleeping, but he was relaxing or at least was trying to. He knew what happened around him and it was nothing but silence. The phone wasn’t ringing and no one was on the computer or talking shit. Silence was good. There was a hum of noise coming from downstairs, through a crack beneath the door, only he couldn’t understand any of it.
 
   Good, he told himself and released the last breath he’d been holding in. He was in the right frame of mind for a nap. The long hours he kept meant the short snoozes were a mainstay for his sanity.
 
   Eventually he opened his eyes and stretched his arms high above his head. He no longer had a serious exercise regimen to follow and sometimes regretted not having one. His baseball days were done and he was okay with moving on to doing something else. Standing up, he twisted a few times and touched his toes before twisting again. He was feeling nice and relaxed.
 
   Going to the bathroom, he caught his reflection in the mirror. Maybe he should clean up. He could trim his hair and beard, get some new clothes, but would she care? The way she was running her hand around his head Jack figured she might like what he had going on. He’d wait to see what happened when he saw her next.
 
   Looking at his watch, he found it only five-thirty and sighed. Damn, he wanted tonight over with, then he could get on with catching his woman. This time he wanted her for longer than he’d had her the last time. Much longer, maybe even a lifetime.
 
   As far as he was concerned anything was possible. The game hadn’t yet played out.
 
   Walking back through the office to head downstairs, he paused and looked around. The stories of his ancestors rolled through his mind. The office used to be a sitting room and bedroom. There was no indoor plumbing back in those days but there was now, and a couch where he and Rina could make good memories.
 
   From what he’d been told, everything was good back in the day. Great memories had been passed on for generations to him and his brothers. He wanted to make his own for future relatives to share and laugh over. The things the walls of the family bar had witnessed were unimaginable.
 
   Lovers had met there, and even a kid had been born in one of the rooms upstairs when prostitutes were a part of the bar. The memories made him smile but they’d also had gunfights and ugly words thrown until fights spilled outside. Good or bad, all of it was a part of his family’s history. Powerful thinking.
 
   Jack took a moment to get his head in the right place then left, shutting the door firmly behind him. Once downstairs he joined his brother John behind the bar and let him know what was going on.
 
   “I’m taking Tomas and a few other guys tonight to get something done.”
 
   “Fine, it’s cool, got it covered,” he answered and dashed off to help a waitress. The kid had turned twenty-one and was allowed to work behind the bar. Maybe it would be okay. Sean was busy with Cindy. At least, he assumed the little redhead held his brother’s undivided attention.
 
   Shaking his head with a smile, he walked over to the table where Ditto, Taylor, and Tomas were sitting.
 
   “Where’s Diego?”
 
   “He asked for us to pick him up on the way out. Truck has a flat tire and no spare.” Tomas laughed at his younger brother’s predicament. “Told the fool his tire was getting low on air. Wouldn’t listen to me. Says he’s a mechanic and knows when a tire has a leak and his wasn’t leaking. Niño pequeño, little boy.”
 
   After they finished laughing it was decided they’d go get him and grab something to eat before they needed to be at the lakeside. They were too eager to get started and might as well burn a little energy before the big event.
 
   Four of them snuggly sat in the truck, windows rolled down and Florida Georgia Line playing loud. Rick had met up with them and Tomas was riding with him. They’d stopped at a roadside barbeque place and were about ten minutes away. If they wanted weapons then he had bats aplenty in the back. Occasionally he went to the cages and hit a few balls. It was a good way to stay in shape and think.
 
   The road they turned on was dirt lined and the truck kicked up a cloud behind them. He smiled thinking about his friend having to roll up his windows in the heat. Bet he wishes he drove a modern day car with the convenience of AC instead of a fixed up old jalopy. The latter was good for picking up ladies but nothing else.
 
   They arrived before the sun had set and found the guys they were waiting to meet. There were five of them and he assumed one was Nabiyev. If he picked the right one out, he was young and kind of wimpy, probably had pimples covering his face.
 
   “Fucking great, looks like we’re going to be dealing with a kid and his minders,” Jack muttered as they pulled to a stop.
 
   “Let’s get this done and back to The Bloody Bucket,” said Ditto as he climbed out of the front seat. He walked to the back and, before Jack could move, had pulled a bat and was slapping it in his hand.
 
   “Stop, man! Let’s all go together, shit!” Jack called out as he opened his door and caught the man by the collar of his shirt. “Stop!”
 
   “I can’t help it, I’m ready and you guys are pussy footing around,” Ditto moaned at being held back.
 
   The men gathered and walked up to the other group. Jack stepped forward and started the conversation because he wanted it ended once and for all.
 
   “You’ll get no more money out of the Toborovs. They’ve paid more than what they borrowed.” His voice was strong and sure of what he was saying. Unfortunately the kid he was addressing started to laugh. He had no patience for such a move and nodded his head. The guys behind all moved forward and met the Uzbekky’s support team with a thud.
 
   Bats were swung once and connected with shoulders, legs, and hips. No one went for the head except the opposition with their fists. Once they’d had a chance to assess who they were fighting against, The Bloody Bucket guys dropped their weapons and made it a fair fight. They looked big, strong and were good fighters, but leaned toward the fat side. In a short period of time they were gasping for air.
 
   Soon they were collapsing on the ground and the kid wasn’t laughing anymore.
 
   “Get up, you fucking douche bags!” the Uzbekky shouted as he went over to kick a groaning man.
 
   “No more money!” Jack yelled and stood between him and another of his collapsed men. “You gave the man proof he’d paid, idiot. He can go to the police and turn you in for illegally lending money for an unreasonable gain. No more fucking money from the Toborovs. Bank is closed. Sign their debt as cleared and we’ll leave. Otherwise we have only you to focus our frustration on, being here to protect an elderly couple.”
 
   “Fuck you, cowboy,” the kid said as an insult although it wasn’t one. He liked being called a cowboy. They were men of the west who had survived some of the worst and he was definitely a survivor.
 
   “Dude, you need to know what’s an insult and what isn’t.” Jack was finding it hard not to laugh. He was supposed to be tough, a no nonsense type of thug. There was no place for laughter.
 
   “Shit, I’m done. What the fuck do you want?” The young man sounded tired and yet he’d done nothing. What an asshole.
 
   “You’re done with the Toborovs, done. No more sending men to their diner, no more threats, no more fucking anything. D-O-N-E! Sign the fucking debt cleared and we’ll leave.”
 
   “Fine, whatever. Do you have pen and paper?” The guys he’d brought to fight groaned and walked away. They were as disgusted with what was happening as he was but could leave.
 
   “No, don’t you?” What kind of man comes to a meet about a debt and brings nothing about it? What if he’d given him money? The guy was an idiot.
 
   “I’ll send them an email,” he said as he pulled his phone out of his coat pocket.
 
   “They don’t have a computer!” Jack shouted at the kid. How old was he? He hadn’t a clue about who he’d leant money to. “Don’t you know anything?”
 
   “I lent them money because my вчера вечер, my grandma, told me to,” Nabiyev said as he started to walk in circles. “She lives in Uzbekistan but I’d never say no, not to вчера вечер.”
 
   Well fuck, he was a kid. A pimple-faced kid. Okay, he wasn’t a baby, but he’d bet the boy hadn’t yet reached the legal drinking age. Time to change tactics and get this settled without any more fighting.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Ramil, Ramil Nabiyev. Do you have an email address? I’ll send you the email, you print it out and give it to the Toborovs. I like them, they remind me of home.”
 
   “It was fucking stupid to rip off someone you like. Stop it, asshole. If you need to make bigger money then bet on horses, cards, anything else.” Jack grabbed his phone and typed in an addy he rarely used but he’d kept live. BaseballsAreWild was an address he had used in college. He kept it live even when he’d been given one as a Ranger and after he left the team. He hadn’t a clue why, but it was as good as any to use for his friends.
 
   Jack watched the kid type in a quick email and press send and they were out of there.
 
   “It wasn’t the meeting I expected but we’re done. I hope to never see you again,” Jack told the kid as he held out a hand to shake his. “How old are you?”
 
   “Twenty,” Nabiyev muttered and tried to get his guys up and out.
 
   “Fuck, come on. I need a drink,” he told the group as they made their way back to the truck and old jalopy.
 
   They got back in and started to head back to Cowler.
 
   “What a fucking waste of energy,” he muttered. “Drinks are on the house tonight, all we want and the van can take us home.”
 
   He’d planned to stop by Rina’s and let her know the turnout of the meet but he was not in a mood to be nice. Full of spit and vinegar, he quickly decided there was no way he’d show the woman he wanted his ugly side.
 
   The drive home went quicker than the trip to White Rock Creek. Jack and the guys were all in a better mood as they tumbled into The Bloody Bucket. Saturday night and the bar was packed. They found a table toward the back with half-filled glasses.
 
   “Walk away and you’re out,” Jack announced. Laughing, they all sat around the old pine table and finished the beers but left the cocktails. The waitress came and took their order along with a final command from Taylor.
 
   “Keep us topped up and we’ll be your best customers,” he said as he held out the mug he’d emptied. The table followed along with smiles except for Jack.
 
   “All we drink tonight is on the house tonight, Sara.”
 
   “Sure, I’ll bring pitchers and clean mugs. Want any food?”
 
   “Boys? Food with the booze? I’m sure they can find something besides peanuts and beef jerky. How about PB and J sandwiches? Stuff to make those is definitely in the kitchen.” He made the offer even though he knew the answer.
 
   Nobody wanted food, but he knew how to sweeten the deal.
 
   “Shots of Patron?” Jack needed one, maybe three, but he’d start with one.
 
   “Si,” shouted all the guys with laughs.
 
   “Let’s get shitfaced,” said Ditto and they started to joke with him at the center of them all. The man was a steady drinker but he never got ugly drunk. It was going to be an interesting night.
 
   By two in the morning—three shots and double figures of pitchers—they were well gone.
 
   Sara kept delivering liquor to their table and enjoyed how messed up they were. She leaned against Jack’s chair to enjoy the camaraderie the men were sharing. Her arm was draped across his shoulder and she laughed at Tomas’s impersonation of Rick.
 
   “Yah, at my peak I hit three eight three and stole thirty fuck ass bases. I was the man to walk and they couldn’t even manage to throw it wide.” Ditto fell off his chair and Diego pointed and laughed at him until he joined the other man on the floor.
 
   It was an ugly mess but Jack was enjoying himself until he looked up and discovered Rina standing there.
 
   “Rina?” Wondering if he was dreaming or not, he stood up and threw his arms wide. “Come kiss me, beautiful,” he shouted and the guys all laughed as she ran out of the bar. “Wait, it’s all good, no more problems.”
 
   Without saying a word, he followed her. Jack knew from the look on her face something was not right and he needed to make it right. Whatever he had to do, he would do it. Hands down, he had to fix whatever was wrong, then they could try to be a couple. He wanted them to be a couple, he wanted it all with her.
 
   Drunk or not, he knew he and Rina would make a great team. Together life would be better than the best game he’d ever played. The best, hands down. No way would he make a mess of the dream.
 
   Running through the bar, he shouted to John to see his friends home and took off outside to get his woman.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   How could she be so stupid? Of course the man wasn’t interested in her. Sex was all they had between them and nothing else.
 
   She’d figured there was possibly something when he’d come to her house to help her parents, had hoped there was a spark, but nope. They had nothing when some woman was draped over him, laughing, after what should’ve been a horrible night. They had nothing between them, not emotional at least, only physical desire.
 
   Jack was a sexy man and she noticed, that was all.
 
   Rina stomped out the front door, down the wood steps and to the sidewalk running along the bar. All she had to do was walk through the fairly empty parking lot, then she was home free.
 
   Two in the morning and she was checking on the welfare of a guy she’d liked, wanted, believed there was a future for them. Never again would she fall for him or his words. Once was bad enough, twice was stupid and all on her.
 
   “Stop! Rina, wait for me,” he called from what sounded like a distance. She wouldn’t even acknowledge him. It was time to move on, whether he’d fixed her parents’ problem or not. She’d carried a crush on him for too long. No more.
 
   Scuffing and something else happened behind her, but she refused to look. Maybe he fell and hurt himself. Good, she hoped he needed to go to the hospital again and was in there for months and months, screaming with pain. Yes, it may be mean but she’d feel much better if he was hurt. No, she really wasn’t so cold or mean, but it was good to tell herself she wouldn’t care.
 
   She passed his truck and couldn’t hold back a sigh. What a jerk he was to play with her emotions, again. Seconds away from crying, she took a deep breath and arms wrapped around her, holding her tightly against a firmly muscled body.
 
   “Let me go, asshole!” Rina screamed at Jack and tried to get out of his grip. Of course it was him. Who else had been chasing after her? Stomping her feet on his did no good as he wore sturdy boots.
 
   “No way,” he muttered and started to walk her back to the door of his truck. “You and me need to talk.”
 
   “There’s nothing to say,” she told him as he lifted her onto the front bucket seat. Before she could get away he’d jumped on top of her, pushing her flat on her back. He shifted them along until they were stretched over the seat. He pulled the door shut with she assumed were his feet. The world was outside but inside was only heavy breathing and his reeked of alcohol. Great, he was drunk and wanted to have a conversation. In no way did she think this was going to end well.
 
   “What’s going on? Why did you storm out of the bar? I wasn’t expecting you but am fucking glad you showed up.” Jack leaned down until their lips almost touched and whispered, “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I was worried about you and apparently I didn’t need to be,” she told him as calmly and remotely as she could. There was no way for her to ignore the smell of alcohol on his breath. Looking carefully, she tried to assess if he was drunk or not. She figured he was, but nowhere near enough to be able to push him off.
 
   “It was nothing. There was no real fight because Nabiyev was a snot-nosed kid. Seriously, a child who wanted to make a few bucks, play around a bit by acting tough. Your parents are free and clear, but the meeting was nothing.” Rina listened and was happy there was no violence, but she was pissed. There’d been a woman rubbing herself all over him and he just sat there.
 
   “There was a woman hanging all over you while I was sitting at home, scared you were hurt after standing up for my parents. I’m worth much more than how you treated me. Let me go, Jack. We’re done. There was nothing going on between us except a rehash of something we had long ago. Well, I’m done strolling down memory lane.”
 
   The words came out without her thinking them through. They were sad to say and hear, but there was nothing between them. She’d had her head in the stars. Time for reality and right then he was drunk, but not enough to forget their conversation. Good, he’d remember she said they were done playing this time around.
 
   “Get off me,” she told him with no real power behind the words. Rina tried again but couldn’t say anything when he closed the distance between them and kissed her.
 
   Their lips touched and she was seconds away from being pulled back into his orbit. She pulled away and reiterated her position. “Don’t touch me minutes after you were with her. Disgusting! I don’t share, I deserve better.”
 
   “Sara is my cousin,” Jack kissed her again and pulled back. “You’re it. Even though I work in a bar I don’t take women home. Never, but I think of you in my bed, naked and happy. Let’s fuck and see what happens next. I think we’d be good together and not only in bed.”
 
   Oh man, she was in trouble. The man could get her naked with a few simple words, and they weren’t particularly pretty ones either. She needed to find out how to say no and get away. No way was she supposed to moan with pleasure when he palmed her breast.
 
   Nope, that simply she was his. Jack owned her when he kissed her neck and scrubbed a thumb over her nipple. One more time would be enough. They’d play and she’d move on. There’d be no next time. After she settled on the details, Rina gave herself permission to have sex one last time. Mentally she’d already crossed over to the erotic side. Asking for nothing, she joined in and took a bite of the pleasure he offered.
 
   Lips pushed against each other and their tongues twirled. With each new touch from his hands she was lost a little more. He was pulling her into a whirlpool and she didn’t want to leave his hold.
 
   Soon she was holding onto his beard, pulling and tugging him closer. His facial hair was interesting and she’d never liked it before. Maybe it was only Jack’s she wanted to touch. He pushed her t-shirt over her breasts then did the same with the cups of her bra. Moving her fingers into the hair on his head, she moaned with pleasure as his lips kissed across her chest, teasing the tips with his hot breath. His sweet blonde locks were longer and they suited him. All she wanted to do was run her hands through them and hold him close. His body was killer, tight, but she wanted all of him.
 
   Sighing, she spread her legs and realized only one leg could move. The other fell open and her foot landed on the floor. She pushed against a pedal and a memory of when she’d been making out in his truck the last time flashed in her head. She’d enjoyed herself then and would again.
 
   He nudged his hard-on against her covered pussy and Rina gasped. She wanted him so much it hurt.
 
   “You’re sweet and soft, a tasty treat for me to enjoy.” He murmured and reached a hand down to unbutton her jeans. Tugging them over her hips took effort, especially with her legs spread, but she didn’t care. Let him make it work, and meanwhile she’d take his shirt off. She wanted to feel his flesh against hers.
 
   “You feel good,” she told him. The parking lot lights softly lit the inside of the truck but she was able to see his tattoos. The ball of fire and siren she knew about and, even though the details were lost, she figured the one over his heart was the family bar’s logo. There was something dark low on his side only his lips possessed hers before she could figure it out.
 
   Without thinking about what they were about to do, they were kissing as if it was for the last time. His fingers traveled under her panties and lay against her clit. The scissoring fingers closed around her excited nub and started to gently tug.
 
   “We’re going to fuck, but first I want you to scream.”
 
   “Oh gawd, yes, yes, right there. Jack.” She moaned and tried to move her legs further apart. Drunk or not, the man knew exactly what to say and how to touch her. There was no need for pretty words, she was seconds away from screaming.
 
   “We aren’t playing games, Rina. What we’re doing is for real and I want you to come while crying out for me. I want to taste your need, breathe it in and give satisfaction back.” She had no idea what he was talking about, but was sure she would figure it out once she had a chance to think about it.
 
   A thumb circled her clit and two fingers slid easily into her pussy. In and out the digits moved while he teased her nub. She held onto his hair, gripped it hard, and tugged. The need to come raced closer to the surface and, without any warning, pulled her hard over the other side.
 
   “Jack,” she cried and kept calling it out until he covered her mouth with his. A few seconds of sanity hit and she accepted he knew her better than she’d believed.
 
   “I’ve got you, Rina. I’ve got you and won’t let you go,” he was telling her. A sandal dropped on the floor, then one leg of her pants was pulled off. Panties were torn off and she didn’t care. Need rolling through her body was as controlling as his touch. Lost in pleasure, he surprised her as he pushed his own jeans down. “Can you pull out my wallet? It’s in my back pocket. I have condoms, this time we’re protected. I’m not going to screw us up again. Not before we have a chance at being together.”
 
   Pinching the bottom of the rubber as she rolled it on, Jack rested his forehead against hers. Slowly he slid his rod inside her pussy and she couldn’t breathe. When he could fit no more, he moved her legs around his hips and a bit more entered. She was full of him and wrapped her arms around his neck. Holding on for dear life, he pulled a bit of his cock out and pushed it back in.
 
   “Oh, gawd,” she groaned and wanted to smile, only he traced his tongue over her lips.
 
   “I might be better at fucking, and you are more filled out in all the best places, but we’re good together. We’re a good team, in and out of bed,” he muttered and picked up speed. All concept of thinking flew out the window. She could only feel him and was lost.
 
   “Filled out,” she murmured the afterthought and moved her hands into his hair.
 
   “Absolutely!” Jack picked up speed and they were racing toward release. “You were a tiny thing, cute, but now you’re full of sugar and spice with fucking fantastic boobs. Have I told you I can’t leave your nipples alone?”
 
   Jack leaned over and took a tip in his mouth. Sucking on the pink nipple, he swirled his tongue around the hard point. Before she could think of what to say, he took it between his teeth and gently gnawed. Flexing her fingers, she gripped his hair even harder and tugged in time to his possession.
 
   Rina wanted him, badly. There were times when soft stroking touches were necessary, but this wasn’t one of them. His breath smelled of booze but the alcohol he’d consumed had no effect on his abilities. Jack was hard, ready to take her, and she wanted him anyway she could have him.
 
   He held a breast in one hand and slid another under her backside. Grinding her mound as he moved in and out of her pussy made her moan. She was ready to come and was almost there when Jack changed the motion.
 
   Slower, if possible, then he stopped all together.
 
   “We’re in my truck but I swear it’ll be different between us. I want more this time. You said maybe before but I’m looking for a yes. Would you go out to dinner with me? Tonight we could go out to eat then see a movie. There’s got to be something showing you’d like to see.” He leaned on his elbows while his hard cock remained buried inside her pussy. Slowly he pulled out and pushed himself back in, hard.
 
   “You want to date me? Seriously? You’re asking me out right now?”
 
   “Yes, I do. I want to call you my girlfriend. I want to come to the diner and flirt with you, even more I want to take you to my home. Cook for you, kiss you, take you to my bed and make love with you. Maybe I’ll tie you up and spank you for coming to the bar looking sexier than every other woman there. I might spank you for being saucy, I don’t know. What I’m sure of is how much I want to try for more with you, Rina. Much more.”
 
   “But I live in San Antonio,” she murmured with surprise controlling her.
 
   “You don’t have to. What about moving back home and living with me?”
 
   “No, no, too soon,” she told him on a note of panic. Dating was one thing but moving in together? No way. They needed to know each other better than they did before they slept in the same bed and used one bathroom. “We can date, see how things go.”
 
   “Seriously? You’ll give Cowler a try?”
 
   “Why not, there’s nothing in San Antonio to hold me.” Rina was curious as to how easily she was giving up her independence. Maybe she wouldn’t live at home with her parents. She could get an apartment in town. The diner would have to pay her. It would be nice having a few dollars in her bank account.
 
   “I owe you money! We can’t date if I owe you money. No way am I going to be your girlfriend with a debt standing between us.” What a pisser, she was getting all excited to date Jack. He was her dream guy and he’d asked her out. “Oh, man, you need to stop. We can’t do this while I owe you money.”
 
   “We’re not stopping, ever,” he told her and started moving again. “You owe me nothing because we didn’t pay them.”
 
   Rina groaned as pleasure spread through her limbs and out her fingers and toes. His taking her was incredible, she could almost taste the joy. Like lemonade with lots of sugar, they made the sweetest love. They were good together. Maybe they’d make a good couple.
 
   Deeper and harder, Jack took her until she knew he was going to push through the back of her throat. Need made her hips bounce up to meet each of his thrusts. She grunted with each powerful and needy thrust he made.
 
   There was no doubt in her mind she wanted him more than she’d ever wanted anything ever before, including when she was in high school. Desire had been all encompassing back then, but there were other things more important now. His words had tugged on her heart and made her think about the possibilities. They were a possibility.
 
   Grunting with effort, he took her breast back in his mouth and bit until she screamed. Rina tightened her hold on his hair and pulled. The release of built up energy was all she needed to spill over and climax.
 
   Without any effort her muscles flexed and relaxed. Eventually, with time, her mind slowly pulled back to what was happening. She came, fine, their loving was as good as it had been before. If she focused on her body and his possession, a smile of delight spread across her face. He was big, but not so big she couldn’t take his cock. There was no pain, only pleasure. Both her body and mouth were at ease. Moaning with each thrust from him, she couldn’t stop vocally responding.
 
   Two hard thrusts later and he was coming. There was no seed and she kind of missed feeling him in that way. He shouted and all she focused on was pleasure in his voice. Jack was happy and she was as well. They were going to make a good team. Them together suddenly seemed liked a logical idea.
 
   He put his lips on hers and they kissed. The connection between them was gentled by their touching. There was a hint of something else, something almost loving in their contact, but she refused to put the word on what was between them. It was too soon.
 
   “Okay, we need a game plan. Is four dates enough before you’ll move in with me?”
 
   “Wait, what? Four dates? No way, we need more time getting to know each other. Much more time,” Rina told him even though she didn’t believe what she was saying. Not totally.
 
   “My relative, my namesake Horse Murphy, was the man who won the bar in a poker match and he met his wife the same night. They were married a week later and stayed married for over thirty years. She passed early but gave him plenty of children and even more happiness. Length of time has nothing to do with making it work.” He had come but was still hard inside her. The man was an amazing freak of nature.
 
   Wait, did he say Horse?
 
   “The guy’s name was Horse?”
 
   “It was a nickname and my grandma liked it, which meant it stayed. Four dates?”
 
   “Fifteen,” she told him but knew she’d cave and go for four. There was something special about the guy she liked.
 
   Kneeling between her legs, he pulled off the used condom and tied it off. The used one went to the truck floor and he got a fresh one from his wallet.
 
   Rina rolled the rubber on and he wasted no time pushing his way back inside her pussy.
 
   Jack stole her breath and kept going, taking possession of her body and not letting go. There was no air, she gasped for more and got nothing in return. She reached out blindly and took hold of his beard. He howled as she held on as he took more.
 
   “Ten, then we talk again about you moving in with me.” He spoke and she was ready to beg him for more, to come again. “Even though I wasn’t looking, I’m done. You own me. You’re my kryptonite.”
 
   “Yes,” she groaned. Could she actually be someone’s weakness? She smiled and agreed with his requested dates, then made the climb until she climaxed. Rina howled his name and he roared with success as he found his release. He collapsed on top of her and laughed.
 
   “Finally you agree with me. Shit! We’re a team, we’re together and we’ll be a fucking good couple. Happy couple,” he panted. “Ten dates and this is the first.”
 
   “No, I’ve had no dinner or movie. You said,” she started and smiled while accepting the new reality. “Okay, it’s our first date. Although I have to say I wouldn’t have sex without a date, much less a first date.”
 
   “I’ll feed you if you’d like.” Jack said as he rolled over and put her on top of him. “What do you want? Peanut butter and jelly sandwich? I can do one of those.”
 
   “Sounds good. I couldn’t eat tonight. I was too worried. Are you going to tell me what happened?” She was curious but not enough to move.
 
   “Sure, let me take a quick nap first.”
 
   “No way, we’re in your truck sitting in The Bloody Bucket’s parking lot and I’m almost naked!”
 
   “Okay, fine, I’ll feed you then we go to my office and curl up on the couch.”
 
   Of course she’d curl up with him. She was going to be his girlfriend.
 
   “Whatever,” Rina said as she sat up and tried to straighten her clothes, then waited for him to do the same. “Did you call our dating a ‘game plan’?”
 
   “Of course, if a team wants to be successful then they have a plan and we have one. Ten dates and we talk.”
 
   She liked the sound of what he was offering. Success as a team, she could do it. “But I’m asking for no nights of endless games. Baseball is fun to watch, but not all day and night.”
 
   They got out of the truck and started to the bar. He was walking straighter than his breath smelled, which meant he was sobering up. Good, because she’d hate to have to remind him of their game plan later. They were going to make a great team, together. Hopefully love would grow and get stronger with each day. She already had little sprigs of joy for him in her heart. Rina believed it was only time before they became a permanent duo. Anything was possible for them, sky’s the limit.
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   Falcon Savage never expects his high school sweetheart, the one he left behind, to still be living in their hometown of Bounty, Texas. When he returns as the new sheriff, he must once more deal with his feelings for this sexy woman—his one and only true love.
 
   Izabel Anderson is eccentric, takes crap from no one, and is still mesmerized by the hottest man in Calder County. Falcon ripped her heart out once and he’s apparently back for seconds.
 
   But serious trouble has come to Bounty. Someone has targeted Izzy. They want her off her farmland. The townsfolk think she’s dizzy with her wild claims. Falcon knows differently and swears to protect her.
 
   Faced with life or death, they work together to save her farm and each other. Their love still remains strong and they’re determined to survive so, this time, they can stay together forever.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
         Bounty, Texas
 
    
 
    
 
   My first time. And she was with the hottest guy in all of Calder County. She swallowed hard as he helped her straddle his lap. Her pulse raced. Her heart pounded. Falcon was the man she’d always dreamed of. So strong, yet so gentle. She trusted him completely. With her life, her heart, and her body.
 
   The soft, sexy way he looked at her told her that he cared about her feelings and her enjoyment in what was about to happen. That meant everything to her. She had to be the luckiest girl in Texas. Not quite sure what she was supposed to do, she rested her hands on his broad shoulders.
 
   “Relax. This is going to be so good.”
 
   His deep voice sent thrills of pleasure down her bare body. He supported her back and eased her closer, until he was able to cover one of her nipples with his mouth. As he lightly sucked on the sensitive bud, her breath caught in her throat. Ahh. He slid one of his large hands around to softly cup and massage the breast.
 
   It wasn’t as if they’d never done this before. They’d fooled around plenty. But they’d never been fully naked, never planned to go all the way. But now that she was eighteen, things had changed. They’d slowly started going further and further. Needing more and more. Until today. Today was different. It was special. They’d both sensed it right when he’d walked through the screen door of her farmhouse and their gazes had locked.
 
   He pulled back, releasing her nipple, then he gave it a long, slow lick. Her whole body shook. She could feel his cock, hard and ready between them. When she glanced down to admire the steely length of flesh, she shivered in delight. Perfect.
 
   The afternoon sun streamed in through the front windows, bathing them both in light and warmth. She hadn’t wanted to hide in the dark. He’d been happy to accommodate her. She lowered her hand and glided her fingertips across the top of his penis, spreading the clear moisture there along his skin.
 
   “Izzy.” He groaned and stiffened. “I need to be inside you.” He felt between her legs, barely touching her. “You’re ready, baby.”
 
   She nodded and gulped at his tender touch. With his help, she raised up on her knees and sank down atop his thick cock, one slow inch at a time. She expected discomfort, even pain, but all she felt was glorious ecstasy and being completely filled by him.
 
   He curled his fingers around her hips and thrust up into her. Once, twice, three times. “Yes!” She never wanted this feeling to stop. She cupped his cheeks and kissed him full on the mouth. With her tongue, she teased his lips until he parted them and let her inside. Their tongues touched and slid along each other. He tasted like sweet cherry cola.
 
   She could feel the orgasm building within her, ready to race through her body and consume her soul. This slow seduction was killing her. She ripped her mouth from his. “I can’t take this aching need.” She began riding him like one of her geldings. “Faster!”
 
   “Ah, fuck, Izzy! Yeah!” He slid his hands up her body to squeeze her breasts, then rubbed his thumbs across her nipples.
 
   The stimulation was too much and a joy unlike anything she’d ever felt exploded inside her. Her body stiffened and she couldn’t stop the scream that tore from her mouth. Falcon groaned her name and once more grabbed her hips. With one last, hard thrust, she felt him come inside her.
 
   Her friends hadn’t told her it would be like this. They’d warned her not to expect too much her first time. She collapsed in his arms. They both held each other, not speaking, not moving. He seemed just as affected and shocked. Was this love?
 
   “Jefa!”
 
   Izabel shot up in the bed, her heart pounding. Confusion struck her until she realized where she was. The sensual images lingered in her mind and she felt a tear roll down her cheek. “Damn it.” She swiped away the moisture. Ever since that man had returned to Bounty, her nights had been filled with dreams of him. Memories. Wild fantasies even. What had awakened her?
 
   “Venga! Venga!”
 
   That was one of her farmhands. It sounded like he was outside, right next to her room. The morning sun filtered in through the cracks in the blinds. She tossed aside the covers and grabbed a pair of jeans and a wrinkled shirt from the pile beside the bed and pulled them on over her underwear. She glanced at the clock. Shit! She’d overslept.
 
   “Vamos, Izabel!” The window pane rattled as he rapped on it.
 
   From the tone of his voice, she could tell that something was wrong. Very wrong. “On my way!” She grabbed her boots. “What the hell’s happened now?” she muttered.
 
   * * * * *
 
   He stuffed the thin file behind the others and slid the drawer closed with a snap. The cabinet shook and squealed in protest. He winced at the sound. They needed new equipment and new furnishings in the worst way. They also needed a new budget to pay for it, which wasn’t likely to happen anytime soon, according to what the mayor had said at the last town council meeting.
 
   A drop of sweat hit the top of the tall, metal casing and he swore he heard a sizzle. Damn Texas heat. He dragged an arm across his forehead. Despite the earliness in the day, he needed a cold shower and a beer. Hoping to get a little relief, he turned his face toward an old, rusty fan clanking in the corner of his office. The building’s air conditioning unit had gone on the fritz again yesterday. Third time since the heat wave hit.
 
   When he heard two light taps, he turned the other way. His dispatcher stood in the doorway, looking amused. “Yeah, Trudy? What is it?”
 
   “She’s on the phone again. Said she’s been calling you all morning but you’re not picking up the line in here.”
 
   It took him a moment to realize whom she was talking about. He hadn’t been back in Bounty a month yet and he was already regretting his decision to return. He glanced toward the office phone. It wasn’t one of those fancy systems with multiple lines. It was just a phone and about as cheap as they came. And it seemed as if every time a bird peed on the outside line, it stopped working. “What is it today? Aliens? Chupacabra?”
 
   “Bigfoot. Clawed up one of her cows.”
 
   He hesitated. “An actual injury? How bad?”
 
   “She didn’t say. She did insist that I give her your personal cell phone number. I told her that I’d deliver her message myself instead and make sure someone headed on out there.”
 
   “Thanks. I appreciate that. Send Grayson. He’s been complaining lately about being bored.”
 
   “Which is why he and a couple of the other deputies took off to go to Vegas for three days, remember? Simmons is on a call. And so is Tyler. I’m afraid you’re up, Sheriff. She said to come in the back gate.”
 
   He grumbled under his breath but the fact that a cow had actually been injured this time did bother him. Even so, that crazy woman will be the death of me yet.
 
   Trudy chuckled and planted her hands on her hips. “Falcon Savage, you’re not chicken of that little gal, are you?”
 
   “You wanna hear me cluck?” He grabbed his cowboy hat and cell phone and headed out the door.
 
   Sheriffs in Texas were generally elected, but Calder County appointed the position after the last sheriff died in office. When he’d heard about the opening, which was based in Bounty, he’d immediately applied and was hired. Once he’d returned to his hometown, he’d thought it would be a cushy job. Maybe even a little dull.
 
   After working vice in Austin, he’d been looking forward to small town living again and some much needed peace and quiet. He’d had anything but and it was mostly because of Izzy Anderson. He’d thought, by now, that she would have been long gone from this town. Her family had passed years back and nothing remained for her in Bounty but some acreage that wasn’t worth much more than a hill of beans anymore in his estimation.
 
   He slid into his dirty white SUV, turned the key and cranked up the air conditioning, hoping the vehicle’s cool air would soothe his irritation. Now it was Bigfoot. What next? Fire-breathing dragons? Werewolves?
 
   A large shadow covered his side window and hit the glass hard. His hand immediately went for his gun. “Son of a bitch!” He let out a heavy breath and rolled down the pane. “You about scared the piss out of me, Jasper. What do you want?” The resident drunk and troublemaker. Falcon actually preferred him drunk. When intoxicated, he was less trouble. Unfortunately, right now, Jasper did not reek of whiskey, his booze of choice.
 
   “Teenagers been partying in my south pond again at night. If you can’t chase them out of there for good, I’ll do it with my shotgun. I ain’t putting up with that shit. It’s trespassing and they leave used condoms everywhere.”
 
   “File a report with Trudy. I’ve got a Bigfoot report to check out. Injured a cow.”
 
   Jasper didn’t miss a beat. “Dizzy Izzy? Heard about it already over at the Feed & Seed. Some say she’s attacking and torturing them livestock herself. I’ve seen her out in the field at night, doing some sort of weird demon-type ritual stuff.” He shook his head. “Too bad. Fine looking gal. I’d take a poke at her if’n she weren’t nutty as a squirrel.”
 
   Falcon tensed and his anger spiked hotter than the heat. He didn’t like the idea that Jasper had been watching Izabel. And at night. He especially didn’t like anyone talking about her that way. Unless it was him. “She’s not involved in demon rituals.” Nor would she ever hurt an animal.
 
   “You willing to bet your badge on that?”
 
   “Move on, Jasper. And quit spying on Izzy or I’ll take you in for stalking.”
 
   Jasper spit some tobacco juice from his mouth. “Yeah, we all know about your past with that gal, Sheriff.” He wiped his mouth. “You best be careful. She’ll curse your cock, make it rot and fall off.” He pushed away from the vehicle. “Mark my words.”
 
   Falcon cringed at the visual and shifted in the seat. He threw the SUV into gear and sped away from the station, kicking up a cloud of dust as he left. He turned onto a barely paved road with more dips and holes than anything else. “Fucking small town life. What the hell was I thinking?”
 
   * * * * *
 
   “It’s about time.” Izabel saw the trail of dust in the air and knew Falcon was on the way. At least she hoped it was him and not one of his deputies. They thought she was crazy. They called her Dizzy Izzy. They didn’t understand her. Few did. She wasn’t crazy. She was eccentric. “There’s a difference, assholes.” She pulled her hair away from her face and tied it behind her neck. As the vehicle turned onto the dirt road leading to the back pasture, she peered through the spotted windshield. Yes. It was indeed him.
 
   Falcon stopped the SUV but didn’t get out. She could feel his frustration even from the other side of the open gate. Well, she was frustrated too. Finally the driver’s side door opened and he stepped out, planting his cowboy boots firmly on the dirt road. He secured his tan hat atop a head of thick, dark brown hair and started toward her with long strides.
 
   Each time she saw him, her heart leapt in her chest. Each time he fixed those intense green eyes on her, her pulse raced a little faster. Okay, a lot faster. Not much had changed since high school. Except he wasn’t a boy anymore. He was definitely all man now.
 
   When she’d heard that he was returning to Bounty, she’d been prepared to hate him. But her heart refused to cooperate with her head. Maybe he truly regretted his decision to leave all those years ago and that’s why he’d returned now. To make amends. She didn’t know. She actually never thought that she’d see Falcon Savage again.
 
   Her hound dog ran out to greet him. He reached down and scratched the animal behind one ear. “How’re you doing, Jeb?” He continued toward her, with the dog trailing close behind. His eyes narrowed as he got closer. “You want to lower that shotgun a bit more, Izzy? I’d like to keep my balls.”
 
   “It’s not loaded.” Stopping in front of her, he pushed the barrel down and to the side. She didn’t move to counter. He kept eyeing her suspiciously as if waiting for something. Maybe he thought she was going to grow a pair of horns or something. Most folk around here had that attitude. Gradually, the tension in his body visibly eased.
 
   “Where’s the cow?”
 
   He towered above her and, as always, he made her feel small, but never insignificant. “This way.” She turned and led him across the field. She lived on sixty-acres of not much to look at. But the land had belonged to her parents and was home. Only people with a history in Bounty lived here now. It was no longer the thriving county seat that it had once been. Very few people seemed to care anymore about this little town on the edge of extinction.
 
   “There.” Her heart ached at the sight of the injured animal. Maybe to some it was just a cow, but it was her cow. And her responsibility. She’d had the hands move the rest of the tiny herd to a pasture closer to the house, hoping they might be safer there. She hadn’t wanted to move this one until the sheriff’s department checked and cleared the scene.
 
   Falcon leaned over and studied the claw marks on the side of the cow’s neck. “This is the third incident in as many weeks, right?” He circled the animal, studying the markings in the dirt.
 
   She nodded. “Chupacabra got into my goat enclosure last week. You saw the tracks.”
 
   “That was likely a coyote, Izzy. You were lucky not to lose any of them.”
 
   “Well, what about the pig incident the week before that? Cerdo is still so terrified that he refuses to come out of the barn to roll in his mud patch.”
 
   “I don’t know. I couldn’t find any tracks on that one. I think he’s just senile or something.”
 
   “He’s a pig. He’s not senile. It was aliens. They come down in their ships, all quiet and secretive, perform their experiments, then drop the animal back where they found it.”
 
   “I thought they only did that with cattle.”
 
   “Times are hard all around. Maybe they’re expanding. This one here was Bigfoot, I’m thinking. You can see for yourself how bad the claw marks are on the cow. And look at those tracks there.”
 
   “Yeah. The tracks are pretty big.” He circled the cow once more, looking more closely at its legs and hooves, then he stopped in front of her. “I don’t see any other wounds. It was probably a bear. Someone must have spooked him off since he didn’t kill the cow.”
 
   “When was the last time anyone spotted a bear in Bounty? And it wasn’t me, nor any of the hands, who scared off whatever did this. I don’t think it was Jeb either. He’s been with me. The men found the cow standing here alone, bawling, and she wouldn’t stop until I came to tend her.”
 
   “All right. I’ll send out the vet to look her over and take some blood and tissue samples from the wound. Maybe we can figure it out.” He did a slow scan of her property, looking toward the fence line. “Where are the rest of your cows?”
 
   “Moved ‘em to the front pasture.” When he didn’t comment further, she asked, “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?” Somehow it still mattered to her what he thought.
 
   “What I think is that you’re having a run of really bad luck.”
 
   “Nobody’s luck is this bad. Not even mine.” Regardless of his thoughts, she did have a method to her madness. Maybe nothing supernatural was actually attacking her animals. But insisting on the possibility made others want to prove her wrong and it got her case bumped to the front of the line, ahead of busting the weed growers and the illegal, backwoods’ moonshiners in the area.
 
   He stared at her for a long moment. “You having trouble with anyone in particular who might be doing this and making it look like something else? Maybe a rejected suitor?”
 
   A grin tugged at her lips. “Is that your way of asking me if I’m seeing anyone, Falcon?” She already knew that he hadn’t hooked up with anyone since his return. She’d asked around.
 
   “No. That’s my way of trying to find out if you’ve pissed off anyone lately. More than usual. Post some guards in your pastures and I’ll do a drive-by the next few nights.”
 
   The grin quickly disappeared from her face. He’d been avoiding her for weeks, except for investigating the animal attacks, and she was beginning to think that he had very little use for her anymore. Certainly he couldn’t just erase their past from his mind as if it had been nothing. “I can’t afford to pay hands extra to work more hours. Old Jeb and I will do rounds ourselves. I’ve got my shotgun here and I know how to use it well enough.”
 
   “It works better loaded.”
 
   “I know that. I’m not a halfwit. I thought I saw someone hiding in the trees earlier. Emptied my load, but I guess I missed.”
 
   “Jeez! Don’t shoot at shadows, Izzy. Please. You could kill some teenager crossing to get to Jasper’s pond. Then all hell would really break loose and you’d never forgive yourself. Carry your cell phone and if you see anyone, or anything, call the station.”
 
   She couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn anyhow, so it didn’t much matter what she shot at. Besides, her intent was to scare, not kill. She didn’t tell folks that, of course. And she was careful to purposely aim off target. Just in case. Mostly. She shrugged. “I can’t make any promises.”
 
   Falcon frowned. Muttering something under his breath, he turned and headed back toward his vehicle.
 
   She couldn’t hear his words and rushed to catch up to him. “Are you doing one of those drive-bys tonight?” she blurted, the words tumbling from her mouth.
 
   “Yeah. Like I said. I’ll be by.”
 
   Him or one of the deputies? She wouldn’t put it past him to assign someone else the duty. Instead of doing a real drive-by, they’d just motor right on past, without bothering to check for anything suspicious. She didn’t trust any of them. “Stop in for dinner.” At least then she’d know for certain that he was really serious about watching out for her.
 
   He looked to the side, studying her a moment before answering. “Pot roast?”
 
   “My grandmama’s recipe. Your favorite, as I recall.” Butterflies filled her stomach as she waited for his answer.
 
   “All right.” He nodded. “I’ll be here.” He stepped past the gate and approached his vehicle, then swiveled back around. He pushed his hat up with his thumb and gave her an intense look. “It’s not a date, Izzy. It’s just dinner.”
 
   She nodded. “Of course.” Her heart fluttered a little faster. They had a date.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Promptly at six that evening, Falcon pulled up to the gate in front of Izzy’s farmhouse. Dinner was always at six. He hadn’t forgotten. He’d had many a meal here with the Andersons.
 
   He’d thought about changing out of his uniform before arriving but he didn’t want Izzy to think that this was anything more than a drive-by. Okay, an extended drive-by. A drive-by with benefits. He wiped his moist palms on his pants. “Get a grip,” he murmured. It’s just food. Not sex.
 
   He slid out of the driver’s seat and looked up at the house. A small one-story structure, bottom half brick and top half log in construction. Only two bedrooms and a bath. It had seen better days but he’d bet his salary that the inside remained as cozy as he remembered from years past. Jeb greeted him as he stepped onto the porch. He knocked on the screen door. “Izzy, it’s me!”
 
   “Come on in, Falcon!”
 
   When he creaked open the door and stepped inside, the smell of pot roast and gravy wafted over him. Because of the open layout, he immediately spotted the freshly-baked biscuits on the kitchen counter and what looked like an apple pie sitting to the side. It all brought back a lot of memories. He lifted a six-pack. “I brought beer. Right out of the cooler and still frosty.”
 
   “Not wine?”
 
   “Wine would be a date.”
 
   “Oh. Of course.”
 
   She turned from the stove and took his breath away. Unlike her disheveled appearance earlier today, this evening her blonde hair curled softly down her back, she’d put on a bit of blush and lip gloss, and she wore a light blue sundress, which accentuated her blue eyes beautifully. She came around the kitchen island to greet him. He smiled when he saw that her feet were bare and her toenails were painted a matching blue.
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   “You look nice.”
 
   “You’re not supposed to tell me that.”
 
   He cocked an eyebrow. “Why not?”
 
   “That would be a date.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. Sorry.” He set the six-pack on the nearby dining table, which was already set, and pulled two cans loose. He popped each top and handed one can to her.
 
   “Thanks. The table’s set, as you can see. I just need to bring over the food.”
 
   “Need any help?”
 
   “No. Relax.”
 
   After unstrapping his gun holster and setting it on one of the bookcases, he strolled around the front room, glancing at vacation pictures and trophies from when she was on the high school softball team. The couch suddenly caught his eye. Damn! The same fucking one. Right down to the worn cushions. He’d never forget that ugly thing. That’s where he’d taken Izzy’s virginity one warm, summer afternoon while her family attended the Calder County Fair. He hadn’t even worn a condom that first time with her. Young and stupid. But one hell of a memory.
 
   “You’re smiling.”
 
   Her voice snapped him out of his reverie. He cleared his throat. “No, I’m not.”
 
   She smiled back, just a little too sweetly, before returning to the food. “If you say so.”
 
   As he took a swig of beer, something on the coffee table made him take a second look. He hadn’t paid it much mind at first glance. “Is that one of the photo albums from the old museum?”
 
   “Oh. Right. Yeah, I put that out so you could see it.”
 
   “I thought all these burned up in the fire.” Izzy’s mother used to be the curator of the local museum, until a fire burned it to the ground one summer night. It had been a popular tourist stop with all sorts of interesting, western memorabilia. Original items had been set out for display purposes with replicas set out for sale. A tragic loss.
 
   “I found a few boxes of stuff out in the barn, oh, years back now. I think they were items that my mother hadn’t put on exhibit yet. I don’t know of any other reason why she’d have them stored here on the property. I do know that nothing made it out of the fire. That album drew my attention because it has some pictures of your family in it.”
 
   “Really?” He set aside his can and lifted the album. At first, when he flipped it open, he didn’t see anything familiar to him, then he came across an old picture of his grandparents in their younger days. A special place in his heart softened. He missed the old couple. And there was a faded black and white photo of his great uncle. A real black sheep in the family, some said. A sepia-looking photo next to that picture, with a label underneath, caught his eye. “I’ll be damned. Hawke Savage.”
 
   “I saw that. I thought it was a hoot. Hawke. And you’re named Falcon. That had to be on purpose.”
 
   “Family tradition for the firstborn, though it hasn’t been strictly followed. I know there’s a Crowe Savage in the family tree somewhere. A Buzz Savage. And a Crane Savage.”
 
   “Buzz?” She laughed as she carried over the biscuits. “Please tell me that wasn’t short for Buzzard.”
 
   “I’m thinking it was.”
 
   “Oh, that’s too funny.” She returned to the kitchen for another dish. “But your father’s name was Frank and he was firstborn, right?”
 
   “Yeah. Go figure. My grandparents weren’t much for tradition, I guess.”
 
   “So was Hawke Savage your great grandfather?” Izzy set another bowl on the table. “He looks like he has some Native American in him.”
 
   “Two more greats, I think. He was part Apache from what I’ve been told. But the history on that side of the family has always been a bit sketchy.”
 
   “He was a sheriff in Calder County too, wasn’t he?”
 
   “Not really sure. Some of my relatives said so. Some said he was a bounty hunter and lived right here on the other side of town.”
 
   “A bounty hunter who lived in Bounty?” She set a serving plate, layered with slices of pot roast, on the table. “That sounds like a made-up story told to kids around a campfire.”
 
   “I’ve got a better one than that. Some say that it was my great, great, great grandmother who was the sheriff. His wife.”
 
   Izzy laughed. “Now that’s just silly.”
 
   “Pretty much.” He closed the album and set it back down. “Thanks for showing me this. Can I get copies of those?”
 
   “Sure. I’ll make you some and drop them by the office. Food’s on. Let’s eat it while it’s hot.” She promptly sat down and waited for him to join her. When he brought over his beer and stood there staring, she said, “Pulling out my chair would have been a date. Saved you the awkwardness.”
 
   “Not really.” He felt plenty awkward tonight. He sat down across from her. Neither spoke as they each filled their plates. They used to practically talk over each other, they’d have so much to say. Time and distance had changed a lot. The ongoing silence made him uncomfortable. Finally he asked, “What have you been doing out in your fields at night?”
 
   She looked at him oddly. “What do you mean?”
 
   “People say you’ve been performing some sort of rituals. They say you’re torturing your own animals.”
 
   She clanked her fork down on the plate. “Son of a bitch! Who said that?”
 
   “Jasper. Well, he passed it along anyhow.”
 
   “That drunk bastard! I would never! What’s wrong with this damn town? Whose fucking business is it anyway what I’m doing on my own land? People need to mind their business and stay the hell out of mine. Maybe Jasper is the one attacking my animals and trying to blame it on me instead. If so, I swear I’ll rip off that man’s cock and make him eat it.”
 
   “Whoa. Hold up.” He chuckled. “I didn’t mean to get you all riled. I can’t picture Jasper bothering your livestock. It wouldn’t make sense. He’s got no motive.”
 
   “Yeah, well, regardless, I’m tired of all the damn gossip around here. I can’t take a shit without the time and place being reported to the whole county.”
 
   “Jeez, when did you develop such a potty mouth?”
 
   “I don’t have a potty mouth.”
 
   He cocked an eyebrow at her.
 
   “Okay. Maybe I do. So what? I can speak my mind and do it however I want to.”
 
   “Eat a biscuit, Izzy. Small towns thrive on rumors and gossip. It doesn’t mean anything.” He hesitated a beat before he continued. “But considering how agitated you got, I’m thinking maybe there’s something to this.”
 
   “I’m gonna dump this fucking gravy boat right over your head, Falcon.” After a tense moment of silence and no further comment from him, the fight seemed to drain out of her. When she spoke again, her tone of voice turned more normal. “I sometimes flit around in my fields at night. I love the night air. You remember?”
 
   The memories came flooding back to him as he bit off a hunk of biscuit. Yeah, I remember. He wanted to ask if she was doing her flitting alone, but he didn’t dare.
 
   Back in those days, when the night breeze had held a slight coolness to it, they used to take a blanket out to one of the fields to enjoy the stars. She’d dance for him. With her arms outstretched and a smile on her face, she’d sway like a wildflower in the breeze, then she’d turn and turn and turn. Afterward, she’d ride his cock until he came so hard that he could barely catch his breath.
 
   “Remember, Falcon?” she asked again, her voice dipping low.
 
   “Yeah, I remember,” he said aloud this time. He stabbed a piece of pot roast and stuffed it in his mouth.
 
   Jeb started barking, drawing their attention. Izzy looked toward the porch. “I better check. He doesn’t usually bark at nothing.” She scooted her chair back. When a rifle shot split the air, they both jumped up from the table and ran for the door.
 
   “Stay inside,” Falcon ordered.
 
   “Like hell.”
 
   From the porch, they could see a man in a suit running down the road toward a white, mid-sized car. Jeb raced after him. For an old dog, he could still hightail it pretty good, Falcon thought. One of Izzy’s men came up on the porch with a rifle in his hand. “Caught him checking out the chicken coop, then trying to sneak up from around the side of the house.”
 
   “Looks like Jeb got him,” Izzy said, shielding her eyes from the sun with her arm. She peered down the road at the man, who was now sprawled on the ground with Jeb on top of him.
 
   Falcon grabbed the rifle from the farmhand and took off. His gun was still inside on the bookcase. He should have kept the damn thing on. “Hold him, Jeb!” he called out as he neared the stranger.
 
   “Don’t shoot!” the man pleaded. “I’m just a realtor.” He looked up. “I wanted to check and see if Ms. Anderson had changed her mind about selling.”
 
   “Come here, Jeb.” The dog loped over and sat beside him. He lowered the rifle, but only slightly, keeping it ready to use if needed. “Get up, mister. What do you mean about selling?”
 
   The man pushed himself to his feet and brushed the dust from his dark suit. “My client wanted to make another offer. Now I know why the first realtor quit.” He pointed a shaky finger. “You people are nuts! I wasn’t doing anything wrong.”
 
   “What were you doing creeping around the chicken coop?”
 
   Izzy was thinking about selling? This was the first he’d heard about that. So much for Bounty’s rumor mill. All of a sudden, the thought bothered him, even though he’d expected her to have sold out long before this.
 
   “I wasn’t creeping. I was just looking. The baby chicks were kind of cute. Thought I might get one for my little girl if they’re for sale. When I detoured around the side of the house, that crazy man shot right over my head. I could sue!”
 
   “For what? You’re trespassing. Get the hell out of here.”
 
   The man scrambled back into his car and sped away like demons were chasing him. Falcon turned and headed back toward the house. He suddenly realized just how uneventful his life in Bounty would become without Izzy here and it didn’t set well in his head. When he stepped up onto the wooden porch, Jeb crawled beneath the worn planks.
 
   “Well?” Izzy asked.
 
   Falcon handed the farmhand his rifle. “You can take off. I’ll handle it from here. I don’t think he’ll be back. Thanks for spotting the guy.”
 
   “No hay problema.”
 
   Izzy also offered him her thanks, then she said, “See you in the morning, Miguel.”
 
   Falcon watched the man step off the porch and head toward the barn. “Why didn’t you tell me you were planning to sell the place?” he asked without meeting her gaze.
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “That was a realtor. He said he was here to check if you’d changed your mind about his client’s offer.” He finally turned to look at her. “I have to assume that means you listed the place.”
 
   A look of frustration crossed her face. “No, you don’t have to assume. Three month’s ago, a corporate big shot showed up out of the blue with a realtor, some other guy, and wanted to buy me out. I told them both to go to hell. The offer was an insult. Even if it had been fair, I’d never sell this place. You should know that.” She turned and jerked open the screen door, then let it slam closed behind her.
 
   Well, no, I didn’t know that, Izzy. He’d found out the hard way, years back, that she’d never leave Bounty as long as her parents lived here. She was an only child and had felt responsible for taking care of them. But now, nothing was holding her to this old place in his opinion.
 
   He stood on the porch for a long while, looking out across the acreage as the sun dipped low in the sky. He watched as her three farmhands got in their trucks and took off. He was suddenly struck by how quiet everything had turned. He didn’t like that Izabel was out here all alone once the workday ended, with just Jeb for company and protection. The old dog didn’t hear so well anymore. But at least he did tend to stay close.
 
   “Are you coming in or what?” she asked from inside the door.
 
   “Yeah. I’m coming.”
 
   They finished dinner in near silence. She’d barely tasted the food. Now they sat in two different easy chairs. They’d both avoided the couch. Izzy leaned forward and handed him one of the pieces of apple pie she’d sliced and brought over. “Nothing will probably happen for a few days,” she finally said. “The attacks have been spread out.”
 
   He grabbed the plate and settled back. “Do you still have that little, one-room cabin with a bath? It was behind the barn, right?” he asked after swallowing a large bite of the pie.
 
   “Yeah, it was.” When the farm had been doing better and bringing in more money from their hay crop, her parents had built the cabin for a fulltime foreman to live in and oversee everything. That seemed like forever ago. “Twister took it some years back. Why?”
 
   “Too bad. I was thinking that one of your hands should be staying on the property with you at night.”
 
   “No place to house any hands. Besides, they all have families and need to be home with them at the end of the day. What I need is for the sheriff’s department to catch who’s coming on my property and causing havoc.”
 
   “Hard to catch Bigfoot, Izzy.” He set down his plate and stood up. “Thanks for the dinner. You haven’t lost your touch. Your grandmama would be proud.”
 
   She stood up and watched as he strapped on his gun. Suddenly the thought of him leaving her alone out here made her nervous. She’d been pretending to be strong through all of this but it was starting to take its toll. “I heard you’re staying in that crappy trailer park at the other end of town.”
 
   He shrugged. “It’s all right. Nothing fancy. But then, I don’t need much. Good people living there. They look out for each other.”
 
   “Are you going to be at the rodeo on Saturday?” Practically everyone in town would be there. In Bounty, the rodeo was a big event and used to attract a lot of tourists before the bypass went in. Their rodeos had always been fully sanctioned and a source of pride for the town.
 
   “Probably. But I’ll be working.”
 
   “So you won’t be participating in the saddle bronc competition?” He used to ride and he was good at it. Really good. At one time, he even had a shelf full of trophies to show for it.
 
   “I haven’t ridden in years, Izzy.”
 
   “Too bad.” She grinned. “You’re really sexy when you ride.” He didn’t smile in return, only looked at her with a hard stare.
 
   Finally he said, “Bygone days.” Then he turned and headed for the door.
 
   That’s all he had to say? Now he was leaving. Just like that? Maybe the past was the past and she’d been expecting too much. But she’d just fed him dinner and dessert. The least he could do was suffer through some small talk. “The city turned you into kind of a bore, didn’t it?” The words slipped out before she could stop them and she inwardly cringed.
 
   He froze, then slowly turned toward her. “Bore?” His green eyes darkened.
 
   At the fierce look on his face, her heart skipped a beat. She couldn’t seem to find her voice, so she just shrugged.
 
   He strode back across the room, and with an intensity that almost frightened her, he pulled her against his hard chest and kissed her like a man on a mission. One hand cupped the back of her head, holding her lips fused to his, as his tongue plunged into her mouth. He tasted her thoroughly and completely, leaving no doubt about who was in charge. She mewled when she felt the hardness of his cock through his uniform as he held her close. His other hand cupped her butt and he squeezed just enough to send sparks up her spine.
 
   She reached for him, falling under his spell as thoroughly as she had years ago. As soon as her fingers curled around his biceps, he released her, turned abruptly and stalked out the door. As the screen slammed shut behind him, her knees gave out, and she sank to the couch. Wow.
 
   What just happened? He’d never kissed her like that before. Her whole body tingled and she could feel the moisture between her legs. The city had changed him all right. And he was far from a bore. “Great,” she muttered. “Now I’ll never get that man out of my dreams.”
 
   
* * * * *
 
   Falcon sat in his SUV just outside Izzy’s property line. What had he been thinking? He’d kissed her. More than that. He’d practically devoured her. Now he was sitting here with a raging hard-on. When he’d pulled her close and grabbed her ass, his fingers so close to her pussy, it had taken everything he’d had to stop himself from tossing her on that couch and fucking the word “bore” right out of her vocabulary.
 
   Yes, she’d hurt his pride with her pronouncement. But it was more than that. He’d been itching for an excuse to kiss her for weeks now, to fuck her, though he’d never dared to admit that, even to himself until this moment. She’d tasted better than ever. Part beer, part baked apple, all fiery woman. He couldn’t help but wonder if her pussy still tasted the same.
 
   He shook his head. This need he felt for her worried the hell out of him because he knew it went beyond the physical. He enjoyed just being with her. And that was dangerous. “What the hell am I doing?” They’d ripped out each other’s hearts once already. He wasn’t sure if he could withstand another round.
 
   As he turned over the engine, he glanced up at the sky through the windshield. Cloud cover from a pending storm had turned the sky darker than normal for this time of evening. He hoped no tornadoes were in the area. He needed to check the weather report. When he pulled ahead, his lights caught something along the other side of the road. Just for a second. Something tall. It loped into the woods with an unusual stride. It couldn’t have been a bear. Too upright. 
 
   Bigfoot? The thought briefly entered his mind before he squelched it. He shook his head. Now Izzy had him seeing things.
 
   It had probably just been a buck and his eyes were playing tricks on him in the fading light. Or maybe it was Jasper lurking around where he didn’t belong again. The man was well over six feet with a good deal of meat on him. When he was drunk, he could barely keep upright and certainly couldn’t walk a straight line.
 
   He’d better take a look. He maneuvered the SUV over to the side of the road and grabbed his shotgun. He pulled out a flashlight from the glove compartment and checked the power. After once more peering through the windshield at his surroundings, he opened the door and stepped out of the vehicle. He headed toward the tree line where he’d seen the shadow disappear. That’s when he heard it. Music?
 
   The sound actually took a lot of tension out of him. Whatever had been moving across the road and into the trees, it was human. No ghosts, goblins or monsters in Bounty after all. Sorry, Izzy. He followed the tune until he came to a small clearing, where he saw a trailer parked. Next to it was a rundown red pickup truck. He walked up to the trailer and banged on the door with the butt of the flashlight.
 
   The music ceased and someone jerked open the door. A tall man, who’d seen better days, stood just inside. He was skinny as a rail, disheveled and obviously hadn’t had a bath lately from the way he smelled.
 
   The man’s eyes narrowed as he took a swig from the bottle in his hand. “What do you want, cop?” His eyes darted back and forth.
 
   Falcon tapped his badge with the top of the flashlight. “Sheriff.” He didn’t recognize the man but he did recognize trouble when he saw it. “I heard the music. What’s your business in Bounty?”
 
   “Come for the rodeo.”
 
   “There’s a trailer park on the other side of town with spots available for tourists and temporary visitors.” He glanced up at the sky. “Safer there too. A storm’s moving in.”
 
   “I like it here. It’s quiet. And private. Ain’t breaking any law, sheriff, am I?”
 
   He made the word sound very much like an insult instead of a title of respect. “This is county property you’re on here. It’s not zoned for camping. Best you move.”
 
   “That all?”
 
   Falcon had a really bad feeling about this guy and usually his feelings were spot on. “Do you have any identification I can look at? A driver’s license and the registration for this thing?” He tapped the side of the trailer with the barrel of his shotgun.
 
   The radio on Falcon’s hip crackled. “Sheriff?”
 
   He latched the flashlight onto his belt, unlatched the radio and adjusted the volume as he answered the call. “Yeah, Trudy?”
 
   “I just got in a report that Jasper’s shooting at some kids out by his pond. Tyler and Simmons are on their way. Unfortunately they were on the outskirts of town in the other direction and now they’re blocked on the wrong side of a slow moving freight train. It was the mayor’s boy who called in the shots. The shit’s gonna hit the fan on this one. Are you still out by Izzy’s? That’s just down the road from Jasper’s place.”
 
   Shitty timing. “Yeah. I’m on it.” He looked at the man in front of him. “Be gone by morning. I’ll be by to check.”
 
   When Falcon turned, the man muttered something under his breath that sounded a lot like stupid fucking pig, but Falcon couldn’t swear to it. Something niggled him to stay and get the stranger’s information now while he could. He hesitated.
 
   His radio crackled again. “Getting in reports of blood now, Sheriff. I don’t know how bad but I’m sending an ambulance. All chaos is breaking loose.”
 
   Blood? Damn. If he didn’t hightail it out there now, and anyone ended up seriously hurt or killed because he’d delayed, the guilt would haunt him for the rest of his life. “On my way,” he reported in. “I’m just down the road.”
 
   He raced to the SUV. Those kids should know how volatile Jasper was. He’d warned them not to use his pond. And with a storm coming, being out by the water was doubly stupid.
 
   As Falcon sped down the road, he decided that he’d stop back by Izzy’s property later tonight if he could, instead of in the morning, to surprise the man. He intended to find out who that stranger was one way or another.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Falcon felt uneasy this morning. He’d gotten very little sleep last night. The storm had produced a lot of rain and lightning, but no twisters, for which he was grateful.
 
   The shooting at Jasper’s pond had turned out to be nothing. He’d shot at the kids with red paint balls. They’d gone nuts, thinking everyone was covered in blood. A few of the teens had some pretty bad bruises, and two of the girls had fainted, but they weren’t otherwise hurt.
 
   After he’d calmed everyone down, he’d driven back to the clearing to check on the stranger, wanting more information about the man, but he was gone. The rain had already hit by then and washed away any tracks, so he couldn’t tell in which direction the man had taken off.
 
   He checked the trailer park but nobody new had registered at the campground. Before coming into work this morning, he’d once more driven to the forest line by Izzy’s property to check the clearing and the surrounding area. It was empty.
 
   After arriving at the office, he gave a description to his deputies to be on the lookout in case the stranger popped back up. Hopefully the man was gone for good after catching the attention of the law. If he was responsible for the attacks on Izzy’s livestock, for whatever reason, then the attacks should stop. Still, he’d like to know for certain.
 
   He hadn’t actually thought much about those attacks at first. He hadn’t even been sure they’d truly occurred and had wondered if they’d been just a ploy conjured up by Izzy to get him out to her place. What an ass he was! With the cow getting clawed, he knew that Izzy hadn’t made up the incidents.
 
   Despite what he’d said to her about it just being bad luck, he had his doubts. This felt personal to him. Calculated. Not like something a stranger would do.
 
   When he heard a knock, he looked up from his paperwork and stared in awe. Even though she was only dressed in a simple pair of jeans and an old plaid shirt, her beauty struck him hard as she leaned against the side of the doorway. He stood up like the gentleman his mama had taught him to be. “Izzy? I wasn’t expecting you. Come on in.”
 
   “Am I interrupting? Remember, I said that I was going to stop by. Trudy said it was all right for me to come back here as long as I left my voodoo dolls and pins out on the desk with her.”
 
   “Voodoo?” What had she gotten herself into now? He had no idea what he was supposed to say without sounding like he thought she truly might be dizzy after all.
 
   “I’m kidding, Falcon. Jeez!” She closed the door behind her. “I brought you the pictures. I had them scanned and printed over at the drugstore.” She handed him an envelope.
 
   “Oh, yeah, that’s right. Thanks. Sit down.” He waited until she sat in the chair across from him, then he sat back down behind the desk and shoved the envelope into one of the side drawers. “I wanted to talk to you about your case anyway, so I’m glad you’re here.”
 
   “Anything new?”
 
   He shook his head. “Afraid not. The vet took some pictures and tissue samples of the cow’s wounds and sent them to Austin. I had her put a rush on them so hopefully we’ll get the results soon. She said that she had some doubts about it being a bear attack because the gouges weren’t deep enough. I found out that Jasper was out of town on the night the initial attack occurred. I highly doubt he’s involved. I also checked out that realtor and he’s legit. From the ad on the side of his company car, I was able to contact him. After a little pushing, he gave me the name of his client.” He slid a photo toward her. “Is that him?”
 
   “Yeah. That’s him. I could have given you his name.”
 
   “I know. But I wanted to lean on the realtor some, just to shake him up a bit and make sure he doesn’t come back now that I know for sure you’re not interested in selling. His client checks out. He’s a new corporate CEO in San Antonio for some sort of energy-related business. No criminal record. No connection to Bounty that I could find. No reason for him to attack the livestock or to try to scare you off the land that I can see.”
 
   “What now?”
 
   “Have you ever had a geologist or geophysicist out to check that land for oil? Maybe someone knows something we don’t.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Everyone in Calder County has had their land checked for oil. There’s not a drop anywhere in Bounty.”
 
   He leaned back in his chair. “Well then, I’m out of ideas. I hate to say this but I think we’re going to have to wait to see if it happens again.”
 
   Her cheeks flushed an angry red and she gripped the chair’s armrests. “How many animals are going to have to suffer before you stop this? I want you to do something!”
 
   He understood her frustration and hated to see her so upset. He thought for a moment. “How long have your hands been with you? Any animosity there? A denied increase in pay or other disagreement?”
 
   “Nothing like that. They’ve all been with me for years. They’re good, family men.”
 
   He pushed a piece of paper over to her. “I’ll check them out anyway. Make sure there’s nothing in their backgrounds. Write down their full names for me.”
 
   “This is ridiculous.”
 
   “Humor me.” Maybe he was wasting his time but he felt better checking out all possibilities.
 
   She scribbled down three names and pushed the paper back to him. “You’re wasting your time.”
 
   He shook his head. Damn. The woman could still read his mind. He’d never quite decided whether that was fascinating or just plain spooky. “If you have a better idea, I’m all ears.”
 
   “Maybe it’s just a series of pranks. Kids. Or a restless tourist. I know some have been coming in for the rodeo this weekend.”
 
   “Yeah, there are a few here for the rodeo, either to watch or participate. The kids around here have never hurt any animals that I know of. I asked around. I did find one sketchy character camped across from your property line in the woods.” He held up his hand when her eyes widened. “He’s gone, Izzy.”
 
   “How close to my property line?”
 
   “Spitting distance, pretty much.”
 
   “Falcon! I’d say that makes him suspect number one.” She clutched her hands together. “That makes me very nervous. Who was he?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   She stared at him as if he had two heads. “What do you mean, you don’t know?”
 
   “I got called away to another incident while I was questioning him. I told him that he needed to relocate to the trailer park but he’s nowhere to be found.”
 
   “So he could have been the one who attacked my animals.”
 
   “Well, if so, he’s out of Bounty now and won’t be causing any more problems. This guy seemed like just some drunk passing through though. People who do this kind of stuff, repeated attacks, aren’t usually strangers and they do it for a reason, Izzy.” He still believed that. This reeked of a personal vendetta.
 
   “Yeah, they do it because they’re nuts.”
 
   A knock on the door drew their attention. Trudy opened it before Falcon could even respond. “A dead animal at your place, Izzy. Just got the call.”
 
   Falcon and she jumped up and headed out the door. “Simmons, follow us out,” Falcon ordered as he passed by a line of desks.
 
   “What animal was it?” Izzy asked, her voice sounding a bit shaky.
 
   “I don’t know,” Trudy answered. “You best just get out there.”
 
   Falcon, Izzy and Simmons rushed outside to their separate vehicles and raced to the property. Falcon cursed when Izzy lost control and almost ran her truck off the road halfway there. She had barely stopped her pickup before she was out the door and running toward the field where she saw her hands gathered. Falcon jumped out of his SUV and followed close behind.
 
   As she got closer, she hesitated. “No, no, no.” Then she ran full out. “Jeb!”
 
   “Oh shit!” Falcon ran after her.
 
   She came to an abrupt stop over the downed dog and fell to her knees. Falcon heard her burst into tears. He barely managed to stop before plowing into her. He took a deep breath and knelt beside her. He exhaled slowly, trying to ease his pounding heart. “Calm down, Izzy.” He slid his arm around her shoulders. She was having trouble catching her breath, but finally managed to suck in some much needed air.
 
   “I thought it was Jeb,” she said in a breathy voice. “Where’s Jeb?”
 
   The dead dog did look a lot like Jeb. The hound dog wriggled his way through the crowd and sat down right in front of Izzy. She hugged him tightly and cried. Though he knew they were tears of happiness and relief, the sound still broke Falcon’s heart. When she pulled back, the dog licked away her tears and leaned against her, practically sitting in her lap.
 
   Falcon reached across to pet him. “Good to see you, old boy.” He looked up at the farmhands. “Anyone recognize this dog?”
 
   They all shook their heads. “Jeb found him here in the field,” one of the men said. “He started barking until we came.”
 
   Simmons pointed at the animal. “He’s foaming at the mouth. Looks rabid. Must have just up and died here. Could have been him who attacked the livestock, Sheriff.”
 
   “Would make sense, I suppose.” He stood and helped Izzy to her feet, then turned back to Simmons. “Look into it. Get the vet’s opinion. I want a report from her and you both, first thing in the morning, if not sooner. Come on, Izzy. I’ll take you back to the house.”
 
   Right now, she seemed so frail. He wasn’t used to seeing her this vulnerable. Thinking that Jeb might have been killed had really hit her hard. He could feel her shaking. It had hit him hard too. Before returning to Bounty, he hadn’t seen the dog since he was a puppy, but he still had a soft spot for him. He’d been the one who’d given Jeb to Izzy before he’d left town.
 
   The dog walked beside them, staying close, as if he sensed Izzy’s need. He kept brushing up against her leg and she’d reach down to touch his head each time.
 
   “It’s all right, Izzy.” Falcon breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s all over now.”
 
   
* * * * *
 
   Izzy shuffled out of the bedroom, still half asleep. She stopped short when she spied Falcon asleep on the couch. “Oh for crying out loud.” She nudged his leg. “Wake up.” She glanced toward the clock. Almost midnight. She couldn’t believe she’d slept the whole day away. “Falcon!”
 
   He jumped and sat up. “What?”
 
   “Have you been here all day?”
 
   He rubbed his chin. “Yeah. What time is it?” He stretched and looked at his wrist, except he didn’t have his watch on.
 
   “It’s midnight, more or less.”
 
   “Damn.” He grabbed his watch off the side table and slipped it on. “How are you feeling? You were pretty wasted.”
 
   “You too, apparently. I’m better. I guess it all kind of caught up to me. Want some coffee?”
 
   “We’re going to be up all night if we drink coffee now.”
 
   “We’re going to be up all night anyhow. We slept all day. Besides, I don’t have anything else. I didn’t get to the store today and I gave the leftover beer to the hands.”
 
   “Okay. Yeah, I’ll have a cup. Do you have any more of that apple pie? I’m starving.”
 
   “I’ll get us both a piece.”
 
   He grabbed his cell phone off the coffee table. “I need to check in.” He stood up and walked out onto the front porch.
 
   She headed into the kitchen. Somehow it felt so normal for him to be here with her like this. So comfortable. At least now all the attacks on her livestock would stop. It had to have been that rabid dog. Though the claw marks on the cow still gave her pause. Could a mere dog, even a large one, have really done that?
 
   Falcon stepped back inside. “I have to go.” He bent down and pulled on his boots.
 
   She turned toward him. Go? Now? At midnight? She didn’t even have the energy to question him about it.
 
   “I’ll be back later to check on you. Get some more rest if you can. Lock up behind me.” Then he turned and was once more out the door.
 
   Somehow she thought that she should be used to him walking out on her, but she wasn’t. Police business, no doubt. She knew that. He was the sheriff after all. But every time he walked out, there was a chance that he wouldn’t be back. Either by his own decision, like last time, or by one that was taken out of his hands. And both of those possibilities scared the hell out of her.
 
   * * * * *
 
    “What’s the emergency, Trudy? And why are you still on duty?” Falcon asked when he entered the station. He saw Simmons and the vet in his office and headed for them, without waiting for her answers. “What’s going on?” he asked as he stepped through the doorway. Simmons handed him a file, which he immediately flipped open.
 
   “That dog found on Izzy’s property was shot at point-blank range behind the ear with a small caliber gun,” the vet informed him. “And those scratches on the cow were caused by something metallic.”
 
   He glanced up. “Metallic? Like what?”
 
   She shrugged. “Maybe a cultivator.”
 
   “How’d we miss a bullet?” Falcon asked as he looked back down to study the report. “There wasn’t any blood.”
 
   “We didn’t even check, Sheriff,” Simmons replied. “It seemed like a rabid dog. We had no reason to think otherwise or to examine the body more closely.”
 
   “That dog was shot, the blood cleaned away, and then he was placed in the field like that,” the vet continued.
 
   He looked up at her. “How do you know?”
 
   “Because he’d been dead too long when I picked him up. At least twelve hours. Do you really think it took twelve hours for Jeb to find him? The dog was right in the front pasture.”
 
   “Well, Jeb’s getting old now and not the watch dog he used to be. Whoever did this, if it’s the same guy, has been getting on and off the property without Jeb catching him up to now.”
 
   “Maybe Jeb actually has caught him and we just don’t know it,” Simmons said. “Maybe he’s chased the person off and prevented even more dead animals.”
 
   “Yeah. I guess that’s possible.” Falcon’s mind raced. “We saw foam around the dog’s muzzle. Is that plausible if he’d been dead as long as you say?”
 
   “It wasn’t foam.” The vet’s brow furrowed. “We’re not sure what it was yet. I suspect that it might have been the result of some sort of poison and that the dog wasn’t rabid at all. It’s possible whoever did this got impatient for the dog to die and ended up just shooting him. Or maybe they simply did it on purpose to throw us off.”
 
   If what the vet said about the dead dog and the cow were accurate, then the attacks were escalating. Fast. “All right. Thanks for the report, Doc. We’ll take it from here.”
 
   “I hope you find that bastard.” She grabbed her bag and left the two men in the office.
 
   “I don’t get it,” Simmons said. “Why do this to Izzy? What’s this sicko’s end game?”
 
   “I have no idea. We’re obviously missing something.” He did know something for sure though. He wasn’t going to leave Izzy alone at that farm at night. No way. All of the attacks had occurred at night. Probably even the one on the dog. Though whoever killed the animal had waited for Izzy to leave and for the hands to be on the other side of the farm before placing him in that field. That could indicate that the perp was growing bolder, or maybe it had just been convenient timing for him. Either way, this whole thing stank worse than horse shit.
 
   “What do you want to do?” Simmons asked.
 
   “Go over everything again. Recheck Jasper’s alibi, the realtor, that CEO from San Antonio. All the reports from the vet. Everything. Maybe I missed something. And start looking harder for that stranger I came across. Make sure he’s not still in town anywhere. Check out at the old mine on the far side of town. It would be the perfect place for someone to hide.” Izzy was right. With that man being camped so close to her property, it very well could have been him. He shouldn’t have left that clearing without recording the guy’s full information. Of course, he’d had no way of knowing that the call to Jasper’s place would turn out to be nothing serious. But still, he felt as if he’d fucked up big time. “I’m going to talk to Izzy again.”
 
   He dropped the file on his desk, then headed out the door. His heart pounded too hard as he slid into the front seat of the SUV and looked out at the darkness. He needed to get to her, to make certain she was safe. He dialed her number from his cell phone for the first time since he’d returned to Bounty. It went to voicemail. “Shit. Figures.”
 
   He stuffed the phone into his pocket and took off for her place. It seemed to take him forever to get there. When he finally pulled up to her gate, it looked as if all hell had broken loose. He jumped from the vehicle and scaled the gate, instead of taking the time to open it. “Izzy!”
 
   Jeb was barking and running back and forth. Horses were loose and galloping past in a panic. Finally he spotted Izzy in the dark with a lasso, trying to rope one of the animals. “Why didn’t you call the station? What happened?”
 
   “No time! Something spooked the horses and they broke through the fence!”
 
   “Get back inside. You’re going to get trampled. I’ll handle this.”
 
   She stopped and her eyes narrowed. “Fuck you, Falcon.” She dropped the lasso over one horse’s neck in a perfect toss. “I can rope better than you any day. Now grab a line and help me get the rest of them corralled.”
 
   Eventually they managed to get all the horses calmed down and into a secure enclosure. Falcon studied the fence where they’d broken through. He thought about not saying anything but Izzy would notice in the morning. “These rails have been cut.” He looked over at her. “I’m going to call this in.” He decided not to tell her about the vet’s report. She was under enough stress as it was.
 
   As he took out his cell phone and walked off a few paces, she studied the rails. It was hard to see in the dark but she could tell that Falcon was right. They had an overhead light on the front of the barn that she kept lit at night and it was just enough to let her make out the smooth lines in the wood. Someone really had cut through the rails, then spooked her horses to bolt. Someone wanted her off this land. “Who are you, asshole?” she whispered.
 
   “All right.” Falcon rejoined her. “I told the station that I was going to be staying out here with you tonight. I’ll sleep on the couch. I don’t want you here alone. Nobody’s going to do anything with a police vehicle parked outside. What’s that look? What’s wrong?”
 
   “What do you mean, what’s wrong? A vampire just went after my horses.”
 
   “Izzy, please. It’s bad enough.”
 
   “You don’t think this guy is a vampire? Someone is trying to suck the life right out of me and drain me of all my life’s blood. I think the description is apt.”
 
   He scratched his head. “Well, I guess the description does fit. In a strange sort of way.”
 
   “In a dizzy way?” She started back toward the house, with him following close behind.
 
   “Hey, I never said the word.”
 
   “But you were thinking it.” When he didn’t respond, she knew that she’d been right. “The couch is too small for you,” she said over her shoulder. “You’re sleeping in the master bedroom.”
 
   “I’m not putting you out of your bed.” He caught up with her as they stepped onto the porch. “I can sleep in your old bedroom. The one you used to share with your grandmama.”
 
   “I turned it into a pantry.” She watched as Jeb took his normal position under the porch. His hearing wasn’t as good as it used to be and a lot got by him these days. In his youth, he’d have been on any stranger in a matter of minutes, no matter where he turned up on the property. The dog slept more than anything else these days. Poor, old guy. Still, she felt better with him nearby.
 
   “Oh. Well, the couch is fine.”
 
   She shut the door behind them and locked up. Without so much of a glance at him, she grabbed Falcon’s hand and dragged him into the master bedroom. She closed the door, then pressed him up against it.
 
   “Um, Izzy? What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m going to fuck you.”
 
   His eyes widened and he grabbed her arms. “Now, Izzy.” He pushed her back. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but it’s not a good idea. You’ll regret that decision in the morning. You’re just unsettled and looking for something to hold on to.”
 
   “I’m not unsettled. I’m damn mad. And you remember how I get when I’m mad?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Falcon remembered all too well how Izzy got when she was mad. She got horny. Very horny. His cock definitely remembered and was more than willing to accommodate her needs.
 
   Still, he felt hesitant. He didn’t want any awkwardness between them if she decided later that this had been a mistake. When she pulled out of his grip and sank to her knees in front of him, he groaned. She tugged at his belt, practically ripping it off, then worked frantically to open the front of his pants. “Izzy.”
 
   “Shut up. I’m going to suck your cock, Sheriff. You’re going to come in my mouth and I’m going to swallow every drop.”
 
   He made a sound between a growl and a groan. He was only human and only so altruistic. “Don’t start something if you intend to brush me off later.” Because odds were, he’d be back for more. When she released his cock from his clothing, it stood erect and ready for action. Without another word, she swiped her tongue across the tip. Both of his hands clenched into fists at his sides.
 
   “Relax and just go with it, Falcon.” She slid her tongue along the underside of his thick flesh, back and forth, then lapped at the clear drops of liquid on the tip. She curled the fingers of one hand around the base and held his cock firmly as her lips engulfed the head a little at a time.
 
   “Oh, the hell with it.” He reached for her head and tangled his fingers in her hair. Her mouth on him brought back too many decadent memories. All their years apart suddenly melted away. “Suck it good, baby. Just like you used to.”
 
   She bobbed her head, taking more and more of him, until he couldn’t hold out. And it didn’t take long. He gripped her head tighter, stiffened, and came hard in her mouth. “Ah, fuck!” She didn’t try to pull back and he couldn’t keep his eyes off her as she eagerly sucked for more. He collapsed against the door, barely able to hold himself up.
 
   Finally, she pulled back, releasing his cock, but gave it several additional licks before standing and wiping her mouth. She leaned close, letting her tongue touch his ear. “I’ve missed the taste of you in my mouth,” she whispered.
 
   “Damn, Izzy. You could kill a man.”
 
   She turned and headed toward the bed. “Take off your clothes. I want you to fuck the hell out of me.” She pulled down the covers.
 
   “I’m going to need a few minutes.” He pulled off his shirt and let it drop to the floor. Then he toed out of his boots and discarded his pants and briefs.
 
   “Improvise.” Izzy couldn’t wait for him to recover. She needed to come now. Her need grew even stronger as she admired Falcon’s broad shoulders and strong thighs, his six-pack abs, even his flaccid cock.
 
   She ripped off her shirt, then sat on the bed to pull off her boots. Her jeans came next. She yanked off her bra and panties as he watched. She could see the interest in his eyes. She reached over to the side table and opened the drawer. She took out a large dildo with multiple ridges and covered it with lubricant. “Use this.” If she wasn’t so much in need, she’d have laughed at the astonished look on Falcon’s face.
 
   “You want me to fuck you with that?”
 
   “I need something big inside of me. Now.”
 
   “And any dick will do?”
 
   Her frustration peaked. “Does it matter?” She couldn’t tell if the look on his face was aggravation or anger or something more. “Either fuck me or leave me alone and I’ll do it myself.” The words tumbled out in a harsh tone that she didn’t really mean. She’d been under too much stress lately and she just needed a release. And no, not any dick would do. But now wasn’t the time she wanted to have this conversation.
 
   He leaned over and grabbed his pants. Her heart clenched. Now she’d done it. He was actually leaving. She felt like crying but refused to do so in front of him. When he grabbed a pair of cuffs out of his back pocket, her heart slammed against her ribs. “What are you doing?”
 
   Falcon then removed his wallet and took out a condom. He stalked over to her and forced her down onto her stomach. He grabbed her wrists and cuffed them to the headboard. Then he smacked her ass.
 
   “Ouch! That’s not funny.”
 
   “Wasn’t meant to be.” He pushed the bed pillows under her hips. “Decide fast. You still want me to fuck you with this thing?” He picked up the dildo from the bed, where she’d dropped it when he grabbed her wrists.
 
   Her pulse raced. He was giving her the choice.
 
   “If you don’t, you better say so right now.” Barely giving her a chance to change her mind, he felt between her legs, probing her pussy. “Hmm. I’ll take your extreme wetness and lack of curse words directed at me as a yes, please fuck me with anything that’s thick, long and stiff, Sheriff.” He slapped her ass again.
 
   “Hey! I didn’t agree to getting spanked.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   She tugged against the cuffs. They weren’t too tight but they were definitely secure. When he moved the dildo against her pussy from behind, she sucked in a breath.
 
   “You want it in, Izzy? Just a little? All the way?”
 
   “Just fucking do it already!” He was teasing her on purpose now, trying to get her worked up. If he left her unfulfilled, she swore she’d really go dizzy on his ass. In the next instance, he shoved the entire length of the store-bought cock all the way inside her. “Oh! Jeez! That was incredible. Do that again.”
 
   He pulled it almost all the way out, then once more shoved it in deep in one hard stroke. When she whimpered, he repeated it again. Over and over, he fucked her with the cock. Harder. Faster. She squirmed on the mattress and she could tell that he was getting excited now too. His breathing sounded rapid and he was showing her no mercy. Not that she wanted any. “More!”
 
   Her nipples felt like firm pebbles and she rubbed them against the mattress. His hand came down sharply on her ass. This time, she didn’t even mind. In fact, she craved the stimulation. Anything to make her come faster. When she didn’t protest the spank, he continued to smack her ass as he fucked her. Then, unexpectedly, he pulled the dildo completely out of her. “No!”
 
   “Quiet.” He tossed the thing on the mattress. He pulled her onto her knees and positioned himself behind her. “I want you to come with my cock inside you, not a fake one.” He pushed his thick, hard shaft as far into her pussy as he could.
 
   “Ah!”
 
   Falcon curled his fingers around her hips. He pulled back, then thrust in again. Hard. “I remember how to sate you, Izzy.” He reached beneath her and played with her clit. “After you come with my cock in your pussy, I’m going to lick this tasty piece of flesh until I feel you orgasm at least two more times.” He reached out and tangled his hand in her long hair as he started fucking her again. He grunted with each thrust.
 
   She pushed back against him, needing him as deeply as he could get. So good! His total control of her body sent her needs to a different level, a level she’d never experienced before or thought could be possible. He began thrusting in short, fast strokes. The sound of flesh slapping against flesh filled her ears. “Oh, oh, oh!” She suddenly climaxed, the pleasure exploding up her body. A sound she didn’t even recognize as her own came out of her mouth.
 
   Falcon stiffened and groaned. “Ah, Izzy. Fuck, yeah.”
 
   They both collapsed onto the mattress. After several moments, he moved aside and she saw him take care of the condom. Then he came back to sit next to her.
 
   “You can uncuff me now.”
 
   He grabbed the key and let her loose. “I still intend to lick your clit. That always finishes you off. Besides, I want to taste you.”
 
   She rolled over onto her back. Her entire body felt like gelatin. “I don’t think I can come again. That was really great. It’s been too long for me.”
 
   “Me too.” Falcon grinned at her. “But I’ll make you come again. I love a challenge.” He reached out and cuffed her once more to the headboard. “Besides, you’re never really satisfied unless you have multiple orgasms. I remember that too well.”
 
   She glanced up at her wrists. “When did you develop a bondage fetish?”
 
   “Are you opposed to it?” He strolled over to her closet and pulled down a couple of long scarves from the back of the door.
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t really have any experience with it.”
 
   He slipped one around her knee, bent her leg up and to the side, then tied the ends to the bed frame. He repeated the steps with the other leg.
 
   “What are you doing?” Her heart began to thud. She was completely at his mercy like this.
 
   “Opening you up and exposing your pussy completely to me.” He reached out and massaged her breasts, rubbing his thumbs against her nipples.
 
   “Aren’t we supposed to have a safe word or something?”
 
   “Yep.” He leaned over her body and sucked one of her nipples into his mouth. He cupped her breast as he alternately licked and sucked the fleshy bud.
 
   Her pulse raced faster when that’s all he said. “What is the safe word?”
 
   He lifted his head and stared at her intently. “I prefer a phrase.”
 
   She waited for him to continue. Just when she thought he wasn’t going to say anything more, he leaned close and whispered something in her ear. She felt her entire body flush and she gasped. “I can’t say that!”
 
   Falcon grazed her lower lip with his tongue. “Good.”
 
   In torturously slow motion, he dragged his tongue down her chin, along her throat, between her breasts, across her ribs, over her stomach, and then he stopped. She practically sobbed. He lifted her pelvis and placed a pillow under her butt, exposing her even more to him.
 
   When he finally touched her clit, just with the tip of his finger, a jolt of pleasure shot up her body, right along the path his tongue had taken. “Oh!”
 
   “You’re soaking wet, Izzy. I think you like this. A lot.” He slowly rubbed her clit. When she squirmed, he rubbed faster. “Don’t come.”
 
   “Inevitable.”
 
   “Don’t come,” he ordered. “Not until I start sucking you.”
 
   She whimpered. She couldn’t hold out. She just couldn’t. “Then suck me!”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” He leaned down and lapped at her clit. “Mmm. Delicious.” Her back arched. “I’m not sucking you yet.”
 
   “Falcon!” She felt his lips close around her clit. She almost felt relief. But he still didn’t suck. He was doing this on purpose, driving her crazy and demanding compliance. She could just let go and come but somehow she knew holding out, following his orders, would send her soaring to new heights.
 
   Finally, he sucked her clit, drawing over and over on the fleshy bud.
 
   In a flash, she came. And she came. And she came. “Ahh!” She pulled against the restraints but they held tight and Falcon continued to suck as she bucked and cried out. The ecstasy was almost too much. She lost all track of time and wasn’t certain how many times she actually orgasmed.
 
   When she could finally focus again, she saw Falcon kneeling between her outspread legs and rolling a condom over his erect cock. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t even speak.
 
   He shifted positions and thrust into her with an intense look on his face. As he fucked her, he roughly squeezed her breasts. She was too spent to do anything but let him have his way. Not that she would have stopped him anyway.
 
   It took him a while this time, on purpose or because he’d already come a couple of times, she didn’t know. But she found it fascinating to just watch him moving on top of her. Finally his body stiffened.
 
   “Fuck, Izzy! Oh, oh, hell, yeah!” He stilled completely, then collapsed on top of her. After a few moments, he rolled to the side and onto his back.
 
   “Ow. You’re on my leg.”
 
   “Sorry.” He moved off her and several minutes passed before he spoke again. “Next time we make love. Promise.”
 
   She turned her head toward him. “What did we just do?”
 
   “We fucked. We had raw, rough, raunchy sex.”
 
   “Oh. Can you untie me now?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Falcon let the tepid water roll over his face and down his body. The shower felt good. He felt good. In fact, he felt better than he had in a long time, despite the fact that he still needed to find who was harassing Izzy.
 
   As he thought about last night, he glanced down at his cock. Amazing. Hard as stone. Again. He was usually hard in the mornings, but after his night with Izzy, he hadn’t expected his body to react as normal. Just the memories of sex with her had him randy and wanting her all over again. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d come so many times with a woman.
 
   As he washed himself, he heard a click and glanced behind him. His heart immediately slammed against his ribs. Oh, yeah. Izzy stepped into the shower. “Hey.” He hadn’t expected her to join him but he wasn’t about to toss her out.
 
   “Good morning. I thought I heard you moving around in here. You should have woken me up.”
 
   “I figured you needed your rest. I was thinking about you though.” He curled one hand around his cock and turned toward her with a smile.
 
   She glanced down and smiled back. “Good thoughts, I see.” She reached for him. “I can help you with that.”
 
   He chuckled and grasped her hand. “Tempting, but I don’t really have time to make love this morning. I need to get to the office.” He stroked himself a couple of times. He wanted to jerk off, otherwise he’d never be able to keep his mind on work.
 
   “A quick fuck works for me. What did you call it? Rough, raw, raunchy sex.”
 
   He groaned. Normally he would jump at her invite, but he figured her body probably needed a break after last night. He touched her hip. “Aren’t you sore this morning? I was a little rough with you.” Though she hadn’t complained, he still worried.
 
   “You did ride me like one of your broncs.”
 
   He cringed. He knew it. He had indeed been too rough with her. She’d gotten him so hot that he hadn’t been thinking straight. Not that he was making excuses. It’s just that at the end there all he could think about was fucking her body until he couldn’t breathe, until he came so hard that he’d pass out from the sheer pleasure of being inside her. It had been selfish. He cared way too much about this woman to act like that.
 
   “Good thing I loved it, Falcon. I loved it all.”
 
   The truth shone in her eyes and all the tension he’d been feeling completely drained out of him. He cupped her cheek and brushed his lips against hers. “You are one incredible woman, Izabel Anderson.”
 
   She kneeled in front of him. “Let me take care of you, Sheriff. You know how much I love the taste of you on my tongue.”
 
   Falcon’s knees practically buckled. Whenever she called him Sheriff, while in a submissive position, it seemed to up the intensity level for him. Hell, whenever she maintained control and told him what to do during sex, it upped the intensity level for him. It didn’t matter who was dominant. He just got off on being with this woman. He released himself and leaned against the shower wall, bracing his feet apart, so he wouldn’t slip. He always came fast and hard in a woman’s mouth and especially in Izzy’s mouth. He tangled his fingers in her moist hair.
 
   She licked the length of his cock, quickly covering all his hard flesh, before settling her mouth at the tip. She slowly pressed her tongue against the very end and he jerked and moaned at the feeling. Engulfing the tip, she sucked lightly, then slid her mouth over the entire head and drew deeply on the skin. When she gradually slid farther down his shaft, his whole body twitched.
 
   “Oh, fuck, Izzy.” His fingers tightened in her hair. “Almost there, baby.” She bobbed her head, creating sensation after sensation. “Yeah. That’s so hot.” He tried to hold out, not wanting the ecstasy to end. She reached out and lightly fingered his balls. “Ah, hell!” His body stiffened and he came in her mouth. She sucked his cock and swallowed his come, until there wasn’t anything left. All he could do was stand there.
 
   She licked his shaft and swirled her tongue around the head of his cock, then she dragged her tongue up his body, raking her fingernails along his sides at the same time. He groaned and felt as if every muscle in his body had melted. “I can’t move.” She didn’t respond. She just grabbed the soap and began washing him. By the time she finished, his brain had re-engaged. Mostly. “I’ll make this up to you, Izzy.”
 
   She smiled. “I’m counting on it. Now go to work, Falcon, before they send someone out here looking for you.” 
 
   * * * * *
 
   Falcon sat at his desk, sipping on a cup of coffee and going over the outstanding warrants he’d gotten in from the various police departments closest to Bounty. Mostly drug-related crimes, burglary, assault.
 
   His mind drifted and he thought back to this morning. Izzy had been on his mind quite often lately, even when she shouldn’t be. Like now. But he couldn’t get her or her body out of his thoughts. She’s so fucking sexy! Every time he came with that woman, it felt more intense than the last. He didn’t know how much more his cock could take.
 
   But that wasn’t the only problem. His heart was involved now. Again. She’d turned her back on him once. If she did it again, he might go mad.
 
   He turned over the last page in the stack and the photo in the corner almost made him spill his coffee. It was the guy who’d been camped just outside Izzy’s property. He read over the sheet. The man was wanted for assaulting a police officer. He could believe that.
 
   “What else?” he mumbled. The perp had a record of mostly minor offenses until the assault. He’d spent a short stint in a mental facility. The information looked incomplete. “Where the hell’s the rest of it?”
 
   The name on the file somehow sounded familiar. Falcon grabbed another folder and flipped through the pages until he found the sheet he was searching for. “Oh, hell. No fucking way.”
 
   He swiveled his chair around to the computer and logged on to check further. There had to be something else, something more. He just needed to look deeper. Town records. “Come on, come on.” Damn slow internet connection.
 
   Okay, he was in. History. Property. He scrolled through the information. “There it is.” He pushed back his chair and surged to his feet, gathering his files. He grabbed his hat on the way out of the office. “Trudy!”
 
   “Yes, Sheriff.”
 
   “I’m going to San Antonio.” This was too important to take a chance and do it by phone. He could lose the advantage, depending on the depth of involvement here.
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll be back before dark.” Hopefully. He handed her the perp’s picture. “Get an APB out to all our deputies on this guy. He’s the one who’s been targeting the Anderson place. He’s dangerous and has an outstanding warrant for assaulting a police officer. He could be armed.”
 
   As he headed out the door, he grabbed the cell phone from his jacket pocket and tried to call Izzy but it went to voicemail. “Damn it, Izzy.”
 
   Given the pattern of the attacks, he didn’t think that she’d be in danger during the day. Still, he wanted her to be careful and to know that he was on to something. 
 
   * * * * *
 
   Izzy mucked out the stall, wondering where the day had gone. She was running way behind on her chores. Her mind hadn’t been on her work all day. Not after last night and this morning.
 
   She couldn’t believe the things she’d done with Falcon. The things she’d let him do to her. Oh, she’d loved every second of it. But she’d loved it too much.
 
   They’d been down this road before and it hadn’t ended well. He’d taken off to attend the police academy in Austin, not wanting to give up the opportunity once he’d been accepted. Though he’d asked her to come with him, she’d stayed behind, not wanting to leave her home and parents who’d needed her help.
 
   She could still hear their argument in her head. He didn’t understand why she insisted on staying. She didn’t understand why he insisted on going. And that had been the end of their relationship.
 
   Looking back, she now understood that he’d wanted to see what else was out there for him. At the same time, she’d thought that he could have come home to Bounty on weekends and holidays, if he’d truly still wanted to be with her. It wasn’t that far.
 
   Now here they were again. Or at least she’d let herself fall for him all over again.
 
   He’d said that he wanted to make love to her, not just have sex. Her heart had practically pounded out of her chest when he’d said those words to her, which could mean that he wanted something long term. Or did it? Sometimes she read too much into people’s words. And she’d never much understood the mind of a man.
 
   The two of them hadn’t even talked about the latest incident on her property. Of course, that was her fault. She hadn’t given him a chance. She’d attacked him last night, insisting that he fuck her, whether he wanted to or not. Well, she’d gotten what she’d asked for. This morning his body had been ready to go again and she’d accommodated him.
 
   She’d wanted to forget everything that had been going on, all the stress, even if just for a few hours, and concentrate only on the two of them. But she hadn’t heard from him all day. Maybe he’d had his fun and was now ready to move on once again. The thought made her, well, dizzy.
 
   Something hit her in the butt, interrupting the musings in her head. Her breath caught and she turned abruptly, holding the shovel up to defend herself. Immediately, she relaxed. “Sorry, Henry.”
 
   The gelding’s eyes widened and he backed up.
 
   She dug into her pocket for a cube of sugar and lured him back. “I’m working as fast as I can. I’ll be out of your way soon.” She patted his neck.
 
   The sound of the chickens drew her attention. She walked over to the door and looked out. Everything was fine. Jeb was just racing along the outside of the enclosure. It was something he and the birds did daily. She supposed it was some sort of game to them.
 
   Her chickens were the only animals on the property that hadn’t been targeted. After seeing the rails to her corral cut, she had known that the rabid dog wasn’t responsible for the other attacks. Whoever wanted her off this land meant business.
 
   As she watched the chickens, an idea struck her. Maybe she could get this asshole herself. The sheriff’s department wasn’t having much luck. She smiled. It might seem like a long shot to some but it made perfect sense to her. 
 
   * * * * *
 
   Falcon tossed his cell phone down on the seat beside him. “Why doesn’t that woman ever check her damn phone?” He’d taken longer than expected in San Antonio but it had been an eye-opening trip and he was eager to talk to Izzy about what he’d uncovered.
 
   He’d checked in at the station as soon as he’d gotten back and now he was headed out to her place. It was already past dark which kicked up his anxiety level. Simmons had done a drive-by right after sunset and reported that everything was quiet but Falcon still didn’t feel comfortable with Izzy being alone.
 
   When he turned down the long, dirt road and pulled up to the gate, nothing looked out of place. A light shone from the house and the light in front of the barn was on as usual. Relief flooded through him. He got out of the SUV and headed through the gate, closing it behind him and setting the latch.
 
   As he passed by the chicken coop on the way to the house, a tall figure in the dark caught his eye. His heart leapt in his chest and he drew his gun. “Freeze! Sheriff’s department!”
 
   The guy didn’t move.
 
   Finally, they’d caught a break. The perp must have known that he’d gone out of town and hadn’t expected him to be back tonight. He might even have come here to hurt Izzy this time. That possibility made him sick. He intended to make sure this wacko was locked up for a good, long time.
 
   “Put your hands behind your head and step forward.”
 
   The man still didn’t move. An eerie stillness enveloped the whole area and a shiver traveled down Falcon’s spine.
 
   “I said, step forward. Slowly.” He changed positions, moving a little closer. He heard a click. Gun!
 
   He fired, emptying his service weapon. On the last bullet the man finally went down. Falcon’s pulse raced. It had been a long time since he’d had to discharge his weapon. The guy must be a fucking tank. He moved forward and kneeled beside the body. “What the hell?”
 
   The chickens were now making a racket. Jeb barked. When he turned, a shot exploded in the air. He hit the ground as he saw Izzy turn the corner, running with a shotgun in her hand. “Stop shooting, Izzy! It’s me!”
 
   “Falcon?” She skidded to a stop. “I heard gunshots. A bunch of them.”
 
   “So you decided to put yourself in the middle of the fire?”
 
   She looked down. “What happened? What did you do?”
 
   He got to his feet. His adrenaline was still pumping hard. “What is that thing?” He pointed at the ground. “It scared the crap out of me. I thought it was the perp.”
 
   “It’s a scarecrow.”
 
   “Why did you put up a fucking scarecrow in front of the chicken coop and make it look like a man standing there?”
 
   She kneeled down. “You killed him. Did you empty your whole load into him? He’s destroyed.”
 
   “Izzy!”
 
   She stood back up. “He had a camera inside him. The chickens are the only livestock that haven’t been attacked yet. I figured there was a good chance that whoever is doing all this might go after them next. I thought a hidden camera might pick up this jerk’s image. Now you’ve fucked up the whole thing. The camera is shot. Literally. What are you even doing here? I thought you weren’t coming back. I haven’t heard from you all day.”
 
   “That was the click I heard. The camera.” He shook his head, then took a deep breath and let it whoosh back out of him. He holstered his weapon. “I went to San Antonio today. If you’d check your cell phone every once in a while, you’d see that I’ve been leaving you messages.”
 
   “Oh. Well, I’ve been busy. I’m not used to checking my phone. I rarely use it. I’d expected you to stop by for lunch. What were you doing in San Antonio?” She stared toward the coop and before he could answer, she said, “Look what you’ve done. You’ve upset the chickens.”
 
   “Yeah, well. I’m pretty upset too.”
 
   “If the hens are out of sorts, they won’t lay eggs.”
 
   “What do you want me to do about it now?” He could give a flying leap about her chickens at the moment. He’d thought Izzy had been in danger.
 
   “Apologize to them.”
 
   He choked a little and had to cough to clear his throat. Certainly he hadn’t heard her correctly. “You want me to apologize to the chickens?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That’s stupid.”
 
   “Falcon if you don’t apologize to my hens right now, you’ll be spending your nights elsewhere, because you won’t be welcome in my bed anymore. I need those hens to lay their eggs. My bottom line is already shaky enough.”
 
   He stood with his hands on his hips, not believing this. He looked down at the variety of chickens inside the enclosure. A line of laying hens stared back at him almost as if they had understood every word. “Fine.” He hesitated, then finally muttered, “Sorry, ladies.” As a group, they turned their backs on him and one by one disappeared inside the hen house.
 
   Falcon sat down on a nearby stump, still trying to slow his pounding heart. Jeb plopped down beside him. When he heard a small sound, he glanced up. “That better not have been a giggle.”
 
   She shook her head, then doubled over in a silent laugh.
 
   “Stop it. You’re not going to be telling people that I had a shootout with a scarecrow, are you? Or that I just apologized to a bunch of hens for doing it?”
 
   She shook her head again as she tried to control herself. “Sorry. It all just struck me as too funny. Must be the stress.”
 
   “Well, it might interest you to know that I figured out this whole mess. We still haven’t been able to pick up the guy targeting you. But it’s just a matter of time before we find him. He’s still in the area, I’m sure.” He got up and started toward the house. “Do you have any alcohol? I need a drink.”
 
   “I have iced tea.”
 
   “Fucking figures.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   “Okay, wait.” Izzy shook her head. Falcon’s explanation made no sense. “The man who was camped outside of my property line is the younger brother of the CEO who wants to buy this land?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “And he was trying to scare me into selling it to his brother?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why? There’s plenty of land around here for sale. Just pick one. Even in Bounty, several people are looking to get out and at a much cheaper price than I would want if I were selling. What’s so important about my land?”
 
   “This particular acreage, your place, belonged to their grandparents. They’d planned for their grandchildren to inherit it but the bank foreclosed on it years back before the younger boy was even born and when the older boy was just a youngster. That’s when your parents bought it.”
 
   “Are you telling me that he’s so sentimental about a piece of property, about land that he never even personally lived on, that he’d do anything to get it back in the family?”
 
   “No, I’m telling you that he’s so crazy in the head that he’d do anything to get it back for himself. According to the brother, after making CEO, he promised to buy his sibling the land if he could. He thought it might stabilize him. This loon has been in and out of mental facilities for years, though only one admittance showed up on his rap sheet. Frankly, I think the brother is really spooked by this guy and was trying to get him out of his hair. Apparently, he got it into his head that your parents somehow partnered with the bank to cheat their grandparents out of the land. Because of that, his whole existence turned into a pile of crap. If he’d been able to work and live here, then he’d have had a purpose in life. Or some such shit.”
 
   She thought on his words and wondered about their own attitudes and actions toward this man who felt he’d been wronged. “Maybe calling him a loon is insensitive, Falcon. Maybe he’s just a troubled soul and we’re being too hard on him.”
 
   “Izzy, don’t get sucked in by this guy and some sob story. He’s bad news. He started out scaring your animals, then he hurt a cow, then he killed a dog.”
 
   “Whoa, wait. You mean the dog on my property? I thought he died from rabies.”
 
   Falcon scratched his chin. “Oh. Um, turns out, not so much. He was shot behind the ear, according to the vet. He may have also been poisoned several hours before he was found on your property.”
 
   She sat dumbfounded. “That poor animal.”
 
   “And your cow was clawed with a metal instrument. So he’s not just a troubled soul. His behavior is escalating, Izzy. Getting the land back, by whatever means, symbolizes some sort of poetic justice or something in his head. Or so his brother said. He said that he didn’t know his brother had been causing you problems and was trying to scare you off the property. I’m not so sure that I believe him, especially since his second offer came after the attacks started. I told him that I’d charge him with conspiracy if he doesn’t cooperate with us, so I hope he’ll call if he hears or sees his brother.”
 
   “Can you do that? The conspiracy thing?”
 
   Falcon shrugged. “As long as he thinks I can, that’s all that matters, though he’ll probably lawyer up pretty fast and things could get complicated. But I got the feeling that he wants his brother out of his life. If that’s so, then I don’t think he’ll roadblock us from catching him.”
 
   “You know we can’t prove anything. We can’t even prove he’s set foot on my land. So even if you pick him up, are you really going to be able to hold him and charge him?”
 
   “Not a problem. He’s already wanted for assaulting a police officer. That’s how I put everything together. When his name popped up on a bulletin, I recognized it and connected him to his brother. I figured the relationship and his presence here wasn’t likely a coincidence, so I did a property search and then it all fell into place. Every cop in Calder County is now looking for him. That assault charge alone will put him away. I’ve got him for trespassing on county property. I’d bet my balls he has at least one unregistered weapon on him. We can get him for that too. If that weapon matches the one used to kill the dog or if we find the metal instrument used on the cow in his possession, we can add animal cruelty.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me about the dog?”
 
   “I figured you were going through enough. After the horses got spooked, you were pretty shaken up. Even if it turns out that we can’t prove anything in regard to the animal attacks, the fact that he was found camped right outside your property line, while his brother was trying to buy your land, should add fuel and suspicion to the fire. Along with the assault, that will get him prison time or at least get him sent back to a mental facility for a good, long stint.”
 
   “But you still need to catch him.”
 
   “Yeah, there’s that.”
 
   Jeb’s growl drew their attention to the porch. The front door was still open but the screen door was closed and locked. Falcon surged to his feet and reloaded his weapon. Izzy grabbed her shotgun. Then it hit them. The smell.
 
   Izzy visibly relaxed and lowered her weapon. “Skunk.” She pushed the front door closed and locked it. “Jeb will chase it away.”
 
   Falcon nodded and walked into the kitchen. He stuck his head in the refrigerator. “Hey! You have beer.” He pulled one out and turned toward her. “This is alcohol, Izzy.”
 
   “I know.” She shrugged. “Miguel brought it for you this morning.”
 
   “Good man. I’ll have to remember to thank him. You could have said you had some.”
 
   “I could have. But I was perturbed at you.” When he cocked an eyebrow, she shrugged. “Okay, it was petty. Help yourself.”
 
   “Are you still perturbed? I’d really like to be welcome in your bed tonight.” He popped the top.
 
   “You’re welcome. I need to keep an eye on you, so you don’t shoot up any more of my property.” She wanted him in her bed for more than that, but then he already knew that.
 
   “Funny.” He took a long swig from the can.
 
   She smiled. “Maybe I should handcuff you to the bed this time to keep you out of trouble.”
 
   “Fat chance of that happening, which reminds me. We need to pick up some play cuffs. I shouldn’t have put the real ones on you. They can cause some serious damage to the hands and wrists if not used properly.”
 
   “Good thing you’re a professional then. By the way, you are off duty, right?” She didn’t want him driving after everything that happened tonight, being on the road all day, and now the beer.
 
   “I’m off. Grayson and the other deputies are finally back from Vegas so the schedule isn’t as hectic now.” He plopped down on the couch. “I’m spent after the long day and I really don’t want to think about anything right now that’s not going to put a smile on my face.”
 
   “And what would put a smile on your face?”
 
   He chuckled and waggled his eyebrows. “How about you take off your clothes? Everything but your boots. Leave those on.”
 
   “Kinky.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m a wild man.”
 
   Jeb started barking. Falcon looked toward the door. “I hope he’s not getting into it with that skunk. He’ll smell for a week.”
 
   Izzy opened the blinds and looked out the window. “Sounds like he’s in the barn, except I locked that up earlier.” She grabbed her shotgun. “I better check and make sure he hasn’t gotten himself into trouble.”
 
   “Whoa.” Falcon pushed himself off the couch. “No way are you going out there alone after dark. I’ll go. How about you make me a sandwich while I’m doing the man stuff? I haven’t eaten since breakfast.”
 
   “I’m not your personal maid.”
 
   “No. But I love it when you’re domestic. It turns me on.”
 
   “Fuck you.” She couldn’t help but chuckle, which took all the force out of her words. “Go. I’ll make you a ham and cheese.”
 
   “With a pickle on the side?”
 
   She smiled. “Yes. With a pickle on the side.”
 
   “Sounds good.” Falcon opened the door and looked out. He didn’t smell anything anymore. He swung open the screen door and walked out onto the porch. Yep, it sounded like Jeb was in the barn. Izzy probably hadn’t secured the latch properly. Jeb must have chased the skunk in there. As he stepped off the porch and headed toward the barn, he glanced back at his SUV. “What the hell?” It looked as if it was leaning to one side.
 
   He changed directions toward the gate. When he got closer, he saw that the front tire on the driver’s side was flat. “Perfect. I must have picked up a nail.” But then he noticed that the back tire on the same side was also flat. He crouched down to examine the tread. The tire had been punctured several times. Probably with a screwdriver.
 
   “Son of a bitch!” He surged to his feet and drew his weapon as he searched the area. “Izzy! Call 911. Now!”
 
   Pain exploded in his head. He felt his knees buckle and knew that he was falling but he couldn’t stop himself. Blackness enveloped him and he felt himself hit the ground.
 
   Izzy stepped out onto the porch. “What did you say?” Jeb was barking like crazy now. With the shotgun in her hand, she started toward the barn. “Where are you?”
 
   When Falcon didn’t answer her, the hair on the back of her neck bristled. She raised the shotgun and continued toward Jeb. Something felt wrong. Very wrong.
 
   “Iz-zy.”
 
   She barely heard the whisper over Jeb’s barks. It had come from behind her. A chill rushed down her spine. She swiveled around but she didn’t see anyone. “Falcon, if you’re playing with me, it’s not funny.” She waited but heard nothing more, so she turned back toward the barn.
 
   “Iz-zy.”
 
   She again turned toward the sound. That definitely wasn’t Falcon. She made a run back toward the house. Halfway there, a shadow passed by the porch and she skidded to a stop. “Damn it.” She turned and this time ran for the barn. With Jeb by her side, she’d feel better.
 
   “Iz-zy.”
 
   The creepy way the disembodied voice said her name made her skin crawl. Where the hell was that son of a bitch? She rushed toward the barn door. “Jeb?” she whispered. The dog whimpered from the other side. She reached for the latch, then jumped back when she saw another shadow out of the corner of her eye. She raised the shotgun and fired into the dark.
 
   Someone laughed. A maniacal laugh.
 
   Something hit the barn door from the inside, making it shake. She jumped aside just as the latch broke. A second later, the door flew open. Henry raced out and Jeb ran to her side. “Where is he, boy?” The dog growled and looked toward the trees not far from where they stood. She once more started to move back toward the house. She needed to get inside to call for help. And she needed to find Falcon.
 
   As she got closer to the porch, she felt that she might make it this time. Then she saw Falcon’s SUV and a lump on the ground next to it. “Falcon!”
 
   Jeb raced toward him and she followed close behind. She fell to her knees and checked him while Jeb stood guard. “Still alive.”
 
   She scrambled to her feet. She’d call for help on his radio. She pulled on the door handle on the driver’s side. “Shoot. Locked.” She crouched down and searched Falcon’s pockets. “Yes. Keys.”
 
   “Iz-zy.”
 
   Jeb growled and looked out into the dark. She couldn’t see the man but she knew he was near. She fiddled with the key, trying to get it in the lock. She could hear someone running, breathing hard, coming closer.
 
   Two almost simultaneous explosions split the night air. The light on the top of Falcon’s vehicle shattered. She screamed. A man shouted. Jeb lunged forward. She swung her shotgun around. That’s when she saw Falcon sitting up with his semi-automatic in his hand.
 
   “I got him, Izzy.” He fell back down.
 
   She could tell that he’d passed out once more. Jeb was baring his teeth, standing near something on the ground. She started forward with her gun ready. And there the man was. On the ground. Blood covered his chest. Falcon really had gotten him. She spotted a pistol on the ground nearby and picked it up. She stuck it in her belt.
 
   A groan drew her attention. She swung the shotgun around as the man’s eyes opened. “Don’t move,” she warned him.
 
   “Fuck you. You should have sold,” he whispered. “Only thing left to do was kill you. Then the land would have been mine.”
 
   “You’re crazy.”
 
   “Yeah. And now I’m dead and I intend to haunt you for the rest of your life, you stupid bitch.” He coughed, then stilled, his eyes open wide, but now unfocused.
 
   Anxiety and renewed fear rushed through her entire body at his last words. Hopefully those words weren’t prophetic. Jeb trotted back over to Falcon and started licking his face. She returned to his vehicle and called for help, then sat beside him on the ground. “You’re going to be all right,” she whispered to him. “You have to be.”
 
   After a moment, his eyes fluttered open. “Is he dead?”
 
   “Yes, he’s dead.” She reached out and held his hand, intertwining their fingers. “But, um, I think we might need to call in an exorcist.”
 
   Falcon cursed, then mumbled something under his breath that sounded a lot like dizzy to the end.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Izzy looked up at sky. It hadn’t turned dark yet but she could see the moon. “Shoot.” She grabbed the grocery bag and slammed the truck door. She hurried up onto the porch. “Hi, Jeb.” She flung open the screen door and headed into the kitchen. “Falcon! I’m back! Sorry I took so long.”
 
   Falcon had survived the attack with a concussion and multiple bruises. Because he’d already suffered a previous concussion back when he was bronc riding, he’d taken longer to recover. Still, the last few weeks had been some of the best that she could remember. They’d missed the rodeo and Bounty’s annual chili cook-off but that hadn’t mattered to her. The case had been closed. The brother wasn’t charged. And she’d put the whole thing behind her.
 
   While Falcon convalesced, she’d insisted that he move into the farmhouse with her so she could take care of him. He hadn’t protested. She and Miguel had packed his things and made room where they could.
 
   Since then, they’d settled into a comfortable routine. Now Falcon was getting ready to return to work. Would he want to stay at his own place again? They hadn’t talked about him moving back to the trailer park. They hadn’t talked about him staying at the farmhouse. She figured if she didn’t bring it up, maybe he wouldn’t either, and everything could continue on as it had been.
 
   The gossip in town, of course, was running wild. Even though they hadn’t had sex since he got injured, everyone knew that she and Falcon didn’t have a platonic relationship. She couldn’t believe that in this day and age anyone would care, but that’s small town life. “Falcon, where are you?”
 
   She knew he was here. His SUV was outside and the front door had been open. Suddenly concern hit her. What if he’d had a relapse? The doctor had cleared him for work just yesterday, so he must be fully recovered. Even so, something didn’t feel right. As she headed out of the kitchen, he came out of the bedroom, closing the door behind him. She relaxed. “There you are.”
 
   “Sorry. Um, Izzy. We need to talk about something.”
 
   She clasped her hands together and hesitated before responding. “That doesn’t sound good.” The look in his eyes, the concern, worried her.
 
   “I figured it was about time to get this out and over with.”
 
   “That really doesn’t sound good.”
 
   He held out his hand to her. “Let me show you something.”
 
   Now she was just confused. She took his hand and he led her toward the bedroom. He opened the door and moved aside for her to enter first. Her breath caught in her throat. The lighting in the room had been dimmed. The bed had been turned down and was covered in colorful wildflowers.
 
   Her heart melted. He’d remembered that she preferred wildflowers to roses. Scented candles burned on the dresser. Vanilla with a hint of chocolate. Vanilla was his favorite. Chocolate was hers. She turned to him. “It’s beautiful. What’s all this about?”
 
   “The doctor said that we could do the deed now.”
 
   “Do the deed?” She rolled her eyes.
 
   A smile tugged at his lips. “Okay, those are my words, not his. But I wanted to do something special for you. You’ve been taking such good care of me. I thought it was time for me to pamper you some.”
 
   “This is really nice, Falcon. Why all the dire looks and words? You had me worried.”
 
   “Well, um. There is something else. I’ve been offered a position with the San Antonio Police Department on one of their new, special task forces. I got the call a few days ago.”
 
   In that moment, everything came crashing down on her. Just like last time. She couldn’t believe this was happening. Once again he was going to leave her. He’d set up all this romantic stuff to soften the blow. At least he’d had the decency to tell her before he fucked her rather than after. “I see.”
 
   “They want an answer in the next couple of days so they can move forward and finalize the team. It’s pretty good money.”
 
   She nodded, not knowing what to say. He didn’t say anything more either. They just stood there, side by side, consumed by their own thoughts. If he asked her to go with him, would she go this time? She didn’t want to lose him again. She knew that much. But he didn’t ask.
 
   Finally, she broke the silence between them. “What kind of task force? Is it dangerous?”
 
   “It’s law enforcement. It’s always going to be dangerous. This particular assignment is drug related. So, yeah, more dangerous than a lot of positions.” He hesitated a moment. “I’m turning it down.”
 
   She looked up at him. Her heart skipped a beat. “Why?”
 
   “I came back here for a change of pace. I like my job.” He pulled her into his arms. “And, Izzy, I really love you.”
 
   “You do?” She barely got out the words.
 
   “I do. I don’t think you’d be happy in San Antonio. I know that I wouldn’t be happy there or anywhere without you. I hope you feel the same about me. Or are you ready to kick me out now that I’m all better?”
 
   The uncertain look she’d seen earlier reentered his eyes. She suddenly realized that he’d been worried about her rejecting him. “I’d never kick you out.” She wrapped her arms around him. “I love you, Falcon. I’ve never stopped loving you.” She hesitated a moment. “But I don’t want to hold you back.”
 
   “You’re not. This is the decision that I want to make. For us. That’s why I took a few days to think it over. I wanted to sit with the decision for a while. It feels right. So right.”
 
   His arms tightened around her and she felt like everything in her life just fell into place. After what seemed like too short of a time, he loosened his hold on her and tipped her chin toward him. He covered her lips with his in a gentle kiss, then slowly deepened the kiss, tasting her thoroughly.
 
   Nothing had ever felt so wonderful to her. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. He began moving them forward and when they fell onto the bed, they separated.
 
   She laughed. “I’m going to get wildflowers in my butt.”
 
   “Nah. You’re safe with me.” He brushed some of them aside, then began fingering the buttons of her shirt. “I’ve been dreaming about your breasts for weeks.”
 
   When he pushed her shirt off her shoulders, she chuckled. “You’re such a liar.”
 
   He shook his head and lowered her bra straps. “Not at all. Okay, maybe not dreaming. Fantasizing.” He reached beneath her and unhooked the garment, then pulled it from her body. “Ah, you are so beautiful, Izzy.”
 
   At the look in his eyes, a lump caught in her throat. She reached up and cupped his cheek. He kissed her lightly on the lips then lowered his head. When his lips closed around one of her nipples and he sucked lightly, she sighed.
 
   After tasting his fill, he undressed her with a gentle ease that she hadn’t ever experienced before. He then discarded his own clothing, taking his time as if savoring each moment with her. When he stood before her in all his naked glory, she held out her hand, inviting him to join her.
 
   He eased back onto the bed beside her and kissed her as if she was the most precious thing in his world. He slid his hands gently over her body, massaging and caressing every inch of her until her need grew so strong that she thought she’d die without him inside her.
 
   As she slid apart her legs, Falcon picked up a wildflower and teased her flesh with it, dragging it across each breast, down her stomach, and along one thigh. “Please,” she begged, needing him inside her. He smiled and shifted his body to cover hers. In a slow glide, he entered her, until he was completely sheathed. She wrapped her legs around his hips and pressed up against him. “So good.”
 
   “Oh, yeah.” He lowered his head and kissed the side of her neck as he moved against her.
 
   Every time his mouth touched her skin, she felt a frisson of pleasure. She grazed her fingernails down his back and his muscles twitched beneath her hands. She’d never loved any other man. Just Falcon. And she couldn’t imagine her life without him.
 
   He raised up on his elbows and looked into her eyes. The connection was immediate and powerful. He moved his hips a little faster and she gasped at the sensation. His cock filled her completely and she felt almost as if they were one.
 
   The pleasure built inside her until she thought the feeling would consume her soul. Falcon closed his eyes briefly and moaned, then he looked at her again, and they both climaxed together to a level of ecstasy that she hadn’t thought possible.
 
   She mewled and undulated beneath him. He grabbed the sheet and fisted his hands. When their orgasms finally waned, they collapsed on the mattress.
 
   Falcon moved off her but stayed by her side. She turned toward him and snuggled into his arms. He raised one of her hands to his lips and gently kissed each finger. Then he placed her palm over his heart and closed his eyes. His breathing slowed and became even.
 
   She felt a tear slide down her face. A tear of happiness.
 
   As he held her there in the quiet, she realized that something special had just happened between them. They’d already declared their love for each other, but that bond had now been solidified with a connection so deep that nothing would ever tear them apart again. She sighed in contentment and drifted off to join the sexiest man in all of Calder County in her dreams. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
   5 years later
 
    
 
   Falcon spread out a blanket on the grass, then he knelt atop it. A cool, night breeze wafted over him as he smoothed the lightweight material beneath his knees. He glanced up at the stars, admiring the twinkling lights. He felt happier than he could ever remember.
 
   Izzy set down the small cooler they’d brought will them, filled with bottles of lemonade and a variety of cheeses and crackers. “It’s a gorgeous night. When’s Trudy bringing Wren home from the sleepover?”
 
   “Not until late tomorrow morning.” He sat on the blanket and opened the cooler. He took out a bottle and enjoyed a long drink of the cold lemonade. “I’m off all day tomorrow, so we can spend the whole night out here if you want. I have the cell phone with me in case anyone needs to contact us.” He could hardly believe how lucky and blessed he was. He’d married the one and only true love of his life and they had a beautiful four-year-old, little girl with his green eyes and smile and her mama’s blonde hair and stubborn nature.
 
   Izzy held out her arms and twirled and twirled as she moved in a circle around the blanket. The smile on her face made Falcon’s heart pound a little harder. He set the bottle aside, then pulled his T-shirt over his head and dropped it on the ground. They hadn’t had much alone time since they’d started building the new house.
 
   Unexpectedly, Jasper had passed last year. With no relatives, he’d left his property to Izzy. She’d been speechless and touched. Since then, they’d been able to plant more hay on the adjoining property, and after tearing down his old shack, they’d started construction on a large house, overlooking the south pond, for their expanding family. In six months or less, they’d be welcoming their second child and he could hardly wait.
 
   Izzy collapsed onto the blanket. “I love the night air.” She looked over at him and took a sip from the bottle he handed her. “Can we get another dog? Wren’s been asking. It’s been a while.”
 
   “Yeah, it has.” They’d lost Jeb a couple of years back now. He’d died peacefully in his sleep in his favorite spot underneath the porch. The old boy had been sorely missed. “Wren says Jeb’s an angel and that she’s seen him watching over her. Supposedly, he flew right by her window the other night. She has quite an imagination.”
 
   Izzy laughed. “I think that’s so sweet. Jeb took a special liking to her right off. Remember when we brought her home from the hospital?”
 
   “Yeah. He rarely left her side, except for at night when he still preferred to be under the porch, like it was his post or something. At least Wren’s seeing angels as opposed to monsters. Like some people.” He gave her a pointed stare.
 
   “Hey, you know those were just metaphors. Besides, everything I ever said made perfect sense, given the situations at the time.” She set the bottle aside, then rolled toward him and fiddled with his belt. “The rodeo’s next weekend. I can’t wait to see you ride.”
 
   “It’s just a charity event to raise money for the new clinic, not an official circuit event. Lots of us old-timers will be riding and roping since we’re using stock that are tamer than normal.”
 
   She grinned up at him. “You’re hardly an old-timer.” With a light touch, she tugged off his belt. “You’ll be the sexiest man out there. If you win, I’ll let you try some of that bondage stuff on me that you like so much.”
 
   “Now there’s an incentive.” He reached out and unlaced the front of her sundress.
 
   She sat up and pulled the garment off, then slipped out of her underwear. “Should I leave my boots on?” She chuckled.
 
   “Um, no.” Falcon cringed. Last time he had her keep her boots on, she’d somehow ended up kicking him in the balls. He still wasn’t sure how that happened but he wasn’t taking any chances anymore. As she pulled them off, he shucked his own boots, pants and briefs.
 
   “I love the breeze on my bare body.” She looked up at the stars and took in a deep breath, then let it out slowly.
 
   Damn, she was beautiful. He could look at her forever and never tire of the sight. “I love the breeze on your bare body too.” He smiled. “More so, I love my bare body on your bare body.”
 
   “Oh, my, my,” she said in an exaggerated southern accent. “You’re such a sweet talker.”
 
   He chuckled. “Yeah, I am, aren’t I?” He pulled her into his arms and rolled her onto her back. “Do you know just how much I love you?”
 
   A smile tugged at her lips. “I think so. Probably just as much as I love you.”
 
   He leaned down and took Izzy’s lips in the softest of kisses. She was the perfect woman for him. Even her occasional dizzy thoughts and actions were special. She added not only love to his life but laughter too, which he hadn’t had a lot of before he’d returned to Bounty. He wouldn’t change a thing about her or about their life together.
 
   She pushed him back, breaking the kiss. “Wait.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m supposed to be on top.”
 
   “Who says?”
 
   “I’m always on top out here. You love it.”
 
   She knew him so well. “That I do. But I thought you might like to try something different.”
 
   “And have my butt slammed into the ground while you’re fucking me? The grass isn’t that soft. And my butt isn’t that padded.”
 
   “But it’s okay for my butt?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   He rolled over, taking her with him, until she straddled him. “Better?”
 
   She nodded. “Perfect.”
 
   “I’ll never tire of the sight of you naked and on top of me. We need to do this more often. Out here, I mean.”
 
   “You’ll get no arguments from me.” She raised up, then slowly lowered herself atop his hard cock. “Mmm.”
 
   The exquisite look of pleasure on her face filled his heart with so much love that he thought it might burst. “Oh, yes. I could stay like this forever.”
 
   She looked down at him. “Will you still fuck me when we’re eighty?”
 
   “Hell, yeah. We’ll do it in my wheelchair while we’re rolling down the hall at the retirement home. It’ll be fun.” They both laughed and he caressed her thighs as she started to move atop his cock. He sobered, and when he spoke, his voice came out low and full of emotion. “You’re an incredible woman, Izabel Savage.”
 
   The look in her eyes softened. “You haven’t said that to me in a long time.”
 
   “I know. I’m an ass. I think it all the time, um, about you being incredible, not about me being an ass. Ah, that feels good.” He closed his eyes and enjoyed the feeling of his wife taking his body to the heights of pleasure. She knew his body, his mind and his soul better than anyone ever had in his life. And she accepted everything about him. The good and the bad. When she began to move faster, he opened his eyes to watch her.
 
   She’d thrown back her head, her mouth gaped open, and she looked to be in a state of bliss. He lightly held her hips, needing to touch her, but he let her continue to control the situation. Her fingers curled against his chest as she stiffened and she made a sound between a moan and a scream. He felt her come. Her pussy clenched and released his cock over and over. Damn, what a feeling! When he felt her come a second time, he groaned, unable to hold out any longer. His body exploded in ecstasy. “Oh, oh. Izzy!”
 
   After what seemed like an eternity, yet not long enough, she collapsed on top of him. Neither said a word, they just breathed heavily, trying to recover. Finally, Izzy rolled off him and onto her back. They both stared up at the stars.
 
   Izzy was the one who broke the silence first. “Simmons said that his Golden Retriever, Molly, had puppies a few weeks ago. They should be about ready to adopt.”
 
   He reached down for her hand and laced his fingers through hers. “We’ll take Wren out tomorrow and let her pick out one.”
 
   She turned her head toward him. “Can we get two?”
 
   Falcon looked over at her and squeezed her hand. “Sure.” When she smiled, he turned his head back and closed his eyes, enjoying the breeze wafting across his body and just being beside her.
 
   Life in Calder County was definitely good. And he was certain that it would continue to be so, as long as he was with his family and all those he cared about here in Bounty, Texas.
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   Men of Calder County: Flint
 
   By Fran Lee
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   Flint had figured his life was just fine—until a gold-eyed little spitfire of a female broke into his motel room and threw his whole damn world into a tailspin.
 
   He'd never met anyone he wanted this desperately. He didn't believe in love at first site. Lust at first site? Yeah. That worked for him. But love was something that happened to other damn suckers, not Flint Calderon.
 
   Then he was blindsided by a tiny female with a black eye...he never knew what hit him.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Flint Calderon rolled his head on the thin pillow with a groan. He wasn’t sure which was worse—his  hangover or the pains from the way that fucking bronc had done a tap dance all over him after his nice clean dismount. He ached from the ends of his hair to his toenails. The slight noise that had awakened him stopped with his groan.
 
   He cracked one bleary eye open to see who dared disturb him at this ungodly hour, ready to send the bastard scurrying for cover. He couldn’t see anyone in the dim light from the parking lot filtering in through the crack between the curtains of the motel room, but he was certain that he’d heard someone open the door and close it quietly. He let his eye droop closed and drew a deep breath in through his nose. It sure as shit wouldn’t be Curley. The elusive scent was definitely soft and gentle. And it was way too early for maid service.
 
   Shit! If Curley has given his room key to another fucking rodeo bunny, I’m gonna kill his dumb ass. 
 
   “That you, Curley?” His voice sounded like he had a wad of whiskey-soaked cotton stuck in his throat. No one answered, but he heard a slight scuffling noise coming from the direction of the floor. Suddenly tensing despite his pounding head and bruises, he stealthily lifted his head and surveyed the room. If Curley had found his way back to the room he’d answer, hangover or no. But his friend wasn’t flopped across the empty bed. The only clothes he could see strewn around the other bed and the chair were the ones he’d stripped off as he’d fallen into the sack a few hours back. He listened carefully, and heard a soft thump as someone bumped into the underside of his bed.
 
   Gotcha. 
 
   He moved quickly, rolling over and snagging the miscreant with one arm as he hung out of his bed. From what his hand caught, he was damn sure the thief was a “she”. The trapped intruder gave a squeal of shock and struggled like a fish on a hook as he dragged her up from the floor between the beds, rolling her over his body and then under him, pinning her flat on her back as he settled his weight firmly over the little wildcat.
 
   “Okay, sweetheart, you wanna explain why you’re crawling around my floor in the middle of the night before I call the cops?” He swore as the little hellcat tried to poke his eyes out and make a break for it. He jerked both of her wrists over her head and secured them there with one hand while he reached for the lamp switch on the night stand.
 
   A shaky, muffled voice came from the face that was pressed against his chest as dim light flooded the room. “I was just trying to find a place to hid… I meant sleep.”
 
   “So you broke into my room?” he growled, shaking sleep from his muzzy head.
 
   “I didn’t break in! The door wasn’t locked. I didn’t know anyone was in here until you made a sound. I wasn’t trying to steal anything. I just wanted to keep warm and dry. Just let me go and I won’t bother you anymore.”
 
   Her lips and warm breath against his nipple woke him up a bit more. Goosebumps spread over his chest and back. 
 
   Down, boy…
 
   He pulled away a bit to see what he’d caught, and his gaze met a pair of topaz eyes half-hidden by her rumpled rain-damp blonde mane. “You damn well could have put my eyes out, woman.” He inhaled again, and the smell of rain, female and fear invaded his head. “Who are you hiding from? You steal somebody’s wallet?” He’d caught her switch of words and wasn’t about to let it pass unquestioned.
 
   “I didn’t steal anything. And it’s none of your business what I’m hiding from.” She blew at a strand of wet hair that lay across her eyes and glared up at him in apparent irritation.
 
   “No?” He chuckled, grinning down at her. “Sweet thing, you made it my business the minute you came into my room uninvited.” He shifted a bit to let his swelling dick find a more comfy niche in the valley between her damp legs, and then used his free hand to move the rest of her mussed hair out of her face. His grin faded as a big purple bruise on her left cheek came into full view. “Who the fuck hit you, woman?”
 
   Her eyes widened as his callused fingers gently brushed over the lump on her cheekbone, and he caught her chin before she could turn her face away to hide it from him. “I ran into a door jamb.”
 
   “With a little help—” He swore softly under his breath and loosened his death grip on her slim wrists. “Don’t try to claw me again, or I’ll tie your damn hands with my belt.” His voice was gruff even to his own ears. Once both hands were free, he caught her face between his large palms and made her turn this way and that so he could check that bruise.
 
   She winced, and he swore again as he backed down her body a bit and tugged her collar open a couple of inches to stare at a larger bruise shaped a lot like a handprint on her throat. “Somebody hurt you, woman. Tell me who did this.” He felt like pounding someone’s face in. “Did he rape you? Are you okay? Do you need a doctor?” His anger boiled out of his mouth before he could stop it. There was nothing lower than a man who would hurt a child or a woman and from the size of that hand print, he could tell that the bastard was one hell of a lot bigger than his victim.
 
   There is never any excuse for cruelty. 
 
    
 
   Lily Thomas was terrified to tell this man what had happened to her. She didn’t feel like telling a total stranger that Jacob Proctor was a low-life, murdering prick. And it wouldn’t do any good to call the cops, because her stepdad had the whole damn world convinced that she was a liar, a thief, and a suicidal drug addict. They would simply arrest her for running away again, and hand her back over to the son-of-a-bitch who’d had himself appointed her legal guardian after she had supposedly tried to kill herself after her mom had died of an overdose of sleeping pills. 
 
   The man my mom had so trustingly married is Lucifer himself.
 
   He had hoodwinked her widowed mom into thinking he cared about her. Had taken her over to the county recorder’s office and had her put their home in his name. Had gotten his hands on her dad’s insurance, their bank accounts, and he’d gotten full control of all the things her dad had wanted her mom to leave for Lily once she’d died. Jake had even taken her birth certificate and confiscated her wallet and ID cards so she couldn’t run off.
 
   The rotten bastard had made her mom’s death nearly three years earlier look like an accidental overdose instead of premeditated murder. Afterward he’d made Lily’s own “suicide attempt” look realistic enough to get the judge to appoint him as her conservator once they’d let her out of the county hospital after three months of psychiatric “observation”. 
 
   It certainly hadn’t been her idea to stir a whole bottle of sleeping pills into her orange juice and force it down her throat. The bastard had waited until it was almost too late before calling an ambulance and telling them he’d barely found her, along with a suicide note telling folks that she just “couldn’t go on living without her mom”.
 
   No one would listen to her when she told folks about her conniving stepfather. He had them all convinced that she was mentally ill…a troublemaker…a habitual liar. He’d kept her a virtual prisoner in her own home for the past couple of years.
 
   So many years of hell being controlled by a man so cruel and perverted had left more than a few superficial bruises on her. Far deeper hurts that couldn’t be fixed with liniment or bandages. These new bruises had come when she’d finally managed to escape the prick while he’d been trying to rape her…and she’d hit him over the head with a heavy iron candlestick that had split his skull.
 
   She’d grabbed a bundle of clothes and the little lock box that held what she thought might contain her wallet and the papers from her dad’s safe deposit box. Jake had hidden it in the top of his closet, behind her old school books. She hadn’t tried to open it then—she hadn’t had time when she’d found it a couple of weeks ago while he was out getting roaring drunk again. She’d never found the key. Night before last, when he’d looked for it and found it gone, he’d gone ballistic. He had accused her of “stealing” it from him. Had tried to choke the truth from her. Had hit her with his fists. But it hadn’t been until he’d told her he would fuck her in the ass until she screamed that she had panicked and fought back. Hard.
 
   He’d beaten her until she’d rolled into a fetal ball to avoid his fists, and then he had straightened up to unfasten his belt and unzip his jeans. She’d scrambled to the night stand and had grabbed the first thing she could get her hands around—a tall, old wrought iron candlestick her mom had thought was pretty. When he’d come staggering toward her, she’d whomped him so hard on the skull that it had hurt her arms. He’d dropped like a rock onto her bed, taking her down under him. It had taken a couple of stunned minutes to drag herself out from under his heavy, limp body.
 
   In a total panic, she had felt his neck for a pulse, and after finding a weak one, she had raced through her bedroom picking up clothes—a couple pairs of jeans, two shirts and her jacket, a pair of running shoes and some underwear—and stuffing it all into her back pack. She’d shoved the small lock box in the top of the back pack, and had dumped her little stash of cash from her piggy bank into a baggie and added it to the lot.
 
   As an afterthought, she’d pulled Jake’s wallet out of his jeans and emptied it of cash and his credit cards, taking his truck keys hoping the cops might think someone had come in and robbed him. Before leaving the house, she’d gone around back and had smashed in the kitchen window with a big rock, leaving the rock on the kitchen floor.
 
   If they assumed he was the victim of a robbery, it might give her some extra time to get far away.
 
   She’d put on a pair of old work gloves and had taken his truck, driving it Southeast on I-35 until it had almost run out of gas, before parking it in the lot of a used car dealer just before dawn. She’d pulled the license plates off and tossed them into a huge dumpster behind a supermarket about two miles down the road. She’d buried his credit cards in thick mud down in the creek bottom and had dumped a heavy old rock on top of them. Then she’d turned back the way she’d come and had hoofed it all morning until she’d managed to catch a ride with an elderly trucker who apparently had thought she was a boy, from the way she was dressed.
 
   She hadn’t minded him calling her “young man” at all. He’d dropped her off at a big truck stop off I-35 in Austin, the closest one to the Event Center. There would be a lot of people coming and going with the rodeo going on, and she could hide in plain sight. She could rest for the night then catch a bus north to Fort Worth. She barely had enough cash to buy a ticket and maybe a night in a cheap room. It had started to drizzle as she walked toward the motels nearest to the Event Center.
 
   But the room rates for even the cheapest motels were a lot higher than she’d expected, and she’d made the mistake of trying car doors and motel room doors searching for a place where she could doss down for the night, at least until the damn rain stopped. And now here she was, pinned under an overly helpful…naked…man going on about her damn bruises when all she wanted to do was get the hell out of there and find another unoccupied hidey-hole.
 
   Shit! The last thing she needed was for him to call the cops. But it looked like that was what he was about to do—unless she could talk him out of it.
 
   She should be utterly terrified, being held down on his bed, his warm naked flesh wrapped around her thin, cold body. She felt him lift a bit to adjust the solid ridge of meat that was shoved hard against her belly, yet he made no move to do what Jake had threatened to do. He smelled of whiskey and soap, and mint…sort of like he’d actually brushed his teeth. And his body warmed her cold skin.
 
   And he was concerned about her.
 
   That was a new feeling. And as scared as she was, she felt safe for the first time in years.
 
   “Please, mister…don’t call the cops. I didn’t do anything wrong. Just tried to get dry and warm. Just let me go, and I’ll get outta your hair.”
 
   She swallowed the heavy thickness in her throat as he stared down at her, his dark brown eyes narrowing in disbelief. He wasn’t buying any of it. Maybe she needed to make him feel sorry for her?
 
   “Okay…so I got the shit kicked out of me by a guy who tried to take my money, but I fought him off. Does that satisfy your need to be a damn old snoop?” She hoped she sounded sincere enough.
 
   “Why didn’t you call the cops? Why are you so afraid of calling the cops, darlin’?”
 
   Damn, but he’s too fucking perceptive! 
 
   She wiggled to get away, but he lowered his weight and pinned her harder under him, which shoved that growing ridge harder against her inner thighs.
 
   “Are you a runaway?” he asked softly.
 
   “I’m twenty-four frickin’ years old. Do I look like a runaway?” She tried to sound exasperated, but she knew her voice was shaking.
 
   “People run away from a lot of things, darlin’.” His eyes were enough to make her swallow her damn tongue as he let them slide down from her hair to her open shirt. “Let’s just pretend I believe your story. Will you behave while I get some pants on, or do I need to keep you pinned on my bed for the night?” A quirk at the corner of his too-sexy-to-be-real mouth made her swallow again. “Your clothes are wet through.”
 
   Control. Keep in control, Lily…
 
   She licked dry lips and nodded jerkily. His dark eyes settled on her mouth as her tongue flicked over them, and her stomach clenched as if she’d just been punched. Heat began to trickle through her, but then he eased off her and lifted up from the bed. 
 
   Holy fucking shit!
 
   Her eyes widened as she let them slide down his body. She’d seen some great bodies, but nothing like his. Every lean, long muscle rippled under smooth, tanned skin, marred only by a bit of black hair scattered in the center of his chest, and in a dark silky line that led down to the thatch at his groin. Surrounding that wide awake cock that pointed directly at her. 
 
   Oh my God…
 
   Hhe was totally covered with dark, livid bruises like hers! 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Flint rose from the bed and hesitated as his little intruder looked her fill at him. He watched her wide golden gaze as it dropped from his muscled chest to his aroused shaft and got even wider, as though she’d never seen anything the likes of it before. He let her stare for a full minute before he cleared his tight throat and reached for his rumpled jeans lying across the foot of Curley’s unoccupied bed. If he knew Curley, the cowpoke was dossed down with some rodeo bunny in another motel room, enjoying the hell out of her.
 
   Shaking out his jeans, he stepped into them casually, sensing her eyes drilling a hole through his bruised ass. He could almost feel them stroking over his skin. Damn! It was a job getting the fly closed without zipping his unrepentant cock into the teeth, but somehow he managed. He didn’t bother with his belt. Or his shirt. Modesty wasn’t one of his many sins. He’d only put on his pants to make her less nervous.
 
   When he turned back to face her, she was still flat on her back, her eyes wide and her jaw hanging, as if she’d been quick-frozen to the spot. He scratched his chest and yawned, and watched as her pale face turned all red. When she still didn’t move, he ran both hands back through his sleep rumpled hair, and almost laughed as her wide eyes popped again. Figuring he would have to be the one to start the conversation, he felt his cheeks crease with a wicked grin.
 
   “Unless you are inviting me back into my bed, darlin’, it would be smart of you to get a grip and sit up. You look mighty invitin’ lying there like that.”
 
   His words had the desired effect, because she jack-knifed up from the mattress and hit the floor with both feet, looking for all the world like she was ready to make a dive for the door. He lifted both palms like he would to calm a spooked horse, and he spoke softly in a calm voice. “Easy there, sweet thing. You’re safe. But I need a cup of coffee.”
 
    
 
   Coffee? Hot coffee?
 
   Lily’s mouth almost watered. She hadn’t eaten a damn thing except a stale granola bar since she’d run for it, and her gut was telling her off something fierce. She’d saved all her cash for bus fare and a room if she needed one, and the idea that he might be offering a cup of coffee was enough to make her sink back down onto the edge of the mattress and hug her stomach.
 
   When the tall man moved to the cubbyhole that served as a closet between the bedroom and the bathroom and flipped the switch on a small coffee maker, she stared at his broad back, unable to take her eyes from all that golden skin. 
 
   His jeans hung low on his lean hips, and his bare feet were long and shapely. Holy Hell, but she’d never seen a better looking man. His dark hair was almost black, with a few lighter streaks, probably from the sun. Her gaze slid over the nasty bruises that were on his back, ribs, and his shoulder. Then he swung his head her way as if he sensed she was ogling him, and a crooked smile curved his chiseled mouth.
 
   Covering her rudeness, she coughed and looked down at the floor, and she spoke in a shaky voice. “Did you get the shit beat out of you, too?”
 
    
 
   Flint hid his grin as he turned back to the coffee and turned two of the Styrofoam cups over. “Not in the same way you did. The saddle bronc I’d just finished riding took it into his head to try and get the last word in on our argument.”
 
   He heard her little gasp, and a moment later, he felt cool hands on the largest of his bruises. It was all he could do not to flinch. He stiffened as her small, cold fingers ran over the lump where a hoof had caught his ribs a glancing blow. “Have you been to see a doctor?” she whispered, “to make sure your ribs aren’t cracked?”
 
   Taking in a deep breath, he fought to remain still. “Yep. Just a bunch of nasty bruises.” His voice rasped as he went on. “Your hands feel damn good, woman.”
 
   She moved away quickly, and the minute her hands dropped from his body, he wanted them right back where they’d been. He tried his damnedest to not look disappointed when he glanced down at her over his shoulder once more.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Her face was pinched with concern.
 
   “No need to apologize. It felt good—sort of like an ice pack. You can put those hands back on me if you want.”
 
   He watched her expression turn from worried to pink with embarrassment, and he fought to keep from turning around and kissing her until the pink turned to a warm red flush of pleasure. But he managed to hold back. He growled under his breath. He’d never felt so damned hot and protective in his life before. She wasn’t a beauty, but there was something about her that grabbed his gut and twisted. Something about her seemed to reach out and touch him, and damned if he wasn’t ready and willing to figure it out. He needed to back the hell off and get some answers so he could decide what to do with his little burglar.
 
   The water was dripping down through the grounds, and he focused on the coffee until they each had a hot steaming cup in their hands. He watched as she dumped four sugar packets and two creamer packets into hers and realized she probably hadn’t had much of anything to eat, if she couldn’t even afford a room. She looked as though she’d been starved. His eyes moved over her thin wrists and hands as she cupped the Styrofoam and blew away the steam.
 
   He sank onto Curley’s bed and nodded for her to sit on his. While they let the coffee cool enough so it wouldn’t burn their mouths, he started asking questions.
 
    
 
   Lily heard her stomach gurgle as she tried not to swallow the steaming coffee too fast. She almost didn’t hear the question he asked. “Sorry. I didn’t hear you.”
 
   He watched her quietly, his dark gaze considering her as he asked again. “What’s your name?”
 
   She fished about in her mind for one she would remember. “Um…Susan.”
 
   “Okay, now what’s your real name?”
 
   Damn, he was too observant.
 
   “What makes you think it isn’t Susan?” She kept her eyes on her cup as she blew the steam away and took another tiny sip.
 
   “Gut feeling. I’m trying to decide what to do with you, and the truth would help me make a good decision here. If you lie to me again, I’ll just let the cops sort this out.”
 
   She set the cup down on the night stand beside the bed and clasped shaky hands around her bruised ribs. “Look, mister, I haven’t done anything illegal, and I didn’t mean to trespass. I just am down on my luck. I had nowhere else to go.” She avoided meeting his dark eyes, praying he wouldn’t ask too damn many questions. “I have about seventy dollars, but I need all of it to buy a bus ticket so I couldn’t afford a room. I would have slept outside, but it’s raining and I was cold. I didn’t exactly have that many choices.”
 
   “Sleeping outside probably was what got you beat up and almost robbed. Not the best option for a woman on her own.” His dark gaze held hers for a long moment before he spoke again. “You can sleep on this bed for the rest of the night. Curley seems to have found somewhere comfy to spend the night, so it’s available. The coffee shop across the way won’t open until six, but I think Curley has a stash of candy bars. You look like you could use some sugar and peanuts.”
 
   Her belly chose that exact moment to rumble ominously, and she felt hot color fill her face. He didn’t comment, just got up and went back into the little cubbyhole to drag out a large backpack. He unzipped one of the upper pockets and dragged out a handful of Snickers bars, dumping them on the bedspread. He’d barely let go when she lunged across the narrow space between the beds and scooped one up, tearing at the wrapper like a lion tearing into a bloody bone.
 
   “Whoa. Easy there, you’ll make yourself sick if you eat too fast, sweetheart.” He swung the back pack to the floor and sank down beside her on the mattress, his large hand gently touching her shoulder.
 
   Her eyes were closed as she chewed barely enough so she could swallow before taking another big bite. The feel of that big warm palm made her jerk, and she blinked up at him as he gazed down at her with a concerned look. She chewed more slowly and wiped her mouth with the back of one hand. “S—sorry. I haven’t eaten much since day before yesterday.”
 
   The curse that came from him startled her, but he made no move to stop her from eating. She thought about shrugging his hand off, but it felt warm and comforting and she was freezing, still uncomfortably wet from the rain. 
 
    
 
   Flint swore before he caught himself, and he felt her shiver under his hand. Her skin was icy, and her shirt and jacket were wet through. He got back up and went through his own backpack, dragging out a clean T-shirt and a pair of soft cotton boxers. As an afterthought, he pulled out a pair of socks, then turned back to see her finish off the second candy bar. He walked into the bathroom and set the items on the side of the sink before reaching into the shower and turning on the water, waiting for it to get nice and steamy.
 
   He moved back into the bedroom as she was wolfing down the last candy bar. He tugged the wet jacket off her and hung it over the back of a chair, ignoring her squeak of protest. “Get on in there and climb in the shower, sweet thing. You’re as cold as an icebox. I left some things for you to put on. We need to get you dry and warm.”
 
    She had chocolate smeared around her sweet mouth like some small child caught gobbling chocolates, and something grabbed him inside his chest, making it hard to breathe. Anger at the woman having to starve, frustration at not being able to make it better. He watched her hesitate, then seem to make a decision as she rose from the bed and did as he’d ordered. She closed the bathroom door with a snap, and he waited until he heard the shower door slide shut. He tried the door and found it not locked, then he called out that he was just grabbing her wet stuff to hang it over the room heater to dry a bit. 
 
   “Okay.” Her voice sounded as if she was shivering, and he opened the door enough to reach in and snag her wet things. But the sight of her naked body turning under the steamy spray made him forget his errand, and he stared at the rounded globes and the way her hands ran over them with a washcloth. He swallowed hard. Shit! She was just a bitty little thing, but that rack was enough to make his mouth water.
 
   After a full minute went by with him just standing there, holding her clothes, she said quietly, “That makes us about even. I stared, and you stared. Now go away and let me finish my shower, okay?”
 
   He felt enough hot blood leave his hard cock to fill his face, and he backed out of the steamy room, closing the door behind him.
 
   Holy fucking hell! 
 
   He managed to shake out the wet shirt and jeans and drape them over the room heater at the foot of his bed. Her boots were sopping wet, so he set them next to the door on a section of newspaper, and then he picked up her bra and panties from the crumpled bedding and lifted them to his face, inhaling deeply before arranging them over the top of her other stuff. 
 
   He let out a shaky breath. He’d never, repeat never, had a female affect him so much since he’d turned fifteen and had gotten his first piece of tail. The wonder of sinking hard and deep into a slick cunt had left him breathless and in shock. But no woman had quite gotten to him as deeply since. Until now. A pair of huge golden eyes…spiky wisps of dark blonde hair…a too-thin little body with breasts that were firm, round, and uptilted, with nipples that had stood out as she’d washed them.
 
   He clenched his teeth and swore softly as he pressed the heel of his hand over his cock, shifting it so it wouldn’t get pinched against his zipper. Shit. She was nothing like his usual type. He had a marked preference for round, leggy, lush redheads. So what the fuck had him all in a lather? Maybe it was because he hadn’t gotten laid in over a month. Yeah. That had to be it. I should have gone with Curley and joined the rodeo bunny party.
 
    
 
   Lily heard him call out from the other side of the door, and she was glad he’d been thoughtful enough to warn her that he was coming in. She could see him through the etched glass as he bent to retrieve her wet things, but then he’d straightened, and had simply stood there, staring.
 
   She had stiffened, damn well aware that he could see her as clearly as she could see him…and a little devil had prompted her to slowly run the soapy cloth over her breasts and belly as he watched. A tingle of naughtiness made her nipples tighten, and her clit grow needy. After all, turnabout’s fair play…she’d looked her fill at his body back in the bedroom.
 
   Then she’d spoken, and he’d withdrawn from the bathroom, leaving her in a melting, warm puddle of awareness. It shocked her that after Jake’s attempt to rape her, she could feel anything but fear and revulsion when a total stranger showed appreciation for her body. But this man was certainly not Jake. And in spite of his ogling her through the shower door, he’d backed off and made no attempt to take advantage. 
 
   He had caught her sneaking into his room at two in the morning, had pinned her wet body to his bed, but instead of freaking out and calling the cops, or ripping her clothes off and using her, he’d ended up offering her a place to sleep for the rest of the night, a hot shower, and warm, dry clothes. Her own backpack had gotten soaked by the rain, and she’d left it hidden outside the room in some bushes. She couldn’t help but feel attracted to someone who was so damn good looking, yet so totally…gentlemanly. 
 
   So kind…
 
   When she was thoroughly warm and her hair wasn’t filled with sticks and dirt from crawling through that big hedge to sneak into the parking lot of this motel without being seen by the desk clerk, she turned off the water and toweled dry, then wrapped the damp towel around her head to draw out the excess water. The things he’d left for her to put on were soft, dry cotton, too big by a mile but still something to cover her and keep her warm. She tugged the T-shirt over her head to fall almost to her mid thighs, and then pulled the boxers up her legs. There was no drawstring, but she found that rolling the elastic waist down over itself several times made them stay on her hips fairly well.
 
   The socks were blessedly warm, and they were the kind that didn’t have a heel built into them, so she tugged them up to her knees and then sat on the closed toilet to rub her hair dry with the towel. She mopped up the watery mess she’d made with the damp towel and tossed it over the top of the shower stall before she turned to the mirror and began trying to comb her hair with her fingers. The light knock on the door made her turn to see the door inch open.
 
   “I’m done in here,” she said a bit too breathlessly as she opened the door the rest of the way. “Sorry I took so long.”
 
   “Just checking. You were in here so long, I thought you might have fallen asleep in the shower.” Dark eyes traveled from her wet hair to her sock-clad feet, and back. He had pulled a flannel shirt on but hadn’t buttoned it.
 
   Talk about sex on the hoof…
 
   “You wouldn’t happen to have a comb, would you?” she managed to ask as she edged past him in the doorway without brushing against him.
 
   “Yeah, just a minute,” he said as he stepped on into the bathroom and lifted the toilet seat while she stood there staring like a peeping tom. Realizing that she was watching him take a piss, she whirled around and almost ran to the side of the bed he had offered her, and her gaze slipped over the way he’d arranged her wet things to dry out a bit. The sight of her underthings on top of the pile brought a flush to her face, and she barely stopped herself from grabbing them and tucking them under the rest.
 
   For God’s sake, girl, he’s seen way more of you than just your panties and bra!
 
   She heard the toilet flush, and a moment later, a man’s black comb extended over her shoulder, and she jerked a bit, before reaching for it. Taking it from his hand, she turned and took a step away from that long, lean body. “Thanks. I didn’t think to grab a brush before…” She stopped herself before blurting out that she’d left home without taking much of anything. She didn’t want any more questions. He nodded as she started dragging the teeth of his comb through her tangled hair.
 
   It was tough going, combing through her thick hair, and after a few minutes, he took the comb from her hands and turned her around toward the mirror over the dresser. “Let me see what I can do.” He breathed softly behind her, using his long, strong fingers to untangle the hair so the comb would slide more easily through the wet strands. She sighed and closed her eyes, too tired to protest his taking over her grooming.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   No reply, but she could feel his warm breath as he gently tugged the comb through her hair from the top to the bottom, as if he had leaned closer to her. She could feel the heat of his body behind her, and then the brush of his chest against her shoulder blades as he gathered her hair into one big hand and lifted it off her neck. Every nerve in her body was tingling as she felt his lips against the side of her neck. His warmth against her spine and the soft caress of his mouth sent a shot of something warm and delicious scurrying through her body, and she had to fight to draw away, talking a step forward and glancing over her shoulder. “Thanks. It’s been a long time since anybody combed my hair for me.”
 
    
 
   Flint had forgotten that she was a total stranger…that he didn’t even know her real name. There was just a quiet, easy silence between them that felt natural somehow. He sensed that her body was as aware of him as he was of her. It had felt right to take the comb from her weary hand and to use his own fingers to ease the tangles as he used his comb to smooth the thick mass of damp curls. It had felt right when he’d gathered her hair in one hand to bare the side of her neck and to bend down to taste her sweet, clean skin.
 
   And she had shivered with awareness as he’d dragged his mouth over her neck and shoulder. But when she’d moved away, his body felt cold. His insides felt tight and hot. He’d almost reached out and dragged her back against him. Somehow he’d managed to keep his hands to himself.
 
   As she glanced over her shoulder at him and thanked him softly for combing her hair, he realized that no matter who she was—no matter where she’d come from—no matter what, he was bound and determined to keep his little waif. As fucking dumb as that sounded even to him, he simply accepted that his sudden decision would stand. She would never be cold, bruised, hungry or alone again.
 
   He nodded, and turned away from her to draw the bedspread and blankets back on Curley’s bed. “Climb in and get warm. Get some sleep. We’ll be haulin’ out of here early, so rest up.”
 
   Her hesitation made him smile. “You’ll be safe. If Curley climbs into bed with you before dawn, he’ll be too damn drunk to do much. But I warn you, he likes to cuddle.”
 
   The smile that spread over her face hit him like a fist in his gut. Christ! He was gonna have to fight his hardest to keep from crawling into bed and cuddling her against his own hard-as-nails cock. 
 
   She lowered her body and crawled wearily into the open bed, and he drew up the covers over her curled up body as he realized she was already fast asleep.
 
   Unable to sleep, Flint lay back against his pillows and watched the curled-up lump of bedding that hid the bruised and hungry woman who slept like a log in the bed beside his. Who was she? Where had she come from? Who had hurt her? He didn’t believe a word of her story about almost getting mugged. She’d have called the cops in a heartbeat—unless there was some reason she was afraid to call them. Could she be running from the law? Had she stolen something?
 
   Could she be running from a man that had beaten her?
 
   Rage filled him as the thought of an abusive husband or boyfriend filled his head. She might have taken off with just the clothes on her back to escape someone like that. But why was she afraid to report him to the police? What hold could a man have on her to make it impossible to run?
 
   He had made a decision earlier, and he planned to stick to it. But this wasn’t some lost puppy that he’d found in the motel parking lot. This was a woman. She would have to be willing. He couldn’t just up and carry her off. So he whiled away the hours to dawn thinking up ways to make her want to stay…to get her into his truck and get her back home rather than on a bus to Fort Worth.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   He glanced at his watch and slipped off the bed at five thirty in the morning. He got fully dressed, staying quiet so he wouldn’t wake her. Then he packed all his things and eased out the door to cross the street to the little coffee shop that was just opening. He ordered two breakfasts to go and headed back across the street just in time to see Curley coming down the outer stairs from the top row of rooms, carrying his jeans and his shirt over his arm, clad in his skivvies and his boots.
 
   Looking like shit warmed over, his friend blinked blearily at him, and glanced down at the sacks of food in his hands. “Ughhh…thanks, but I think I’d puke if I tried to eat…”
 
   “It isn’t for you. And keep it quiet. Put your damn pants on. I have a guest, and I don’t want you scaring the shit out of her.”
 
   Curley ran a hand over his heavy morning beard, and lifted a brow. “Her? You caught yourself a bunny?”
 
   “No. Go on and get a shower and I’ll explain later. Just don’t wander out of the bathroom naked, okay?”
 
    The lump in Curley’s bed was still there, and it rolled over with a little groan. Flint practically shoved Curley into the bathroom and set the bags of food on the night stand. He unloaded the carryout containers of scrambled eggs, biscuits and gravy, ham and hash browns, and when the smells of the food wafted around him, the lump under the covers shoved up and a bed-wrinkled face poked out, a hand shoving mussed hair back from it.
 
   “Oh, God, that smells so damn good!”
 
   She shoved the covers off and crawled on all fours to the edge of the bed, sliding curvy bare legs out. The socks had sagged down to her ankles while she slept. He drew a deep breath as she leaned across him to grab one of the steaming containers. “Eggs? Oh, and ham? I think I love you…” Her face was pink as she glanced up at him. “Can I have some?”
 
   Unable to spit out a single word, Flint pulled a paper plate off the little stack the waitress had given him and started shoveling hot food onto it, adding a fresh hot biscuit and a dollop of country gravy. He watched her scoot right up to the night stand and shovel a huge spoonful into her mouth, making happy, satisfied sounds that made his cock stiffen like there’d be no tomorrow.
 
   He barely heard the shower turn off, and he said in a choked tone, “Curley’s back. We were hoping to haul ass outta here by seven, ‘cuz we still have to pick up supplies. I was thinking…we could stop at a Laundromat and wash and dry your things. How’s that sound? They’re still pretty damp.” 
 
   She blinked up at him as she wrapped her lips around a spoonful of scrambled egg, and his gut twisted, wondering what it would feel like to have them wrapped around his painfully stiff cock. “I’ve put you to enough trouble, haven’t I? I really don’t have enough cash to pay for the Laundromat and still buy a bus ticket. I can wear damp clothes. They’ll dry out on the way. You’ve done more to help me than you can ever imagine.”
 
   Curley came out of the bathroom in a cloud of steam, water from his blond hair dripping down his naked body as he padded out to grab his backpack. Blue eyes the color of a summer sky flicked over their guest, and Flint glared furiously at him as he fished out jeans and a shirt, and padded back into the bathroom, his bare ass disappearing behind the closed door. 
 
   She sat there, chewing on a bite of food, and after a moment she said, “You guys sure as hell don’t worry much about modesty, do you?” she commented, gulping down some orange juice and grabbing another biscuit.
 
   Flint watched the little grin curve her lips upward, and he couldn’t help chuckling. “Curly has good reason to believe he’s God’s gift to women, and he doesn’t bother to hide it. Sorry about that.”
 
   “Well, he might think so, but you’ve got him beat all to hell.” Her voice was almost too low for him to catch her words. When he blinked at her face, she was blushing like crazy. A surge of blood enlarged his cock to beyond painful, and just when he figured he’d definitely heard her wrong, she rose to her knees on the mattress and caught his face between her hands, pulling him in for a kiss that about singed his fucking socks off.
 
    Soft, sweet lips brushed his, then pressed more firmly, opening as he dragged her closer and returned the kiss, his tongue parting her lips as he groaned. She sucked his tongue into her mouth gently, sending his pulses into a tailspin. For one long, heart pounding moment, he thought he was dreaming. As she drew back, breathless and pink-cheeked, she whispered huskily, “Thank you for everything, mister. You’re my knight in shining armor—a very special man.”
 
   He was staring numbly into her amber eyes as she rose from the mattress and reached for her still damp clothes. His body was locked in disbelief. Part of him wanted to grab her and strip her. Another part of him wanted to hold her close and just feel the warmth of her. He watched, numb, as she turned her back and tugged off her borrowed shirt and shorts, and pulled on her own things, a shiver going through her as the chill of the damp clothes hit her skin. Then she turned and neatly folded his stuff. “I hope you don’t mind if I keep the socks. They feel great, and mine are still wet.”
 
   He was still breathing hard from the brief flash of her pale skin bared to his wide eyes. The sweet rounded curve of buttocks. The slender dip of her waist. The delicious curve of her spine. He could see her ribs, she was so damn thin, but everything else fit beautifully. He barely managed to shut his mouth before he began to drool. 
 
   Holy mother of God…
 
    He was about to say something when the bathroom door opened, and Curly sauntered out, in tight jeans and a concert T-shirt that hugged every damp inch of his chest and ripped abs. The man let his eyes slip over their guest, and let them linger over the damp shirt that didn’t conceal her stiffened nipples. “Well, hello…aren’t you going to introduce us, Flint?”
 
    
 
   Lily stared back at the handsome, blatantly sexy male whose eyes caught and held on her breasts. So, my knight’s name is Flint? It suited him. From his hard body to his hard…cock. Was the man ever soft?
 
   She was about to make a scathing comment, when a pair of long, warm arms slipped around her, and casually concealed her breasts from the blond’s view. She tried to remain totally calm, but felt warmth filling her cheeks. Flint’s deep voice came from next to her temple. “Curley, this is…Susan. She’ll be riding along with us for a bit. And I’d suggest you keep your eyes at a respectful level. She damn near poked mine out last night, and I can verify she means business.”
 
   The big blond laughed shortly and lifted his gaze to hers. “Sorry, love. It’s just a bad habit.”
 
   Lily didn’t say a word when Flint stated she’d be riding along for a bit. Maybe he planned to drop her off at the bus station? Unable to speak at that moment, she simply leaned back into his hard chest, and wrapped her own arms over his, squeezing his strong forearms.
 
   When Curley’s eyes moved away from her, Flint did the oddest thing. He pressed his lips against the side of her cheek and kissed her gently, then nipped her ear as he slowly unwound his arms. She shot a startled look up into his face and caught a half-grin that sent every damn corpuscle in her body racing on a collision course to her throbbing pussy.
 
   Holy shit. Am I jumping out of the frying pan and into the fire here?
 
    
 
   The men had everything packed up quickly, and when she snagged her wet backpack from the bushes, Flint grabbed it out of her hands and tossed it unto the back of the big crew cab pickup that Curley had just pulled up in front of the door. Lily shivered as she climbed into the front seat, and found herself being belted in by lean hands as Flint followed her, planting himself by the door.
 
   “Are you gonna drop me at the Greyhound station?” she asked as Curley climbed into the driver’s seat, and started the big vehicle. Blue eyes shifted from her to Flint, and he shrugged. “We can do better than that, darlin’…”
 
   “You’re headed north?” she asked, her brows knitting.
 
   “For a bit. We’ll take you as far as we go.” Flint’s deep voice murmured above her head, and she found herself leaning comfortably back against his chest, enjoying the warmth of his body.
 
   His arm pulled her closer, and she sighed, feeling warm, safe, and well-fed for the first time in a long while. Curley found a country station that didn’t sound too blue-grass, and before she knew it, she had dozed off, secure in Flint’s gentle embrace.
 
   She awoke to the sound of big tires humming on blacktop, and realized from the sun coming through the windshield that it must be close to noon. Rousing up from where her nose had been pressed into his shoulder, she yawned and blinked. “Wow…I must have zonked out totally.” She squinted at the passing scenery as she sat up straight and stretched a bit. “Um…isn’t this hill country? I thought you were headed north…”
 
   “We did go north, sweet thing,”  Flint replied, watching her face. “Then we swung onto 290 going west. We should be home in just a few.”
 
   Lily stiffened, and she gasped, “West? I thought you were headed for Fort Worth. Take me back to Austin right now!” She felt panic well up inside her. She was in a truck with two men, headed for God knows where. How stupid had she been, falling asleep?
 
   “Easy sweet thing.” Flint’s raspy voice had a way of easing her fear, dammit! 
 
   “There’s no “easy” about it. Take me back. I wanted to get to Fort Worth!”
 
   “You don’t have anyone there, do you?” His voice was calm and matter of fact.
 
   “No, but that isn’t the point, dammit! I could find a job there, save up enough money to get out of Texas. I really do need to get there—”
 
   “If it’s a job you need, I have a couple you could take on—if you aren’t afraid of hard work, that is…”
 
   Tears filled her eyes, and she hated feeling so out of control. “You don’t understand! I have to get out of Texas. Please take me back so I can take a bus.”
 
    
 
   Flint frowned down at her, feeling oddly helpless as tears coursed down her pale cheeks. “You said you weren’t in trouble. You said you didn’t have any place to stay. Were you lying after all?”
 
   She swallowed hard and glanced from him to Curley, who was pretending to not be listening. He sighed, and caught her chin, gently turning her head toward him. “I take it you are in some kind of mess?”
 
   She nodded jerkily, and he waited quietly for her to elucidate. “Tell me. I might be able to help.”
 
   “No one can help. I have to get the hell out of Texas so they can’t haul me back to him!” His gut tightened, and Curly glanced over with a frown. 
 
   “Haul you back to whom, darlin’?” Flint asked gently.
 
   “Look…I did run away. I didn’t break any laws, but that doesn’t matter. It’s a long story, and all I can say is, if he finds me, he’ll probably end up really killing me this time around.”
 
   Flint stared down into those swimming, gold eyes, and wondered what kind of fucked up mess his intruder was in. “Someone tried to kill you? You better tell me everything, sweetness. From the start. I have all the time in the world.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Lily desperately needed to tell someone, and the big guy practically wrapped around her really did seem to want to help. Flicking a self-conscious glance at the blond cowboy behind the wheel, she drew a deep breath and told them how she had ended up at the motel. All of it, from how Jake had gotten her recently widowed mom to trust him to the questionable overdose that killed her mom, to her own frantic escape from the house where she’d been virtually held prisoner for so long. When she finished, she felt as if a huge weight had been lifted off her chest.
 
   In the tense silence that followed her explanation of the situation, she stared at the dashboard, afraid to look at either man. The foul expletive that erupted from Curley’s throat was accompanied by Flint pulling her tighter into his embrace, his lips pressed against her temple. She jerked her eyes up to his angry face, and her heart skittered in her chest.
 
   “So this motherfu—this bastard got away with murder? What kind of screwed up law enforcement do they have in Garfield?”
 
   Flint’s rage was evident in his eyes when he stopped his tirade. He pressed her bruised cheek against his shirt front protectively. “Look, you can stay at El Diablo, and I’ll get ahold of Max Daly. He’s our attorney. He’ll know how to handle this.” His voice shook with anger, and he was practically squashing her against his body with trembling arms. When she whimpered, he eased his hold and ran his hand over her mussed hair.
 
   Curley growled and glanced down at her tear-streaked face. “You’ll be safe at the ranch. Nobody’ll find you until you want to be found, Susan.”
 
   “It’s Lily.”
 
   “Lily what, darlin’?”
 
   “Lily Thomas. I was afraid to give my real name because I wasn’t sure you wouldn’t turn me over to the cops.” Her voice was weary, and Flint swallowed hard to calm his sudden burst of protectiveness. He wasn’t sure why he believed the woman who was pressed to his side. He wasn’t sure she was telling the absolute truth. But something about her made it hard not to trust her. He was pretty good at judging folks on first sight. His instincts had never failed him yet. And Lily Thomas dragged at something deep inside him every time he looked into those amber eyes of hers. He hoped like hell it wasn’t just his libido leading him around by his too-willing dick, but he was certainly going to check her story out. If someone had truly gotten away with murder, the bastard would pay.
 
    
 
   The ranch road cutoff ahead signaled the beginnings of El Diablo, and the microwave tower that he’d built last summer would allow him to use his phone. Pulling it from the glove box, he hit the speed dial for Max’s number, and left a terse voice message to call him the minute he got back from lunch. When he glanced down, Lily Thomas was staring up at him like he had just opened the gates of Heaven to her, and a rush of emotion hit him like a tidal wave. Fighting the sudden urge to lower his face to hers and taste her parted lips, he turned his gaze to the lush ranchland he called home.
 
   He caught Curley’s questioning look and shook his head slightly. He wouldn’t answer the obvious questions his friend had—at least, not in front of Lily. Flipping his phone open again, he called ahead to the house, and advised Dora that the guest bedroom needed to be aired and the bed needed to be made up fresh.
 
   A tug on the front of his shirt brought his eyes back down to her pale, worried face. “If I’m putting you out, I really want to know. If your wife isn’t expecting company, she may be pretty unhappy with you.”
 
   Curly’s laugh made her jump a little, and Flint’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “Dora’s my housekeeper, sweet thing. There is no wife tucked away on El Diablo. Dora’s been with us since my father hired her back in 1987. Best cook in Texas, that one.”
 
   Lily looked almost relieved as she asked, “So your family owns the ranch?”
 
   Flint lifted one dark brow, looking decidedly like a satyr with his wicked smile. “I own El Diablo, darlin’…and Curley here is my foreman. Lucky for you we were in Austin for a bit of R&R.”
 
   Lilly’s confused look brought another chuckle from Curley. “That means Rodeoing and Refinancing.”
 
   Flint sighed. “My way of keeping up a much needed cash flow for El Diablo. I hit the big ticket rodeos and do my damnedest to win at least one major event. El Diablo is a cattle business, and is primarily self-supporting, but every now and then something breaks or needs to be replaced. So unless I end up getting an arm or a leg broken, it’s easy money.”
 
    
 
   Lily stared at him before she found the words to ask, “So that’s why you are all bruised up? Isn’t there some less dangerous way to make money?”
 
   “I heal fast. These bruises will be history by tomorrow. Something to do with a great metabolism.”
 
   “Well, tell me your secret. Mine always take weeks to go away,” she muttered softly, her eyes lowering to her wrists where Jake’s fingerprints wrapped around her skin in purple and blue splendor. Her hand absently rubbed her bruised ribs as she relived the most recent beating he’d given her. She couldn’t go back there—not ever. If these people were forced to return her to her step-father, she would get away somehow and never stop running.
 
   She had made a dangerous gamble, going off with two strange men to a place she’d never heard of, but she felt safer with them than she’d felt since her dad died. Pretty pathetic, to trust total strangers who walked around buck naked. A while back, that would have sent her running for cover. But for some reason, it didn’t bother her. Much. Except that it gave her a funny twist in her belly. At least when Flint had stood up from his bed.
 
   Um…stop thinking about that, Lily!
 
    
 
   Anger trickled through his body as she bent her head and hid her expression from him. She’d as much as admitted that this kind of thing happened routinely for her. Too bad her stepfather was safely at home. It would be Flint’s pleasure to plant a whole lot of bruises all over the bastard.
 
   He was pulled out of his thoughts when the main ranch house came into view as they topped a rolling hill. The sight of the big charcoal and white clapboard house always made his chest tight. It stood two stories high amidst a well-tended stand of red oaks that had stood on the property for over two hundred years. The original small grove had spread outward by root lines until the grove had grown too thick, and after his great grandfather had cut down a number of the old trees for the construction of the house and barns, they’d begun to harvest newer growth for the sawmill. El Diablo red oak was much in demand by artisans and furniture manufacturers that specialized in beautiful oak pieces and carved doors.
 
   He glanced down to see Lily’s reaction to his home, and smiled as her eyes widened and her posture straightened to get a better look. “Oh my God…this is beautiful! You live here?” Her cat’s eyes lifted to his face, and he felt something under his breastbone catch. “I really get to work in a place like this? Please tell me I’m not dreaming.”
 
   “We’ll keep you jumping with work, Lily. The place needs a lot of TLC, and Dora isn’t as young as she used to be. I’m sure you’ll get mighty tired of working here.”
 
   “Don’t bet on that,” she murmured as her gaze returned to the beautiful old house.
 
    
 
   She had never been in such a wonderful place, surrounded by ancient, gnarled oaks and a velvet lawn. As the big truck passed down a narrow lane with white-painted wooden fencing on each side, she thrilled to the sight of an orchard where apple trees flourished. On the other side, there was an old grove of peach trees. “Wow! You grow your own fruit. Does Dora keep a kitchen garden, too?”
 
   “She does. Her husband Fred retired a couple of years back, and he does most of the gardening and pruning. Like I said, El Diablo is pretty much self-sustaining, except for the occasional breakdown or the need to replace equipment.” Flint’s voice sounded rightfully proud as she stared greedily at everything around her. “Once you’re settled in, I’ll have someone give you a tour so you can get your bearings.”
 
   Feeling like a child in a playground, Lily practically bounced with excitement, and he chuckled at her. Warm color rose in her cheeks as she realized she was acting as though she’d never seen fruit trees and gardens before. The little house she’d been raised in was pretty basic. The one tree that shaded their rickety porch was an old pecan tree that had long since lost its ability to produce more than a few scrawny nuts. The soil was too dry and rocky for a decent flower or vegetable garden, and in spite of her father’s hard work at his decent-paying job, they’d never had much of anything. Only her father’s life insurance, and Jake Proctor had pretty much wiped that out, so her mom had been left with only the house.
 
   And the bastard had gotten that, too…
 
   The thought of her stepfather left a foul taste in her mouth, and the joy at the prospect of her new situation seeped out of her, leaving her feeling weary and scared. She sank slowly back into her seat and stared at her white knuckles as she clutched her hands together. Would he find her here? Would he come for her? Would the son of a bitch take her back to the house that had long ago stopped being a home for her?
 
   It was almost too much to hope for, this new sense of freedom. It couldn’t last. It never lasted. But she would make sure she got some money together from this job so that she would be able to buy herself a ticket out of Texas, to a state where Jacob Proctor would never find her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Lily sat in the big, sparkling modern kitchen, sipping hot chocolate and gobbling down a bowl of thick and delicious chili, watching the tall, lean woman who appeared to be in her mid-fifties as she bustled about, pulling loaves of bread from an oven, then rinsing fresh eggs in cool water. Dora had welcomed a stranger into her domain with obviously mixed feelings, which she kept firmly to herself. Lily sensed that her sudden appearance on the scene was not something the woman particularly cared for, but she was polite and showed nothing of her misgivings.
 
   Lily didn’t blame the woman for her concern, especially when the housekeeper seemed to think of Flint as her own son. As she sat there in a borrowed bathrobe while her clothes were washed and dried, she kept her eyes open and her mouth shut unless Dora asked a question. Then she answered quickly and truthfully. She thanked the woman for the meal when her bowl was empty, and rose from the oak butcher block table to head for the laundry room that was just down the hallway from the kitchen.
 
   “I better see if my things are dry. The chili was delicious. Thank you…”
 
   Dora carried the big bowl of fresh eggs into the cooler, and stepped back out, wiping her damp hands on her huge apron. “You can put your mug and bowl in the sink. You remember how to get to your room?”
 
   Chastised, Lily carried her dishes to the big sink and took a minute to wash them and place them into the drying rack. “Yes, I think so. This house is so big, it would be easy to get lost, but I believe I can find my way. You don’t need to worry that I’ll get into mischief, ma’am.”
 
   She didn’t wait for a response. She hurried out of the kitchen and headed for the laundry room, her cheeks burning. She wondered how much Dora knew about the reason she was here. It was pretty apparent that the woman didn’t trust her as far as she could throw her.
 
   Her laundry was dry, and she pulled it out and folded it, stacking it carefully on the laundry table. Her backpack was damp, so she couldn’t load her stuff back into it. She had decided that she would get the hell out of this place the minute she had enough money to do so. She was tired of having folks watching her as though she was crazy, or a thief. She still had to discuss wages and work with Flint, and he’d vanished the minute he’d introduced her to Dora. She drew in a deep sigh and carried her pitiful armload of clothing down the utility hall to the curving stairs that lead to the second level.
 
   She stepped inside the room Dora had assigned her and walked to the big armoire that stood against one wall. The house was amazing, still retaining its nineteenth century flavor with the fieldstone fireplaces and the oak floors. The plumbing had been updated and modernized, as had the kitchen. At some point, they had added a big swimming pool out back, but she had no bathing suit. If she wanted to go swimming she would have to do it in her underwear. And that wasn’t an option as far as Lily was concerned.
 
   She had been advised that she was welcome to use all the amenities, like the pool and a sauna and weight room that had been added in an airy structure a few yards beyond the pool, but those were things she’d never had any need for. She certainly wouldn’t be using them now. This was simply a short stopover on her way to freedom. The fact that she was here—safe for the time being—was enough.
 
   Dora had told her that supper would be at precisely seven o’clock. She didn’t have a watch, so she glanced up at the fancy antique gold clock sitting on the oak mantel. It was half past three, and she had a couple hours to waste, so she dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, then quietly slipped downstairs and out the front door to walk for a while.
 
   The sun on her face and the sweet smell of warm, freshly turned earth led her down the white fenced lane between orchards. When she found a gravel lane that branched off to the west, she followed it until a wide cattle guard stopped her progress. Beyond the cattle guard lay a grouping of outbuildings and barns, with more white painted fencing. Probably paddocks. She saw barbed wire fencing that stretched as far as she could see into the distance, and as she stood in silent contemplation, a man in a pickup truck came up behind her and lightly tooted his horn. She stepped quickly to the side as he slowed and leaned out his window, grinning down at her.
 
   “You lost, ma’am?” He touched the brim of his battered hat as his dark gaze slid down over her worn jeans and faded T shirt.
 
   Shading her eyes with one hand, she shook her head. “Nope…just exploring. I should get back up to the house.”
 
   “Hold up and I’ll swing around past the gate and I’ll drive you back.”
 
   Lily smiled back at the handsome older man and shook her head again. “I’m enjoying my walk. Thanks anyway.”
 
   She headed back along the gravel road, and when she glanced over her shoulder, he was leaning out the window, watching her. “You sure?” he grinned.
 
   “I’m sure.” She waved a hand as she walked a bit faster. She didn’t think he would have tried to hurt her, but she wasn’t about to climb into another truck with another stranger. Call it paranoia, she called it caution. She’d been pretty reckless climbing into a truck with Flint and Curley, and she wasn’t about to do something that dumb again.
 
   She’d walked for about ten minutes when she heard another truck coming up behind her. When the gleaming black vehicle came abreast of her, and she looked up at the driver, she did her best to hide her relief.
 
    
 
   “Did you hire Dora some help, boss?” Fred asked as he eased over to one side of the narrow road to the barns. 
 
   “Why?” Flint asked as he pulled the ranch truck to a stop facing the other way.
 
   “Just passed a bitty little thing standin’ by the cattle guard. I offered her a ride back to the house, but she said she liked walkin’.”
 
   Flint shook his head. “Sounds like my guest is exploring. I better go round her up before she gets lost.”
 
   “Guest, huh?” Fred grinned.
 
   “A very special guest. No one’s to give her any kind of shit. Let the others know.” He pulled back onto the lane and headed back toward the house, ignoring Fred’s chuckle. Knowing his hired hand, he figured that everyone on the spread would know about his “guest” within a couple of hours.
 
   She was walking quickly back toward the house, and as he drew up beside her, he couldn’t miss the look of relief on her face. She sure as hell was man-shy. He stopped next to her, and leaned over to open the passenger door. “Hop in. It’s a long walk back to the house.”
 
   She managed to climb into the big truck without help, and as she settled the seat belt around her thin frame, he headed down the graveled road toward the ranch lane. “Did Dora get you something to eat?”
 
   “Yes, thanks. But I think she’ll be counting the silver. I get the feeling she thinks I’m some lost soul you dragged in. And I am…” Her voice was low, and she was looking out the window, so he barely heard her quiet statement.
 
   “She’s got a good heart, Lily. She’ll warm up to you soon.”
 
   She glanced back at him and smiled sadly. “So, what is this job you offered? I need to start paying my way.”
 
   Irritation flickered through him. He had only offered a job because he didn’t want her bailing on them on the drive home. But he could see she’d taken him seriously. “Depends on what you would like to do. I can have Dora set you to polishing and cleaning, or you could help with the horses. Do you ride?”
 
   Amber eyes brightened. “Not really. I was only on a horse once. But I’ve always wanted to learn. You would need someone who knows a lot more than me to help with your horses. But I can clean, do laundry, and I could maybe muck out stalls and such. I did that one summer right after dad died when I needed money for school clothes.”
 
   Flint came to a full stop where the gravel lane met the paved road. He met her earnest gaze and fought the crazy urge to drag her out of her seat and onto his lap. “You’ll be needing some work clothes if you plan to help out around the barns. Boots and jeans and flannel shirts. A hat to keep the sun from burning that white skin. Some work gloves.” He watched warm color rush from her collar to her cheeks, and wondered if that color reached her breasts. Shaking himself back to business, he swung the truck left on the paved lane, and headed toward the closest town that boasted a mercantile that sold what he needed.
 
   “Um…the house is back that way.” Lily glanced over her shoulder and then turned her gaze to him. I have jeans and a pair of hiking boots. I can make do.”
 
   “I’m sure you could, sweet thing, but you’ll need a few things, I’m sure. There’s a drug store and a mercantile in Beesford, just twenty-six miles from here. And I’ll be needing a few things, as well…” 
 
   Like a couple boxes of condoms…
 
   He kept her busy answering inane questions about her mom and the house she had lived in, knowing that fertile mind was seeking any way out of letting him buy her things. And by the time he pulled up in an angled parking spot in front of Lucky Bee Drugs and Sundries and slid out of the truck, she’d relaxed one hell of a lot. And he’d learned one hell of a lot. They walked through the old fashioned swinging half doors, and he gave her a gentle nudge toward the feminine products aisle while he headed on a beeline for the condom display, quickly grabbing several large boxes of Trojans Max, paying for them and having them bagged before she came up to the counter with her stuff. He saw her blush, and said to the clerk, “Just put it on my tab, Ellie. She’ll be working out at the ranch for a while. Send her on over to the mercantile when she’s done here.”
 
    
 
   As Lily set her box of tampons, shampoo, conditioner, toothpaste and a deodorant stick on the counter, the elderly woman began to ring them up. The faded blue gaze met hers, and when she blushed even deeper red, and asked where the condoms were, the woman grinned.
 
   “Flint just about bought out the store, sweetie…no need to worry about that.”
 
   Lily coughed and looked down, and accepted the bagged items with a whispered thank you.
 
   “Mercantile’s up the block that a way…” Ellie chuckled, pointing.
 
   As she hurried out of the store, she felt a bit dizzy. Flint had bought condoms? Of course, she had planned on having some in her drawer just in case, but knowing that he’d been thinking the same thing left her feeling flushed and hot. But then, he might just be stocking up for the ranch hands, but she doubted it. She had sensed his interest from the night in the motel room, but he was so damn far out of her league, it seriously sucked.
 
   Suddenly she chuckled, realizing that the man she was fantasizing about seemed hell bent on giving her those fantasies. Or not. Maybe he had a girlfriend. Maybe he’d simply run out. She sobered as she entered the blue-painted wooden front door of the Beesford Mercantile and Ranch Store.
 
   She looked around curiously at the shelves filled with folded blue jeans and the round hanging racks of flannel shirts. There was a section labeled “women’s wear” and she gravitated toward it, her gaze sliding over a wall lined with boots and leather goods. There were saddles and tack, as well as stuff for humans, and the scent of rich leather hit her nostrils and she sighed with pleasure.
 
   Through a wide rolling door to the rear, the scents of oats and feed and hay pellets wafted on a slight breeze, and as she checked out the racks of clothing, she glanced around occasionally for Flint. A grizzled man of about fifty, with skin tanned so dark his blue eyes looked like jewels in his face, approached. “Kin I help ya, little lady?”
 
   She nodded. “I need some work jeans in a size 6, a couple of flannel shirts in a size 10, a pair of work boots and some socks and a hat and probably a belt. Do you have women’s underthings?”
 
   He shook his head. “You’d want to go over to Summerton’s Ladies’ Apparel for that, little girl. But let me see what I have in those sizes.” He moved around the racks, peeling out hangers. He looked at her shoes and asked her shoe size. Leading the way to the wall, he reached up high and dragged out a couple of big boot boxes, and set them on one of the chairs where folks sat to try shoes on. While she tried on a pair of Wellingtons that would be perfect for working around the barns, he came back with a pristine white felt ladies’ hat and a straw one as well for her to try on.
 
   Her fingers dragged longingly over the white hat with its turquoise beads and feathers in the fancy hatband, then reached for the straw. It would be far cheaper, and that white one would be ruined if it got dirty. She tried on the gloves he brought for her, and picked out a pair that were meant for dirty work, sighing over the lush soft riding gloves.
 
   “You’re gonna need a pair of ridin’ boots, aren’t ya?” He opened the box that contained a stunning pair of beautifully tooled cowgirl boots, and she couldn’t resist trying them on. On a lark, she pulled the white hat down over her eyes and walked in front of the tall mirror, grinning like an idiot at her reflection.
 
   “You look purty enough to be a rodeo queen, girl.” The admiration in the man’s rough voice made her blush again. She pulled off the hat and boots and shook her head.
 
   “I can’t afford them, but thanks. How much do I owe you for the rest?” She watched as he tallied up the jeans and shirts and boots and socks, and swallowed hard as she stared at the total. 
 
   “Um, maybe I better just take one pair of jeans and one shirt. And the hat will have to wait. I have some boots I can get by with.”
 
   “She’ll take it all, Ned. And the fancy boots and both hats.”
 
   She swung around to stare at Flint, who had come up behind her. Under his arm was a large shopping bag that bore the name of Summerton’s Ladies’ Apparel. “I only have $78.00. The work boots cost that much. I’ll wait until I get paid and get the rest.”
 
   Flint lifted his dark gaze to Ned’s grinning face. “Wrap it all up and toss in two more pair of jeans and three more shirts. Put it on my tab. Did she find gloves?” His eyes slid over the buttery soft riding gloves, and he nodded to them, as well. “Everything she liked.”
 
   Ned’s chuckle brought another mad blush to her cheeks. “At this rate, I’ll never be able to pay you back,” she hissed under her breath as the man bagged her purchases and handed them over the counter to Flint.
 
   “Call it an advance on your first week’s pay.” He flashed white teeth that could have graced a toothpaste ad.
 
   “I don’t think you plan to pay me $500 a week…do you?”
 
   “Depends on how hard you’re willing to work.”
 
   He watched as she fought the words he guessed were just screaming to come out. Turning to lead the way out of the store, he walked down the sidewalk and dumped the bags in the rear seat of the king cab. He pulled the passenger side door open and before she could say a word to protest, he circled her slim waist with big hands and lifted her easily onto the seat, without turning her toward the dashboard. He leaned in slightly, and his hips pressed between her legs, as he let her feel the thick, hard ridge that strained against his buttoned fly.
 
   “Stop fighting me over everything, sweet thing. You’ll only get me hornier.”
 
   He met her wide gold gaze, knowing that she was pretty much as excited as he was. Her breaths came in quick jerks as she visibly swallowed. Guessing what she was about to say, he cut off her tirade as he leaned into the cab and caught her mouth with a silken, hot kiss, his hands on her ass dragging her tight to his front. He prayed she wouldn’t haul off and slug him in the jaw. But when she wrapped her arms around his neck and moaned, he slid his tongue between her lips and tasted every hot sweet corner of her mouth.
 
   When she finally spooked and drew back, her eyes wide, he slid his hands up over her butt to the small of her back. “Don’t worry about the stuff we got you. I’ll take $100 a month out of your pay. How’s that sound?”
 
   He watched her face go bright pink, knowing what she had expected to hear. He rubbed one palm in a slow circle over her spine. “Unless you plan on paying another way…but I won’t press my luck.”
 
    
 
   Lily saw the gleam in his dark eyes, and knew he was pushing her buttons as hard as he could. The feel of his hard body pressed into the vee of her thighs was enough to give her heart failure, but she fought to remain in control. “I want you to take all my pay until I don’t owe you anything. I don’t plan on sticking around for months on end. Only until I can get the cash together for a ticket out of Texas.”
 
   “You’ll stay at least until we find out if there’s some way to get your guardianship revoked. If that happens, you won’t have to run anymore. You’ll be back in control of your own life again.” His fingertips caressed her ribs, and she thought her heart was going to blow a gasket.
 
   “I’ll think about it. In the meantime, it looks like we’re attracting some gawkers, so let me get into my seat belt, okay?”
 
   He moved back a step, and she quickly faced forward, fastening her belt while he closed the door. The small group of interested onlookers went about their business as he slid under the wheel and started the truck. He glanced at her as he backed from the parking space and headed back toward El Diablo. “I took the liberty of getting you something nice to wear to the barn dance next Saturday night. And before you start an argument, it’s not up for debate. Everyone goes. It’s about the only form of recreation we have in these parts.”
 
   “Damn it, Flint! I’m gonna owe you so much I won’t be able to pay it off. Stop doing that!”
 
   “It’s a gift. You don’t have to pay me back.”
 
   “Oh, yes I do. If I let you buy me clothes, that’s just too damn personal. You will be paid back, so I want all the receipts to make sure.”
 
   He shook his head and growled. “Damn, woman…can’t you even accept a gift? No strings?”
 
   “Not from a virtual stranger. I don’t know you well enough to allow you to buy me personal things.” 
 
   “Well, I figure it’s too late to say something like that. And I can remedy that bit about being a virtual stranger. So stop arguing and accept it.”
 
   She glared at him from across the wide seat. “Not on your life…”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
   Flint carried the bags and shoe boxes upstairs and dumped them onto her bed, standing there for a minute or two as if waiting for her to show him what she got. “I need to put my stuff up, and I certainly don’t want an audience. I’ll see you at supper.”
 
   He shrugged and headed for the door, and she couldn’t help but ogle his fine, hard body as he did so. That man had the finest ass and the hottest walk she had ever seen. He paused at the open door and glanced back over his shoulder, catching her in the act, his dark eyes glittering with laughter.
 
   “Sorry, there’s no time to do you justice right now, sweetness. We have all the time in the world after supper, though.”
 
    
 
   Once he was gone, and the hallway door was closed, Lily drew a shaky breath and sank down next to the bags. Curiosity was killing her as she reached for the bag he’d gotten at Summerton’s. Hot color filled her cheeks when she dumped the bag onto the comforter, and realized that he’d bought far more than just a dress. Her jaw dropped as she lifted a batch of silken underwear…lace thongs…satin and lace bras…a satin garter belt and half a dozen pair of silky thigh high stockings. The dress was a confection of softly flared skirt and fitted bodice that would undoubtedly show far more than she wanted to show. Holy shit!
 
   A pair of high heeled, open toed pumps and a handful of rainbow-colored satin ribbons obviously meant for her hair finished the treasure trove of goodies. She hung the dress away and put the shirts on hangers, as well. The jeans and undies fit neatly in one of the big oak bureaus that stood along one wall, and the boots and shoes were left in their boxes and pushed under the side of the bed. The personal stuff went into the big bathroom, and after another glance at her watch, she realized she had only a quarter hour to get ready for supper. A quickie shower and a change into one of the new pairs of jeans and a dressier pearl-buttoned shirt that she didn’t recall seeing Ned ring up. She blushed as she put on one of the new bras. The damn thing lifted her girls to a new level, and gently shaped them to perfection. She brushed her hair back from her face and tugged on that fancy pair of tooled boots, before standing to stare into the mirror. The tailored cut of the shirt made her look a lot more feminine than the work shirts she’d bought. Damn! She hardly recognized herself.
 
   Amazing what a nice set of clothes could do.
 
    
 
   Flint couldn’t help grinning from ear to ear as he thought about his prickly little “guest”. She had given him an earful on the drive back to El Diablo, had pretty much told him he had wasted his money buying her a dress and those fancy boots, but she would wear them, if he had to hide every damn thing she owned except those things. He would see her in that outfit if he had to dress her himself—which wouldn’t be such a bad thing.
 
    
 
   Neither he nor Curley could concentrate on supper with her sitting across the table from them in that pretty shirt and those tight jeans. Dora filled their plates and sat down at the foot of the table across from her husband, Fred. The rest of the hands were eating in the cook shack, as always. Henry Gillis was their crew cook, and the only folks Dora had to manage were seated at the big oak table in the dining room.
 
   Lily ate quickly and hungrily, not saying much unless spoken to. Flint and Curley watched in wonder as she wolfed down enough meatloaf and mashed potatoes to keep a full grown man filled up. Both men thought about throttling the bastard that had starved her half to death. It was more than obvious that she hadn’t had a decent meal in a long time…not just the three days since she’d run.
 
   When supper was eaten, she helped Dora clear away the leftovers and the dishes, and stood shoulder to shoulder with the older woman while they quickly cleaned up the mess. Flint and Curley headed out to the porch to figure out some way to make sure Jacob Proctor never set eyes on the woman again. But short of finding and stomping him through the ground, all they could do was sit tight and see what Max Daly had to say about things.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   It took until morning before he got the call from his attorney. He spent an hour on the phone with Max Daly, listening to everything the attorney had managed to find out about his guest and her predicament. “She’s wanted for what?”  His anger ratcheted up a few more notches.
 
   “Attempted murder and grand theft auto. As well as burglary and malicious mischief.” Max’s voice sounded taut. “You really need to call the cops and get her the hell off your hands.”
 
   “That son-of-a-bitch beat the shit out of her, Max. She is covered in bruises. And she worked all one summer to buy that truck herself before Proctor had all the titles on the house and vehicle transferred over to his name after he married her mom. She was only seventeen at the time. The only reason she didn’t call the cops herself was because he’s fed them a line of bullshit a mile deep and twice as long, and has the local boys convinced she’s mentally deranged.”
 
   “How do you know she’s not feeding you a line of bullshit?”
 
   “Have I ever been wrong about anything for as long as you’ve known me, Max?”
 
   “There’s always a first time. And if she’s as attractive as I think she must be for you to have taken her side in this, you could be heading for a whole shitload of trouble with this.”
 
   “Well, thanks for the insights, Max. Now earn the money I pay you, and find out every damn thing you can about her stepdad. He may have murdered her mother and made it look like an accidental overdose. He took over everything the family owned. Sounds like one of those assholes that pick up recently widowed women and get them to put everything in their name. It may have happened before. Start digging.”
 
   “It’s your dime. I’ll see what I can find out. Keep her out of the public eye, Flint. Her photo is on the newswires, and on TV. There’s an APB out on her. Get photos of her bruises. Get an affidavit regarding the truck and the lockbox she took off with.”
 
    
 
   Swearing foully under his breath, Flint glanced at his watch and headed outdoors to find out about that lockbox she hadn’t mentioned. She hadn’t told him nearly enough.
 
   He had assigned her a few jobs out in the barns, and had asked Dora to find a few things for her to do in the house or yard. Currently, she was on her hands and knees in the flower beds in front of the house, weeding.
 
    
 
   Lily swiped her forehead with the back of her arm as she sank back onto her heels, her face flushed from the exertion of cleaning out weeds and clipping dead growth away. The look on Flint’s face made her swallow hard. Now what?
 
   “I need to know what is in that lockbox you took when you ran off. Your stepdad reported you for grand theft auto, malicious mischief, and theft of personal property, on top of attempted murder.”
 
   She fell onto her butt on the grass, and stared up at his stern face. “Oh my God!” Her throat closed on a sob. “I don’t have the key, so I don’t know what’s in it.” Her head spun. “Is he really charging me with attempted murder? After he nearly strangled me? I’ve got to get out of Texas!” He was on her feet and rushing for the front porch, but he managed to wrap an arm around her thin waist and keep her from fleeing.
 
   “The lockbox? Let’s see what’s in it. If you still have his wallet, you need to get rid of it fast.” Flint set her back on her feet and marched her into the house and up the stairs. She winced at the firm grip he had on her wrist.
 
   She pulled the lockbox from her back pack and put it on the bed, and in less than a minute, he had it open with a small penknife. Her eyes widened as he dumped it out onto her comforter. As she’d thought, the bastard had her birth certificate and ID, all the insurance papers, and her mom’s small stash of jewelry.  He also had put the deeds to the property in it. When she read the insurance policy he’d taken out on her the prior year for a hundred fifty thousand bucks, she cringed. She was worth far more to the son of a bitch dead.
 
   A cry caught in her throat, and arms wrapped firmly around her from behind, dragging her back into a solid, warm body. “Hush…it’s going to be all right. From what I can tell, there’s nothing in that box that you didn’t have a right to take. What did you do with his wallet and cards?”
 
   Lily scrubbed her face hard with both palms before whispering huskily, “I buried them in the mud in a creek bottom about fifteen miles out of Austin. I weighted them down with a big rock. There’s a big stand of oaks along the creek there. The one that is mostly dead is where the rock is.”
 
   Flint turned her in his arms and pressed her face to his shoulder, feeling her body shake with fear. He leaned his chin against the top of her head and closed his eyes, inhaling the scent of rich earth and clean woman. “Max told me to get photos of all your bruises. Just in case.”
 
   She pulled back from him a little and bit her lower lip. “You…want me to…strip?”
 
   He nodded, then realized what she was thinking. “I’ll have Dora take the pictures. As much as I’d love to get you naked, I’m not one to press. You can go hop into the shower and I’ll send her up with my digital camera.” 
 
   He stepped away from her, releasing her almost reluctantly. Her jerky nod was all he got before she grabbed clean underwear from her dresser and backed toward her bathroom, clutching the silk and lace scraps he’d bought her to her chest in shaking hands. His mouth went dry, and his thoughts went to hell in a handcart. 
 
   Sweet Lord.  He watched until she was inside the bathroom and the door was firmly shut before he exhaled his pent up breath and whirled to find his camera and his housekeeper. No fucking way would he trust himself to just take pictures if he got her naked.
 
    
 
   When Dora knocked on her door, Lily was wrapped in a damp towel, her cheeks hot with embarrassment. When the housekeeper started taking photos from different angles, she heard the woman curse impressively. “I’d like to get my hands on the bastard that did this to you, Miz Thomas. I’d skin him alive, I would!”
 
   “Um…just call me Lily. There’s a big bruise on my breast, but I don’t think I want you to take pictures of that one. He sort of squeezed it real hard. Do you have to?”
 
   “Every last one. And don’t you go worryin’ over who sees these. Flint is gonna upload them to his legal file and e-mail them soon as he can. Ain’t no man on this ranch who’d get his jollies lookin’ at what that sum bitch did to you. Lordy, but I’d love to take a cattle prod to the bastard’s balls…”
 
   Lily nodded jerkily and lowered the towel so that Dora could snap a couple of pictures. The boot mark in the middle of her spine was another cause for Dora to burst out in rage, and by the time all the bruises had been photographed, Dora was clamping her lips tight to keep from saying much more.
 
   “I think we got them all. You get dressed, honey. Supper’ll be on the table in an hour and a half. I’ll take the camera down to Flint’s office.”
 
    
 
   Less than an hour later, Flint hit the send key on his laptop, shooting the digital photos of all those livid bruises, the laid out contents of the lock-box, and a lengthy e-mail to Max, praying that the lawyer would be able to come up with some kind of strategy to help Lily. He was closing his laptop when he sensed her close to him, and he lifted his head to meet that golden gaze, sparkling with unshed tears.
 
   “Why are you being so nice to me? What’s in this for you?” Her cheeks were white, but a rosy blush was beginning to rise from her collar. He rose slowly from his desk chair and frowned as she took a quick step back.
 
   “No need to be jumpy, sweet thing. Nothing is going to happen under this roof that you don’t want to happen. You have my word on that.” He watched warm color race over her face, and an answering heat raced through his body. “Nobody will touch you unless you want to be touched.”
 
   “Wouldn’t it be safer for you if I just left? My stepdad is a mean, nasty, conniving bastard who would take everything you had if he thought he could get away with it. I don’t want to have him coming after you for harboring a criminal runaway.”
 
   Flint shook his head and ran a lean hand through his hair. “No one is going to hurt me or mine. And since I consider you mine, that includes you, darlin’.”
 
    
 
   Lily felt as if a hand had closed around her heart, hearing his words. “No one…no one has ever said anything like that to me before. Exactly what do you mean by that, Flint Calderon? That you own me? Or that you are in control of me like he was?”
 
   She watched his eyes darken as he moved a slow step closer. Sweet Lord…the vibes that man was sending could have stopped a horse in full gallop. She felt his lean hands slide around her narrow waist as he pulled her very gently against his taut body. As their hips met, his eyes flared.
 
   “No. I mean that you sneaked into my motel room and I decided right then and there that you belonged to me. If I hadn’t made a promise to keep my hands to myself unless you wanted me, I would be stripping off every stitch on that little hide of yours and making you know exactly how much I want you.”
 
   His nose nudged aside the hair at the side of her cheek, and she shivered in pleasure as his lips pressed into the skin of her throat.
 
   “You don’t play fair, Calderon.” Her voice was strained and breathless as every nerve in her body lit up like a firecracker.
 
   “Who said I’m playin’?”
 
   She stepped back and lifted shaking hands to her throat and the place where his lips had been. His eyes were nearly pitch black with something that left her breathless.
 
   “This isn’t just because you feel pity for me?” Her voice was raspy.
 
   “Pity is not the correct word for what I’m feelin’ about now, darlin’. And I can see that what I’m feelin’ isn’t welcome at the moment, so if you’ll pardon me, I’ll finish up a few of the chores I left hangin’ earlier before supper. Dora could use some help in the kitchen, if you’re lookin’ for somethin’ to do.”
 
   She watched as he turned toward the door and reached for his Stetson, which hung on a hat rack beside the bookshelves. Unable to find words that would make it past her closed throat, she stood numbly staring at the closing door. 
 
   I just stood here like a stupid fool when that man made a real, genuine pass at me? What the hell was I thinking?
 
   Maybe she was so damn screwed up by her hellish existence that she couldn’t respond to a hot, delicious, and thoughtful man. He had made it plain that he wanted her…that he’d wanted her from the get go. And Lily wasn’t some timid, innocent virgin who couldn’t see how the man felt or responded to her. True, she wasn’t a terribly experienced non-virgin, but she’d been around the block—once. Almost twice, but she’d chickened out that first time with Brad Farraday. The jackass had figured she owed him for a nice dinner and a movie, and she’d disagreed. It had been a damn long five-mile walk back to town.
 
   It was high time Lily Thomas picked up her shattered life and started putting one foot ahead of the other. She’d remained in limbo for too long. If Flint Calderon was willing to take her in, protect her from the shit storm that she knew was coming, and cared enough about what happened to a virtual stranger who’d broken into his life, what the hell was she shying away from? That man was the first one she’d ever had such an instant attraction to for as far back as she could remember, and here she was acting like he was no one special.
 
   Stepping out of the library, she hurried up the curving stairs to her own room. Lily walked to the armoire, and pulled out what she planned to wear down to dinner that night. Yep. It was high time she pulled her head out of the sand and started using her head for more than a hat rack.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    Curley glanced up at Flint with a frown. “You got a burr under your saddle, or what, boss man?” His blue gaze searched Flint’s expression. “I take it you haven’t gotten beyond first base with that little spitfire yet?”
 
   Dark eyes slid his way, and Flint’s lips tightened. “What the hell do you expect? Her asshole of a stepfather has soured her on men completely. I don’t want to push her into a corner. That might make her hate me. Takin’ my time here—”
 
   “Betcha I could get her to forget her asshole of a step-father within 24 hours. Wanna place a wager on it?”
 
   The look on Flint’s face was his answer, and Curley howled with laughter. “Just pullin’ your leg, boss-man. Loosen up and just go for it. No way in hell will that filly refuse to give you whatever you ask from her, my friend. I’ve seen the way those big ol’ gold eyes light up when she doesn’t think you’re lookin’. Don’t regret your inaction. You need that woman more than you need air.”
 
    
 
   Flint scowled at the man, but couldn’t help but grin after a minute. Curley and he had been sidekicks since they had been too short to see over the paddock fence. Curley’s parents had left him with Flint’s folks for a short stay—and had never come back for him. When it had become apparent that the gangly waif with the straw-colored thatch and the wide blue eyes had been abandoned, Frank Calderon had filed legal papers for guardianship, and he’d raised the kid with his own son. The boys had taken it in stride, already feeling like brothers, they’d sealed the bargain by poking their thumbs with barbed wire and becoming blood brothers. And when his dad had died, he’d left a few acres of ground and a small nest egg to help Curley be independent. 
 
   Curley had built himself a three-room cabin and had taken that nest egg and bought six good brood mares. Training and selling the colts those mares produced from Flint’s big quarter horse stud had given Curley a cash flow of his own. And rodeoing had brought the pair good winnings when they needed cash quickly.
 
   Closer than born brothers, the two had learned to communicate without talking a long time ago, and Curley could read Flint like a goddamn book at times, like now.
 
   “I’ll get around to saddling and taming her when I feel the time is right. You just keep your damn paws off her. That is, if you want to keep them.”
 
   Curley’s deep chuckle rumbled through the hay barn, and they both returned to tossing hundred pound bales onto the winter stack. A comfortable silence surrounded them as they completed their task. They forked a couple of bales of fresh hay to the horses and then headed back to the house for showers.
 
    
 
   Dora was putting plates on the table when Flint and Curley came into the dining room, and Flint frowned as he glanced around. “Where’s Lily? I told her to help you with supper.”
 
   The older woman lifted her brows and wiped her hands on her apron as she turned to face her boss. “After what she went through earlier with all that emotional rigmarole, you just don’t say one word to her about anything, Flint Calderon. I would have shooed her out if she’d tried to come in here to help.” 
 
   Curley glanced sideways at Flint, and simply took the dishes and distributed them around the table without saying a word. He went to the sideboard and got silverware, and placed it carefully by each plate, then put out water glasses. Flint stared at him as if he’d grown another head.
 
   “I’ve got two hands, boss-man. And I’m not plumb wore out. I’ll help Dora. You go find Lily.”
 
   Dora smiled up at the big blond cowboy and winked at him as Flint turned toward the stairs. He’d only gotten a couple of steps out into the hallway when she appeared at the top of the stairs, and he stopped dead in his tracks, his mouth dropping open and his eyes widening in amazement.
 
   Had he thought she was beautiful before? Well, in that pretty dress he’d bought for her, with knockout legs exposed by the short hem and those sheer hose, she was drop-dead gorgeous. The embarrassed look on her pink face took his breath away. She walked carefully, obviously not used to heels. As she started down the staircase, her hand gripped the oak banister tightly as though she feared toppling the rest of the way down.
 
   He came to a halt at the bottom of the staircase, just staring up at her as she came toward him. He realized that her hair was pulled back by a rose-colored ribbon that was tied at her right temple. His hands clenched and unclenched as she came nearer, and when she was on the last stair, her eyes were almost level with his.
 
   “Did I ever tell you how beautiful you are?” His words were almost a whisper. He watched hot color fill her cheeks, and she bit her lower lip. He didn’t hesitate. He put his hands on the sides of her warm face and dropped his lips onto hers without another word.
 
    
 
   Lily felt like Cinderella coming down those curved stairs toward her prince. The look in Flint’s eyes made her almost topple off the top stair, but she managed to get all the way to the last one before she halted, breathless under his gaze. She had covered her worst bruises with a small amount of foundation, but they were still visible, at least, to her. She halted at eye-level with him, and her heart nearly burst from her chest as he murmured soft words meant only for her ears, then slid his big hands around her face and bent to take her mouth with his.
 
   She lost track of time as he slowly, insistently slid his strong tongue over the seam of her lips until she opened for him. His hands moved from her face to her waist as he dragged her against his lean body until she could barely draw a breath. The moan that she heard was hers. She lifted her arms and wrapped them around his beck, and kissed him back fiercely.
 
   The sound of Curley clearing his throat brought Flint back to earth, and as much as he wanted to ignore the bastard and carry his little spitfire back upstairs to his bed, he drew away from her with a reluctant groan, and glanced at his friend standing in the dining room door. Curley laughed softly and turned back into the room.
 
   Lowering his gaze back to the object of his lust, he whispered roughly, “When you’ve eaten, all bets are off, woman. You’re mine for the night. If you don’t want that, say so right now.”
 
   She bit her lower lip again, and lowered her eyes to his open collar and the crisp dark hair that peeped out. “I want that.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Dora had made a wonderful roast with all the trimmings, but Lily hardly tasted a bite, as nervous and flustered as she felt. Curley and Flint kept up a running conversation about the ranch and what they wanted to use their winnings on before winter hit. Dora kept putting in her own requests for things she needed in the house, and happily, Lily managed to remain unnoticed as she ate small bites and wondered what Flint would do once they were alone again. Hell…she wondered what she would do. 
 
   She wasn’t a virgin. She’d done this before. But somehow she felt as if this would truly be the first time. She’d never felt this way before. The big, delicious cowboy with the chocolate eyes that turned almost black when he was feeling strong emotion was an unknown quantity. He was full of raw emotions and hot Texas blood, yet he was as gentle and kind as she could hope for. He had actually made her almost forget Jacob Proctor and her current situation.
 
   Almost.
 
   No man had ever made her feel as protected…desired…wanted. She desperately needed to know what it was like to have such a man make love to her. She sensed that she would not regret her decision. Even if she left the next morning, she would never regret taking this man and what he offered her. It would be a memory she could hold onto in the dark, cold nights ahead.
 
   Immersed in her own thoughts, Lily didn’t hear Dora’s question. Blinking, she glanced up into the now kindly eyes, and stuttered an apology for not paying attention. 
 
   “I asked if you wanted pie, honey. You were a million miles away.”
 
   “Oh! Um…I don’t think I could hold another bite. Your supper was absolutely delicious, Dora. I’m as full as a tick.” She looked down at her barely-touched plate and realized what a poor liar she was. She quickly shoveled a bite of tender roast into her mouth and made appropriate noises of enjoyment.
 
   When she lifted her eyes to Flint’s face, his eyes were nearly black again. Curley’s deep chuckle brought hot color to her cheeks as the man accepted a big slice of peach pie from Dora’s hands. “I’ll sure have a piece, Dora. And maybe a second of that cherry over there. Never can get enough of your pie.”
 
   Lily managed to finish her plate before getting up to help clear the table and wash the dishes, but Dora insisted she go on out to the porch with Flint, and let her and Curley do the cleanup. “You don’t want to get that pretty dress messed up, do you? You’ve had a full day, honey. You go keep Flint company awhile. He could use the sight of a pretty gal right about now. All he ever gets to see is me.” Her smile was warm as she took the apron out of Lily’s hands and shooed her out of the kitchen.
 
   Curley smacked Dora on the butt and leaned in close to whisper something in her ear, and the woman batted at him with her hands and laughed. “I’m way too damned old for you, Curley! Now keep your paws to yourself and help me get these dishes washed.”
 
    
 
   Flint was sitting in the big porch swing, but he rose when she stepped out of the house. He hadn’t turned on the porch light because it attracted way too many moths and mosquitoes. She hesitated, apparently feeling suddenly shy. His eyes slid over her slim silhouette in the light from the house. That filmy soft skirt let the light shine right through, and his cock rose to greet the vision.
 
   “Come sit with me.” His voice sounded rough even to him.
 
   She wrapped her arms around her chest and turned to approach him.
 
   “You chilled, sweet thing? I can warm you.” He reached out and drew her trembling form against him, fighting the sudden need to get that lovely piece of clothing out from between them. Her body melted against his and he heard her soft sigh of surrender as she slipped her arms around his waist.
 
   He led her to the swing that his grandfather had made for his grandmother, and he sank onto the warm well-worn oak. He pulled her down onto his lap, and savored the feel of her fine little ass pressed over his hungry cock. She stiffened a little as she felt it beneath her, and he pressed her head to his shoulder to keep her from bolting.
 
   “I’m as eager as you are, love. But I’m plannin’ to take my sweet time with you. Don’t change your mind on me. I don’t think I could take that.” His lips moved against her soft hair as he closed his eyes and inhaled her sweet, female scent.
 
   God, but I need her.
 
    
 
   Lily shivered as he moved his lean hands over her waist and hips, and her body responded wickedly to his touch. Warm moisture wet her new lace and satin panties as his big hands brushed over her skirt and slipped beneath it to move sensuously up her thigh to the top of her silky stocking. She heard him inhale deeply, and his body tightened as his fingers moved gently into the vee of her legs to caress and massage her swollen mound.
 
   “Damn, woman, you don’t know what you’re doin’ to me. Let me touch you?”  His voice shook with his excitement, and Lily knew she would deny him nothing. She let her thighs drop open a bit, hearing his hum of approval as long fingers traced her wet undies to the place over her pulsing clit. “Ah—fuck…” His rasp of need left her pulses throbbing. “I have to feel you, darlin’. Open more for me.”
 
   Instantly his digits slipped under her panties, and she gasped and arched as she felt them trace her wet, swollen slit, dipping into her hot cunt with slow, certain pressure. “Oh, Flint…oh God yes…” she turned into his kiss and moaned as his lips sought hers and his tongue pressed inside her mouth to plunder every soft surface.
 
   His palm cupped her mound as his long fingers sweetly fucked her, finding and massaging her G-spot with every slow, deep slide. Her clit was fully engorged, rubbing his calloused palm as he drove her wild. “You like that, darlin’?” His voice was ragged. “How would you like to sit on my cock?”
 
   She gasped as he eased her off his lap a bit and she heard his zipper come down with a soft hiss. “Someone might come out here.” She struggled to move, but he murmured against her temple. 
 
   “No, they won’t. I told them to stay away.”
 
   She jerked her head to stare at him as he eased her skirts out from under her ass and spread it gently over their legs. His face was hidden in shadow. “Face to me or back to me, darlin’…your choice. Either way, I’ll take care of you.”
 
   “I…I’ve never…can you do it that way?” She closed her eyes as he lifted her enough to press his thick, hard cock into her wet opening, his fingers massaging her clit. “You have a rubber on already?” The feel of the condom-clad shaft sliding into her soaked pussy was a shock
 
   “Just call me Mr. Boy Scout, always prepared…” he grunted slightly as she took him slowly into her tight body. “Fuck…you feel so good around me…”
 
   The fullness stretching her body left her breathless and hot as she felt every thick, delicious inch of the man pressing deeper as her body lowered until her ass touched his jeans. The feeling of her silk and lace panties stretched aside to allow him access made her even hotter. “Ooohh…you’re so big, Flint…so hard…”
 
   His rough chuckle against her ear sent shivers through her, and then his lean fingers were slowly making love to her hard little nub. The sensory assault on her pussy and clit was enough to send her plummeting over the cliff, and then he started to move.
 
    
 
   Feeling her tight cunt clasping him deep inside nearly ended it right there, but Flint took several deep breaths and calmed his eager cock. Her pussy was so damn tight he couldn’t move at first, but the shuddering clench of her orgasm and the sudden gush of fluids eased his way, and he began to move inside her, holding her slender body up just enough to allow him to slide in and out with quick, hungry thrusts. He fucked her hard and fast, knowing that he wasn’t hurting her. Her little gasps and mewls of pleasure drove him half crazy as she tightened again around him and stiffened, telling him that she had climaxed again.
 
   He couldn’t hold back any longer. He gave one last deep thrust and lost it completely, barely holding back the shout of exultation as he pumped his cum into the end of the condom, his hips jerking as he gave her everything he had.
 
    
 
   She lay slumped in his arms, her breathing ragged and quick. His hands touched them where they were joined, and he growled against her ear, “Can you turn to face me without losing me?”
 
   Her body trembled as she eased up a bit and turned on his lap, shocked that he was still hard and solid inside her. He helped her to turn, moving her skirt to keep them covered as she bent her leg and turned to face him, her knees planted on the oak on either side of him. He caught her mouth with his hungry lips and lifted his hips as she sank down again. His palms cupped her ass as he lifted her gently, and lowered her with each slow thrust.
 
   “That feels so good…” she moaned against his mouth, as his lean fingers slid into the cleft of her butt cheeks to gently massage and dip into her tight rosette. His cock grew stiff and eager once again as she clenched tight around him. 
 
   “Have you ever had a man take you here?” he rasped as he slipped his index finger in to the first knuckle.
 
   “No…never.” Her voice was choked as he slowly brought her to yet another orgasm while tending to her untried entrance. 
 
   “Maybe someday you’ll let me in there.” He nipped her shoulder and pulled her tight to him as she cried out softly and climaxed once more.
 
   Her body alight with sensation, Lily still stiffened as he told her that he wanted to take her there. Being touched there had set her off like a firecracker, but it also brought back her stepfather’s threat to hurt her by doing that to her. She drew in a ragged breath and lifted from him, feeling his shaft slide from her body as she quickly stepped back onto the porch and shoved her skirt back down. “Whoa—easy there, sweet thing. If that isn’t something you think you’d enjoy, forget I asked.” Flint’s wet cock clad in the milky condom was still alive and ready. 
 
   She averted her gaze and said something unintelligible as she turned away toward the still open door. What had she been thinking? How could she have let this go so far? Loneliness and pain had lowered her defenses to the point of no return, and now she knew she had to get away from here. She couldn’t remain here and pretend the world would just go away and let her live peacefully.
 
   She heard him scuffling behind her as she almost ran for the door. As she quickly slipped through the screen, there wasn’t a soul in sight, so she broke into a run for the stairs, kicking off her shoes so she wouldn’t break an ankle. She had reached the third stair when he caught her and swung her off her feet to carry her the rest of the way up.
 
   She didn’t fight him. She simply turned her face away and closed her eyes as he walked down the hall to his bedroom, and set her on her feet on the lush Navajo rug. She didn’t look at him. She kept her eyes glued to the oak floor and its beautiful rug.
 
   Now that he’s had me, will I be able to run?
 
    
 
   Flint lifted her chin gently with his fingertips, forcing her to meet his gaze. “I guess that was a flat no. If you don’t want that, it’s totally off the menu. Tell me what happened to you, Lily. And no bullshit. A woman doesn’t panic like that unless there’s a good reason.”
 
   He saw the flash of fear in those incredible tawny eyes, and once again he wanted to throttle the bastard that had hurt her so badly. He ached to tear his head off. Almost as much as he ached to be back inside this amazing, beautiful creature that had knocked him for a loop at first sight. 
 
   “Talk to me, baby. What can I do to help? I feel so damn helpless right now, and that’s not something I enjoy feeling.”
 
   She closed her eyes and a tear slid silently down one cheek, leaving him feeling totally lost. He pulled her into his embrace and kissed the top of her head. “Stay with me tonight…”
 
   He felt her body tense, and he slowly loosened his arms, allowing her to step back. “Did I ask for too much too fast?” He waited in agony to hear her deny that he had. But instead, she just moved back another step.
 
   “I need to think about this, Flint. It has nothing to do with you. You’re fine. It’s me. I think it would be best if I slept in my own room.” Her voice was shaky and soft. He wanted to yell at someone, scream and rant. Instead, he placed his hands on his hips and nodded. And as she turned to walk out of his room and vanished down the hall, he felt as if a fist of sizeable proportions had just slugged him in the gut.
 
    
 
   She packed her own things into her backpack, leaving the clothes he had bought for her in the armoire and drawers. Tears blinded her as she tucked her papers into the top zippered compartment, leaving the bulky lock box on the bed. She glanced at the clock on the mantel and slipped into her jacket, figuring that they should all be asleep by now. And with one last look around her temporary little haven, Lily Thomas slipped out the door and tiptoed down the stairs to the big front doors, where she set a letter addressed to Flint on the small table next to the entry.
 
   The ranch road turn off was a good ten miles from the main road, and she figured she could walk it in about three hours if she made good time. She should be able to catch a ride with a trucker back to Austin. She still had the $78.00 she’d started out with, since Flint had refused her money. She could buy a bus ticket to Fort Worth and be on her way by nightfall tomorrow.
 
   Walking alone in the dark wasn’t nearly as scary as never seeing Flint again, never feeling his hands or lips on her. She knew that she would never forget the man. A stranger she’d met less than a week ago had somehow stolen her heart and branded her soul. She would cling to that memory tight. She might be a thousand miles away, but Flint Calderon would remain close in her heart.
 
   There was enough of a moon to give adequate illumination to the road as she made her way down the ranch lane and when she finally reached the main road that led to Beesford in one direction, and the main highway in the other, she turned toward the highway, refusing to look back.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Flint read the letter she’d left, and his insides felt like a ball of lead. “She can’t get far if she’s on foot.” Dora’s non-nonsense tone brought him back to the here-and-now, and he lifted his eyes to stare at her.
 
   “No, but she could have caught a ride with a trucker headed for Austin. And all I can do is hope she found someone who won’t take advantage of a lone female walking at night.”
 
   “Folks round these parts wouldn’t try to hurt that child.” Dora’s frown gave him the strength to believe she was all right.
 
   “Let’s hope you’re right, Dora.”
 
   Curley was just coming in for breakfast, and seeing the look on Flint’s face, he grabbed the letter out of his hands and swore loudly. “Shit, man…what’d you do to scare her off?”
 
   “Shut the fuck up, Curley. Did you gas up the ranch truck yesterday?”
 
   “I always do. You need me to go with you so you don’t screw up again?”
 
   “Go to hell.” Flint grabbed the keys off the hook by the door and took off at a dead run.
 
   He would find her, if he had to follow the damn bus to Fort Worth. And when he caught up to her, he wouldn’t be dumb enough to let her out of his sight again. As he slid into the high seat of the big truck, he swore foully. Damn female pride. He saw her letter in his mind’s eye as he spun gravel under his tires and, gunned it for the ranch lane.
 
   I want you to know how much your kindness means to me. I wish I could stay, but it just can’t work. He’ll never stop hunting until he finds me. And when he does, I don’t want him to be able to hurt you or your people. He’s dangerous, Flint, and he isn’t above murdering people to get what he wants. I truly appreciate all you’ve done for me, but I can’t let you put yourself on the line for my problems any more. These were the first few nights in a long time that I’ve been able to sleep without waking in a panic.
 
   I’ll never forget you, Flint Calderon. 
 
    
 
   And he’d be damned if he’d let her…
 
   * * * * *
 
   She stared at the walls of the small cell they had placed her in. Just her luck to be picked up by a Travis County Deputy Sheriff after climbing out of the kindly trucker’s rig just outside Austin. The panic that had swamped her when he’d placed those cuffs around her wrists had died down to a sickening buzz of anxiety. The woman in the next cell smelled of hard liquor, and was sleeping it off on the bare little steel cot with its thin pad that passed for a mattress.
 
   She’d been booked like a criminal…fingerprinted…mug shot taken…and she’d been told she had one phone call. But she didn’t have anyone to call except Flint. Even if she’d known his number, she didn’t want him involved. He would be arrested for harboring a criminal. And as honest as he was, she was sure he would admit to doing that without blinking an eye.
 
   She had no idea what time it was. There were no windows, and no clocks visible on any of the walls she could see. It had been a few hours, she was certain, since she’d been arrested and booked. She could smell food from somewhere, but they hadn’t offered her any breakfast. She knew very little about legal processes, but she’d watched TV enough to know that if they were holding her on charges of grand theft and attempted murder, she wasn’t going anywhere any time soon, unless they shipped her back to her step dad in Garfield, which she highly doubted, considering this had moved out of the range of family court and conservatorship issues to attempted homicide. At least she’d have her day in court this way. She’d be able to tell folks what the bastard had done.
 
   If anyone would listen to her…
 
    
 
   “I’m real sorry, Mr. Calderon, but until she comes up before the judge, she can’t have any visitors except her attorney.” The deputy at the reception counter of the Travis County Central Booking office smiled up at him and let him know with silent urging that she wouldn’t mind him asking her to go for coffee.
 
   He whipped out his phone and speed-dialed Max. Turning away from the desk, he walked away a few paces and said tersely, “I take it that Max isn’t in this early?” The answering service said they could take a message. 
 
   “Tell you what, ma’am. You get him on his damn private phone and tell him Flint Calderon is waiting for him at the Tenth Street Jail booking facility in Austin. I’ll make it well worth his while if he gets his lazy ass out of bed and meets me here.” He closed his phone and sank onto one of the less than comfortable wooden benches that lined the outer office walls.
 
   Five minutes later, his phone rang, and he opened it with a “Where the hell are you?”
 
   The attorney’s voice was sleepy. “Where the hell should I be at 6:03 a.m.? I turned my damn cell phone off so I could get some sleep. And what the hell are you doing in jail? You get picked up driving drunk or something?”
 
   “They arrested Lily early this mornin’, Max, and they won’t let me see her unless I’m her lawyer. Can you get her the hell outta this place?”
 
   “Shit, Flint…it’ll take me at least an hour and a half to get there. I have to make a couple of calls. You damn well better have coffee waiting.”
 
    
 
   “Miss Thomas?” Lily jerked awake from the half-sleep she’d fallen into, and sat up groggily, worn out from worrying and going without sleep for so long.
 
   “Yeah?” Her voice was dry, and she blinked up at the female office who held out a bottle of spring water and a packaged sweet roll. 
 
   “You were supposed to be on your way to Del Valle Correctional right about now, but there’s been a hold-up. I thought maybe you’d be hungry.” The woman came as close to a smile as she could probably manage, and Lily nodded eagerly and took the offering, quickly tearing the cap off the bottle and drinking it down thirstily before ripping open the cellophane wrapper on the roll that had probably come out of a vending machine.
 
   “Thanks so much! Why was I supposed to be headed for Del Valle? I thought they were going to arraign me or something, according to the officer who arrested me last night.”
 
   “I can’t say. But it looks like your attorney has arranged bail for you, so they won’t send you there if they just have to turn around and let you loose again.”
 
   Lily had just shoved a huge bite of roll into her mouth and she stopped chewing, staring in shock at the officer. Managing to swallow, she squeaked, “My attorney?” Her mind went blank.
 
   “It’ll be a few minutes but I’ll be coming back to take you upstairs to one of the conference rooms. Better eat and use the john while you can.”
 
    
 
   Max read the digital case file that was on the laptop in front of him, and when they brought Lily into the room in shackles, he frowned up at the officers. “Get those off of her. She isn’t going anywhere. At least, not until I get word back from Judge Layton. I’ll vouch for her behavior until notice comes to release her.”
 
   The female deputy unlocked the chain from the shackles around her ankles and wrists, but left the shackles on. “Sorry sir, but until we get her release order, she’s still a flight risk.”
 
   When Lily sank onto the chair across the desk from the man, he smiled at her and his grey eyes took in the bruises that could be seen on her throat and arms. “Hello, Ms. Thomas. I’m Max Daly. I’ve been retained to act in your behalf in the matter of The State of Texas Versus Lily Thomas, Case #140085932. Flint Calderon posted bail this morning at your arraignment hearing in which I represented your interests. I’m also representing you in a civil suit brought in your behalf against one Jacob Proctor of Garfield City, Travis County Texas citing fraud, theft by deception, and gross negligence resulting in the death of one Helen Thomas Proctor. Please respond for the record that I am your attorney in both matters.” He indicated the microphone before her.
 
   She somehow managed to speak. “Yes. Um…you are my attorney, Mr. Daly.”
 
   He nodded, and read something on the screen of the laptop. “Would you please answer a few questions for me, Miss Thomas?”
 
   “Of course…ask.”
 
   “One of the charges against you states that you ran from the home of Jacob Proctor, who was your legal guardian, on the night of…” He read the statement from the screen and glanced up at her. “Your legal guardian stated that you ran after you ‘struck him with a piece of furniture’. He also stated that he had no idea what caused you to suddenly ‘go crazy’.” The attorney glanced at her wrists with the purple and yellow bruises. “Can you explain to me what made you do such a thing?”
 
   She realized that they were being observed through the one-way mirror on the far wall, and that the microphone was most likely recording their conversation. She pushed her sleeves up to show the bruises more clearly, and reached to unbutton her collar, pulling it open to expose the hand print.
 
   “My stepfather, Jacob Proctor was beating me, strangling me, and threatening to rape me…um…in a place that would have been excruciatingly painful. I am not strong enough to fight someone his size off, so I had to hit him with a candleholder. It’s not the first time he’s beaten me, and I believed every threat he made to hurt me physically.”
 
   The interview went on for about twenty minutes, with the female officer standing at the door, observing and listening. Lily explained into the microphone how Jacob Proctor had come into their lives, and how Lily had good reason to believe that her mother had not accidentally swallowed nearly a hundred sleeping pills. Jacob had kept control of all of her pills, kept them into a locked box, and only allowed her to take them when she became restless. The only way she could have gotten so many pills was if her husband had purposely given them to her or left the bottle within her reach. 
 
   As she spoke, she realized that he was asking her questions about why she believed that her mother’s death was no accident. With the officer standing there, the attorney had proof that he was not coaching her or leading her on. Of course, the recording could not be used in court, but it could be used to discredit her stepfather, and perhaps sway a decision-making social worker toward removing Jacob Proctor’s legal guardianship of her. She then remembered the insurance policy Jake had taken out on her, and the way he’d nearly left her to die before calling the EMTs. A cold chill ran through her.
 
   The bastard had been making it look like she was suicidal so that when he actually killed her, there would have been a pattern of suicide attempts on record. “I have a few questions for you. Mind if I ask?”
 
   The man smiled at her and waited.
 
   “Where is Flint?”
 
   Max’s smile widened. “He’s waiting down in the reception area.”
 
   “Can Jacob Proctor hurt him in any way for protecting me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “And he’s not in trouble for aiding and abetting a fugitive from justice?”
 
   “We’re doing our best to make sure that isn’t going to happen.”
 
   Lily swallowed hard, and chewed her lower lip. “I pray to God he isn’t, because that man is the kindest, most gentlemanly person I’ve ever met. I’d hate for him to get into trouble with the law when he just helped me for a few days.”
 
   “You can talk to him about that. I do believe those are your release papers. Of course, you’ll have to appear in court once we get this mess squared around, and you won’t be able to leave the ranch, since he’s pretty well put it on the line to keep you out of jail, but I’d say he’d like to hear what you have to say face-to-face.”
 
   Lily gasped as the officer handed the attorney a sheaf of papers, and removed the shackles from her wrists and ankles. “You mean he put his ranch up to secure my bail?”
 
   “Pretty much. So if you take off again, you’ll see him out of a house and a living, young lady.” The man gazed at her quietly, and she felt hot color flood her face.
 
   “I won’t. I couldn’t do that to him.” Her belly tied into knots thinking something she did would cause him to lose everything.
 
   “I’m glad. We need to go down and get your stuff out of the security lockup.” The attorney gently gripped her elbow and guided her out of the room and down the hall to the elevators.  
 
   “How did Flint know I got arrested?” Lily stood beside the big attorney, wringing her hands together.
 
   “When he couldn’t find you on the road, or at the bus depot, and no one by your description had bought a ticket for Forth Worth, he guessed something had happened, and called the Beesford constable who just happens to be a good friend of his. Shirlanne checked the sheriff’s office records and lo and behold, your name popped up. They must have been keeping an eye out for you after your face and stats hit the APB lists.”
 
   She shuddered and hugged herself to keep her hands from shaking. “I thought I could get to Fort Worth without causing him any more problems. I didn’t mean to get him involved.”
 
   Max stepped into the elevator and hit the correct button before turning to face her. “Miss Thomas, if Flint got involved it was because he wanted to. Believe me, you couldn’t have stopped him once his mind was made up.”
 
   She lifted her eyes to his craggy, attractive face. She guessed he was in his fifties, but he looked like he was in great physical shape. “You have to keep him from getting in trouble…please. He didn’t know anything about me when I met him and Curley. I just don’t want to see him get hurt by what I’ve done.”
 
    
 
   Max gazed down into the amber eyes that had so captivated his client, and he understood exactly why Flint Calderon was in such a dither to keep this woman safe. She seemed to have something that infiltrated a man’s guts and made him go all mushy inside. Christ! She was even doing it to him. He cleared his throat and patted the soft hand she’d placed on his arm. “He’ll be just fine. He’s a strong man with a powerful sense of honor and ethics. If he chose to champion your cause, Miss Thomas, it was because he saw something in you that touched him deep inside. Just don’t give him reason to regret that trust.”
 
   The soft pink that rose into her cheeks was doing a damn great job on his own libido. How any man could have left those horrible bruises on this sweet child was beyond him. But he knew that men like Jacob Proctor had no decency in them, and if it was the last thing he did, he would see that man in jail. 
 
   He didn’t tell her any of the things he’d learned about her ex-stepfather. He would let Flint do that. He also didn’t tell her that he’d contacted the Travis County Social Services and had her guardianship case transferred to the Calder County division, and that he’d set an appointment for her to meet with a caseworker and himself next week. He had a lot more work to do before he gave her any more information. He didn’t want to get her hopes up before he was certain that he could bring this to a satisfactory conclusion.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Flint rose like a shot from the hard wooden bench, and in three long strides he was across the lobby. His ass ached from the long hours of sitting on that damn bench, but every ache and pain was gone the minute she stepped out of that elevator with Max at her side. Max shot him a warning glance to keep his cool, and he barely kept himself from grabbing her and dragging her into his arms. He inhaled a deep breath of her sweet scent, and held his lawyer’s gaze for a long moment before they all stepped up to the desk to retrieve her property. 
 
   He forced himself to not slip an arm around her slim body and pull her close to feel her near him. It took them about twenty minutes to sign for her backpack and personal items, and then they were heading for the doors. Once they were outside the building, he picked up his pace until they reached the parking lot where attorneys and cops parked. 
 
   They had made him move his truck earlier on in the day to the general parking, and he’d met Daly outside the main doors. Daly could damn well drive him back to the ranch truck. Once inside Max’s big SUV, he let himself pull the damn woman close against him and nearly crush her in his arms. He expected maybe a complaint at being held too tight. Instead, he felt her arms go around him in the damn tightest hug he’d ever felt, and she pressed her face into the front of his shirt and cried her eyes out. He tugged her tight against him, and kissed the top of her head, unable to say one damn word.
 
   Max drove them through the huge lot to the spot where Flint’s truck sat and pulled into an empty spot a couple of spaces away. He shut off the engine and turned in his seat to gaze at them as they held each other.
 
   “Keep her at the ranch. No shopping or gallivanting. She’s in your custody until I can get her case in front of Judge Grant. Her stepdad’s fit to be tied, and I wouldn’t trust him not to do something even more stupid than he’s done already. He’s been served a notice to file a response to the court. He may try to find her. He may try to run. Frankly, I hope he tries to run. I’d like to get an arrest warrant issued on the bastard. The sooner he breaks under pressure, the sooner we get the truth out in court, and we get these charges dismissed.”
 
   Lily lifted her face and swiped tear from her cheeks. “What is happening? What did you find out?”
 
   Flint swallowed the tight lump at the back of his throat and shook his head. “I’ll explain on the drive home. We need food, and Max needs to get back to his office.” He lifted his dark gaze to the attorney behind the wheel. “I owe you more than you can imagine, Max.”
 
   “Oh, I have a great imagination, Flint, and I’ll be collecting on all these favors shortly. You just take care of your woman, and I’ll take care of the rest.” The lawyer grinned at them and extended his hand to shake Flint’s.
 
    
 
   Your woman… 
 
   Lily felt odd inside hearing those words. As she slipped out of the high seat and Flint caught her by the waist and set her on her feet, she smiled back at Max Daly. “Thanks so much for all you’ve done, Mr. Daly. You’re a good man.”
 
   He nodded and drove away, leaving them to get into the ranch truck and head for El Dorado. She was startled when Flint flipped the console up into the back of the seat and dragged her into the middle seat, helping her fasten the belt. “You ran off.” His voice was tight as he snapped the belt closed and fastened his own. When he turned the key in the ignition, his dark brown gaze pinned her where she sat, breathless and afraid of her own reaction to this man.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Flint. I didn’t mean for you to get so involved. I didn’t want to…”
 
   He cut her off with a soft curse as he growled, “Did you not think about what I wanted? Did it not occur to you that someone cared enough about you to lose their mind when you up and took off like that?”
 
   Stiffening under his anger, she lowered her gaze to the her hands as they twisted  together in her lap. “I guess I wasn’t thinking at all. I just panicked and ran.”
 
   “You planning to do it again? Because if you are, I’ll stop by the hardware store in Beesford and buy me a length of chain and a pair of handcuffs.” His deep tones brought a shiver of excitement to her again.
 
   “I won’t run away. Mr. Daly told me you had to mortgage your home to get my bail posted. I don’t want to hurt you any more than I already have.” 
 
    
 
   Flint frowned down at her and fought back a smile. Just like Max to say something like that. Of course, if it had taken that to get her out of jail, he’d have happily done it, but with his reputation and his good standing in the area, it had taken nothing more than his signature on a piece of paper to gain her release. But he wasn’t about to admit that to her. Anything to make sure she didn’t hare off again.
 
   Swinging out of the parking lot, he wasted little time getting onto the freeway heading toward the state road junction. He didn’t say a word until they were well under way, and then he lifted his right arm and wrapped it around her shoulders, pulling her tight against his side. 
 
   “What did I do or say that set you off last night, Lily? Was I pushing you too far too fast? I won’t do it again. Just tell me.”
 
   Instead of pulling back and telling him, she leaned her face into his collar bone and wrapped both arms tight around him, as tight as the seat belt would allow. He did his damnedest to calm his suddenly interested cock but when she dropped her hand to his swollen zipper, he nearly swerved out of the lane, and his palm settled over her hand to press it tighter to his body.
 
   “Holy shit, sweet thing, hold that thought until I can get to an exit. Unless you were just teasing…” He drew in a deep breath and swallowed hard as her fingers tightened around his rigid shaft where it stretched up his belly.
 
   “It had nothing to do with you.” Her whisper was enough to put his libido on auto pilot. “It just brought back a memory I wasn’t ready to revisit.” 
 
    
 
   She inhaled the warm scent of his body and pressed the heel of her palm harder over his length. His groan made her smile into the soft flannel of his shirt. “Find an exit. I want you so badly, I could scream.”
 
   “I intend to make you do just that, and I know just the exit…”
 
   He swung the big stake side truck off the road at the exit, and followed the frontage road about a half mile until the road passed under a stand of ancient oaks that hung out over the pavement like venerable  ancestors. He slowed and pulled the truck into a rutted track that led away from the frontage road, and parked the vehicle in a secluded spot that was shady and totally invisible from the road. 
 
   “Any preference as to where and how, darlin’? Lyin’ on the seat, in the bed of the truck, or bouncin’ on my lap? Or I could tongue fuck you until you couldn’t think straight. Or maybe all of the above?”
 
   Lily unsnapped her seat belt and reached for his, then she fell back across the wide bench seat and dragged him down on top of her. He tore the snaps of her shirt open, then shoved her front closure bra away from her breasts to take each nipple deep into his mouth and taste her like a starving man. 
 
   “Oh, God, Flint…that feels so delicious. Harder… Oh, yes…” Her fingers knotted into his thick hair and her legs wrapped around his hips. He reached between them and unsnapped her jeans, lowering the zipper. She was like a wildcat beneath his mouth and tongue, and he nipped the turgid little nubbin as she clawed his back through his shirt.
 
   “Lift that sweet little ass off the seat, darlin’. I want these jeans off you.”
 
   Obeying his command, Lily helped him shove the pants down her thighs, and then off her ankles as she kicked her boots off the edge of the seat. “Hurry…I need you so bad…”
 
   Flint eased down her body to kiss the damp sweet flesh of her belly. dipping his tongue into her belly button as he gently spread her thighs and settled between them, shoving her up the seat toward her door. “You taste delicious, woman…open that pink pussy for me and let me drive you wild…”
 
    
 
   Lily cried out in shock as he pressed his hot mouth over her swollen clit and began to suck gently. She clutched his dark hair and lifted her body to get him closer. His big hands cupped her soft ass and lifted her until her thighs clutched his ears, and he drove his strong tongue into her soaked opening in deep, hungry thrusts.
 
   “Oh, Lord, Flint! That is sooo good…” The sound of her cry made him want to do even more to her sweet cunt. He slid two long fingers into her vagina and went to work sucking on her stiffened, eager clit, listening to her gasps and cries as she bucked up into his mouth. “Oh…oh God…I’m coming!”
 
   He took her over the edge of the cliff and kept up the onslaught until she was crying and begging him to stop because he was killing her. He backed off and leisurely flicked her pussy with his tongue, enjoying her shudders of reaction. “Mmmm…you taste so good, woman…are you ready for more?”
 
   “Fuck me, Flint…please…” her little mewling gasps drove him crazy as he made his way up her trembling body and reached between them to open his own fly, easing his swollen, erect shaft out. 
 
   “Reach into my pocket, baby. I have a condom in my right front. Could you do the honors?”
 
   Obeying, she found the packet and brought it to her mouth to bite the corner off. He could feel the desperate nudging of his cock head against her wet pussy. Her fingers rolled the sheath up over his heavily-veined cock, and when it was secure, she opened wide and took every thick, long, pulsing inch of him deep into her cunt, crying out with delight as he filled her and held himself deep inside her, pressed to the swollen tissues of her G spot.
 
   “Never run from me again.” He grated the words against her temple as he cupped her breasts and squeezed gently, not moving at all.
 
   “Never again. I promise…”
 
   As she spoke in his ear, he began to pound his thick cock in and out of her, closing his eyes as he savored the tight, slick channel that caressed every inch of his eager shaft. “So fucking good…am I hurting you, baby?”
 
   She shook her head and clung to him, meeting every hard thrust with an upward lift of her hips. “Don’t stop…don’t slow down…”
 
   He managed to make it until she clenched around him in the throes of yet another climax before he cried out in exultation and emptied into the condom, the heat of his cum making it even hotter as he gave her everything he had. He held his weight off her shuddering body as they both came back to earth, and he found her open lips to kiss her into oblivion.
 
   Her voice was a raspy whisper against his mouth as she panted, “What did I do to deserve you, Flint Calderon?”
 
   He lifted his lips and smiled down into her glassy eyes. “You simply exist.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   They remained wrapped around each other on the wide front seat for quite some time, with Flint running his hands gently over every inch of skin he could reach, and Lily soaking up his attention like a rain-starved flower. From time to time, Flint would slide back inside her with a fresh condom, and slowly drive her to distraction again. Until his cell phone rang and he grabbed it with a soft curse.
 
   Curley’s voice was crackly and broken as he told Flint that Jacob Proctor had shown up in Beesford asking about the Calderon ranch, and making threats and stating that if Lily wasn’t back in his legal custody before twenty-four hours were up, there would be hell to pay.
 
   “Thanks for the heads-up.”  Flint closed his cell phone and straightened up on the seat.
 
   Lily sighed and buried her face against his throat. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing. We’d better get rolling, though. I have a couple of calls to make once we’re close enough to the microwave tower at the ranch. And besides…I don’t have any more condoms.”
 
   She stretched like a satisfied cat, and reached languidly for her discarded articles of clothing. “I wish we could stay here forever…”
 
   “Me too, sweet thing…me too.”
 
    
 
   Max’s voice was harsh when Flint gave him a rundown of Jacob Proctor’s visit to Beesford. “The bastard must have scrambled eggs for brains. I’m giving Judge Grant a call right now and making him aware of Proctor’s actions. He’s a danger to her, and he is breaking the restraining order Judge Grant set in place based on our civil suit.”
 
   “Got it. This guy isn’t clicking on even two cylinders, I reckon. I won’t let him anywhere near her.”
 
   “You won’t let who near me?” Lily’s soft voice made him turn to face her where she stood in the doorway.
 
   “Talk to you later.” Flint hung up and reached for her, pulling her close.
 
   “Your stepfather is running scared. Max filed a civil suit against him and had him served with papers a few days back. He knows you’re with me.” The look on her face was enough to make him want to pound that man into the ground.
 
   “He’s coming to get me, isn’t he?” Her voice was hollow, and all color drained from her face.
 
   “He can’t touch you. Max filed a restraining order against him until the judge in the felony case sees the evidence. If all goes according to plan, the criminal charges against you should be dropped. And just for your information, he is no longer your legal guardian/conservator. With all the evidence against him, he’ll be lucky if he isn’t in jail himself.”
 
   “He’s crazy, Flint…crazy enough to do something stupid. He gets drunk as a skunk and he truly thinks he’s untouchable. I should go into town and stay in the motel there. He might come here and try to hurt everyone.”
 
   “You’ll stay here…in my room. And I’ll do everything in my power to make you forget he ever existed.”
 
   Her gaze locked with his. “He really can’t touch me ever again?”
 
   His gut twisted as he understood suddenly her fear of the son of a bitch. The man had killed her mother and had gotten away with it. He’d made the whole damn town of Garfield think she was some crazy, suicidal thief, and he’d kept her a virtual prisoner in her own home while he spent the insurance money meant to take care of her mom and her. She was just a bitty little thing and Flint ached to show her tormentor exactly what it felt like to be helpless and afraid for his life. 
 
   He suddenly hoped Jacob Proctor would come for a visit. He’d like to give the bastard an El Diablo welcome.
 
   He recalled his dad telling him the story of how his great grandfather had been harassed and threatened by a band of Mexican bandits that spread terror across central Texas, killing settlers, raping and pillaging, and driving off their animals. Jose Calderon had laid claim to the lush green area bisected by spring floods between the Pedernales and the Blanco. He’d run a large herd of longhorns with a few Hereford bulls tossed in, and eventually he was rewarded with a much larger herd of cross bred cattle that could stand the heat, did well on rangeland browsing, and withstood most diseases and droughts.
 
   The banditos had chipped away at his herds, taking hundreds of calves each year, and they had burned his oak barns and even his house—until old Jose decided to corner the outlaws in a blind canyon and pick them off from the ridge above with his old Henry rifle. That particular band of outlaws was never heard from again, and old Jose blamed their demise on the fact that those robbers had crossed El Diablo once too often. Of course, he was referring to the devil, but locals decided to take it that Jose Calderon was the devil they’d crossed. The name El Diablo had sort of stuck, both on Jose and his ranch.
 
   Flint wasn’t too sure where that old box canyon was located, but he had his suspicions, and he’d love to introduce Jacob Proctor to that aspect of El Diablo.
 
    
 
   Lily opened her eyes to darkness, but that old panic returned with a vengeance. She had insisted on sleeping alone in her own room despite Flint’s cajoling and insistence that he would feel better if she slept with him. Now she wished she had allowed him to convince her to sleep in his, because the harsh sound of someone breathing too close to her ear left her petrified with fear.
 
   Before she could say a word or cry out, a rough hand slapped over her mouth, and a too familiar voice rasped in her ear, “Thought ya’d get away from me, ya little cunt?” She tried to roll away with a panicked cry that sounded like a squeak from beneath his palm, but he straddled her body in the narrow bed and his free hand clutched at her throat, bringing her to a state of terror she hadn’t felt since she’d run from him. 
 
   “Found yerself a cowboy to fuck? Figure yer too good fer the one who kept a roof ever yer head all these years?’ His foul breath choked her almost as much as the hand around her throat. Her stomach rolled as she clawed at his wrists to loosen his grip on her. His face was hidden in darkness, but she could see in her mind the ugly rage that filled him. She could hear it in his voice. 
 
   Knowing that she had only moments of life unless he loosened his grip on her throat, Lily closed her eyes and went for his face with her hands and fingernails, gouging and clawing. She sank her teeth into the palm over her mouth as he released her face to hit her. The terror that had left her voiceless and helpless before evaporated in a red sea of rage as she fought back with every ounce of strength she possessed. 
 
   The shriek that awoke the rest of the household wasn’t hers. It was his as her thumb gouged deep into his eye socket and her teeth clamped hard over the webbing between his thumb and his first finger. For the briefest of moments, Jacob Proctor’s weight was pressing her hard into her mattress. Then he was gone. Light blinded her as she rolled aside off her bed onto the oak floor and wildly shimmied under the heavy bed frame.
 
   The sound of the struggle above her was muffled by the oak bed and the thick mattress, and by her own arms wound over her head as she sobbed and held back shrieks of rage. She hoped that Flint and Curly and Ned tore the son of a bitch’s head off. She could only guess who was beating the shit out of him, but she fervently prayed that they would maim him.
 
   As the battle above her came to a halt, and Dora’s face appeared as the woman knelt beside the bed to assess her condition, she heard Jacob ranting. He told everyone there that she was his, that she belonged to him and he’d gotten rid of her mom so he could have Lily to himself.
 
   Without a single thought, she struggled out from under the bed and flew across the mattress at the sick, crazy bastard held between two furious men, her fingers going for his uninjured eye. But arms came around her from behind, and she was dragged back.
 
   “He ain’t worth it, honey…let the menfolk take care of him. They’ll make sure he gets what’s comin’ to him.”
 
   Lily blinked up at Dora’s set face as the astonishing strong older woman wrapped arms around her and rocked her. For one long, pain filled moment, Lily stared at the man who’d made her life hell, and then she lost the ability to focus. His bloody face wavered in and out, and then he vanished as she sank back into Dora’s arms, and let blessed blackness take everything away.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
    
 
   The court had decided she had acted in self-defense in the matter of her striking Jacob Proctor with a metal object. They had dismissed all charges against her. The court had remanded Jacob Proctor into custody for a psychiatric evaluation. He would undergo a psych evaluation at the state hospital to determine if he could reasonably defend himself in the cases the police had opened for the premeditated murders of five women.
 
   It had been a stressful day in court dealing with the legal issues. Lily sat in the vinyl booth, staring off into space.
 
   “Hey, darlin’…where are you?” Flint’s raspy voice brought her back to the present, and she blinked up into his dark eyes. The people surrounding her looked concerned as she sorted out her mind and swallowed the hard lump that threatened to block speech completely.
 
   “I’m okay…just too much running through my mind, I guess. I can’t believe I’m free of him…I can’t believe I’ll never have to look over my shoulder every time I hear a footstep. It’s like I’m just waking from a nightmare.” She reached up and brushed her fingers over his stubbly cheek.
 
   “You’re free of him…completely. It’s up to you to decide what to do about the house and all the stuff inside it.” Max Daly tucked a sheaf of legal papers into his briefcase as he rose from the table at the diner they’d stopped at after they’d left the courthouse.
 
   Lily leaned her cheek against Flint’s broad chest and closed her eyes. “I’d like to set up a home for abused women and children. I don’t ever want to go back there. Can you see to that for me, Flint?”
 
   A large calloused palm pressed her head to his body as he kissed the top of her head. “Whatever you think best, baby. That can all be sorted out later. You ready to go home?”
 
   She opened her eyes and lifted her face. “Home?”
 
   “El Diablo. But we have to make a stop first.” 
 
   Max cleared his throat and said his goodbyes, and Curley tossed money onto the table before taking Dora’s arm and helping her from the booth. “Looks like we aren’t needed here anymore. Flint’s got some business to take care of.”
 
   Lily fought tears as she watched them troop out of the diner, and she jumped a little when Flint lifted her chin and held her gaze. “Where do we have to stop?” she managed to ask. Her heart was pounding crazily in her chest at the heated look in his eyes.
 
   “You have two choices…”
 
   “And what are those choices?”
 
   “You can come with me now and let me find an exit with a stand of oaks so I can show you how damn much I adore you…”
 
   “Or?”
 
   “You can come with me to Judge Grant’s office and let him make it legal before I find that stand of oaks and have my way with you…” 
 
   A wet, sweet smile met his gaze. “That sounds interesting. Is Judge Grant aware we are dropping in?” 
 
   “He sure is. I even have the ring. Now are you going to come quietly, or do I have to drag you kicking and screaming?”
 
   Flint’s heart nearly stopped when Lily Thomas whispered wickedly, “I refuse to come quietly…I want to do it kicking and screaming…so let’s get going. That stand of oaks is waiting…”
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   Men of Calder County: Mason
 
   By Gayle Donnelly
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   Mason Delshay is back home in Texas.   The rookie cop on the Lockhart police force, Mason has to find out who is vandalizing the historic buildings downtown while trying to convince his meddling mother he doesn’t need to be married off.  When the one woman who got away comes back to help her grandfather, Mason realizes he has done the right thing by staying away from the altar.  Will he be able to convince Melanie to stay this time?
 
   Still reeling from a broken relationship and the possibility of losing her vet practice, Melanie Whitmore comes home to Texas to help her grandfather cope with life after losing his wife. What she wasn’t counting on was finding her first love back in town, looking better than ever.  She ran from him once before but eight years later, they’re both older, wiser, and still drawn to each other.  Melanie can’t bear to lose another person she loves but when Mason shows her what she could have with him, will she stay and ride out her fears or run again?
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   She was never going to get there. Melanie had come to the conclusion that the normally uneventful drive from Tulsa to Lockhart had now become an excursion into the fourth level of Hell.
 
   Did the state of Oklahoma have to work on different sections of the turnpike all at once? Couldn’t they start at one end and work their way down? Noooo! Those damn orange cones were lined up all down the turnpike.
 
    She was never going to get there.
 
   Two days ago, Mel had received a phone call from Wanda. Wanda Delshay had been her grandfather’s assistant for as long as she could remember, and if not for that saint of a woman, Walter Whitmore would have been face down in a vat full of Miller Lite.
 
   Ten years ago, it had been Wanda who’d held Melanie after she learned she’d lost both her parents in a car accident. And it was Wanda who’d held her after her grandmother’s funeral nine years ago. Wanda had become the mother and grandmother she had lost, and Melanie loved her dearly.
 
   Wanda was in charge of her grandfather’s affairs. She handled the books for all the buildings he owned in Lockhart, was in charge of hiring and firing at the ranch, and if that wasn’t enough, she even lived at the house and cooked for the man. 
 
   And the added bonus was Wanda’s son, Mason. He was two years older than Mel, but that hadn’t stopped her and about every other high school girl from wanting him. Mason was the bad-boy football star who was the life of the party and everyone’s friend. She’d never understood why such a gorgeous boy with awesome athletic talents and a straight-A brain didn’t have a beautiful girl on his arm, but instead would choose to spray paint a penis on the side of the police station.
 
   Mel laughed at the memory. She could still see Mason’s giant grin as the police chief pulled him into the station, cursing him out at the same time. Of course, Mase got off easy because Chief Jordan had a crush of his own on Mason’s mother, Wanda. Though it hadn’t gone anywhere over the years, Chief Jordan would have done about anything to get Wanda’s attention. 
 
   Melanie could still see the devious sparkle in Mason’s eyes. Always the comedian. Always the prankster. Mase would find a way to top his last antic. Once he and his buddies removed every license plate from the faculty’s cars and threw them in the deep end of the school pool. Another time, he placed an ad in the San Antonio newspaper asking for models to pose nude for a school sculpture class. Of course, he denied all of the things he had done, but the town knew. Mason Delshay was a deviant, but everyone loved him all the same.
 
    The star running back for the Lions, Mase had played a huge part in Lockhart’s Division 2A win his senior year. He also took care of the yard work for several of the elderly folks in the town and didn’t accept payment. Now, a home-baked pie—he would accept.
 
   Of Native American descent, Mason had thick black hair, beautiful caramel-colored skin, and a chiseled face that would bring most women to their knees. He was simply the most beautiful specimen of man she had ever seen. And his personality and antics had made him all the more appetizing for the girls in town. He had the looks, the grades, and the athletic talent to take him to any college he chose. But, instead, he remained in Lockhart for a few years after high school, working at the Collier ranch outside of town.
 
   After Mel had left for school, he joined the Army and had been stationed in Fort Lewis, Washington, in the 2nd Infantry. Picturing that man in a uniform made her mouth water.
 
   She wondered where Mase was today and what he was doing. For some reason, every time she went back to Texas, Mason Delshay was nowhere to be found. Either out of town or too busy…she hadn’t seen him since the morning she’d gotten into her little Ford Focus and driven to Stillwater, Oklahoma to start her college career.
 
   There were other schools she could have attended in Texas but Melanie wanted space. She wanted to get away from the one place that reminded her of all the heartache she had experienced in her young life. Oklahoma State had a fantastic vet program, so she applied for a scholarship and got it. Leaving home had been one of the hardest things she had ever done since losing her parents and grandmother, but Mel knew she needed to start new if she was ever going to get over her grief.
 
   And now she was being ordered home because Grandpa Walt apparently was turning into—as Wanda had informed her, a shriveled old bastard.
 
   After Grandma Anna had died, Walt really didn’t smile anymore. He no longer rode his beloved horses, didn’t really participate in the ranch business, and even stopped going into town. The Whitmore family owned several buildings in downtown Lockhart and leased them out to local business owners. There was a flower shop, a dance studio, an antique store, and the old hardware store that was still hanging in there even though Home Depot was four miles down the road.
 
   Melanie studied veterinary medicine at Oklahoma then started a practice in Broken Arrow with four of her classmates. She had a good life in Oklahoma. A nice house and a successful veterinary practice. If only she could find someone to share it with. She’d thought she had with Matt, but he couldn’t keep his dick in his pants and ended up screwing anything with a pulse. How wonderful it was to find that out from the nineteen-year-old pregnant girl who showed up at her front door. That, coupled with two of her vet partners still trying to decide if they were going to stay or start their own practice was weighing heavily on Mel.
 
     And now Wanda was calling her home. Telling her it would take more than a weekend trip this time. Bad timing all around.
 
   She had taken three weeks leave from the practice to stay at the ranch. That was also the time frame for her partners, Susan and Jamie, to decide if they were leaving the practice. And being away from Broken Arrow for a while was what she needed. After what happened with Matt, she needed space. Maybe spending some time with Walt was going to be good for her, too. Give her a new perspective on life. Maybe wipe the slate clean of all the shit she’d dealt with over the past few months.
 
   Wanda and Walt didn’t know that Melanie and Mason had shared more than a few conversations on the ranch. When Mel’s grandmother had passed a year after her parents, she hadn’t known if she could handle that much misery. She had relegated herself to spending most of her time locked in her room, keeping the outside world at bay. She hadn’t wanted to speak to or see anyone. But, late at night, she would go out to the barn and brush down the horses.
 
   To her, they were the most peaceful animals alive. She had always known she wanted to be a vet, and growing up on a ranch with an array of other animals, being around horses gave her peace.
 
   Melanie remembered the night it had happened. The night that changed her young life. The night she gave Mason Delshay her virginity.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   She had ventured to the barn after midnight and was tending to a young foal when she heard a truck pull up the gravel road. Startled at the idea of someone being out there at that hour, Mel quickly turned off the stall lights and slid behind the mare and her baby.
 
   A few minutes later, she heard someone come into the barn, hay crunching with each step he took. Curled in a ball in the corner of the stall, Mel prayed she couldn’t be seen behind the large horse, but no such luck.
 
   The bright beam of a flashlight blinded her, and she jumped back against the wall in fear.
 
   “Mel? Is that you?”
 
   She stood, forgetting she was only wearing a sheer white sleeping gown. “Mason?”
 
   “Honey, what are you doin’ out here at this time of night? You need to get into the house.”
 
   Mel placed her hand on the back of the horse and gently pushed her to the side. She exited the stall and shut the gate behind her. There was Mason Delshay, in the flesh. Beautiful, big, strong, and always gentle. His black Stetson was set low on his forehead, hiding his beautiful brown eyes. When she used to look into them, they had reminded her of melted chocolate. Sweet and rich.
 
   “I come out here sometimes. Helps me relax.”
 
   She watched Mason turn off the flashlight and place it on top of a bale of hay. He blew out a calm breath and met her hesitant gaze. “You’ve had a hard time this past year, haven’t you, Mel?”
 
   Without warning, she burst into tears. All the sadness she had bottled up inside her exploded and there was no stopping it. Luckily, Mason knew what to do.
 
   He wrapped his strong arms around Melanie and held her close. And it felt like heaven. Being held by him made her feel safe. Protected. She didn’t know him that well at the time, but she had always wanted to. And his arms around her, his scent of leather and sweat had made everything right again.
 
   His hands moved up and down her back, warming her from the outside in. Calming her. Mel caught herself burrowing her head into his chest, wiping her tears on his shirt. She had always wondered what it would be like to have him hold her.
 
   He placed a chaste kiss on top of her head. “You okay now, honey?”
 
   She reluctantly pulled away from him and sniffed. “Yeah, Mason. I’m all right now. Thank you.”
 
   His hand brushed the tears from her cheek. He absently moved her long red hair behind her ear and smiled down at her. “Even with puffy eyes and a red nose, you are so beautiful, Mel.”
 
   Shocked at his statement, she asked, “What?”
 
   Still smiling at her, he replied, “I think you heard me. You wanna hear it again?”
 
   But instead of repeating his endearment, he slowly lowered his mouth to hers and gave her one of the gentlest kisses she would ever experience in her lifetime. His lips were full and warm as they lazily moved over her mouth. She opened to him, sliding her tongue gently against his.
 
   Oh, she had kissed other boys. Behind the school, at recess, as a dare out in the woods with her friends. But not like this. Never like this. The way Mason was kissing her, it felt as if he was stripping her of her soul. With every move of his mouth over hers, she could sense herself wilting in his arms. Allowing his power to overtake her.
 
   Without thought, Melanie slid her hands up his chest and wrapped her arms around his neck. Mason pulled her body tightly against his and her flimsy nightgown left nothing to the imagination. He was hard and ready and she wanted every bit.
 
   His hands were everywhere. Gliding up and down her back, grabbing her behind, skimming the sides of her breasts. No boy had ever touched her this way, but she had never wanted any of them to. Well, none of them except Mason.
 
   Their mouths finally separated and she threw her head back and gasped, “Mason, what are we doing?”
 
   He continued to nibble gently on her bottom lip, then, moving to her ear lobe and down her neck, mumbled against her heated skin, “I’m doing what I’ve wanted to do for years.”
 
   “What?” Melanie gasped.
 
   “I’ve wanted to touch you for years, but you’re Walt’s granddaughter, and I didn’t want to cause trouble. Now that I’ve tasted you, there’s no going back. Make sure this is what you want, Mel, because I don’t know if I can stop.”
 
   She ran her fingers through his thick black hair and guided his face up so she could look into his gaze. Once there, she lost herself in his rich brown eyes, so dark she could see herself in the reflection. “Make it go away, Mason. Take it away. I want you to.”
 
   All the sadness she had dealt with over the past two years. All the loss. The bad dreams and the tears that kept her awake at night. She wanted to get away from all of it. And standing in front of her was a beautiful man who could take it all away. Even if it was only for a little while.
 
   He leaned in again and covered her mouth with his, sealing the deal. He leaned down and scooped her into his arms and glided toward the tack room. After he flipped the light on, he put Mel down on the counter and reached for a blanket. Laying it out over the floor, he held his hand out, giving her the option of saying yes or no. Giving her a way out, in case she had changed her mind.
 
   Without hesitation, Melanie hopped off the counter and slid her hand into his. He pulled her closer, placing his nose on her neck, his other hand slowly gliding up her side to cup her breast. “You feel so good, Mel.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Melanie quickly shook her head as she came up on another set of orange cones, bringing her back to the present. Damn, her body was tingling as she remembered Mason Delshay and what he could do with his mouth. She shifted in her seat, relieving some of the pressure between her legs.
 
   Just outside of Dallas, she still had a few hours on the road to go. Thinking about that night brought back the familiar pit in her stomach. The one that always plagued her when she thought about the beautiful boy who’d made her nightmares go away. She never regretted that night with Mason. Afterward, Mason had been nothing but a gentleman to her. Always greeting her when he saw her in town, giving her a shy smile when he came to the ranch to pick up his mother. But they never spoke about that night, and he never attempted to touch her again. Oh, she had wanted him to. She had spent nights sitting out in that old barn remembering the pleasure he had taught her. The way he had gently pulled her nightgown over her head. The sparkle in his eyes when he’d looked down at her naked body. The slow movements of his fingertips on her breasts.
 
   Mel shivered. Spending time thinking about Mason Delshay, owner of her virginity, was not going to make this trip go by any faster. Nor was it going to do her any good. She had a life back in Oklahoma, and once Walt was doing better, she would return to that life. No matter how shitty it was at the moment.
 
    “You can never go back,” she muttered to herself. And, as she merged into one lane of traffic, she realized she was about to see if that were really true.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   “Why did you call Melanie home, Momma? You know she can’t do anything for him.”
 
   Mason Delshay stood in the immense Whitmore kitchen, hands on his hips, staring down at his mother with complete and utter annoyance. Why the hell did she have to call Melanie Whitmore home?
 
   Walt wasn’t doing badly at all. Maybe a drunken bender every once in a while, but all in all, for losing his son, daughter-in-law, and wife, he was hanging in there fine. Why his mother thought she needed to call Mel home was beyond him.
 
   And now he had to deal with Melanie back in town. She was his unicorn. The one woman he compared all others to. She was the daughter of his mother’s employer. The daughter of one of the founding families of Lockhart. He didn’t want to cross paths with the one woman he still fantasized about. Of course, in those fantasies, she was always wearing her old Lockhart Lions cheerleading uniform. Panty-less of course. Hell, he still couldn’t go to a Lions high school football game without remembering Mel on the sidelines, spinning and flipping in the skimpy little maroon-and-white uniform.
 
   And that white nightgown. The one he had slowly pulled over her head as he laid her down on a blanket out in the barn all those years ago. To think she had given him the one thing he never even thought of asking for. Her innocence. That night had been one of his best. Watching her body react to his, her beautiful moans and screams as he filled her body for the first time. The tear that fell from the corner of her eye as he gently pushed into her.
 
   The slap on his arm brought him back to the present. “Don’t talk to your mother like that, Mason. You remember who birthed you, boy. I don’t care how big and tall you are. That gun and badge won’t stop me. I can still take you.”
 
    “I’m sorry, Momma. But honestly, what do you think Mel is gonna to do for Walt that some therapy and a couple of AA meetings wouldn’t do? He’s old and lonely. She can’t fix that.”
 
   He watched his sprite of a mother cross the kitchen and refill her coffee cup. Her long, thick braid swung behind her like a horse’s tail. “You’d be surprised at what family can do, Mason. Walt loves that girl with everything he has. Maybe seeing her for more than a weekend will bring him back.”
 
   He leaned against the back door, knowing there was no stopping his mother. When she set her mind to something, it was going to happen. He also knew there was another reason she had been quick to pull the trigger in calling Mel back. His momma wanted him to find a wife. And how convenient would it be for her if it was Melanie? What she would do if she only knew the secret he and Mel had been holding in for the past eight years?
 
   “Momma, I know what you’re tryin’ to do, and you can stop. Melanie Whitmore has no interest in me, and I am not lookin’ for a wife.”
 
   Wanda crossed the room and sat at the old oak table. “Mase, honey, I have no clue what you’re talkin’ about. This is for Walt. Not you. You, my son, can have your pick of women in Calder County.” She blew across her coffee and took a tentative sip. “Even though you’re takin’ your sweet time in pickin’ one.”
 
   Mason threw both hands in the air and stomped his big-booted foot on the wood floor. “For Christ’s sake, Momma. She lives in Oklahoma and has her own business. You think she’s gonna come runnin’ back to little Lockhart and marry the rookie cop?”
 
   “That was cute, Mase. Do that again. Reminds me of when you were a little thing and I wouldn’t give you another Oreo.”
 
   Rolling his eyes, he turned and opened the back door. “Good-bye, Momma. Don’t call me if you need anything.”
 
   He let the screen door slam behind him as he stomped down the steps and across the gravel drive to his cruiser. He could almost hear his teeth cracking under the pressure. He loved his mother with all he was, but, shit, that woman could push his buttons like an Olympic champion.
 
   The car was a damn oven when he opened the door. He started the engine and got the air conditioning blowing.
 
   Leaning against the hot leather, he let his mind wander back to high school. Melanie Whitmore had been his weakness. No other girl had satisfied the itch he had for the red-haired cheerleader who was friends with about every person in school. The guys protected her like a little sister. The girls all loved her and wanted to be her at the same time.
 
   She was a small thing but built like a brick house. Not only a cheerleader, Melanie also played catcher for the school softball team and could throw out a runner at second from her knees. Hell on wheels, Mel could keep up with the best of them, and he had loved her for it.
 
   What the hell could he give her when she was already a self-supporting, strong woman who obviously didn’t need a man? He’d wanted to make something of himself, but a college degree was not for him. He hated studying and nothing had really interested him as a career. So he had taken a few years off and worked at the Collier ranch.
 
   One night, the Colliers had a break-in. Their house had been trashed, several items stolen, and the assholes had even killed their two dogs. Stabbed both of them in the stomach, leaving them to bleed out in pain. After that happened, Mason had decided to go into law enforcement. He’d wanted to protect, but most of all, he’d liked the idea of making assholes like that pay for what they did.
 
   He’d figured joining the Army and being trained by the best in weaponry would be a good start. He hadn’t taken into consideration he would be working for the one person he had fucked with way too much over the years.
 
    Mason headed into town, hoping he wouldn’t see Mel—he would certainly not stop by the house unless he was summarily ordered to by his mother. One look into those brown eyes of Mel’s would catapult him straight into the ache he’d had for her so many years ago. Take him back to the night he coaxed her first orgasm from her. The same night she’d ruined all other women for him.
 
   He didn’t need this added stress bonus. Starting as a rookie cop under the man who had wanted his ass in shackles since his sophomore year in high school was not going to be a freaking picnic. Jordan was going to put him through the wringer, and dealing with Melanie coming home and ruining any concentration he had left was not going to help.
 
   Dammit.
 
   Now he wanted Oreos.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   It was after midnight when Melanie trudged up the back steps and into the kitchen. The small light over the sink was still on, illuminating the covered plate with a note. She smiled, knowing Wanda had made her favorite.
 
   She peeled the tin foil back and there they were. Two perfect red velvet cupcakes slathered with homemade cream cheese frosting. Nice and thick. Mel’s mouth watered. Plopping her keys on the table, she shoved the moist cake in her mouth and bit down. Heaven. Sheer heaven. Bless Wanda’s wonderful heart for giving her a welcome home she appreciated.
 
   Mouth still stuffed, Mel went to the fridge and pulled out the milk. She filled one of the many jelly jars that were in the cupboard and gulped it down. Licking her lips, she glanced at the second cupcake staring at her from the counter and noticed the newspaper next to it. She reached over and grabbed it. Right on the front page was a gorgeous picture of Mason Delshay. Apparently a new police officer for Lockhart, he was back in town. She threw the paper back onto the counter.
 
   Mel hadn’t seen Mason on any of her past visits home but from the grainy newspaper photo, he looked good. Too damn good.
 
   Grabbing her bags, Mel climbed the wooden steps to the second floor where she deposited her luggage in her old bedroom and fell face first onto the bed.
 
   She was exhausted and needed sleep. Completely drained from her long drive, she didn’t want to wake up for the next twelve hours or so. She closed her eyes and felt the heavy pull of sleep attempt to take her down. Her limbs were lax and her brain finally went blank, inviting her to rest.
 
   “Mellie! You’re here!”
 
   Melanie groaned and covered her head with her arms. “No, Wanda. I’m not. I’ll get here tomorrow around ten thirty. Check on me then.”
 
   The soft glow of the overhead light crept through the break between her arms and lit her closed eyelids. Dammit to hell. She needed sleep.
 
   “Give us a kiss, baby. I’ve missed you.”
 
   The side of the bed dipped next to her as Wanda sat. Maybe if she kept still, Wanda would let her sleep.
 
   A hand came down on her backside with a crack.
 
   No such luck.
 
   “Come on, Mellie. Let me see your pretty face and give you a proper hug.”
 
   Groaning louder this time, Melanie reluctantly rolled over and squinted at the unwelcome light. She smiled and reached out to Wanda. “Hey, Momma D. You look good.”
 
   Wanda leaned down and gave her a welcoming hug. “So good to see you again, baby. Walt needs you here. I hope you know what you’re gettin’ yourself into. You know your grandfather. He was stubborn before Anna left. Now he’s plain mean.”
 
   Melanie sat up and rubbed her hands down her face. “I don’t know what I can do but we’ll see how he is in the morning. For now, I really need to get some sleep. The drive was a bitch.”
 
   “All right, baby. I’ll go back to bed. You rest up, and I’ll see you in the mornin’.” Wanda turned off the bedroom light, her floral robe swishing behind her. 
 
   Mel fell back on the bed. Sleep. She needed sleep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Mason pulled up to the Whitmore house too early for comfort. Sure enough. There was Melanie’s Explorer parked under the oak tree on the side of the house. No wonder his momma had called him out this early.
 
   Let the games begin.
 
   Nervousness engulfed him as he turned the truck off and opened the door. What would Melanie Whitmore say to him when she finally saw him for the first time in years? He was certain she wouldn’t run screaming into his arms and beg him for sex, as he so often dreamed. Nope. That probably wouldn’t happen this morning. But how wonderful would it be if she did?
 
   Well, not in front of his momma. 
 
   Mason opened the screen door and entered the kitchen. His mother sat like a saint at the table, nose buried in her laptop with receipts strewn all over the table.   
 
   “Hey, Momma.”
 
   Without glancing up from her laptop, Wanda grunted a greeting and pointed to the coffeepot.
 
   “No thanks. Already had my share.” He leaned against the counter and crossed his arms over his chest. “So, you mean to tell me you called me this morning, woke me up, and basically ordered me to drive all the way out here to change the filter on the ice maker when you have about ten other guys here who are fully capable of doing this for you?”
 
   “Mason, if I’d wanted to interrupt their day, I would have asked one of them.” She briefly looked up and then down again, as though not to show her obvious guilt. “Take care of this for me, baby. Those boys are already out for their daily duties. I didn’t want to bother them.”
 
   Rolling his eyes at his mother, Mason chuckled. “Nice. I get to drive all the way from town on my day off, and you don’t think twice about it. Thanks, Momma. I love getting up at the ass crack of dawn to be a part of your little game.”
 
   “It’s not the ass crack of dawn, Mase. That was about four hours ago, when I was here in this kitchen making the meals for tonight. Now, change out the filter and you can be on your way home. Then you can waste the day away in bed or doing whatever it is you do.”
 
   Taking a calming breath, Mason opened the fridge, and started taking items out and placing them on the counter. He was going to fix the damn thing and get the hell out of there before Melanie saw him. He twisted the old one out and reached back to grab the new one from the counter when the door to the fridge suddenly slammed into his shoulder. He heard the feminine yelp and knew Melanie had just run into the fridge door. Her. Mason prayed for the power of invisibility. She was in the kitchen.
 
   He was going to kill his mother for this.
 
   He stood perfectly still, hoping she wouldn’t investigate further. That’s right. If he stood still, she wouldn’t notice the giant man behind the refrigerator door. Uh huh. Good plan.
 
   He spotted the red hair as she peeked around the door. When he saw her, his stomach dropped. The years had done her good. Beautiful chocolate-brown eyes with a smattering of freckles underneath peered back at him. Her hair was a tangled mess and dark make-up was streaked across her cheek, but she was the most beautiful thing he’d seen in years.
 
   He timidly lifted his hand in greeting. “Hey, Mel.”
 
   She absently stared at him. Not saying a word. Oh, shit. He had to get out of there before his mother did something really stupid.
 
   “Mellie, honey, Mason is here to fix the ice filter. You remember my son, Mason. Right?”
 
   Silence.
 
   Staring.
 
   More silence.
 
   Awkward.
 
   Mason finally wiped his hands on his jeans and shut the fridge door Melanie had ungraciously slammed into. “Nice to have you home, Melanie. How’ve you been?”
 
   Was that his voice squeaking like a thirteen-year-old boy?
 
   Mason glared at his mother. Still sitting at the kitchen table, the woman smiled from ear to ear. He was so getting her for this. He stepped around Melanie and shot his mother a knowing glare. “The filter is in, Momma. Nice seeing you again, Mel.”
 
   For fuck’s sake. He had left whatever dignity he had lying in a pool of his sweat on the Whitmore kitchen floor. How had he gone from an ex-Army infantryman turned cop to a fifth-grade boy in five seconds? He was a twenty-eight-year-old man running away with his tail between his legs from a five-foot-nothing ball of red hair and freckles. Pathetic.
 
   He was so going to get his mother for this.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Melanie still stood in the middle of the kitchen, her eyes burning from lack of sleep, her mouth dry from gaping for so long.
 
   Mason Delshay. Mason fucking Delshay. In her kitchen. At eight in the morning.
 
   She was going to kill Wanda for this.
 
   Mel finally had the courage to face the culprit still sitting at the kitchen table, trying to appear innocent. Not likely.
 
   Instead of attacking like she wanted to, Mel shuffled into the foyer to check out her reflection in the hall mirror.
 
   Oh Jesus. It was worse than she’d thought.
 
   Hair a rat’s nest, black mascara circles under her eyes from not washing her face the night before, and the cherry on top—her double-D breasts unrestrained and nipping like champs through her too-thin T-shirt.
 
   Nice, Mel. Real nice.
 
   Closing her eyes and trying to gather whatever self-respect she had left, Melanie returned to the kitchen. She paced to the cupboard, grabbed a huge coffee mug, and filled it to the brim. She took a few tentative sips and muscled up the courage to face Wanda.
 
   The woman was grinning like a Cheshire cat.
 
   “Please tell me you didn’t do that on purpose, Wanda.”
 
   “Do what, baby?”
 
   “Ask your son to come over at eight-freaking-o’clock in the morning after sending in the dogs to wake me up at exactly the same time.”
 
   Wanda waived her petite hand in the air. “Oh please. The dogs missed you.”
 
   “Missed me so much they grew opposable thumbs, reached up, turned the door knob, and opened it wide?”
 
   “Don’t get smart, Mellie.”
 
   “Don’t treat me like I’m dumb, Wanda!”
 
   “Okay. Fine. I thought it would be nice for you to see Mason again.”
 
   Melanie plopped down on one of the kitchen chairs. “If you remember correctly, I haven’t seen Mason since the day I left Texas for college. Every time I’ve been back, he hasn’t been here. It’s not like we knew each other that well.” 
 
   What she doesn’t know won’t kill her. 
 
    “You could have at least let me take a shower or something before telling him to come over here. I look like hell.”
 
   With a motherly pat on Mel’s head, Wanda stood and headed for the living room, her braid swishing behind her. “You need to finish your coffee and take that shower. Walt’s been up for an hour now, and I think you need to see him.”
 
    “This is gonna kill me,” she muttered. 
 
   “It’s not gonna kill you, Mellie. It may test you,” echoed a voice that came from the hallway.
 
   Melanie put her head down on the table and closed her eyes. She didn’t need this right now. Coming back home to help out with Walt for a while was one thing. And she was happy to do it. Walt meant the world to her. He was the only family she had left, and she didn’t want to lose him. She didn’t think her heart could take it.
 
   Spending time with Walt and trying to get him through his funk was something she would do no matter what. What she didn’t want to do was be around Mason. It wasn’t because he was a bad guy. 
 
   Being with Mason would bring back all of the long buried fantasies she’d had about him.  She didn’t do flings, and if anything started between the two of them, that’s what it would be. A fling. He was so overpowering. Tall, beautiful, strong, and decent. At one time, Mason would have been her ideal man. Someone to take care of her. To love her with everything he had. But Melanie hadn’t seen him in years. They had spent one glorious night together and nothing more.  She really didn’t know much about him other than what Walt and Wanda had told her. Maybe he had someone now.
 
   Wanda hadn’t said anything to her about Mason having a girlfriend, but, knowing that little minx, she wouldn’t say a word. How convenient would it be to have her son marry the girl she already loved like a part of her own family?
 
   She lifted her head off the table and stood. Enough of that. She was here to see her grandfather. Leaving the kitchen, she climbed the stairs to her room. First a shower then maybe a nice ride with Walt. Hopefully she would figure out what had a hold of him and help him through it. He was an incredibly strong man but had always loved her grandmother with everything he had. Losing Anna had taken its toll on him, and Mel hoped she could help him back to the land of the living.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Melanie found her grandfather in the stables. He was inside the stall with her horse, Heidi. And from the look of it, Heidi was going to give birth any day.
 
   “Hey, Grandpa! You pimpin’ out my horse without tellin’ me?”
 
   “Hey, little girl. I was wondering’ when you were gonna be up. Come here and give me a hug.”
 
   Melanie wrapped her arms around Walt, inhaling his familiar cologne. Smelled like home. “When is she supposed to drop?”
 
   “Any time now. Since you’re here, you could do the delivery. She is your horse after all.”
 
   Mel ran her palm down Heidi’s face and cupped her velvety nose. The horse gave her fingers a little nibble and snorted. “Yeah, I’m home. Too bad I can’t take you out for a long ride.”
 
   “You can take Bart out. I haven’t had the chance to in a while.”
 
   Mel turned back toward her grandfather. “You always started your day riding Bart. I don’t understand why you stopped. What’s going on with you, Grandpa?”
 
   Walt sat down on a bale of hay. “I don’t know, sweetie. I don’t have the need or want to do it anymore.”
 
   She exited the stall and locked the gate behind her. “Well, how about you take me out now and show me how the place is doing. Remember, I haven’t been out since last year.”
 
   Her grandfather stiffly stood again and gave her a genuine smile. “That would be wonderful, sweetie. How ‘bout you pick your ride and I’ll get Tim to saddle them up for us. I have to change my boots.”
 
   Mel smiled back with a flutter of excitement. She loved riding with her grandfather. He had always reminded her of John Wayne. Rough and tough, but oh, so lovable. He even wore khaki jeans and boots like the Duke. And that swagger of his was straight out of The Searchers.
 
   His state of mind didn’t seem as bad as Wanda had made it sound. Yeah, he was probably a little lonely, but that was to be expected. He had lost his wife. Granted it had been some time ago, but she’d never thought Walt would find anyone else to share his life with. No one could take her grandmother’s place.
 
   Time would tell her how he was doing. As she left the stable, she saw Tim coming toward her. She gave him a wave and a smile. Now that she was here, she was going to enjoy herself as much as she could. Well, not as much as she probably wanted to. Spending a few hot nights with Mason would be oh, so nice, but in the end, it would do nothing but create a rift in the family. She was leaving in three weeks, and he was staying here. End of fantasy.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
   One week later
 
    
 
    
 
   Mason had successfully avoided the Whitmore house for an entire week. Granted, it wasn’t easy denying his mother, but Jordan had done as expected and given him the shit detail. Cleaning all the cruisers and the offices in the station, completing mountains of paperwork for the other officers, and the man even sunk so low as to have him make and serve coffee to everyone in the office.
 
   Asshole.
 
   But Mason had seen the hazing coming. He had made Jordan’s life a living hell when he was in school. If it wasn’t dyeing the high school pool water purple, it had to have been the pink paint job he had given Jordan’s house. In any case, this was the penance he had to pay for being a little shit in his adolescence. And, worse, Jordan still had the hots for his mother. He’d thought maybe Jordan would take it easy on him for Wanda’s sake, but when she showed up at the station and told the chief to give her son as much hell as he wanted, the gauntlet had been dropped.
 
   And now one week had passed being the rookie cop. One week since Melanie had come back from town. And one week full of cold showers and sleepless nights. Now there was absolutely no excuse he could use to get out of the Sunday dinner his mother had ordered him to attend at the ranch.
 
   As Mason drove down the gravel road toward Whitmore Ranch, his nerves began spiking once again. Dinner was at six, but for some reason, Wanda had requested his presence at four in the afternoon. What was in store for him during those two hours, only the devil knew. But it was going to involve him being with Mel.
 
   Mason parked his truck and headed toward the house. Before he got to the steps, he heard his name being called from behind him. He turned and saw Walt standing outside the stables, waving him over.
 
   Mason reached out to shake hands. “How are you, Walt?”
 
   “Doin’ good, Mason. Doin’ real good.” Walt released his grip and gestured toward the stable. “You need to see this, Mase. My girl in action. Come on in and watch.”
 
   Mason had no idea what to expect, but when he saw Melanie in the stall, covered in muck and blood, plastic gloves up to her elbows and a newborn foal lying across her legs, he gaped in awe. She glanced up, and her smile could not have been more beautiful.
 
   “Look at him, Mase! Isn’t he gorgeous?”
 
   He grinned back at her and nodded. “Beautiful.” Even though he had yet to get a good look at the animal.
 
   Melanie carefully pushed the baby off her lap and scooted out of the way. Time to see how long it would take for the little man to get on his feet. She exited the stall and disposed of the rubber gloves on the ground. After rinsing off in the tack room, Mel came back to the stall to watch the foal’s progress.
 
   Mason sensed her hip touching his thigh. He leaned closer to her instead of moving away, and she rested her head against his arm. “He’s gonna do it fast. Check out those long legs. He’s strong.”
 
    Walt proudly replied, “Yeah, he is.” 
 
   Mason caught Walt’s reaction to his granddaughter’s stance. Satisfied grin on his face, the older man backed up and grabbed his hat from the post. “You two watch him. I’m gonna go shower. It’s been a long day out here.”
 
   Without moving an inch, Mason answered, “See you later, Walt.”
 
   A few minutes later, the foal was up and moving. Chestnut in color like his mother, he also had four white socks. A sign of good luck. Mason watched the little foal tentatively move around and instinctively root against his mother for his first meal. Once he reached his goal, Melanie shifted away from him.
 
   He looked down at her and gone was her smile, replaced with reddened cheeks and downcast eyes.
 
   “S’okay, Mel. This is exciting. You did a great job here. You should be happy.”
 
   She gave him a tentative grin. “Yeah. Living away from the country, I don’t get to birth large animals that often. It makes it even better it was Heidi.”
 
   “Well, you did good. He’s healthy and all went well.”
 
   Mel glanced down again. “Yeah.”
 
   Not a big fan of awkward silence, Mason asked. “So, how have you been? I hear you have your own vet practice now. That’s fantastic.”
 
   “Yeah. It would be, but two of the doctors are thinking about leaving and moving out to western Kansas. Starting their own practice out there.” She ruffled her hair and blew out an exhausted breath. “Other than that, I guess I’m okay. How about you? I saw the paper last night when I got in. I can’t believe you’re workin’ for Jordan now.”
 
   Mason laughed and took a step toward her. “Yeah. It’s been hell for the last week. I’m surprised he hasn’t had me clean the bathrooms with a toothbrush.”
 
   “I wouldn’t blame him, Mason. You were hell on wheels in high school. I mean, you painted his house pink. Who does that?”
 
   He laughed again. “I guess I do.”
 
   What should he say next? He didn’t want to leave, but what the hell was he supposed to talk about with her? He hadn’t seen her in so long, he didn’t know where to begin.
 
   He was about to ask her another boring question, but when she looked back up at him, he was cut short. Her eyes were so gorgeous, he could get lost in them. But there was something else there. The joy he had initially seen in them when he had come into the barn was replaced by sadness. He remembered that look in her eyes. It was the same one she had given him that night long ago.
 
    Staring back at her, he reached up and cupped her face with both his palms. She covered them, holding on. Not pushing him away.
 
   “Mel.”
 
   She sucked in a short breath through her teeth. “Do it, Mason. Do it before I stop you.”
 
   Mason lowered his head and placed his lips gently against hers. She was soft and smelled so damn good. He broke the kiss and opened his eyes, wanting to commit this moment to memory.
 
   “Again,” she whispered.
 
   He leaned down once more and kissed her. Moving his hands from her face, he slid them around her middle and brought her body against his. Her arms wrapped around his neck, fingers threading through his hair and grasping tight. Her mouth opened under his, and he couldn’t stop himself. He plunged his tongue into her warmth and tasted what he had dreamed about for years.
 
   She let out a soft moan that fueled him even more. He slid his hands under her arms and lifted her up, her legs instantly wrapping around him. She moved to his neck, sucking and licking.
 
   “Ah, God, Melanie. What are we doing?”
 
   She began undoing the buttons on his shirt. “I don’t know, Mason.” She moaned against his skin. “I want this. Want you.”
 
   He pulled back and met her gaze. “What did you say?”
 
   She stiffened in his hold. “I…I said….”
 
   “Say it again, Melanie. Tell me you want me.” Mason slid his hands down her back and cupped her behind, holding her body tightly against his. “I want to hear it again.”
 
   Mason watched her eyes flutter in excitement, felt her hands shaking against his chest. “I want you, Mason.”
 
   She’d said it. He heard her right the first time. She wanted him. Son of a bitch. Then why had she stayed away all this time? He understood her leaving for college, but if he was what she wanted, why no contact?
 
   Still holding her tight against his body, he warred with himself whether to ask or not. How much time had he wasted, staying away from her? He could have been buried deep inside her years ago instead of mindlessly fucking other women searching for her equal. All that time…gone.
 
   But he had her now. And if he was going to keep her, he would have to keep his mouth shut. Because if this was what she truly wanted, she was going to damn well get it. And he would never let her go. He would do whatever it took to keep her there. With him. With her family. Where she belonged.
 
   And he was going to show her exactly what she would get if she stayed.
 
    “Drop your legs.”
 
   He watched Melanie’s eyes open wide. She tentatively unwrapped her legs and slid them down Mason’s sides. She pulled her arms from around his neck and stumbled backward. When she turned and tried to walk away, he grabbed her arm, pulling her back against him.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going, Melanie?”
 
   “Seriously? You just told me to get off you, so I did. Now I’m going to the house.”
 
   Mason tilted his head back and laughed. “Oh, darlin’. You’re not goin’ anywhere. I told you to drop your legs so I could get those damn overalls off you. Not because I don’t want you.”
 
   Again Mel’s face flushed with heat. “Oh.” She softened against him.
 
   He released his hold and backed her into the small tack room. The smell of grain and leather surrounded them, reminding him of the first night they had been together. Mason unhooked each strap of the denim and let them fall down her sides.
 
   He reached around to her hips and undid both silver buttons, releasing the overalls, letting them slide down her legs. Damn. A white tank top and white cotton panties. Seeing her in front of him once again, the same pleading expression on her face, he could barely breathe. She had been beautiful all those years ago, but now, she was absolutely breathtaking.
 
   Her arms crossed in front of her chest, and he grasped her wrists and pulled them to her sides. “Don’t hide from me, Melanie.”
 
   She relaxed in his hold, surrendering to him. He watched her expression change from uncertainty to full-on determination and he realized right then, he had spent all of these years waiting for another chance to touch her again. And now that he had it, he needed to do it right. Show her how he remembered the gift she gave him eight years ago and how it had changed him forever.  
 
   Melanie had always been in the back of his mind. For Mason, spending time at the ranch had been a bit uncomfortable over the years. Especially knowing what had happened in the barn and how it had affected him so strongly. He used to think it was because of the virginity factor. He felt honored she had shared that with him, but now she was standing in front of him, asking for his touch once again and he could feel his chest tighten with emotion. It wasn’t because he’d taken her virginity. Every woman he dated, every woman he had slept with—Melanie Whitmore was the one his thoughts came back to. It was simply her.  
 
   “Let me remember you, Mel.”
 
   He ran his hands down the soft skin of her arms to her sides, brushing her breasts. Her nipples pebbled under his touch. He smiled and roamed lower to her belly. Using both of his index fingers, he lifted the hem of her tank and ran his hands over her. Melanie’s hips began to move with his touch, and Mason watched in awe. She arched her body closer to him and whimpered his name. God. Just like she had all those years ago.
 
   Mason lowered his head and took one nipple into his mouth through the thin cotton tank. He grazed his teeth against the taut bud, causing Mel to buck against him. Her smell, her taste intoxicated him. He had fantasized about their night together for so long, he couldn’t believe he was back there again. In the same barn, running his hands and mouth over her warm, soft skin. He couldn’t rush it. He had to take his time. But with her reaction to him, he wasn’t sure he was going to last.
 
   Her fingers laced into his hair and she pulled him closer to her body. He pulled back and released her breast from his mouth with a pop. “Are you sure this is what you want, Mel?”
 
   She cocked her head to the side and gave him a quizzical gaze. Did she, too, remember that was the exact thing he’d said to her eight years ago in this very spot?
 
   She loosened her hold on his hair and pleaded, “Mason, please.”
 
   He straightened, pulling her hands up and holding them up above her head. “Be sure, Melanie. ‘Cause once I’m inside you again, you’re not gettin’ rid of me.”
 
   Melanie leaned her head back against the wooden wall and closed her eyes. “God, Mason. Don’t go so slow.”
 
   He opened his mouth on her neck, sucking and licking her heated skin. His hands drifted down her sides to the lace band of her panties. He hooked his thumbs under the material and drew them down her legs while gliding his mouth down between her breasts. On his knees now, Mason gently lifted each of her feet, removing her panties.
 
   He stood again and took in her beauty. He let his gaze travel from her little red toenails up her strong, white legs, her belly, her breasts heaving under the thin cotton of her tank with every breath she took, and finally to her face. The eye was the doorway to the soul, and Mason wanted to claim hers right then and there. There had never been another woman who touched him like Melanie. And after this, there never would be.
 
   “Mel, look at me.”
 
   Her lids popped open and she stared back at him.
 
   “Keep your eyes on me, Melanie.”
 
   She nodded her head nervously and kept her gaze trained to his.
 
   Mason slipped one hand around the nape of her neck and moved the other between her legs. At the wet heat on his fingers, he smiled, knowing she was as excited as he was. She rolled her hips, a silent invitation. He moved the seam of her panties to the side and slid his finger inside her. He was rewarded with his name being whispered from her lips. 
 
   “Already so wet for me, Mel. Damn.”
 
   She grasped his wrist, keeping his hand where it was.
 
   “Easy, darlin’. I’m not goin’ anywhere.”
 
   Hell, the only reason he’d stayed away from Lockhart on her previous visits was because if he ever saw her again, he wouldn’t want to let her go.
 
   She rocked against his fingers, working herself on his palm. She was heating up fast, and he wanted her to break right there. 
 
   “Just let go, sweetheart. Trust me.”
 
   Mel bumped her forehead to his. Panting. “How is this happening, Mason? What are you doing to me?”
 
   Mason increased his movements inside her, sliding his thumb over her sensitive bud. Applying the right amount of pressure, he circled her and sensed the rippling around his fingers.
 
   “Let me have this again, Melanie.”
 
   As her control dropped, the orgasm rolled through her. Her internal muscles clamped around his fingers, and he pressed in harder. Her head lolled back and she let out a long moan of complete satisfaction. He kept her there for what seemed like an eternity, moving slowly in and out of her, her release covering his hand.
 
   Her breathing returning to almost normal, she opened her eyes and looked into his. She was his.
 
   Mason gently slipped his fingers from inside her, and she groaned in protest. He undid his belt, unzipped his jeans, and turned Melanie around. He bent her over the wooden counter in the tack room, and she instinctively popped out her behind and spread her legs.
 
   Grasping her hips with shaky hands, Mason moved in behind her, and in one smooth movement, he was inside her. A shockwave of possession and lust flooded his mind. Even after the years of separation, she still belonged to him.
 
   Her head turned toward him, her breathing heavy, her gaze burning him up. He stood completely still. Just feeling. Remembering what it had been like the first time he had been inside her. The first time anyone had been inside her. 
 
   Melanie sank her fingers into the hard flesh of Mason’s thigh. “Oh God, Mason. You feel so good. Move, please.”
 
   He pulled back and entered her again. She gripped him with such force; he almost gave in to the orgasm that was threatening to take him over the edge. As Mason began to slowly move inside her, he watched her face and knew all these years had been wasted away from each other.  A colossal mistake but also a lesson in what life would be like without each other.
 
   Being inside her, holding her, feeling her, he knew this was what his life should be like. And he would do whatever it took to make sure she stayed where she belonged. In Lockhart. With him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Melanie crept around the side of the house and silently opened the screen door to the mudroom. She slipped in and tiptoed down the hall toward the stairs. If she could make it up there without anyone seeing her, she was home free.
 
   Her foot had only hit the second step when she heard her grandfather clear his throat behind her. Closing her eyes, cringing in guilt, Melanie reluctantly turned and faced Walt.
 
   “What’s wrong with your face, Mellie? You alright?”
 
   “Uh…yeah, Grandpa. I’m fine. Just tired from birthing the foal. I’m gonna go up for a quick shower, and I’ll be down for dinner in a sec. Okay?”
 
   She watched her grandfather look her up and down again, his face twisted, questioning.  “If you say so. Don’t be late.”
 
   Without answering him, Mel hauled ass to her bedroom. She stripped and got into the hot shower. The minute the water hit her, she regretted it. She was washing his scent off her skin. Washing his touch away. Melanie closed her eyes, still sensing Mason’s lips on her neck, his fingers caressing between her legs, his body hard and hot as he pushed inside her. She had never experienced anything that incredible in her life and she doubted she ever would again.
 
   She pressed her fingers to her lips, remembering his mouth on hers, and smiled. But her giddiness faded as she remembered she would only be here for a couple more weeks. Her life was in Oklahoma. Not here.
 
   She finished her shower, got dressed, and went downstairs for dinner, hoping she could wipe the guilt from her face before Wanda saw her. Melanie swore that woman could smell even the whitest of lies, and keeping this secret from her was going to be a challenge.
 
   She rounded the corner into the kitchen and stopped short. Sitting at the table, with a giant plate of food in front of him, was Mason. Of course, he was grinning like a freaking fool, and Melanie wanted to kill him. Did he not know what would happen if Walt and Wanda found out about them?
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Mason inhaled the delicious scents coming from the gigantic plate of food his momma had put in front of him. Fried chicken, mashed potatoes, homemade biscuits, and buttered corn on the cob. A cholesterol fest if he had ever seen one, but he had worked up an appetite with Melanie, and he was hungry.
 
    Happy and hungry.
 
   He picked up a drumstick and pulled all the meat off with one bite. Chewing languidly to enjoy the wonderful spiciness, he glanced up to find one Melanie Whitmore standing in the kitchen doorway, hands on her hips and none too happy about his current bliss.
 
   He hurriedly swallowed and wiped his mouth. “Great job with the foal today, Mel. He looks fantastic.”
 
   Mason watched as she stalked across the kitchen to the stove; all the while, her gaze burned holes into his. She grabbed a plate and began piling food on. “Thanks, Mase. Heidi did all the work. I only supervised.”
 
   Since Wanda and Walt were already seated, Melanie took the empty seat next to Mason on the kitchen bench. She slid in next to him, obviously trying to avoid contact. Hell, she was so far at the end of the bench, he would bet she had one ass cheek hanging off.
 
   “I’m not that big, Mel. You can scoot over if you like.”
 
   She gifted him with a classic go to hell look and then reluctantly scooted closer to him. Once she was situated, he placed his hand on top of her thigh and slipped it between her legs. With a quick squeeze, he felt Melanie go ramrod stiff.
 
   “You sure could use some fun, Mellie,” Wanda stated.
 
    “What?” Melanie squawked.
 
   Wanda repeated her statement. “I said you sure could use some fun. Just get out and do somethin’ other than work. Since gettin’ that practice in Oklahoma, you haven’t had a day of fun, and you know it. You should try and enjoy yourself while you’re here. Maybe Mason can take you to Black’s or somethin’. Nothin’ like good Texas barbecue. I sure as hell can tell ya those damn Okies don’t know what they’re doin’ when they cook a pig.”
 
   “Oklahoma barbecue is fine, Wanda.”
 
   Mason slid his hand higher on Melanie’s leg, situating it where it belonged. He began caressing her center, pressing his fingers up against her, making her squirm. The skirt she wore made it all the more pleasing when his hand came in contact with her already-wet panties. She wanted him again, and that’s all he needed to know.
 
   Mason glided his hand away from Mel and off her leg. His retreat caused her to peer at him in confusion, but he winked at her and glanced back at Wanda.
 
   “So, Momma, since I’m workin’ second shift, I won’t be seein’ too much of you for the next couple of weeks. There’s been a few buildings downtown vandalized, and Jordan wants me to set up shop down there and stake it out.”
 
   “Which buildings?” Mel asked.
 
   “Well, two of them are Whitmore owned. I’m surprised Walt hasn’t told you about it.”
 
   Mel gawked at Walt in confusion. “Grandpa? What happened?”
 
   Walt pushed away from the table and took his plate to the sink. “Nothin’ too big to worry about. Just some broken glass and spray paint. Nothin’ a couple of the ranch hands can’t fix for me.”
 
   “There was more than that, Walt,” Mason added. “The copper wiring was stolen, along with the A/C units and most of the fixtures.”
 
   Walt grabbed a beer from the fridge and opened it.  “Now, Mase. Don’t get Melanie all worked up over this. Just a couple of bad kids. Not a big problem.” He flicked the bottle cap across the kitchen into the sink. “Like you said. You’ll be down there to stop ‘em if they show up again.”
 
   Mason leaned back on the kitchen bench and crossed his arms across his chest. “I guess you’re right, Walt. But it would still do you some good to get alarm systems and try to at least attempt to get renters in there. You haven’t even advertised that they’re up for lease.”
 
   Walt took a long swig of his beer and shook his head. “Mason, it’ll get done. Now how about you and Mellie go check on the new foal and see if he needs anything.”
 
   Mason turned toward Melanie and wiggled his eyebrows. If he had anything to do with it, he would be inside her again within the hour. But he had to make sure he wasn’t too over the top with her. She still lived in Oklahoma, and he needed to convince her life in Lockhart with him was what she really needed.
 
   How he was going to do it, he still had to figure out.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   The foal was beautiful. Standing on his own, feeding from his mother, he was going to make someone a fantastic horse. With time, patience, and training, this little man would bring in a high price for the ranch.
 
   Melanie opened the gate to the stall and held her hand out to Heidi. Her mare snorted in invitation. Mel stepped in and closed the gate, greeting Heidi with a brisk rub of her face, always ending at her velvety soft nose. She slid alongside the mare, keeping her hand on her body, letting her know where she was. She didn’t want to spook the new mama nor her little man.
 
   Mel bent down and lifted her hand to the foal, allowing him to sense her, smell her. The little guy’s fluffy tail flitted behind him in excitement as he took a step toward her. He hesitantly lowered his head and placed his nose in her palm, giving her a little nibble. She smiled and tickled him with her fingertips, and he briskly shook his head and backed away.
 
   Enough for now. He needed time with his momma.
 
   “He looks great, Mel. Thought of a name?”
 
   Melanie wiped her hands on her legs and exited the stall. “Nope. I don’t think it would be a good idea if Walt decides to sell him. No sense in getting attached.”
 
   Mason’s hands closed on her shoulders, his fingertips gently massaging her neck. “He should stay on the ranch. He would bring a hell of a stud fee, and Walt wouldn’t sell him anyway. He’s kinda yours.”
 
   “How do you figure?”
 
   Mason moved in closer behind her, and she laid her head back against his shoulder. “He’s Heidi’s, and you birthed him. Walt wouldn’t take that away from you.”
 
   Mel let out a long sigh and closed her eyes, enjoying Mason’s strong, hard body against hers. “I won’t be here to care for him, Mason. I’m going home in a couple of weeks.”
 
   His warm breath tickled her neck as his tongue traced a line up behind her ear where he sucked in her lobe and bit down softly. Her body responded to his touch. Her nipples were hard and peaking under her thin T-shirt, her hands sliding up his thighs as she ground her ass into him.
 
   “Well, then. That gives me two weeks to show you what life would be like if you don’t leave.”
 
   Melanie’s eyes shot open. What the hell was she doing? She had vowed not to allow herself to get sucked into the Mason vortex yet here she was. Standing in the barn—once again—losing herself to Mason Delshay. But it felt so damn good to be held by a man again. Especially a man she had so often fantasized about over the years. Maybe she could enjoy her time at the ranch with him and not make a big deal of it. They were both adults, and neither of them were expressing love or commitment. It was only two people having fun together. What was the harm in that?
 
   Mel rolled her eyes, knowing exactly what harm it would probably bring her. Long, lonely nights back in Oklahoma, thinking about Mason and the way he looked when he kissed her. The sounds he made when he moved inside of her. Dammit. If it was this hard to stay away from him now, she could only imagine how hard it would be to drive away.
 
   But, drive away, she would. She had to.
 
   “I felt that, Mel. You’re thinking too much.”
 
   Melanie faced him, wrapping her arms around his middle. “Felt what?”
 
   “You stiffened like a board.” He bent down and kissed the end of her nose. “Let’s do what we want. We’ll think about it later. Okay?”
 
   The gruff throat clearing behind Melanie made her jump. She spun around to find her grandfather standing at the mouth of the barn. “Sorry to interrupt, but you left your phone in the kitchen, Mason. Jordan called. He needs you to come in for some meeting.”
 
   Mason rolled his eyes. “A meeting on a Sunday evening? Fantastic.” 
 
   Melanie’s lips curved in a slight smile. “Go ahead, Mason. Hope everything is okay. I guess I’ll see you later.”
 
   He shoved his hands into his front pockets, his lips drawn in a thin line of annoyance. “Okay then. Good job with the foal, Mel. I’ll see you later.”
 
   She watched him leave the barn and head toward his car. Damn, the man’s ass was a fine thing to behold.
 
   Mel checked on the new foal. How ironic her own life had hit a dead end, and she got to the ranch to find new beginnings all around her. She wasn’t a superstitious person, but Grandma Anna would tell her it was a sign.
 
   Her eyes burned as tears formed. She missed her grandma so much. What would she say if Mel told her about what happened with Mason? Hell, that would be a given. She would tell Mel to pick up her life in Oklahoma and come home to Texas. Start a new life. Start a family. Be happy.
 
   Until recently, Melanie had thought her life in Oklahoma had made her happy. She had a successful vet practice and a house of her own. Up until she’d met pregnant Kelsey on her front porch, she’d thought she had it pretty good. Then Jamie and Susan announced they were thinking of leaving the practice, and Wanda had called, putting everything in a tailspin.
 
   She needed time. Time with her grandfather and time to get her priorities back in line. Maybe it would be a blessing if Mason was too busy with his new job to come around. She could at least think straight instead of constantly wishing he would touch her.
 
   “Yeah, little man,” she whispered to the foal. “I think I need to stay away from Mason Delshay.”
 
   The little foal’s tail swished behind him, and he shook his head at her.
 
   “I know. Like I’ll be able to do that.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
   Another long week later
 
    
 
    
 
   “Sorry to interrupt you girls but I need to get an order over to Cox’s Feed Store before four. You mind running it to town, Mel?”
 
   Melanie put down the paring knife and wiped her hands on the towel next to her. She and Wanda had been peeling potatoes for the evening meal, and she welcomed the excuse to stop. Going through twenty pounds of potatoes for all the ranch hands was not fun.
 
    “Sure, Grandpa. I’ll take it in.”
 
   He handed her the yellow paper and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Thank you, sweetie. Marty is staying until four so he can get it entered in for delivery on Wednesday.”
 
   “Not a problem. Let me get cleaned up and I’ll run it into town. You need anything while I’m there, Wanda?”
 
   Without stopping her masterful potato peeling, Wanda answered, “Why don’t you go down to Ruby’s and get us some coffee ice cream. That would be a good treat after dinner.”
 
   “Okay. See you in a little bit.”
 
   Melanie grabbed her purse on the hall tree and caught sight of her reflection in the mirror. No makeup, hair in a messy braid, and bags under her eyes. Gorgeous.
 
   She hadn’t slept a lick since she’d last seen Mason. Wanda had told her he was on second shift and spending a lot of time on stakeout downtown. Apparently, Jordan wanted to bust whoever was vandalizing the buildings on Main, so he’d assigned Mason the shit duty of watching the street all night long.
 
   She started her car and gazed around the ranch. Memories of her youth slammed into her. The old double swing hanging under the oak tree where she and her mother used to spend their evenings watching the Texas sunset, the corral where Walt had taught her to ride, and the barn where she’d lost her innocence.
 
   Damn it.
 
   Mason once again entered her mind. Wanda constantly talked about him at meals and when she was helping out with chores. Describing his time in the Army, the hell he went through when he was training for the police academy, and the boring nights he was spending in downtown Lockhart watching the old Main Street buildings, trying to catch whoever was vandalizing them.
 
   Poor Mason. Stuck in one place for that long, unable to move around or really do much of anything. She’d be asleep inside twenty minutes if she had to do that.
 
   Heading into town, Melanie passed the Welcome to Lockhart sign and immediately slipped on her sunglasses, not wanting anyone to recognize her. Her goal was to get the order to Cox’s Feed Store, get the ice cream, and get back to the ranch. One thing Mel needed to take care of that evening was making the dreaded phone calls to Jamie and Susan. They had to be closer to their decision to leave, and if they did, Melanie would need to figure out her next move. She would have some major rearranging to do with her finances and her life in general. Gone would be what little free time she actually had, and she would have to take up the slack until she could find replacements.
 
   She pulled up to Cox’s and got out of her car. She left the engine running so the interior wouldn’t heat up too much. After taking the order to Marty, she opened the door to her Explorer and bellowed out a scream so loud, Marty came running out of the store.  
 
   “Melanie? Everything okay?”
 
   Melanie placed her hand over her heart and let out a long breath. “Yeah, Marty. I’m fine. Mason scared the devil out of me.”
 
   Mason wagged his brows at her and smiled. “Let’s hope not! I like you a little bad.”
 
   “Shut up, Mason! What the hell are you doin’ here?”
 
   Mason waved at Marty and got out of the car. He rounded the front and approached Melanie with a predatory gait. “You shouldn’t leave your car unlocked, Mel. You never know what kind of element you’ll attract.”
 
   Mel crossed her arms over her chest and grimaced at him. “I know now. What are you doing here, Mason? I thought you’d be working?”
 
   Mason’s hands slid around her middle and he pulled her out of her seat and against his body. If it weren’t for the afternoon Texas heat, she could have sworn she felt lightheaded at his touch. She shivered as he lowered his mouth to hers and rewarded her with a scorching kiss right in front of the feed store.
 
   Well, any semblance of secrecy regarding them hooking up was now completely out the window.
 
   He ended the kiss, reached into the car, and shut off the engine. Palming her keys, he laced his fingers with hers  and led her down Main Street. It was Sunday and most of the stores were closed, so they walked in silence until they came upon one of the buildings Walt owned that had been vandalized. The windows were boarded up and there was yellow crime-scene tape across the doorway.
 
   Melanie sucked in a breath. “My god, Mason. He doesn’t think this is a big deal? There’s so much damage.”
 
   “I know,” Mason replied. “I just think Walt doesn’t want to involve himself in anything, so he’s letting it go.”
 
   “Can we go in?”
 
   “We could but this isn’t what I wanted to show you. Come on around back.”
 
   “Around back? You still haven’t told me why you aren’t working right now, Mason. What’s up?”
 
   Mason led Mel behind the bank of buildings on Main and over to a metal staircase leading up the back.
 
   “I guess Jordan felt sorry for me since I’ve been planted in an unmarked car for almost a week. He gave me the night off. Maybe he thinks I’ll tell Momma and he’ll have a chance.”
 
   “Is he still pinin’ after Wanda?”
 
   Mason grimaced down at Mel. “Unfortunately, yes he is.”
 
   They climbed the stairs and once at the top, Mason pulled out his keys and unlocked the padlock connected to the chains keeping the metal doors locked.
 
   “Why are we here, Mason? There’s nothing up there but old storage space.” 
 
   “Ready for a surprise, Mel?”
 
   She couldn’t help but smile up at him. “Sure.”
 
   Mason pulled one of the metal doors open and led her through. It was dark but Mason ushered her forward and through the small hall. When she turned right, she was completely amazed at what she saw.
 
   It was a gorgeous studio apartment. Old brick walls, beautiful dark-wood floors, all of the air ducts hanging and visible from the ceiling, and huge windows that let in tons of natural light. 
 
   “Is this yours?”
 
   Mason threw his keys into a blue bowl on the side table. “Yeah. Walt let me have it for free if I remodeled it myself. Me, Chase, and Connor did it on weekends. Being friends with the Collier boys has its benefits.”
 
   Mel continued to scan the room. “It sure does. Wow, Mason. This is fantastic. How did you get away with no one knowing about it if you and the boys did so much work?”
 
   Mason sat down on the small beige couch. “We told them we were reinforcing the building and installing new air conditioning. No one knew any better.”
 
   She began exploring his personal space and zeroed in on a bookshelf with photos. One of him and Wanda, another of him and the Collier boys, and one from when the Lions won the championship back in high school. She picked that one up and examined it closer. He was all dirty and sweaty but he looked oh so good. His hair was wet and matted from the helmet he was holding above his head, his smile was from ear to ear, and he was holding the game ball. She remembered that night. She had been so proud of him.
 
   Still staring at the photo, she asked, “This was a good night for you wasn’t it, Mason?”
 
   “Yeah. Would have been a hell of a lot better if I had been able to celebrate with you.”
 
   She chuckled at his reply. “You were a senior and I was a lowly sophomore. No self-respecting football star would have been seen with someone that young. Plus, you were dating that girl—what was her name again?” She tapped her bottom lip with her finger, trying to remember the name of the girl she had been so jealous of. “Charlotte White. That was her name.”
 
   Melanie went to place the picture back on the shelf but stopped when she saw another picture lying face down. She reached over, picked it up, and flipped it over to see what it was.
 
   Jesus.
 
   It was a picture of her. Playing softball. Standing at home plate with all of her protective gear on, her helmet at her feet. She was in her power stance, indicating she was probably about to get a throw from one of her teammates, and she was down and ready to take out whoever was trying to score from third. Her hair was in a messy ponytail from being under the helmet, but she saw the determination on her own face in the picture.
 
   Damn, she missed those days.
 
   She faced Mason and held up the photo. “What’s this?”
 
   He smiled, and she swore she saw a hint of a blush on his cheeks. “What do you think it is?”
 
   “Why do you have an old picture of me catching?”
 
   Mason crooked his index finger at her, motioning her to sit with him on the couch. Damn the man was sexy.
 
   She obliged and sat cross-legged next to him. “Well? Why do you have this?”
 
   Mason reached out with his finger to trace her jaw. “I loved watching you play. You were such a badass. Barking orders at the other girls, throwing out anyone stupid enough to try and steal a base off you. You were tough as rawhide, and I couldn’t take my eyes off you. I kept the picture because it makes me smile when I see at it.”
 
   Melanie eyed the photo once more, remembering how she’d loved playing softball. Hell, she probably couldn’t swing a bat to save her life now, but once upon a time, she’d been one of the best at it.
 
   Mason gently pulled the picture from Melanie’s grasp. “Enough of memory lane. How about we concentrate on now. We’re here. We’re together. We’re alone.” He cocked his mouth to the side, glanced up at the ceiling, and tapped his finger on his chin. “I wonder what we could be doing instead of just sittin’ here. Hmmmmm.”
 
   Laughing at his antics, she leaned toward him, placed her mouth on his neck, tasting the saltiness of it. His taste was addictive, and she wanted to eat him up. Her hands landed on his broad chest, and she slid them up and over his shoulders. His breath shuddered and she smiled against his warm skin. “Why, I have no idea, Mason. Why don’t you tell me what you want to do?”
 
   As soon as the words left her mouth, she landed backwards on the couch. Mason grabbed her legs and pulled them under his big body, which was now situated over hers. “I’ll tell you want I want, Melanie Whitmore.” He kissed her hard and fast. “I want inside you more than anything, and I want it right now.”
 
   Melanie gazed into his passion-filled eyes and she knew she couldn’t say no to him. Even though it was one of the stupidest things she could ever do, she wanted him just one more time. In a bed, completely naked, moving hard and fast inside her.
 
   Just one more time.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Mason opened his mouth on her shoulder and sank his teeth in. He licked the skin, soothing the sting, and moved his lips up her neck to her jaw. “God, Melanie. I want to see if you taste this good all over.”
 
   Her body moved under his, pushing her pelvis up against his, and Mason could have sworn he saw stars. If he had anything to do with it, this woman would call Texas home before the night was over.
 
   He slid his hand down her side and slipped it under her shirt, caressing the soft skin of her belly. Moving higher, he encircled her breast with his hand, squeezing into her soft flesh.
 
   She let out a soft sigh, whispering his name.
 
   “Do you like me touching you, Melanie?
 
   “God, yes, Mason, but this is crazy. We shouldn’t be doing this.”
 
   He slipped his fingers under her bra and grasped her already hard nipple between his thumb and forefinger. He pinched and rolled the sensitive flesh all while dragging his tongue down her neck. “Now why would you say that, Mel?”
 
   Her breath caught and she whimpered, “I’m leaving soon, Mason. This isn’t a good idea. Getting involved with each other.” She rolled to the side giving him better access to her breast. “Yeah, like that.”
 
    “Conflicted much, Mel?” He chuckled.
 
   Mason continued plucking at her nipple, driving her mad. He knew she wanted more but he wanted to play a bit with her. Make her want him even more. Make her realize this was where she belonged. Under him, in his arms.
 
   “Mason, don’t tease me.”
 
   He lifted her shirt and replaced his fingers with his lips over her taut breast. Sucking her nipple into his mouth with force, he grazed her flesh with his teeth, eliciting a yelp from her. Her fingers tightened in his hair, keeping him in place, keeping him latched onto her. He continued his ministrations while gliding his other hand down her side and over to the button of her jeans. Once undone, he slid his hand inside her jeans and cupped her already wet sex.
 
   Lifting up, he gazed down at her. Mussed hair splayed on the couch cushion, her face flushed with need, her eyes wild and wanton. “You’re confusing me, Mel. You’re so wet for me right now, I can feel how bad you want me. But you tell me we shouldn’t be doing this. Which is it, darlin’? You want me again?” Grinding his erection into the V of her legs, he let her know how hard he was. “You want this again?”
 
   She lifted up and rolled her hips against him. “Damn, I want you so bad it hurts, but, Mason, it isn’t smart.”
 
   He laughed and gently inserted a finger inside her. “Well, no one ever said I was smart, Mel.”
 
   With a loud moan, Melanie gave in. “Where’s the bed, Mason? Now!”
 
   He didn’t waste any time. He tenderly pulled his hand from her jeans and slipped his arm under her legs. Once he had his other arm around her back, he lifted her and carried her to his bed and gently laid her on the rumpled sheets.
 
   She looked perfect there.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Melanie lay there and watched Mason seductively pull his shirt over his head. Good lawd! The man was beautiful. No wonder she had no willpower when it came to Mason Delshay.
 
   Everything on him was just plain big. Biceps, chest, hands—and as she let her gaze roam down his body—his erection. Her face heated as she remembered how good he felt pushing into her.
 
   “You enjoyin’ the show, Mel?”
 
   Her gaze flew back to his. “Uh…what?”
 
   Chuckling, he reached for his belt and unclasped it. The button on his jeans came next, followed by the loud grinding of his zipper being lowered.
 
   Melanie’s mouth actually watered at the sight. She wet her lips and swallowed, thoroughly enjoying Mason stripping in front of her.
 
   Realization suddenly struck home. She was doing it again. Shit on a cracker, she was fucking doing it again. Letting her libido make decisions was wrong. Stupid. Allowing herself to get tangled in his web again would do nothing but hurt her in the end. But when he skimmed his jeans down his legs and stepped out of them, she suddenly didn’t care.
 
   Gone was the seventeen-year-old girl too embarrassed to look at him when he had stripped for her the first time all those years ago. She was a grown woman, and nothing was going to stop her from keeping her eyes wide open while Mason Delshay made love to her one last time.
 
   “You’re thinking again, Mel.”
 
   She sat up on her knees and put her hand out toward him. “No I’m not, Mason. That’s the problem.”
 
   He grasped her hand and pulled it to his mouth, laying a chaste kiss on top. “There’s only a problem if you make one, Melanie.”
 
   Throwing all thought out the window, Melanie placed her mouth over his. Once again, sealing her fate. She broke the kiss and stared into his eyes. “No problem, Mason. Just touch me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Mason woke up with Melanie curled against his chest. This was where she belonged. In his bed. In his arms. He had to convince her of that little fact. Hopefully he had done just that.
 
   He glanced over the side of the bed and saw the littering of condom wrappers they had gone through the night before. He felt all kinds of shitty for not using one when he was with her in the tack room, but it wasn’t as if he’d been expecting sex that day. He didn’t usually carry birth control with him, but he had never been with any woman other than Melanie without using one.
 
    They had spent the entire night loving and touching. Licking and sucking. Laughing and talking. He couldn’t remember a time when he’d felt so complete. His life was finally coming back together. All those years of searching for whatever he was destined for was lying right next to him. Home was Lockhart. Home was Melanie.
 
   She stirred in his hold, and he placed a soft kiss to the top of her head. Feeling her move next to him made him hard. He wanted her again. Right then and there.
 
   She rolled away from him and stretched her arms high above her head. “What about the ice cream?”
 
   He laughed and propped himself up on his hand. “Are you awake, Mel?”
 
   She turned her head toward him, the moonlight shining in her low-lidded eyes. “Yeah. I’m awake. What about the ice cream, Mason? Don’t you think Walt and Wanda are wondering where the hell their coffee ice cream is?”
 
   He ran his finger over her nose and across her bottom lip. “I really don’t give a damn, right now, Mel. It’s gonna be pretty obvious to them what happened when you get back to the ranch. It’s two o’clock in the mornin’, darlin’. I think they’ve probably figured it out by now.”
 
   Mel shot straight out of bed. “What?” She pulled the sheet from the mattress, covered her sweet body from his gaze, and stalked through the studio apartment. “Sweet Jesus, Mason! How could you let this happen?”
 
   He pulled his hand over his face, knowing what was coming next. “Come on, Mel. We’re adults here. I don’t think you’ll get grounded or anything.”
 
   Melanie whipped her head around and stared holes into his head. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it! Now, where the hell are my boots?”
 
   She bolted over to the couch and dropped to her knees to snag the boots from underneath. He watched as she sat down and swiftly got dressed. She was going to run.
 
   Mason got out of bed, slid on some jeans, and strode over to where she was sitting. He stood in front of her and willed her to look at him. Of course, it didn’t work. She kept getting dressed, completely ignoring him. Moving further and further away from him.
 
   He gave in.
 
   “Damn it, Melanie. You will not do this. You will not run from this. From me.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
   She stood and moved away from him toward the door. She grabbed her bag from the floor and stared down at her boots not wanting to meet his gaze. “Mason, I have to go home. I have a life there. This was always temporary. Coming back home to help Walt was the only reason. Not to get tangled up with you again.” She turned toward the big metal door and pulled it open. “Just me being here is a strain. Two of my partners are about to leave, I just got out of a shitty relationship, and thinking about what we’ve done is going to haunt me for months. We need to part ways now, Mason, and not ruin what friendship we have. For Wanda and Walt, at least.”
 
   Mason shook his head. He blew out an exasperated breath and glared back at her. “Fine, Mel. Whatever you say. If you can ignore what you feel then I guess I can, too.”
 
   Melanie threw her hands up feeling defeated. “It’s not that, Mason. Just look at the situation for a second. You live here. You started a new career. I already have mine. I have a home, and it’s not here. We need to stop before I…before we end up hating each other.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
   He angrily shoved his hands in the front pockets of his jeans. “I know you’re right, Melanie, but if we have this much heat between us eight years later, don’t you think it’s worth it to see where it goes? What the hell are you so afraid of?”
 
   Melanie moved toward him and gently placed her hand on his face. “I know where it would go, Mason. We would end up hurting each other, and that’s not what I want. If I can’t be with you, then I would at least like to keep you as a friend.”
 
   Oh fuck that!
 
   “Friends?” he barked angrily. “You want to be friends after the night we had? I don’t know about you, Melanie, but I don’t usually let friends blow me so hard I see stars.”
 
   Her face flushed with embarrassment. Or maybe anger because he didn’t expect what happened next.
 
   A hard crack echoed through the room and the left side of his face burned. Damn. She was still a badass.
 
   He rubbed his now-scalding cheek and backed up a few steps. “Okay, Mel. That was a low blow, and I’m sorry. But you have got to be kiddin’ me? Friends? You want to be my friend after sharing yourself with me? I mean it wasn’t just sex, darlin’, and you know it.” He crossed his arms over his chest and glared down at her. “You tell me right now why you’re running. What are you scared of?”  
 
   Melanie stepped through the doorway and grabbed onto the metal handrail. “I’m sorry, Mason. I have to go home.”
 
   “Dammit, Melanie. This is home. Your home. You belong here. With me. Why the hell…”
 
   He paused, realization coming to him. She wasn’t running from him. She was running from what she felt for him. She was afraid she would lose him the way she’d lost everyone else she loved.
 
   She’d run to Oklahoma when Anna died, leaving behind all of the grief she had buried inside her. There had been plenty of schools for her to attend in Texas, but she has been hell bent on leaving the state.  
 
   Dammit to hell. It wasn’t him. It was her.
 
   He watched her hightail it down the metal steps and around the side of the building. Closing the door behind him, he trotted to the windows. There she went. Right down Main Street and back over to the parking lot at Cox’s. Thank God it was well lit, or he would have been charging after her.
 
   Once she was in her car and safely backing out of the lot, he watched her speed out of town, leaving nothing but dust in her wake. If he didn’t have to report for duty in thirty minutes, he would be right behind her. Meeting her at the ranch and trying to drill some sense into that stubborn brain of hers. But he was stuck there, and he needed to figure out what to do, and fast, before she did something monumentally stupid.
 
   Like leave him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Melanie drove down the gravel drive with her lights off. She so didn’t want to wake the entire house, considering it was after two o’clock in the morning and she had been MIA for the past ten hours. Parked under the big oak tree, she grabbed her purse and pulled out her phone, ready to cringe at all of the calls she’d probably missed from Wanda and Walt.
 
   After she swiped her finger across the screen, she didn’t see one missed call. Not one text. What the hell? Did no one care where she had been?
 
   She threw her phone in her bag and got out of the car. She quietly opened the screen door to the mud room, shed her boots and tiptoed up the steps to the kitchen. She’d made it halfway across the room when the light suddenly popped on. Scared shitless, Mel turned around and squealed in horror.
 
   “You wanna tell me where my ice cream is, young lady?”
 
   “Wanda? What the hell are you doing?”
 
   Wanda sauntered over to the kitchen table and sat down on one of the benches. “I could ask you the same thing, missy. Where have you been that you scare the ever-livin’ tar out of me and your grandfather?”
 
   Mel dropped her purse and keys on the table. “Jesus, Wanda, I think you took ten years off my life.”
 
   Pointing at Mel, Wanda once again asked, “You tell me where you were, Melanie Rose, and you tell me now.”
 
   Mel flushed with guilt. How could she tell Wanda she had spent the better part of the evening in bed with her son?
 
   “Um….”
 
   Wanda put her hand down and clucked her tongue against her teeth. “Mellie, Mellie, Mellie. If you’re gonna stay at Mason’s, the least you could do is call and let me know.”
 
   Melanie’s eyes almost popped out of her head. “How did you know?”
 
   “Mason called. Told me to prevent you from leavin’. I told him you wouldn’t be that dumb, but now I’m not sure. You plannin’ on runnin’, Melanie?”
 
   Melanie closed her eyes and dropped her head. “I’m sorry, Wanda. I didn’t mean for it to happen. It’s too complicated to get into right now.”
 
   Wanda stood and began to fix a pot. “We’ve got all night, sugar. I think you better start talking.”
 
   Defeat and resignation swallowed Melanie as she sat down on the bench and placed her head in her hands. How had she lost her mind so badly she had not realized how long she had been at Mason’s?
 
   Hot sex. That’s how. All Mason had to do was touch her, and she lost herself completely to him. Damn the man.
 
   Wanda placed a cup of coffee in front of Mel and sat across from her with her own cup. “Spill it, Melanie. Mason is my son, and I see you as a daughter. You can tell me anything and you know it. I know everything there is to know about you, young lady, so talk. It’ll do you some good.”
 
   Melanie rolled her eyes. “You don’t know everything, Wanda. Trust me.”
 
   “You give yourself and my son too much credit, Mellie. You don’t think I know what happened all those years ago out in the barn? You don’t think I know what happened out there two weeks ago? You must be losin’ your mind if you think anything can get past me, young lady.”
 
   Mel was truly shocked.
 
   “Close your mouth, child. You’ll catch flies that way.”
 
   Mel clamped her mouth shut, not sure of what to do next.
 
   Wanda knitted her fingers in front of her and brought her hands under her chin. “I’ve known for years that you and Mason have been dancing around each other. He leaves town when you come home, and when you get here, you act like a wounded puppy because he isn’t here. If your momma was here, she’d tell you to grab life when you can and take what you want. If Anna were here, she’d be a little more colorful and tell you to grab my boy by the hair and never let go. But you have to make your own decisions, and the only thing I ask is you think before you react. Weigh your options. Look at the situation from all angles. What’s the right thing to do? Not the smart thing to do, Mellie, but what will make you happy in the end? Because in the end, darlin’, happiness is what keeps you goin’.”
 
   Her eyes burned with tears. They broke free and fell down her cheeks, plopping onto the wooden kitchen table. Her breath hitched and a sob escaped her. “I don’t know what to do. I can’t give up my life in Oklahoma, but what kind of a life is it?” She looked at Wanda pleadingly. “I’m in love with him. I think I always have been.”
 
   “I know you are, darlin’. And he loves you, too. I know it in my heart. Why else would he call here in the middle of the night and make me promise to keep you here until he was off shift?”
 
   “I can’t bear the idea of losing someone else, Wanda. I lost Momma and Daddy and Grandma, and now Walt is actin’ funny. What am I gonna do when I lose him, too?  
 
   Wanda clucked her tongue. “What makes you think you could ever get rid of my Mason? He has never had a woman. Never. And you come back to town and all he can think about is tryin’ to get you to stay with him. I would say that’s a pretty good clue he ain’t goin’ anywhere.” Wanda reached for Melanie’s hands and clasped them in hers. “Life is pain, Melanie.  You just have to learn how to live with it and how to continue to live without it livin’ for you.”
 
   Melanie laughed. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
 
   Wanda smacked the top of one of Melanie’s hands. “It means that you need to learn to deal with life’s shit. Not run from it. People die. Get over it and live your life.” 
 
   Melanie stood and ripped a paper towel off the holder. She blew her nose and wiped away her tears. “I’m goin’ to bed. It’s been a long night. I’ll see you in the mornin’.”
 
   She bent down and kissed Wanda on the cheek. “G’night.”
 
   Wanda’s voice carried as Mel walked out of the kitchen and up the stairs. “I hope so, darlin’. I hope so.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Melanie had made it through West, Texas without her phone ringing. She had been crying on and off for the last couple of hours, warring with herself about her decision to leave. She had come to the conclusion that she did, in fact, love Mason, but she was just too damn scared to stay. What if she gave everything up and he decided he really didn’t want her? Suddenly discovered how mundane and boring she really was and lost interest? She would have again lost someone she loved, and she didn’t want to go through that again.
 
   She switched lanes and exited to gas up. Once she filled her tank, she went into the store to use the restroom and grab some coffee. It was going to be a long drive. When she got back into the car, she had missed a text and two calls, but no voicemails. She swiped her finger across the screen and saw both calls were from Wanda. She clicked on the text and read it.
 
   Get home now. Mason’s been shot.
 
   Melanie dialed Wanda’s number but she didn’t answer.
 
   Son of a bitch!
 
   Melanie started the car, turned onto the access road, and crossed under the highway to head back. She hit ninety miles an hour on the on-ramp to I-35 and headed straight for San Marcos. That’s where they’d take him if he had been shot. But if it was bad, they would have taken him to San Antonio. Hell, she didn’t know what to do other than go as fast as her car would let her and get back to Mason.
 
   She had been an idiot to leave. She prayed he was okay because if he wasn’t, she would never forgive herself for leaving him. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The nurse had just left Mason’s room after helping him dress and putting on his sling.  A fucking flesh wound.  Had he not been sitting in his unmarked completely engulfed in thought about how the hell he was going to get Melanie back, he would have seen the little turds pull up at the corner.  It wasn’t until they stupidly pulled a log chain out of the back of their van that Mason had snapped out of it hearing the clanging of metal against metal.  It didn’t take much to sneak up on them but he hadn’t thought all three would be packing.  At least he’d nailed the three idiots vandalizing the buildings downtown.  
 
   Sitting on the edge of the hospital bed, he had no clue what to do.  Wanda had already come and gone, begging him to come to the ranch so she could pamper him like he was three years old again.  No thanks.  Despite the yelling and threats, Mason had successfully gotten Wanda to leave when Connor came in saying he was taking Mason to his place .  Oh Wanda continued to argue but Mason convinced her he couldn’t be at the ranch right then.  Melanie had just left him.  He didn’t want to be anywhere near the Lockhart ranch where memories of her would invade his mind.
 
   But going back to the loft where the sheets still smelled like Melanie wasn’t too appealing either.  Maybe he could crash at Connor’s for a day or two.  Connor was picking him up  Jordan had ordered him to take a minimum of three days off and then desk duty for the next ten to heal properly.  Mason smiled at the thought.  Jordan actually had a heart.
 
   Mason couldn’t believe she had actually done it.  Taken off on him.  She was running, and no way would he let her throw away what they had.  Melanie was using her past pain to push him away, and he wasn’t about to let her get away with it.  But he wouldn’t beg either.  He at least had that much pride left.  
 
   He stood and walked toward the bathroom to grab the plastic bag from emergency.  They had to cut his uniform shirt off but for some reason, he told them to save it.  Badge of honor he supposed.  His first bust in Lockhart.  
 
   Looking in the small mirror on the wall, Mason wondered what it would take to convince Melanie she had nothing to fear from him.  If she would just let go, he would always be there to catch her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Almost two hours later, Melanie rounded the corner leading into the Central Texas Medical Center in San Marcos. She squealed into the lot and gunned it past handicapped parking. She slammed on the brakes and left her Explorer sitting sideways in two parking spaces.
 
   Running at full speed, she entered the emergency room reception area and stopped short at the front desk.
 
   “Mason Delshay.”
 
   The older lady behind the counter tapped on her keyboard. “Room 203.”
 
   Mel took off again and found the stairs. No time to wait for an elevator. She ran up the flight and opened the door to the second floor. There was a sign on the wall across from her showing the room number breakdown. She headed left and jogged down the hallway, scanning the walls for room numbers. When she found #203, she pushed the door open and ran inside.
 
   All of her blood rushed out of her face. The bed was made. Empty and made. Where the hell was he?
 
   “Oh, dear God in heaven!” 
 
   She walked over to the bed and laid her hand on top of the sheet. Tears stung her eyes as a vast emptiness rolled through her. He was gone.
 
   She turned and ran back out the door to check the room number. 2-0-3. She was in the right place, but no Mason. She peered up and down the hall trying to figure out what to do next. Try and find a nurse? A doctor? Where the hell was Mason? 
 
   She felt her chest tighten and her stomach drop. She left to protect herself from losing someone else she loved and look what it got her. He was gone anyway.
 
   At the sound of a door opening behind her, Melanie opened the door to the room and peeked in. A fully dressed Mason exited the bathroom. His arm was in a sling, but other than that, he appeared fine.
 
   She launched herself into his arms. “Oh God, Mason! You’re all right! I thought you were gone when I saw the empty bed.” She hugged him harder, letting the tears roll down her cheeks. “Thank God.”
 
   She waited for Mason to hold her back but he didn’t move. She leaned back and looked into his eyes. They were squeezed shut along with his lips. Oh shit…she was hurting him.
 
   Melanie instantly backed away and put her hands in front of her. “I’m so sorry, Mason. Are you all right?”
 
   It took him a few seconds, but his face finally unscrewed, and he opened his eyes. “Yeah, Mel. Great.”
 
   She reached for him again but stopped when she saw the grim expression on his face. 
 
   “What are you doing here, Melanie? I thought you left?”
 
   She stuffed her hands into her front pockets and looked away from his critical gaze. “Wanda called. She said you had been shot, so I came back.”
 
   Mason chuckled. “So that’s what it takes to get you to stick around. I guess I’ll have to glue a bull’s eye to my ass to get you to stay.”
 
   “That’s not fair, Mason. I had my reasons to leave and I had my reasons to come back.”
 
   He readjusted the sling on his arm and headed toward the door. “You gonna tell me any of those reasons, or are you just gonna stand there wastin’ my time?”
 
   Okay. She deserved that.
 
   Melanie nervously shifted her feet, trying to gather what little courage she had left to tell him her reasons for coming back. To try and explain that when she’d read the text, she’d thought her life was over. That she had once again lost someone she loved. That the time she’d spent with him over the past three weeks wasn’t nearly enough for her. That she wanted to spend the rest of her life with him, no matter what she had to do.
 
   “Mason…I….”
 
   “Is that the best you can do, Mel? I need to get discharged, and my shoulder is killin’ me, so, whatever you have to say, say it now or get out of the way.”
 
   Get out of his way? Her temper started to boil. He had put her through the wringer both physically and emotionally over the last few weeks, and he had the balls to tell her to get out of his way? He was dressed and standing on his own two feet, so she was pretty damn sure the gun shot was only a flesh would. Get out of his way? Oh hell, no!
 
   Hands going to her hips, her stance widening, she lowered her head and readied for battle. “Now, you listen to me, Mason Delshay. It took everything I had to leave this morning because I was too scared—you wanted what you remembered. Well, I’m not that girl anymore. I have my own business, my own life, and recently I realized I was being an idiot for not realizing I can move my business and my life here. With you.”
 
    Mason raised his finger to cut her off.
 
   “Shut up, Mason! It’s my turn now.”
 
   He slowly lowered his hand.
 
   “When I read the text from Wanda, I thought my heart was gonna stop. All it said was that you had been shot, and I immediately felt lost. Like, once again, the person I loved had been taken from me, and I couldn’t do anything about it. Once again, I had no control. Well, now I have control and I’m telling you I will not get out of your way ‘cause I’m not goin’ anywhere. Now what do you have to say to that?”
 
   Mason extended his index finger and beckoned her to come toward him.
 
   She brazenly walked right up to him, hands still on her hips, attitude still flaring. “Well?”
 
   He moved his finger under her chin and pushed up, trapping her in his steely gaze. “You love me?”
 
   “Yes, Mason. I love you.”
 
   He smiled down at her and whispered, “Show me.”
 
   She tentatively smiled and whispered back, “Lean down. You’re too tall.”
 
   He did her bidding and she placed her hands on his face, bringing his lips to hers. She let him know just how much she loved him in that kiss. Gently sucking and tugging at his lower lip, she slipped her tongue inside his mouth and lovingly caressed his. Her hands slid into his hair and she held tight, as he finally wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close.
 
   She ended the kiss and looked up into his gaze. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah. Just a flesh wound. But the three idiots trying to break into the old dance studio didn’t fare so well. I dropped all three.”
 
   Melanie’s face went white. “You killed three men?”
 
   Mason chuckled. “No, darlin’. I dropped all three. One in the knee, one in the thigh, and the other in the ass as he was runnin’ away.”
 
   Melanie blew out a reassuring breath. “Wow! You really are a good shot.”
 
   “You know, there still is the situation of you sneakin’ out in the middle of the night and leavin’ me when I told you not to.”
 
   Melanie laid her head against his chest and closed her eyes. “How about I promise I’ll never run again? Will that be good enough?”
 
   Mason pulled her closer and placed a kiss on top of her head. “Only after our fourth child. Then I’ll forgive you.”
 
   Melanie’s head popped up, her eyes wide in complete shock. “Four?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
   Six months later
 
    
 
   The last of her patients had gone for the day and Melanie was sitting in her office, finishing up paperwork. The banging from upstairs started again and she smiled. It had been going on and off now for the past couple of hours. It should be bugging the ever-living hell out of her, but not today. Today, Melanie was too happy to let it bother her.
 
   Shutting off her computer, she grabbed her bag and headed out the door.
 
   Main Street was where she’d started her new vet practice. She also had a location out at the ranch to treat large animals. Walt had agreed to build a separate barn and office for her so she would stay close. It had worked out perfectly. She had her family again and she was finally happy. 
 
   Melanie walked down to the end of the block and around the building. When she reached the stairs to her new home, she hurriedly climbed them and unlocked the door to her flat. Throwing her bag on the floor, she went down the entry hall and into the living room where she saw the most beautiful site in front of her.
 
   Mason Delshay. Red-faced and madder than a wet hen. And shirtless.
 
   Hiding her smile with her hand, Melanie approached him tentatively. “You okay, Mase? Can I help you with anything?”
 
   “This thing is a fuckin’ nightmare. No way is this how it goes together. How in the hell do people deal with shit like this? I don’t fuckin’ get it!”
 
   Melanie came up behind him and slipped her arms around his middle. “You’ll get it darlin’. It’s only a crib. People put them together all the time.”
 
   He blew out a frustrated breath, wadded up the instructions, and threw them across the room. “What people? I’d like to meet these people and find out how the freakin’ hell they figured this damn thing out.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll figure it out before our little boy gets here.”
Mason went ramrod stiff. He turned in her embrace and gently placed his hands on her face. “Our son?”
 
   “Yup. Our son.” She lifted on her tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. “Am I forgiven now?”
 
   Mason smiled and began unbuttoning her blouse. “Nope. You’ve got three more to go, Mrs. Delshay, and don’t you forget it.”
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   Chase Collier has come home after several long months away and if he has anything to say about it, he won’t be leaving again anytime soon. After closing one of the biggest development deals to date for his family’s construction business, Chase is ready to return to Calder County and his small hometown of Lockhart for some much needed recharging. But any plans of downtime are shelved when Chase discovers the greatest fantasy from his past has finally returned after ten long years. And this time, he has no intention of letting her slip away from him again.
 
   Shay Davison has come home to Lockhart to follow her dreams of owning her own business. But coming home after so many years away has its own unique challenges, namely a six foot, four inch hunk of sexy male who shattered her young spirit years ago. Although Shay vows to protect her heart, she’s at a loss to resist the intense sexual chemistry that sparks between them whenever she and Chase come together.  But is their incendiary connection enough to finally lay to rest past hurts in order for them to follow their hearts?


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Dedication
 
    
 
   To those who believe in following your heart, in all things.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   A quick knock on the open door to his office brought Chase’s attention to his assistant. “Mr. Collier, there’s a Melinda Simmons from Turnwater Development here to see you.”
 
   Chase stopped loading his briefcase with paperwork and raised a brow in question. Although he had expected to finalize this deal today, he’d assumed the contracts would be sent over via courier, not delivered in person by Mack Turnwater’s assistant. But given it was already past normal business hours, Chase wasn’t going to question. He’d been working his ass off for months to land this project, one of the biggest to date for Collier Construction, and these signed contracts closed the deal.     
 
   He smiled. “Show her in, Mrs. James, and head on home. I’ll lock up on my way out.”
 
   She returned the smile and stepped aside as Turnwater’s assistant glided into his office.  “You drive safe back to Lockhart, Mr. Collier, and have a good weekend.” Mrs. James gave a slight wave as she closed his door.
 
   Chase walked around his desk to shake hands with Turnwater’s assistant, noting she held on a bit longer than usual. “Please have a seat, Miss Simmons.” He gestured to one of the cushioned chairs before returning to his own behind his desk.
 
   Melinda Simmons was in one word, gorgeous. Tan skin, long blond hair, blue eyes that sparkled mischievously, and legs that went on for days. She had definitely been a temptation in the beginning when he first met her at the Turnwater offices, especially since she’d made it clear to him repeatedly throughout the beginning negotiations of this deal she was interested. 
 
   Chase Collier wasn’t a saint by any means and he’d had his fair share of women. But he also wasn’t stupid. And getting involved with Melinda Simmons, the assistant and niece of his newest and biggest client, would breach a tenet he would never cross, mixing business with pleasure. And he’d made sure his feelings on the matter were made very clear to Melinda when she’d first approached him after their initial meeting.
 
   “I thought I’ve told you repeatedly to call me Melinda.” Her soft Texas accent was almost a purr as she grinned before crossing one tanned leg over the other, her short white skirt riding up even higher on her thighs.
 
   Chase cleared his throat, suddenly wishing he hadn’t told Mrs. James to head home just yet and eager to finish this meeting so he could get on the road to head home.
 
    “I assume you have the signed contracts for me, Miss Simmons?” He kept with the formal title in spite of her request. He was quickly becoming tired of this game of hers.
 
   She smiled and stood, pulling a folder out of her portfolio before sashaying around to the back of his desk and resting a slim hip on the edge next to his chair. “Right here, Chase. Signed, sealed, and hand-delivered.” 
 
   Her voice was full of seduction and her perfume was overpowering as she invaded his personal space. Chase took the folder and stood, needing to put some distance between them as he walked over to the large bank of windows that overlooked the darkening sky and the twinkling city lights of downtown San Antonio. He quickly sifted through the pages, satisfied that everything was in order. He stilled as he felt Melinda’s presence behind him.
 
   “Business is done, Chase. How about we go out and celebrate, darlin’? Then maybe head back to your condo for a more private celebration?” She placed a hand on his forearm and gently squeezed.
 
   Chase let out a frustrated breath as he closed the folder and turned to face her, suddenly not finding Melinda Simmons all that attractive anymore. He didn’t mind women taking the lead now and then but she was crossing a line, a line he had made sure was very clear to her from the beginning. And having to repeatedly explain that line to her was starting to piss him off.  
 
   He steeled his voice. “This isn’t happening, Melinda. Ever. I don’t know how much clearer I can make this for you. I don’t mix business and pleasure.” He made sure his tone was harsh and direct.
 
   Her painted-on red lips pouted and she took a step back. “But the business part is over. You have your contracts.” She whined but then smiled and sidled up against him once again. “Now the only mixin’ will be pleasure, sweetie.” 
 
   Chase’s body stiffened at the contact. It wasn’t in his nature to hurt a woman’s feelings. His momma had taught him better than that, so he bit his tongue on what he really wanted to say. After all, this development project would last several months, would hopefully lead to additional opportunities for his company, and he certainly didn’t want to jeopardize his relationship with Mack Turnwater by hurting the feelings of the man’s niece. But enough was enough.
 
   Chase pulled away from her touch and returned to his desk to continue packing his briefcase. He roughly shoved the contracts in then followed up with his laptop before closing the case, his irritation now palpable. “The business aspects of this deal are just beginning, Miss Simmons, so the same rules apply.” 
 
   He met her widened gaze with his own hardened one, willing her to finally get the message. “It’s late and I’m headed back home to Lockhart. Tell Mack I’ll be in touch in a few days to go over final numbers and start dates. If he has any questions before then, he’s got my cell number.”
 
   Chase draped his suit coat over his arm, slid the strap of his leather briefcase on his shoulder and walked to the door, holding it open for her. Melinda picked up her portfolio from the desk and slowly glided across the room to stand right in front of him, once again invading his personal space. Before he could react, she shocked the hell out of him by grabbing his shirt and pulling until her lips met his.
 
   She quickly released him and smiled. “Don’t worry, Chase, darlin’. I can wait.” She said in a breathless whisper before she blew him a kiss and exited the office, leaving him in stunned silence. 
 
   Chase wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, noticing the red smear on his skin from Melinda’s lipstick. He hated the taste of lipstick. He locked up the office before heading to the bank of elevators, shaking his head. Sure, it had been quite a while since he’d been with a woman. Too damn long as a matter of fact. This deal had taken every minute of his attention for the last few months which meant there had been zero time for anything else. But one thing he knew for absolute certainty, deal or no deal, Melinda Simmons would be waiting for hell to freeze over.
 
    As the elevator opened in the parking garage he was still shaking his head. Hell, he hoped this issue with Melinda wasn’t going to turn into a real problem with Turnwater. He had a bad feeling she wasn’t going to give up easily but he refused to allow this vamp of a woman to fuck up this deal. He got in his truck and turned the engine over. Damn, he was ready to leave the city and get back home.    
 
   ***
 
   Shay gave her ponytail yet another hard yank, trying to keep it in place with little effect, her long, thick strands feeling heavier than normal in the oppressive heat of the enclosed building. She stood and removed her yellow plastic gloves, arching her back until a loud crack indicated she had indeed worked out the kinks from spending the last three hours on her hands and knees scrubbing the scuffed wood floor.
 
   She smiled as she looked around the transformed space that used to house her mother’s dance studio then wiped the moisture from her brow with her forearm. Getting this place in shape was definitely hard work, and there was much more left to do, but it was her dream and one that she was finally making a reality.
 
   She let out a heavy breath. “Okay, momma. I’m following my dreams just like you told me to. I just wish you were here to see it.” Shay whispered aloud as she looked around at the drastic changes she’d made to the place in such a short time, pleased with her efforts yet torn about her decision to return home. And she realized with sudden certainty that this really did feel like home. She sent up a silent prayer that she’d made the right decision to return to Lockhart after all this time. 
 
   The early evening breeze felt heavenly on her sweat-soaked skin as Shay stepped out the front door of the shop and tilted her head back to gaze up at the darkening sky.  She’d been hard at work since before dawn, not even taking a break to eat as her stomach took that second to remind her when it rumbled loudly.
 
   “Damn, girl. I could hear that all the way across the street. Skip lunch again?”  She turned to see Connor Collier grin as he jogged the last few yards to reach her. He leaned in and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek before moving inside to look around.
 
   He whistled. “I can’t believe all you’ve done already, Shay. And in just a few short weeks. I’m impressed. Maybe I should offer you a job on my crew.”  He turned back to her and winked as she followed him inside.  
 
   “If I don’t make a go of this shop I may have to take you up on your offer, Connor.” Shay laughed as she moved to pick up her cleaning supplies and continued on to the back office.
 
   Closing the doors to the supply closet she turned once again to Connor. “Any idea when the heat and air will be finished?” She wiped her brow again. “Not that I don’t have plenty of heat in here at the moment but I certainly can’t open for business until the new A/C is installed.”
 
   Connor was already punching numbers on his phone as he held up one finger to hold her question. “Jarrett, yeah it’s Connor. Why the hell isn’t the A/C up and running in Shay’s place yet?” 
 
   Shay watched as Connor nodded and began pacing from one end of the room to the other.  Her shop wasn’t overly large but Connor’s big frame seemed to shrink the space. He was six feet two inches of pure lean muscle. His long legs were covered in worn jeans that looked like they’d been washed about a hundred times. The faded denim appeared soft and supple and fit him like a glove. His feet were encased in worn work boots that made a heavy clumping sound with each long stride he took over her newly cleaned hardwoods. She watched as he stopped by the open front door and pulled his Stetson off his head to wipe his brow. His light brown hair was tinged with highlights of blonde that most women paid top dollar for from a salon but his were more likely the result of working out in the sun. 
 
   Connor was two years her junior and a Collier on top of that. Coupled with the fact she was paying his company to do her renovations, that meant “hands off”.  She knew from past experience business and pleasure never mixed well. Plus, she’d never be able to see Connor in any other category other than friend. Hell, he had only been sixteen years old when she moved away from Lockhart. But damn, that didn’t mean she couldn’t appreciate the fine specimen her friend had grown into since her time away from home.   
 
   Shay had been hesitant about using Collier Construction to do her renovations once she’d finalized her lease on this location. Her history with the eldest Collier son had made her wary. As executor of her mother’s estate, she’d found that the red tape of closing out the location’s previous lease in her mother’s name and then finalizing her own lease in the same location went smoother than she had anticipated. That probably had something to do with the fact her best friend’s grandfather owned the building and the man adored his granddaughter, Melanie Whitmore, who had no doubt put in a good word for her. Once her lease had been secured, Shay had done a lot of online research while still living in Chicago. She quickly found out two things that solidified her decision to go with this company. Collier Construction was still considered the best for quality in the area and most importantly, she could afford them. 
 
   Her mother’s meager estate, combined with some of her own savings, had made this move possible. She had been surprised when she made the first call and found out Connor and his brother had basically taken over the business from their father and that Collier Construction had grown enough to have offices in San Antonio. And she was forever grateful when Connor told her he would be the one handling her renovation contract since his brother was busy at their new office in the city. 
 
   Making the decision to move back home to Lockhart and open her own business after being away for almost ten years had been scary as hell, given all of the emotions that went with coming back to this town. But it was also exciting and she wasn’t going to allow painful memories of the past, either the death of her mother or memories of another certain Collier brother, keep her from making sure Cozy Comforts Bookstore and Coffee Pub got off on the right foot. And Collier Construction was the key. They were the best and that was what her business needed. 
 
   Connor ended the call and walked back to her. “Jarrett said he got the A/C to your loft upstairs done but he’s waiting on a part from the manufacturer for the main unit down here. It should be in tomorrow morning so you’ll be good to go by no later than tomorrow afternoon and in plenty of time for your grand opening next week.”
 
   “That’s great, Connor. The furniture and coffee bar supplies should all be delivered tomorrow and the bookshelves and magazine racks are already set up. The last thing I’m waiting on is the sign out front and then this place will be ready for business.” Shay smiled, still a little in awe that she was back home and so close to making her dream of owning her own business a reality.
 
   Shay’s stomach chose that moment to let out another ferocious grumble. Connor threw his head back and laughed before draping a beefy arm around her shoulders. “Come on, sweetie. I’m taking you to eat before you pass out from heat exhaustion and starvation.”           
 
   Shay smacked his arm away but laughed as well. “That sounds great, Connor. I haven’t really had a chance to go out since I’ve been so busy working on getting everything set up here. Let me run upstairs to grab a quick shower and change. I can’t go out anywhere after working in this sweatbox all day without cleaning myself up first.” She headed towards the stairs at the back of the shop before calling over her shoulder. “Come on up. You can have a beer while you wait on me. I promise I’ll be done in fifteen minutes.”
 
   Connor chuckled and followed behind. “The day I see a woman get showered and ready to go out in fifteen minutes is the day I’ll shave my head.”
 
   Shay stopped halfway up the steps and turned a wicked grin his way. “You obviously don’t know me very well, Mr. Collier, and I’ll take that bet. Better sharpen up your scissors, cowboy. Chopping off those long locks of yours is going to take a while.” She watched as Connor’s eyes widened and then she literally heard him gulp. She winked and continued up into her loft over the shop.
 
   “Beer’s in the fridge and the remote is on the coffee table. Make yourself at home and start the clock.” She said with a grin as she made her way into her bedroom and shut the only door in the large, open space.
 
   ***
 
   Connor looked around the newly remodeled apartment his crew had transformed from a chopped up storage area into Shay’s new loft. He felt a familiar sense of pride in the job they’d done as he walked around the expansive space. The dark wood floors gleamed, the refurbished cedar beams across the ceiling added a rustic charm, and the exposed brick wall on the east side had been scrubbed and repaired and now served to hold one of the few items Shay had kept from her mother’s former dance studio below. He smiled as he ran his fingers over the smooth wooden pole. The ballet bar was firmly secured by brackets attached to the brick wall and it somehow seemed right to have it in this space. 
 
   Connor crossed the large expanse of the main living area, which was decorated simply with a thick area rug, a large couch and rustic coffee table, a cushioned chair, and end tables with lamps. The expansive space seemed to dwarf the minimal amount of furniture but he liked the look. He reached the newly installed kitchen and snagged a Miller Lite out of the fridge before moving back to the plush leather sofa, pulling his phone out of his pocket along the way. He sat as he opened the new message and read the request from his brother about meeting tonight for a celebratory dinner. Connor leaned back and took a long swallow of the ice cold beer, checking his watch to see how much time had elapsed since Shay went to get ready. She only had five minutes left so he felt secure that his “locks”, as she’d called them, were safe. Connor smiled as he typed out his reply to his brother then hit send. 
 
   “Oh, this is gonna be so good.” He chuckled and turned the power on to the wall-mounted flat screen TV as he settled in to wait for Shay.
 
   He had just turned to the sports channel when he heard Shay clear her throat. He turned to see her leaning a shoulder against the open bedroom door. She had on frayed jean shorts that accentuated her long, toned legs, a light blue V-neck T-shirt with a caricature of a woman reclining with a book that read, “I Read Past My Bedtime”, and tan, worn cowboy boots that looked sexy as hell. Her long auburn hair was pulled back into a high ponytail and she gave him a wicked smile as she pulled a pair of large silver sheers from behind her back, opening and closing them quickly.
 
   “Three minutes to spare.” She taunted and then flashed a grin. 
 
   “Well, shit.” Was Connor’s only reply.    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Chase hit the outskirts of Lockhart and felt his stress drain away, as it always did when he came home.  He rolled down the windows of his dual-cab pickup with the press of a button and breathed in the clean, cool, fall air that surrounded him. It was late September, which meant the days still got hot but at least the nights had begun to cool off a bit. 
 
   He was glad to be out of the city. Chase had been working for weeks at the San Antonio office, only an hour away by car, leaving the Lockhart office under the care of his younger brother, Connor. Collier Construction had grown exponentially since he and his brother had taken over the helm from their dad three years ago, equally sharing the duties from contract negotiations, design, employee issues, and finances. And when time allowed, each of the brothers still enjoyed strapping on a tool belt and joining their crew in the actual building process, just as their father still did from time to time.
 
   Chase smiled at the thought of his dad. Jake Collier had started Collier Construction fresh out of college over thirty-five years ago with one goal in mind—to build quality, affordable homes that would stand the test of time for the people and families living in his small Texas community. 
 
   His folks still lived just outside town on their twenty-acre horse ranch. The ranch had been a wedding gift from his mom’s parents, the land part of his mother’s heritage for generations dating back to before the Civil War. His mom, Cherise, loved horses and to this day was still an avid rider. Chase and his brother, Connor, each had homes on the same land. Chase couldn’t imagine settling anywhere else. His dad loved the ranch but building and creating something with his own two hands had always been his passion, a passion he’d handed down to both his sons. 
 
   Once Connor and Chase were old enough to swing a hammer, their dad began teaching them the value of a hard day’s work. It was the best of both worlds really. Growing up they had acres of wide-open space to explore and to tend the horses and then later, working with their father crafting homes and honing their skills until they were finally ready to be brought into the business full time after finishing college. 
 
   It had been Chase’s idea to expand their operation into San Antonio. The expansion had proven fruitful, albeit arduous. He and his brother had been making it work by splitting time equally between their home office in Lockhart and the newer office in the city. They’d worked their asses off but their reputation was growing. Both believed it was important to have a presence in both offices if they had any hopes of taking their business to the next level. 
 
   Case in point, Collier Construction had just closed a very lucrative deal to be the primary developer of luxury homes in the new Lake View Heights subdivision just north of the city. It was quite a feat and one that Chase was extremely proud of. He’d worked day and night on the deal with Turnwater Development and it was also why he’d been away from home for almost three months straight. No way could he have left in the middle of negotiations, but the end result had been worth it. Chase patted his briefcase that held the signed Turnwater contracts, refusing to let the scene in his office with Melinda dampen his mood. 
 
   “Fuckin’ A.”
 
   Chase changed the radio station to hard rock, his secret vice in a county of country music lovers, as he pressed a little harder on the gas. He was eager to get home, his real home. The two-bedroom condo he and his brother had purchased in the city out of necessity didn’t count. It was nice and convenient when they worked out of San Antonio but it wasn’t home. This latest deal had consumed him and hadn’t even left him time to run home for a quick weekend visit, so he was more than ready to return. 
 
   He enjoyed the city for brief visits or nights out on the town. But he needed the wide open spaces of home to feel centered. And truth be known, Chase would prefer a more fixed arrangement with his brother where he could stay in Lockhart more often than not. There was just something about the small community that settled him, grounded him. Hell, it was home, whereas Connor seemed equally enthralled with the bigger city of San Antonio and the wide variety of female companionship from which to choose. 
 
   Chase ran his fingers through his hair, chuckling to himself. Yeah, his brother was a hound dog. Loved women. All shapes and sizes. In comparison, Chase couldn’t remember the last time he had even had the time to look at a woman. And how sad was that?  But unlike his brother, Chase was ready to settle down, maybe even start a family. He wanted what his parents had. Unfortunately, only one woman ever came to mind whenever he thought of permanence and that ship had sailed almost ten years ago. 
 
   Giving his head a quick shake to pull his mind out of a past he couldn’t change, Chase cranked up the volume on the radio, Shinedown blaring through the speakers. Maybe it was time to have a talk with his little brother about their office arrangements. They were meeting up at Black’s Barbeque for dinner to go over the completed Turnwater contracts so he’d broach the subject of a more permanent set-up with Connor then.
 
   Chase smiled as he hit the city limits and eased off the gas, knowing his good buddy, Mason Delshay, or one of the other deputies, would be parked at the outskirts ready to nab any unsuspecting newcomer who was dumb enough to not abide by the city speed limit. Sure enough, he sent a friendly wave to the patrol car parked behind the large Welcome to Lockhart sign.
 
   He continued through the sleepy town and turned into Black’s, immediately spotting his brother’s red truck. He found a space in the nearly full lot and turned off the engine. His suit coat was already hanging in the back seat so Chase moved his briefcase back there as well before removing his tie and rolling up his sleeves. 
 
   Chase was definitely over-dressed but he hadn’t wanted to take the time to head home and change before meeting his brother. He got out, locked the truck and was at once besieged with the incredible scents drifting out of the restaurant. He inhaled deeply and his mouth watered as he crossed the lot and opened the doors to Black’s, “Yeah, it’s good to be home.”
 
   ***
 
   “Damn, girl! Where do you put it all?” Connor asked with a smile as Shay finished off the last of her brisket and potato salad before downing the last few swallows of her Diet Pepsi.
 
   He quirked a brow in question as she set her glass down. 
 
   “Don’t judge. The diet soda cancels out the rest. I’m sure I read that somewhere.”
 
   Shay laughed as she brought her napkin to her mouth and leaned back to place her hand on her flat belly. “Trust me, I’ll be paying for this indulgence later during my workout but believe me, they don’t have places like this back in Chicago. I guess I really was hungrier than I’d thought.”
 
   “Shay-ba!”
 
   Shay turned, knowing only one person who had ever called her by that silly nickname, as Melanie Whitmore ran up to the table and enveloped her in a hug. Mel and Shay had been the best of friends growing up, closer than sisters in many ways. But as life often does, it took them in different directions after graduation and the two weren’t able to stay in touch as much as they would have liked. But when they did reconnect, it was as if no time had passed and they fell comfortably back into their close friendship.
 
   “‘Bout time you got your ass out, girl.” Mel smiled and sat in one of the empty seats before turning to Connor.
 
   “I’m impressed, Connor. I’ve been trying to convince Shay to take a break from setting up her new place and come out with me for the last six weeks but she shoots me down each and every time.” 
 
   Mel turned back to Shay. “No more excuses, girlfriend. You and me, lunch tomorrow. And I’m not taking no for an answer this time. We’re both finally back home and we’ve been apart for too damn long. We’ve got some major catching up to do.”
 
   Shay smiled at her friend, knowing she was right. “I’m in a good place with the shop and everything’s almost done, so you got it, Mel. Just text me the time and place and I’ll be there, promise.” 
 
   Mel stood and gave her another hug. “Great! I’ve got to get back over to Mason but I’ll text you later.”
 
   Shay looked across the room and waved to Mason Delshay, who returned the gesture, instantly remembering Mel’s high school crush. She met her friend’s gaze and raised a brow. “Yeah, looks like we definitely have a lot to catch up on, Mel-ba.”  
 
   Mel laughed then turned to leave before looking over her shoulder at Connor. “Oh, nice do, Connor.”
 
   Connor rubbed his hand over his head and grimaced as Shay burst into giggles.
 
   “Not funny, Shay.”  He retorted harshly yet was unable to stop his lips from turning up in a grin.
 
   ***
 
   Shay Davison was in one word, perfect, Connor thought as her musical laughter rolled over him. She was beautiful, smart, and genuinely one of the nicest women he’d ever been around. He’d had a secret crush on her back when he was a teen and now that he’d had the opportunity to reconnect and get to know the woman she’d become since she’d returned to town. Damn, you’d better not fuck this up, big brother. If you do, I may just have to step in. 
 
   Connor knew that would never happen, regardless of what his brother did or didn’t do where Shay was concerned. For one, Connor wasn’t ready to settle down with one woman and Shay was definitely not the casual fling type. And two, he didn’t poach, ever. His brother, Chase, had staked a claim on Shay Davison back when they were in high school, even though the dill-wad never got the nerve to make a move. Which never made any sense since Chase was never at a loss for female company, even back then. But for whatever reason, Shay was different and his brother could never drum up the courage move past the “friends” stage with her. Connor remembered his brother’s disappointment when Chase told him he was finally going to tell Shay how he felt during their after-graduation party. Instead, he pussied out by drinking too much and passing out, only to discover she’d left town for good the very next morning. 
 
   Dumbass.
 
   Connor took a drink of his beer as he listened to Shay talk about all her plans for her business, her blue eyes lit with excitement. Well, big brother, she’s back now. Time to find your ‘nads’ and man up. 
 
   Connor watched as Shay jumped in surprise when two big arms wrapped around her from behind and lifted her out of her chair.
 
   “Let’s go, Shay-baby. You promised me a dance.” 
 
   Jarrett was one of Collier Construction’s best employees, joining the company right out of high school before Chase and Connor took over the business. The man towered over Shay, his red hair glowed orange in the dim fluorescent lighting of the restaurant. Connor knew Shay and Jarrett had been old friends since junior high and had graduated in the same class as Chase. 
 
   He chuckled and watched as Jarrett carried a helpless Shay over to the dance floor. She looked back to Connor and shrugged her shoulders, a glimmer of happiness in her eyes he hadn’t seen much of since her return. Connor had always had a soft spot for Shay, he admitted, and he hoped to see more of that happy gleam in her eyes, especially after all she’d been through this past year with the loss of her mother. 
 
   A twinge of guilt shot through him but he dismissed it almost immediately. No, his plan was going to work. And if it didn’t, well then, he’d just kick his brother’s ass. Filled with a newfound confidence, Connor finished his draft just as a hard hand slapped his shoulder. 
 
   “Hey bro, you start without me? And what the fuck happened to your hair?”
 
   Connor looked up into the face of his older brother before rising out of his chair to give him a hug. “Long time no see, my man. Take a seat.” He motioned to Shay’s empty chair then rubbed his newly cropped hair, still hardly believing he’d lost that damn bet.
 
   Chase took a seat and looked at him in question. Connor just grinned. “So, I take it the Turnwater deal is all finalized?” He asked.
 
   Chase pushed the empty plate in front of him to the side as a waitress sauntered up to the table. 
 
   “Hey there, stranger.” Lacy drawled, her friendly smile welcoming, as always. She’d been a fixture at Black’s for years. “What can I get you to drink, darlin’?”
 
   “How’re you doing, Lace?” Chase returned the smile. “Just give me whatever’s on tap as well as tonight’s special.”
 
   “You got it, Chase. And good to see you back. We’ve missed you ‘round here.” Lacy replied then turned back toward the bar area.
 
   Connor placed his now empty plate on top of Shay’s and looked over to the dance floor, spotting her instantly with Jarrett as she laughed when he dipped her before going back to the two-step. Her ponytail had slipped loose and she finally just pulled out the elastic band, releasing her long waves to hang loose down her back.
 
   He returned his gaze to his brother. “So, the Turnwater deal? We good?” Connor prompted.
 
   Lacy returned with Chase’s beer and a refill for Connor then left to attend another table. “Yeah, it’s good. I’ve got the finalized contracts out in my truck.” He paused to take a long drink. “I may have a bit of a problem with Mack’s niece but it’s nothing I can’t handle. And the bottom line is the contract is ours. So now we just need to go over the logistics and get started. But that’s your forte and I’m more than ready to turn this one over to you, believe me.”
 
   Chase took another drink before looking at the empty plates once again. “So, you gonna tell me who you had dinner with and what happened to the hair? Let me guess, you lost a bet because I sure as hell know you’d never willingly get a buzz cut.” Chase laughed and Connor simply smiled.
 
   “The answer is one in the same, big brother.” Connor answered as he eyed the dance floor once again, noting Jarrett and Shay still kicking it up with the rest of the crowd. He brought his focus back to Chase. “Now, what’s this about Turnwater’s niece?” 
 
     Connor watched his brother’s entire demeanor change as Chase ran a hand roughly through his dark hair, his frustration obvious. 
 
   “She may become a problem.” Chase began then stopped as Lacy returned with his dinner. 
 
   Chase thanked her and picked up his fork before he continued. “She’s like a leech I can’t shake loose.” He forked up a large piece of brisket and barely chewed before swallowing. “Mmmmm. Damn, I’ve missed this.”
 
   “Chase, back to the point. You know we can’t afford to have any snags with this contract, man. It’s too important.” Connor’s voice hardened with impatience.
 
   Chase took a drink and then another big bite before answering. “Look, Connor. I’ve been straight with Melinda Simmons, Mack’s niece and assistant, from the get-go. You know I don’t mix business with pleasure…ever. Hell, in the last several months I haven’t had the time or energy for any woman, and especially not a relative of our newest and biggest client. But this girl just won’t back the hell off. She practically threw herself at me this afternoon when she came to personally deliver the contracts and it was all I could do to get her out of my damn office without forcibly throwing her out.” 
 
   “So I take it that’s the reason for the MAC, Relentlessly Red, that’s smudged over the back of your hand?” Connor quipped.
 
   “Shit.” Chase growled and grabbed a napkin to rub remnants of the obtrusive color off his skin. “And how the hell do you know so much to be able to identify the brand and color of women’s lipstick?”
 
   Connor grinned in response as a leggy brunette strolled past their table, her hand reaching out to stroke Connor’s shoulder as she flashed him a smile.
 
   Watching the exchange, Chase shook his head. “Never mind, I don’t want to know.” 
 
   Chase took another bite, another drink. “Look, I’ve got things with Melinda handled. No worries, especially if you agree to my proposal for the next phase of the project.” 
 
   He finished his meal and leaned back in the chair. “Which brings me to another topic I wanted to discuss with you.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Connor raised an eyebrow in question, confident enough in his brother to let the topic of Turnwater’s niece go and move on to whatever it was Chase wanted to run by him. 
 
   Chase finished his beer before setting the empty glass back on the table. “Yeah. I know you’ve been working on renovating that downtown space for a new client but I’d really like you to head up this next phase of the Turnwater deal. I’ll finish out the reno contract here for you.” 
 
   Chase leaned forward and folded his arms on the table, his expression tight, serious. He took a deep breath before continuing. “I want to stay in Lockhart for a while, Connor. I also want to distance myself from Turnwater’s niece so there’s no possibility for her to fuck up this deal for us. It’s too damned important.” 
 
   He sighed and dropped his head before leveling his gaze on Connor once again. “Hell, you know me better than anyone and I’m just ready to be home, you know.  So what do you say?”
 
   Connor finished off his own beer before signaling Lacy for another round, fighting not to grin at how easy this was. “Well, I’m almost done with the reno project downtown.” He paused for effect. “I suppose you could finish that up for me and I could head down to San Antonio to get things started there.”
 
   Lacy brought two more drafts to the table and removed the empty plates. Chase smiled and raised his fist for a knuckle bump with his brother’s. “Thank fuck. Appreciate it, man. You have no idea how much. I’m gonna hit the men’s room then you can fill me in on our new downtown client.”
 
   Connor couldn’t help but return the smile. And just that easy, his plan was now in place. Damn, I’m good. “You got it, bro.”  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Shay couldn’t remember the last time she’d had so much fun. Dancing and laughing with Jarrett brought back so many fun memories. He’d been her best guy friend throughout school and she’d missed him over the years. He spun her around the dance floor and dipped her until she felt dizzy. They’d just begun another turn around the floor when she felt a hard poke to her back. Jarrett stopped short and Shay turned around to see who had joined them. Ugh. Seriously?
 
   “Well, well. Look who’s back in town. I heard you came crawlin’ back home with your tail between your legs but this is the first time I’ve seen you out and about.”
 
   Shay looked at the woman before her incredulously. How was it possible that someone couldn’t grow and evolve past the maturity level of a teenager in almost ten years? She feigned a smile as her gaze landed on Jessie Cole, who’d been a vindictive bitch in high school and had obviously not changed in the slightest.
 
   Shay steeled her expression. “Wow, Jessie. Nice to see you, too. And I see you haven’t changed a bit, in either attitude or hair style. I’ve heard that teased out, bouffant look might be making a comeback. Good luck with that.” Shay smiled sweetly as she watched Jessie’s brown eyes flare with pure hatred. The feeling was definitely mutual but Shay made sure to school her expression to one of indifference.
 
   Shay leaned up to kiss Jarrett on the cheek. “Thanks for the dance, Big J, but I’d better get back to Connor.” Shay left the dance floor with her head held high, feeling only slightly guilty about being goaded into such juvenile banter, only to hear Jessie’s piercing rebuttal. 
 
   “Still trying to land yourself a Collier, Shay? Didn’t you learn anything from high school?”
 
   Jessie’s shrill laugh had Shay cringing but she refused to be provoked further as she made her way back to her table. She took her seat and noted Connor had ordered her a beer. Shay took a healthy drink and set the glass back on the table.
 
   “My hero. You must have read my mind to know I’d need something stronger than diet soda, Connor.” Shay laughed as Connor’s grin widened.
 
   “Actually, babe, you may need something stronger than that in a couple of seconds.” He replied, leaning back in his chair and crossing his muscled arms over his broad chest.
 
   Shay cocked her head in question as she took note of Connor’s grin. Then she stilled as a familiar voice intruded. 
 
   “Excuse me, but I think you’re in my seat.”
 
   Shay slowly turned toward the deep voice, her eyes opening wide in recognition.
 
   “Hello, Shay.” Chase smiled.
 
   ***
 
   Chase couldn’t believe his eyes as he returned to the table. Shay Davison, back in Lockhart. And she was even more beautiful than he’d remembered. Her long auburn hair flowed in waves down her slender back as her blue eyes looked at him in utter surprise. For a long moment he simply stared, drinking in the sight of her.
 
   “Uh, hey Chase. Fancy meeting you here.”
 
   Her husky voice flowed over his senses, taking him immediately back to the days when he’d fantasized that she belonged to him and him alone. The one girl he never had the courage to approach as anything more than a friend. The one girl he let slip away. Shit, he wasn’t a fucking teenager anymore. Pull it together, man!  He chastised himself. 
 
   “I think that’s my beer, darlin’.” Chase composed himself as he reached for his drink to quench his suddenly dry mouth.
 
   Shay quickly stood and moved to the other available chair next to Connor. “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought Connor ordered that for me.”
 
   Chase immediately took the vacated seat and set the glass down in front of her. “No problem, Shay.” He locked his gaze with hers. “We can share.”
 
   ***
 
   HFS! Shay’s heart was beating a mile a minute. She looked to Connor who simply grinned and winked at her before she returned her gaze back to Chase. Damn, could it be possible for a man to be any hotter? She thought to herself. His dark, thick hair was overly long, just touching the bottom of his shirt collar. His strong jaw was framed with a day’s worth of dark stubble, which looked sexy as hell. His deep brown eyes appeared nearly black as his heated gaze held hers, the impact awakening long-since dormant twinges of need firing through her core.  
 
   He’d definitely filled out since she’d seen him last. Hell, he had been a teenager when she’d left. Of course, Chase had always been bigger than most of the guys she knew but now, looking at him in his starched button down dress shirt and pressed suit pants, his tanned skin in stark contrast to his white shirt, the man before her seemed enormous as he towered over her, even in a seated position. His shoulders were broad and his torso tapered to the slim line of his hips, encased in obviously expensive tailored slacks and polished black dress shoes. Memories flooded her mind. This man had been her teenage fantasy at a time when she was first discovering her sexuality. And this man had crushed those teenage dreams on one unforgettable night.   
 
   “Chase,” Connor began. “Meet our new downtown reno client. Figured this would be a good time for you two to reconnect, seeing as how you’ll be taking over her project since I’ll be heading to the San Antonio office.”
 
   Shay watched as Chase sucked in a sharp breath and turned to his brother. “What?” 
 
   “What?” she mimicked to Connor, his words jolting her out of her previous stupor. “I thought you were handling my renovation.” 
 
   Connor stood and came to her side before placing a chaste kiss on her cheek. “Plans changed, hon. Chase here will see to the finishing touches on your shop since I have to head to the city on Monday. But I’ll be checking in on you, don’t worry.”
 
   Connor pulled out his wallet and placed several bills on the table to more than cover the tab and tip. 
 
   “Call me later, bro. We’ll go over the final Turnwater details before I head out. You two have a good night.” 
 
   Shay watched in utter shock as Connor placed his Stetson on his head then left her at the table with Chase as he walked out of the restaurant. Well, shit.
 
   Chase looked at Shay before he motioned to Lacy, who brought refills almost immediately. Thank you, God. Although she might need a shot of something stronger to make it through facing Chase after all these years.
 
   ***
 
   Chase didn’t even know where to start the conversation so he began with the only thing he could think of. “I was so sorry to hear about your mom, Shay. She was a great lady.”
 
   Shay dipped her head. “Thanks, Chase. Yeah, she was.” 
 
   “I’d heard she was visiting you when it happened.” His voice gentled. “Heart attack, wasn’t it?”
 
   Shay took a deep breath. “Yes, on both counts. She always spent the summers with me in Chicago since her studio wasn’t open during summer break. She was due to head home within the week when it happened.” 
 
   He watched as Shay shook her head then shrugged her delicate shoulders before she continued. “There were no signs. She was just as healthy-looking as always and we’d had a great visit and then…” She let the statement hang.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Shay. That had to be hell for you.” Chase responded, his gut clenching at what she must have gone through – alone. From what his mother told him, Chase knew Shay’s dad had left Katherine Davison before she even gave birth to Shay so it had just been the two of them through the years. Damn, he couldn’t imagine how difficult the loss of her only family must have been on her. 
 
   Silence settled between them, even the music and voices in the restaurant seemed muted. His sole focus was on the woman before him. 
 
   “So you’re back?” He paused. “For good?”
 
   Her brilliant blue eyes met his. “That’s the plan.” 
 
   “I’m glad, Shay.” Chase leaned in closer. “Mind if I ask what brought you back to Lockhart after being away so long?”  
 
   She met his gaze and paused, as if considering whether to answer. “When meeting with mom’s attorney over the estate settlement, he gave me a letter she’d written. I don’t know when she wrote it but she’d left instructions that it be given to me in the event of her death. In it she told me how much she loved me, how proud she was of me. She told me to believe in my dreams and feel strong enough to follow them, to follow my heart.” 
 
   Shay lifted her glass and took a drink before she continued. “Mom wanted me to build a home where my heart felt right, at peace. It sounds a bit silly now and she never mentioned Lockhart but somehow, I know that’s what she meant.” 
 
   She sighed. “Chicago never really felt like home, even though I’d lived there for years. And once mom was gone,” she took a steadying breath. “I decided to sell my condo and move back to the only place that’s ever truly felt like home to me. It’s where my best memories are with my mother. Where I made true friends and where I first dreamed.” 
 
   Chase watched as Shay absently drew circles on the tabletop with her index finger and he wondered at the cause of the faint blush that reached her cheeks at that last remark about dreams. Hell, she had been his dream all those years ago, a dream he never found the courage to act upon. He intentionally took a drink out of the same glass she had just put down, leaving the other untouched. He liked knowing his lips were touching where hers had just been. Fuck, could I be a bigger sap?
 
     She met his gaze and smiled. “I feel closer to her here, somehow. And knowing I can do my work from anywhere just made it easier to come back home.”
 
   Chase reached across the table and folded his large hand over hers, suddenly feeling the need to touch her. “So other than your new business venture, what type of work do you do, Shay?” He prompted, wanting to know everything about her that he’d missed in the last ten years. This was the most they’d ever talked in the entire time he’d known her. He’d always been too chicken-shit to approach her one on one in his youth and now that she was talking to him, he didn’t want her to stop.
 
   Shay slowly pulled her hand from his and shrugged before she covered her withdrawal by taking another sip of her drink. “I write. Novels. And now I’m opening my own bookstore downtown.”
 
   Chase sat up straight. “Wait, you don’t dance anymore?”
 
   She laughed and a surprising warmth spread through him. “I’m surprised you remember that but no, I haven’t danced professionally in a long time, Chase. I don’t have the body for it anymore. I still love it and up until the time I moved back here, I hired out to some of the larger studios in Chicago as a guest choreographer but any serious dancing is now done in the privacy of my own home.” 
 
   She flashed a smile and he swore his body temp jumped ten degrees. Don’t have the body for it, my ass, he thought. 
 
   Desperate to find a semblance of control so he didn’t make a complete ass of himself he changed the subject. “So what types of books do you write?” He was genuinely curious and wanted to keep her talking. 
 
   “Erotic romance.” Shay smiled shyly as she met his eyes and Chase felt all of the blood in his body drain straight south. 
 
   H-o-l-y shit.
 
   He shifted in his seat to adjust, suddenly needing more space in his pants. Her deep blue eyes pierced his gaze and another faint blush reached her pale cheeks at the admission. Damn, he didn’t know women still blushed like that. She was absolutely beautiful. She was back in Lockhart. And he wasn’t a stupid teenager who was too afraid to go after what he wanted anymore. 
 
   Peeling his tongue off the roof of his mouth after her admission, he finally found his voice. “No kidding?” He asked. “I’m impressed, seriously. What are some of your titles? Maybe I’d recognize them.” He leaned in closer to lessen the space between them.
 
   “Doubtful.” She lowered her lids for an instant and smiled. “Unless you read that genre. Besides, I’m not that well known and I use a pen name. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not embarrassed about what I do but I also don’t do it for the notoriety. I love to write, it’s cathartic and much like my dancing is now, I’m just private about both.”
 
   She laughed, her throaty tone heating him further. “I don’t mean to sound disingenuous. I love it when my books sell. And the extra money is definitely nice.”  She shrugged. “It makes me feel good to know that others enjoy my stories and my characters. But if I didn’t sell a single book, I’d still continue to write simply for the sheer enjoyment of it.”
 
   Chase made a mental note to get his hands on some of her books. Like tomorrow! Needing to get his overactive libido under control as his imagination ran wild thinking of the things this woman was writing about, he chose to steer the conversation to a safer realm. “So tell me about your new shop.”
 
   Shay immediately brightened as she told him all about Cozy Comforts and all her plans, including the grand opening date. He sat, glued to every word and expression that crossed her face as she described her vision of her new business. She wanted to create a comfortable place for both adults and kids to come and lose themselves in the art of the written word. Chase wasn’t an avid reader but even he had to admit he was ready to sign on after her testimony. Her passion in this dream was clearly evident.
 
   Unconsciously, he reached out again to grasp her hand, needing to touch her. “It sounds wonderful, Shay. And just the type of place Lockhart needs.”
 
   Shay dipped her head and grinned, the dimple in her right cheek evident even in the dim lighting of the restaurant. He noted she didn’t pull her hand away this time.
 
   “Thanks Chase. Now it’s your turn. Tell me all about what you’ve been up to all these years,” she prompted, obviously wanting to steer the focus of their conversation away from her. 
 
   A comfortable dialogue developed between them as Chase told her how his parents were doing, about his years in college, and finally about how he and his brother now ran the family business, recently expanding Collier Construction into San Antonio. Shay listened intently and asked questions as they each took turns finishing the glass of beer before them. Chase realized he’d never felt so comfortable simply talking to a woman, and before he knew it more than two hours had passed. Lacy stopped by one last time to ask them if they needed anything else.
 
   “We’re good, Lace, and thanks. Everything was great, as usual,” Chase responded.
 
   “You two have a good night, now.” Lacy smiled as she left the table.
 
   Chase stood and held out his hand. “Can I take you home?” 
 
   Shay paused for only a moment. “Yeah.” She smiled and placed her much smaller hand in his. His blood heated instantly at the contact.
 
   As they walked toward the front doors, Chase stopped abruptly, making Shay stumble to catch herself. He tucked her close to his side to steady her as Jessie Cole plastered herself to his chest.
 
   “Hey, Chase. I’ve missed you, darlin’.” Her fake red nails scoured down his chest and she smelled of cheap whiskey. “We’re still on to meet at the Fall Festival next weekend, right?” She leaned in closer, a little unsteady on her feet. “And don’t worry, sugar, I’ll make sure the band knows to play our song to close out the night. Just like always.” She murmured in an exaggerated whisper then placed a sloppy kiss on his cheek before glancing over at Shay with a smug smile. 
 
   Confused, Chase reared back to gain some distance and for the second time that day, wiped bright red lipstick off his face with the back of his hand. When he turned and saw the expression on Shay’s face, realization finally hit, followed quickly by fury.  
 
   ***
 
   And there is was. Ice water flooded through Shay’s veins as high school graduation night repeated itself ten years later. She stiffened and pulled away from Chase’s hold. She stood stoic as Jessie strolled away but quickly regained her composure. Chase wasn’t hers and never had been. It wasn’t any of her business who he dated or how he spent his free time. And high school had been a hell of a long time ago. It was time for her to grow the hell up.
 
   Shay lifted her gaze to Chase, her shoulders back and chin held high, “If you could just run me home, Chase, I’d appreciate it. Connor brought me so I don’t have my car and I need to get an early start tomorrow at the shop.”
 
   She felt the tension in him even though they were no longer touching. He appeared genuinely confused by Jessie’s display and even a little pissed. Without a word he walked her out to his truck and helped her in before circling around the front and climbing into the driver’s seat. Shay buckled up and turned to look out the passenger window, questioning for the millionth time what she was doing spending time alone with Chase Collier, the one man she’d never been able to get out of her head. 
 
   But if she was honest with herself, she’d enjoyed talking to him tonight, something they’d never really done before in all the years they’d known one another. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. They’d talked plenty, and done plenty of other things the night of their graduation party, before Chase subsequently broke her heart. Let it go, Shay.
 
   The drive back to her loft was made in silence. She’d chanced a peek at him a few times, noting the tense line of his jaw and the white-knuckled grip he had on the steering wheel. Chase parked in front of her building and turned off the engine. Shay barely got out the words, “Thanks for the ride,” before his hand shot out to stop her from exiting the truck. He turned to her and she could visibly see the tension in his body. Yeah, he was definitely pissed. 
 
   But why?
 
   “I don’t know what the fuck that was back at Black’s with Jessie, Shay. There is absolutely nothing between her and me and there never has been.”
 
   Lie, Shay thought.
 
    “Hell, she’s been dating Jarrett off and on for over a year now so believe me when I say I have no fucking clue what that display of hers was all about back there.” 
 
   His deep brown eyes pierced hers in the darkened interior and he seemed utterly sincere. Shay wanted to tell him she had a pretty good idea about what Jessie had been trying to do but decided to hold her tongue. 
 
   Chase shifted in his seat to fully face her, his muscular build taking up much of the space. “Look Shay, I haven’t been home in almost three months nor have I talked to anyone here other than my family during that time. And I especially haven’t spoken with or set up any plans with Jessie Cole.”
 
   He leaned over the console and cupped a large hand around the back of her neck to pull her closer, the heat of his touch playing havoc with her senses. “We’re not kids anymore, Shay, and I don’t like to play games. I let you slip away from me ten years ago, a mistake I don’t plan on repeating.”
 
   He leaned in closer, his gaze still intense but his body visibly relaxed as he took in a deep breath. “I’m not seeing anyone and haven’t for quite a while. I’m praying there’s no one in your life right now either but to be honest, I don’t know if I’d even give a damn at this point. All I know is I’d give just about anything to come inside with you and continue the conversation we started at the restaurant…if you’re willing. We don’t have to do anything else. Just talk.”
 
   Let me slip away? What the hell? Shay wondered what he meant because that certainly hadn’t been her memory of the situation. More like he’d kicked her to the curb before anything could ever really start with them. But with Chase being so close, his warm skin touching hers, his masculine scent surrounding her, Shay decided at this particular moment her questions and her memories of that long-ago night weren’t so important. She waited several heartbeats, debating whether or not to let him come up, knowing with utter certainty what would happen if he did. 
 
   She knew he was right, they weren’t kids anymore and she’d be lying if she said she hadn’t wanted this man for longer than she could remember. The sexual tension between them filled the truck, just as it had when they were at the restaurant and just as it had that one night so long ago. Shay’s body was on fire and she literally ached for this man’s touch. She was a mature adult, a professional and a business owner now, not some eighteen year old teenager with fantasies of happily-ever-after. She was completely capable of enjoying a night of passion between two consenting adults without allowing her heart to get involved. And if I keep telling myself that enough, it will make it true.   
 
   Chase’s strong fingers gently kneaded the tight muscles of her neck as he leaned even closer, his masculine scent overriding her common sense as an involuntary shiver pulsed through her. She lifted her gaze to his, her decision made.
 
   “What do you say, Shay?” His deep voice and his heated touch warmed her from the inside out.
 
   She took a deep breath then another. “Yes.” She whispered.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Once inside Shay’s loft, Chase had to force himself to keep his hands off her as he watched her walk around the expansive space. Those damn shorts of hers were going to be the death of him. She turned on what appeared to be a variety of flickering candles on the walls and tables until the entire room was bathed in a soft, ambient light.
 
   “They’re Luminara candles. I love them because they look so real and they’re a heck of a lot safer than real candles. Aren’t they pretty?” she asked softly as she moved to the final one and brought it to life. 
 
   He nodded as the rich timbre of her voice washed through his veins. He noted that she no longer carried the soft southern accent he remembered so fondly, no doubt due to the number of years she’d been away. But regardless, the deep texture of her silken voice heated his blood. Chase clenched his fists, hanging on to his control by a thread when all he really wanted was to strip Shay bare and sink into her slick heat until she knew she belonged to him. No other woman had ever had this type of effect on him. 
 
   Except one. 
 
   And that one woman was back in Lockhart after ten long years. 
 
   Chase had seen the flash of hurt in Shay’s eyes after Jessie’s stunt at the restaurant, and that had pissed him off. It had bothered him to the point he’d been too direct with her in the truck about his intentions of not letting her slip away again. But he’d needed her to understand where she stood in his eyes. Her clear look of confusion at that statement let him know she had no idea what he was talking about. And how could she? 
 
   They’d been friends growing up, hung around with the same crowd all through school. Their mothers were friends and became even closer friends once Shay moved away. She was smart, beautiful, extremely talented, and everyone loved her. Hell, he’d wanted Shay Davison for more years than he could even remember, but he’d never been able to take that next step with her—mainly because he’d never seen even an ounce of mutual interest in her eyes when she looked at him. But the one fateful night when he’d planned to lay out his feelings to her, teenage nerves and too much beer had fucked it up and he’d lost his only chance. She’d left the following day for college and she hadn’t been back since. 
 
   Until now. 
 
   Yeah, definitely time to slow things down. He wasn’t a dumb teenager anymore. He was a grown man. He knew women. And he definitely felt the connection between them at the restaurant—the way Shay’s eyes lingered, the faint blush to her cheeks, the way her pink tongue slid out to moisten her full lips before she ducked her chin. Yeah, she had been as affected as he was. Damn it, he’d wanted Shay for too long, and while her reciprocal attraction might be new to her, he had obviously come on too strong. He didn’t want to fuck this up. But as he drank in the sight of her long, silky legs walking back toward him, the soft light of the candles highlighting her beautiful face and flowing auburn hair, he didn’t know if he could find the strength to take it slow. 
 
   “Do you want to sit on the couch so we can continue our conversation, Shay?”  he asked, trying like hell to steer his lust-filled thoughts into more neutral territory.
 
   She stopped directly in front of him, the corner of her luscious mouth curved into a smile before she placed one delicate hand on his chest then the other. The contact burned even through the barrier of his shirt. Fuck, I’m in trouble.   
 
   Shay took a step closer so only an inch separated their bodies. Chase stood frozen, afraid to even move lest it stop her exploration. Her delicate hands glided up his chest and into his hair at the back of his neck. Her touch felt amazing, and he’d never been happier that he was well overdue for a haircut as she lightly fisted the strands and brought his mouth down to within a breath of hers.
 
   “No, Chase. I don’t want to talk anymore.”
 
   He sucked in a quick breath. 
 
   Control. Gone.
 
   In the next instant, Shay’s lips found his. It was as if an electrical charge had been set off throughout his body. Never had he tasted anything sweeter. Her lips were full, soft, and when she opened to let him in, the heat as his tongue tasted hers had him growling in approval. Chase felt like a damn caveman as he quickly took control of the kiss, unable to stop his response. His fingers speared through her long, thick hair and angled her head to allow him better access. She moaned as they tasted and sipped from each other. Then she pressed her body flush with his. He bent his knees and pressed forward, grinding into her with a need he’d never felt before. Shay moaned again at the contact and Chase was lost, all thoughts of restraint blown to hell. He had to have this woman, now.
 
   Chase pulled back slowly, his arms wrapping tightly around her waist to keep her close as he pressed his forehead to hers. Their breaths were coming out in ragged gasps and he lifted a hand to trace his fingers down the downy softness of her cheek.
 
   He lifted his head, pleased to see the glazed heat in her eyes. “Damn, that was some first kiss, darlin’.”
 
   Chase immediately felt Shay’s body tense at his words and he cursed himself for somehow breaking the moment. He watched her brow furrow for an instant before she shook her head. Determined to get her back to where they just had been, he lowered his mouth to the tender skin of her neck, kissing and suckling his way up to her ear until she softened once again in his arms. He bit gently on the lobe and felt her body shiver in his hold before she reached behind her back to grab his hands. 
 
   Shay’s tentative smile almost knocked him back. She was so damn beautiful. He followed as she led him into her bedroom, the flickering glow of the candles in the outer room casting a dim light in the smaller space. She stopped at the foot of a queen-size bed, topped with a white down comforter and colorful pillows. When she turned to face him once again, her smile held a hint of shyness but it was no longer tentative. It was one of promise. He knew in that moment that he would do whatever it took to never let this woman go again.
 
   ***
 
   Shay’s earlier hint of confidence fled as she watched Chase lift his hands and deftly begin to unbutton his shirt. Her breathing became ragged as each new expanse of his skin was revealed until he finally shrugged out of the shirt and dropped it to the floor. The sound of her heartbeat roared in her ears and her mouth went suddenly dry as she took in the breadth of his deeply tanned chest that held a smattering of short, dark hair. His shoulders were broad, powerful. She licked her lips as her gaze tracked lower to his chiseled abs and trim waist.
 
   “Your turn, Shay.” 
 
   His deep voice snapped her out of her perusal and her gaze met his once again. He took a step forward and then his big, warm hands cupped her face. Shay felt lost in his intense gaze and held her breath as he lowered his mouth to hers.
 
   “Need to kiss you again, baby.” He said softly. “Can’t get enough of those sweet lips.”
 
   When his lips touched hers, Shay’s knees almost buckled. This kiss was different than before, dominant, possessive. Her body responded immediately. Chase held one hand at the back of her head, his fist tightening in her hair, as he pulled her closer and groaned when she opened her lips to him. He didn’t hesitate. His lips and tongue consumed her, sending fiery shards of awareness to every nerve center of her body. She couldn’t stop the moan that escaped as Chase broke contact just enough to lift her T-shirt up and off, dropping it to the floor. He reached around her back to skillfully release the clasp of her bra before sliding the straps down her arms. For a moment, Chase simply stared and his heated gaze left her feeling singed.
 
   “Absolutely beautiful.” He rasped before bringing his fingers up to trace along the swell of her breasts.
 
   Shay’s breath hitched at the contact. It had been so damn long since she’d been with a man, almost three years. But she knew her reactions weren’t simply because she’d gone without this type of touch for so long. Her head dropped back on her shoulders and a sigh escaped as he cupped her full breasts and began sliding his thumbs over her tight nipples, the sensations firing straight to her core. Her body had never reacted this way before. She certainly wasn’t a virgin, although her sexual experiences were limited, but she’d never felt flooded with a desire this strongly. No, this reaction was all due to one man. Chase.
 
   Chase lifted her into his arms as if she weighed next to nothing and carried her to the side of the bed. He laid her back on the fluffy comforter so her legs dangled off the side. He bent down and gently removed her boots and socks, his eyes never leaving hers. His strong hands glided up her legs and stopped at the button of her shorts.
 
   “Are you sure, Shay?” His voice sounded strained. “It feels like I’ve waited a lifetime for this. With you. But tell me now and it can stop here.”
 
   Shay stared into his dark brown eyes, a bit confused since this was the second time he’d made reference to wanting her before now. His gaze smoldered but it held sincerity. She somehow knew, without a doubt, if she told Chase to stop he would. Instead of answering, Shay pushed his hands aside and undid the snap of her shorts, shimmying out of them along with her panties before smiling up at him.
 
   Chase took a step back as his hands went to the belt of his suit pants. Shay rose just enough to lean back on her elbows, intent to watch as his fingers quickly worked the buckle loose then moved to the button and zipper. She felt liquid heat flood her core as he shoved his pants and tight black boxers down in a single motion, standing tall as he allowed her a moment to take in the sculpted perfection and sheer size of his body. And yeah, he was big all over. She gulped.
 
   Her eyes were glued to his very impressive erection and she felt a moment of apprehension. “Uh…wow.” She mumbled and then licked her suddenly dry lips. 
 
   Chase chuckled as he crawled up beside her and repositioned them in the middle of the bed. “Glad you approve, honey.  And don’t worry. I would never hurt you.”
 
   His calloused hands drifted over every inch of her sensitive skin and Shay felt lost in the sensation, her concerns about his size forgotten. His mouth met hers in a blistering kiss that had her turning into him, begging without words for more.
 
   She arched against him as his lips moved to her jaw, her neck, kissing his way down until his mouth captured the hardened peak of her breast. As he sucked and pulled, his hands continued to stroke and explore every inch of her body. Shay was writhing in need when at last, his fingers stroked her most intimate flesh and her hips lifted at the contact, a long moan escaping her lips. 
 
   “You’re so wet.” He gently pushed two fingers inside as his talented mouth moved to her other nipple. “Ah, and so damn tight, baby.”
 
   She closed her eyes, abandoning all her reservations about why they shouldn’t be doing this. She couldn’t even remember her reasons for thinking she should push him away at this point. She simply allowed herself to become lost in his touch.
 
   Chase’s hands left her and she immediately felt the loss of contact. He reached over to the floor and pulled a condom out of his wallet. She watched as he ripped the foil packet and quickly rolled it on.
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I can’t wait.” He positioned himself between the cradle of her thighs and kissed her again, sliding his thick length back and forth between her slick folds. “We’ll go slow next time,” Chase promised as he guided his heavy erection to her entrance.
 
   Shay felt fissures of burning need coursing through her body as she opened her legs wider and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Now, Chase. Don’t make me wait.”
 
   Shay screamed as he entered her in one strong thrust. Each driving stroke of his powerful pelvis sent spikes of heated contractions to her womb. Fiery pleasure stretched tender tissue until she didn’t know if she could handle the bombardment of sensation. Raw instinct and burning need replaced her earlier shyness as she simply allowed her body to take over…to take what it wanted and needed. And right now, her body needed Chase. 
 
   He slid his hands beneath her ass and lifted, driving deeper still and hitting a spot of nerves she didn’t know existed. She felt her release coming closer with each hard thrust, her inner walls spasmed and contracted with a pleasure she’d never felt before. 
 
   “Ah, Shay. Baby. You feel so damn good. Let go, sweetheart. Come with me.” 
 
   Shay arched into a shattering release unlike any she’d ever experienced, uncaring how loud her sounds of pleasure were. She locked her ankles behind Chase’s back and held on tight as he continued to grind and thrust until he quickly followed her over. She relaxed her legs and he pulled her tightly against him. Their ragged breathing was the only sound in the apartment. 
 
   ***
 
   Hours later, Chase lay wide awake, Shay draped over his chest, her soft, even breaths warm against his skin.  As he stroked the silken expanse of her skin, he replayed what they’d done tonight. Hell, he’d never experienced anything like it. Never had he felt a driving need to possess a woman the way he had with Shay. And he’d certainly never experienced a release of cataclysmic proportions that nearly left him unconscious. And that was only the first. He’d taken her again, slower, ensuring he took the time to learn every inch of her delectable body before bringing them both to earth-shattering climaxes. Even now, he was still hard, ready to take her again, ready to taste her again. 
 
   But more than that, he’d never felt this type of emotional connection with another woman. Chase ran his fingers through Shay’s long hair, loving the heavy softness. He had known this woman for most of his life yet, in actuality, they were virtual strangers. Their first real conversation had occurred earlier tonight at Black’s. But he felt he knew everything about her that mattered. 
 
   He’d watched her from afar when they were younger, within the comfort of their group of friends. As a teen, he’d even sneaked peaks through the windows of her mother’s dance studio when Shay was dancing, mesmerized by her sleek lines as she glided across the dance floor. They’d had classes together in school, had many of the same friends. His mother had even been close friends with Shay’s mom. Yet he’d never found the courage to try and move their relationship past friendship. And by the time he’d finally found that courage, he’d blown it and she’d been gone.  
 
   Shay let out a sigh and cuddled closer into his side. He placed a gentle kiss to the top of her head and held her tight. Yeah, they might just now be getting to truly know one another, but Chase knew one thing for certain. Without a doubt, she was the one. He’d be dammed if he’d let Shay Davison slip away from him again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Chase slowly came awake and reached out before opening his eyes, only to find he was alone in Shay’s bed. The sheets next to him were cool to the touch so she must have left him some time ago. Damn, he would have preferred to start the day with a repeat performance of last night. The morning sun was bright, its light streaming through the windows of the bedroom. He got out of bed and made his way into the bathroom. After using the facilities and slapping cold water on his face, he moved to get dressed as the aroma of fresh coffee reached his nose. After pulling on his pants, not bothering with buttoning his shirt or putting on his shoes, Chase headed out of the bedroom, eager to see Shay. The loft was empty.
 
   He moved to the kitchen and poured himself a cup of the dark brew, needing the caffeine. He turned and looked around the large open space, since the last thing on his mind last night when he came up here with Shay had been to inspect the renovations of this place. He smiled. Connor and their crew had done a damn good job, which reminded Chase that he had a bone to pick with his younger brother about why in the hell Connor hadn’t told him their new client was Shay.
 
   Chase turned at the sound of voices down below. He poured a fresh cup of coffee and with mug in hand, walked down the narrow steps that led into Shay’s new shop. He stopped at the bottom of the stairs and couldn’t help the immediate stab of jealousy when he looked upon Shay in the arms of another man. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, unused to these foreign feelings of jealously and possessiveness with regards to a woman. When he opened his eyes again he realized the other man was Jarrett, his employee. Chase had to remind himself that Jarrett and Shay were old friends, which tempered his reaction only a fraction. 
 
   He forced his feet to move forward and Shay turned at his approach, a soft blush touching her fair skin even as he noticed a flicker of heat in her gaze as she eyed his bare chest. And damn if that didn’t get him hard all over again. 
 
   Jarrett took a step back to put some space between he and Shay but Chase immediately noticed when Jarrett’s body tensed and an intense scowl crossed the other man’s face. Shay looked between the two men questioningly. 
 
   Feeling a sudden urge to stake his claim, Chase took steady strides to meet Shay and planted a not-so-subtle kiss to her surprised lips. “Mornin’, beautiful.” 
 
   He felt Shay melt into his side for an instant before her body stiffened and she stepped away from his hold, her focus returning to Jarrett.
 
   “Thanks again for coming over so early on a Saturday to get the A/C done for me, Jarrett. I owe you one.” 
 
   Jarrett’s features softened immediately as he shrugged and then grinned. “Anything for you, Shay. Need me to come back this afternoon when your furniture delivery arrives?”
 
   Shay started walking Jarrett to the door. “No, but thanks. I’m having lunch with Mel today and then I’m meeting the delivery guys at two. All I have to do is tell them where to put everything so I should be good.”
 
   Chase watched as Shay went up on tiptoe to give Jarrett another hug. He also noticed Jarrett held the friendly hug a little too tightly and for a little too long. Jarrett released her, finally, and sent another scowl Chase’s way before he left the shop. What the hell?
 
   Shay closed and locked the door before she turned to face him. “Jarrett was able to get the shop’s A/C unit running. I’ve got the furniture and coffee bar deliveries coming this afternoon. The hanging sign for out front should be ready in a couple of days. Then I’ll be ready for business.” The happy lilt in her voice didn’t match her nervous expression.
 
   Shay quickly moved to the back stairs and went up into the loft and Chase followed just as quickly behind her. He met her in the kitchen and set his mug down on the granite counter. Shay started to walk past him but she didn’t get far. Chase reached out and snaked an arm around her waist, gently pulling her back to his chest. 
 
   “What’s going on, Shay? Talk to me.” He made sure to keep his tone even as he turned her around to face him. Had last night been too much for her? Had they moved too fast? Yeah, she had initiated their lovemaking—but had he taken it too far? Had he hurt her in some way? Questions swirled around his mind like dried leaves in a windstorm, and the imagined answers to those questions were leading him down a path toward nothing good.
 
   She met his gaze and smiled, but the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Nothing, really. I just need to get ready so I can run some errands before I meet Mel for lunch and I’ve only got about thirty minutes before I need to head out.”
 
   Chase pulled her close and used two fingers to lift her chin before his mouth melded to hers, softly sipping at her lips. Once again, she went soft against him and once again, she tensed and pulled away just as quickly.
 
   “I really do need to get ready, Chase.” she said breathlessly.
 
   He watched as the pulse in her neck beat rapidly. Satisfaction flooded him with the knowledge that she was as affected by his kisses as he was by hers. But she was holding herself back from him this morning and he damn sure wanted to find out why, especially after everything they had shared last night. He wasn’t comfortable with the distance she was putting between them but he wouldn’t push her, not yet anyway. She was too important, and he didn’t want to fuck this up.
 
   Chase smiled. “Okay, I get the hint. I need to meet with Connor anyway before he heads to the San Antonio office so I’ll get out of your hair.” He reached out and tucked some wayward strands behind her ear before he leaned in close, his lips just a breath away from her hers.
 
   “I’m glad you’ve come home, Shay, and I loved last night.” He felt her shiver in response.
 
   He placed another soft kiss on her lips, needing to feel that connection once more before he left her. He went into the bedroom to put on his shoes. Heading back out after he’d buttoned and tucked in his shirt, he stopped at the top of the stairs. “I’ll call you later, okay? I think we both know we have a lot to talk about.”
 
   ***
 
     As Shay walked to Ruby’s Diner, where she was meeting Mel for lunch, her mind was a chaotic mess with thoughts of Chase. Then she kept replaying the scene from this morning between Chase and Jarrett. Other than Mel, Jarrett was the only other person to witness Shay’s utter devastation and embarrassment with Chase all those years ago. He had been a true friend, loyal to a fault. Given Jarrett’s reaction this morning at seeing Chase coming down from her loft, in his state of undress no less, it was obvious Jarrett still felt that resentment toward Chase on her behalf. But Jarrett’s resentment didn’t make sense given that almost ten years had passed since that night and Jarrett now worked for Chase. Although Shay herself had never seemed to be able to forget that awful night, so maybe it wasn’t much of a stretch to think that Jarrett hadn’t either. 
 
   The only person who obviously seemed to have forgotten about it was Chase, given his statement about their kiss last night being their first. But how was that even possible, unless that night after graduation had meant so little to him that he’d blocked it from his memory? Or did that mean he was just playing with her now? It certainly hadn’t felt that way last night or even this morning for that matter. Damn, she was giving herself a headache.
 
   “Welcome home, darlin’!” Miss Ruby greeted Shay as she walked into the diner and was immediately enfolded in a warm hug.
 
   “Thank you, Miss Ruby. It’s good to be home.” Shay returned the embrace and smiled at the portly woman, genuinely happy to see her after all these years. 
 
   Miss Ruby had been running this diner for as long as Shay could remember and the robust woman before her hadn’t changed one bit in the ten years since Shay had been away. Miss Ruby’s dark cocoa colored skin was smooth as glass yet Shay knew the woman had to be in her mid-sixties, as evidenced by her stark white hair, pulled tightly in a low bun. Her wide, genuine smile professed true sincerity and Shay felt an indisputable warmth suffuse her heart at the hospitable greeting.  
 
   Miss Ruby pulled back and held Shay at arms-length. “We were all so sorry to hear about your momma, baby girl.” Miss Ruby’s smile faded. “Damn fine lady she was and so very proud of you. Talked about you non-stop, she did.”
 
   Shay blinked quickly, determined not to cry. Shay didn’t cry, ever, and she refused to start now. She still missed her mother terribly and appreciated Miss Ruby’s kind words but she couldn’t afford to display such a weakness, at least not in public. 
 
   “Thanks again, Miss Ruby.” Blinking quickly and needing to change the subject, Shay asked. “I’m meeting Mel here for lunch. Is she here yet?”
 
   As if on cue, the tinkling sound of a bell over the door announced Mel’s entrance. 
 
   “Shay-ba!” Mel exclaimed.
 
   “Mel-ba!” Shay returned the greeting before they laughed and gave each other a quick hug.
 
   Miss Ruby chuckled. “You two girls are still like two peas in a pod, I swear. Now come on over here and let me get you a seat.” 
 
   Miss Ruby led them to a red vinyl booth toward the back of the diner where Shay and Mel slid in on opposite sides.  She smiled, her white teeth gleaming. “You young’uns’ are too dang skinny. You need to try my special today; slow-cooked roast beef with creamy mashed potatoes covered in rich, brown gravy with buttered corn on the side.”  She paused, assuming affirmation of them ordering the special. “Now, what can I get y’all to drink with that?”
 
   “Diet Pepsi.” Both Shay and Mel said in unison before they burst into giggles.
 
   Miss Ruby joined in their laughter. “Well in that case, I’ll make sure to bring you girls each a slice of my double-chocolate cake with chocolate fudge icing for dessert.” She grinned as she left to place their calorie-laden orders.
 
   More than an hour later, Shay leaned back and groaned. “I think I just gained ten pounds.”
 
   Mel chuckled, “You and me both, sister, but damn—it was worth it.”
 
   The diner had mostly cleared out after the lunch rush, only a few stragglers sipping coffee at the counter remained.
 
   “So what are you going to do about Chase?” Mel asked.
 
   Even after so many years apart, Mel was still, and always would be, Shay’s closest friend. They’d spent the entire hour catching up and reconnecting. Shay was thrilled to hear her friend had finally found happiness with Mason Delshay, who was now a town deputy. Shay, in turn, had shared all that happened last night at Black’s, including her two run-ins with Jessie Cole and then later about Chase returning to her loft. She kept the specific intimate details of what had happened between her and Chase to herself, but she imagined that Mel got the gist.
 
   Shay sighed. “What’s there to do, Mel? It was just one night and I don’t anticipate a repeat, given what I remember about Chase Collier.”
 
   Her friend raised a brow. “You’re kidding me, right? After what you told me, you think he just wanted one night?”
 
   “I have no idea, Mel.” Shay replied softly as she sat up and took another drink of her soda. “You’ve been back in Lockhart longer than I have so you tell me, is Chase a player with a different woman on his arm each week? I know he didn’t stay with one girl for long periods of time back in school, but has that pattern changed?”
 
   Mel frowned and gave a slight shrug but remained silent. Yeah, that spoke volumes.
 
   Shay shook her head as memories from last night filled her mind. “Once I got my head on straight this morning and had time to think about everything, I realized I don’t understand what game he’s playing with me. More than once last night he said things to me that didn’t make any sense.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Mel sat up straighter.
 
   “Well for starters, he acted like last night was the first time we’d ever kissed.”
 
   Shay watched as Mel’s mouth dropped open. 
 
   “Exactly. Then he told me he wasn’t going to let me slip away from him like he did ten years ago, that he’d felt like he’d waited a lifetime to be with me like this.”
 
   Shay dropped her eyes and let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m still trying to cope with losing my mother. I’m trying to start a new life back here, Mel.”
 
   Lifting her chin and squaring her shoulders in determination, Shay continued. “My plate is definitely full and with more important priorities. I’m opening my own business in another week. I’ve got a deadline with my publisher that’s fast approaching. I shouldn’t even be thinking about starting something with Chase Collier, especially if he’s playing me. So yeah, I’m thinking last night was definitely a mistake.”
 
   The sound of Mel slapping both hands down on the table made Shay jump in surprise.
 
   “Hold the phone, girlfriend. What the hell do you mean you have a deadline with your publisher? You’re an author?”
 
   Shay shrugged. “Yeah. But can we get back on point here, Mel?”
 
   Mel let out an exasperated breath. “Fine but then I’m coming back with you to your shop. I’ll help you with the set-up from your deliveries and you can fill me in on your writing. I can’t believe you kept this from me. You know I’m a junkie when it comes to books.”
 
   “Deal.” Shay quickly agreed, wanting to get back to the topic at hand.
 
   Mel smiled, evidently appeased. “Look, I’m not going to lie and tell you Chase Collier isn’t a lady killer. Women still line up around the block just to talk to that hunk of a man. Hell, they do the same to his brother, Connor. But I can tell you I haven’t seen or even heard of Chase out with a woman in a very long time, like in months actually.”
 
   Because he’s been in San Antonio for months, Shay thought to herself, cringing at the unwelcome feelings of jealousy that consumed her at the thought of Chase in the arms of another woman. He wasn’t hers, damn it.
 
   Mel took a drink before she continued. “As for the things he said to you last night, I really don’t have an answer for you, Shay. I remember how devastated you were that night at the graduation party. Hell, I swear I wanted to go kick Chase’s ass after you told me what happened, or at the very least tell Jarrett to do it since he’s bigger and was just as pissed as I was.”
 
   She took a deep breath then her tone turned serious. “Graduation was a long time ago, hon, and people change. Maybe you shouldn’t completely slam the door on Chase just yet, at least until you know for sure what’s between you two.”
 
   Mel reached out and grabbed Shay’s hand. “You’re finally home. You’re about to realize your dream of owning your own business. Hell, we’d all been drinking that night, Shay. And the party had definitely been in full swing long before you and I got there. Maybe between that and all the years that have passed, memories have been blurred. I don’t know. But I do know you deserve to be happy and I don’t want to see you throwing away a chance at finding happiness because of one dark memory from high school.”
 
   Shay shook her head, knowing her friend was right and feeling like an even bigger idiot for holding on to such a memory, albeit a painful and embarrassing one, for so long. She knew what had happened that night and it was clear to her that Chase didn’t remember it at all. So what was the point of her holding on to the past? Protecting my heart, she thought to herself.  
 
   Reaching for her purse Shay sighed dramatically, “Swear to God, Mel, you couldn’t pay me enough to go back and live through high school again.” 
 
   “You’re telling me.” Mel laughed as the two slid out of the booth, both placing bills on the table. They each hugged Miss Ruby goodbye before leaving the diner to head down Main Street.
 
   “So,” Mel prodded. “What are you going to do?” 
 
   Shay linked arms with her best friend as they began to walk the few blocks to Shay’s shop. “I’m going to do whatever I have to do to make sure Cozy Comforts is a success. Beyond that, I don’t have time to worry about anything else.”
 
   Mel chuckled and bumped her hip against Shay’s as they continued to walk in step. “Uh-huh, after what you told me about last night I have a feeling a certain hunk of a man is going to force you to broaden those priorities, girlfriend.”
 
   Shay bumped her back, nearly knocking Mel over. “Oh, shut up.”
 
   Mel cackled loud enough to draw attention from other pedestrians then pulled Shay closer. “I’m so glad you’re home, Shay-ba.”
 
   Shay smiled. “Me too, Mel-ba.”          
 
   ***
 
   Chase stormed through the front door. “What the fuck, Connor?” 
 
   Connor grinned but backed away from his older brother with his hands up, surprised it had taken Chase this long to confront him. Freshly showered and now in his usual attire of faded jeans and a T-shirt, Chase advanced until they ended up in Connor’s kitchen.
 
   Connor laughed. “What?  You expected me to call you back from the city, while trying to secure one of the biggest deals for our company, for a simple reno project?”
 
   Chase stopped short. His six foot four inch frame vibrated with fury as his hands fisted at his sides. “You should have told me Shay was back, damn it,” he growled.
 
   “What, and miss seeing the look on your face at Black’s last night when you found her at our table?” Connor opened the refrigerator and pulled out two beers, handing one to his brother while shaking his head in amusement. “Priceless, dude. Utterly priceless.” 
 
   Chase twisted off the cap and tossed it at Connor’s head before taking a long pull on the bottle. “I’m not letting her go this time, Connor.”
 
   Noting his brother’s serious tone, Connor tilted his head to the back door which opened out onto the deck. He took a seat in one of the cushioned lounge chairs as Chase followed him out.
 
   “That was the plan, big brother.” Connor said with a grin before taking a drink. “Just make sure you don’t fuck it up this time or I promise you, someone else won’t waste any time moving in to stake their own claim on the very sexy and very single, Shay Davison.”
 
   Chase dropped into the seat next to Connor and shook his head. “Trust me I don’t intend to let her slip away again, especially after last night.”
 
   Connor waggled his brows up and down and Chase flashed a satisfied grin before reaching out to smack his brother on the back of the head. “Don’t even think about it. Not going there with you. Last night is between me and Shay.”
 
   Chase’s smiled slipped. “But I don’t like how things felt between us this morning before I left her place. She pulled away from me, emotionally I mean, and before we could even talk about it she said she had to leave.” 
 
   Taking one last drink to finish his beer, Chase placed the empty bottle on the table. “And what the hell is wrong with Jarrett? Not only did he interrupt my time with Shay this morning by showing up at the crack of dawn but when he saw me, it looked like he wanted to kick my ass.”
 
   Connor finished his beer as well and sat forward. “That doesn’t sound like Jarrett but then again, you know how close he and Shay used to be.” He shrugged. “Maybe he was just feeling a little protective of her, especially after the shit Jessie pulled with Shay on the dance floor last night at Black’s.”
 
   Chase ground his back molars. “What shit on the dance floor?”
 
   Connor told Chase what had happed and immediately noted the tenseness of his brother’s jaw. “Look man, Shay handled it – beautifully I might add. She’s been through a lot this last year but she’s tough and can handle herself with the likes of Jessie Cole.”
 
   Leaning forward and placing his elbows on his knees, Connor continued. “A word of advice, big brother. For whatever reason, Shay didn’t initially want you handling the reno of her space. When she contracted us, she was relieved when I told her I would be taking care of it since you were in the city.”
 
   Chase opened his mouth to interrupt but Connor held up a hand and kept going. 
 
   “I don’t know what that’s all about and I didn’t ask. But her reasons may have something to do with why she was pulling away from you this morning. So if you’re serious about holding on to this girl, you might want to figure out that little mystery sooner rather than later.”
 
   Chase ran his fingers through his hair in frustration. “Shit, it’s a sad day when I’m getting advice on women from my younger brother.”
 
   Connor laughed as he slapped Chase on the shoulder and rose from his chair. “What can I say? I learned from all your mistakes. And since I know you’re ready to get the hell out of here and run back to Shay, let’s go inside and go over the Turnwater contracts real quick so I’ll be up to speed by Monday.”
 
   Chase followed him inside and grabbed his briefcase from the kitchen counter before pulling out the contracts. “Here’s my own little piece of advice, Connor, stay as far away from Melinda Simmons as possible. That girl is trouble with a capital T.”
 
   Connor pulled out two more beers before they both moved to the table and each took a seat. 
 
   “Please.” Connor drawled as he leaned back in his chair. “The day I can’t handle a pushy little girl like that is the day I’ll shave my head.”
 
   Chase looked pointedly at Connor’s newly cropped hair and shook his head. “Yeah, dumbass. That’s what I’m afraid of.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   After her deliveries had arrived, Shay and Mel worked through the rest of the afternoon to organize and arrange furniture and supplies until everything was set up exactly how Shay had envisioned. It took them the better part of the day to finish but Shay was grateful for her friend’s help. Mel had also provided enough of a distraction to allow Shay’s mind to stay off Chase. Well, mostly. 
 
   Shay finally talked Mel into heading home at eight o’clock by promising she’d schedule a girls’ night out before the grand opening.    
 
   Leaning back on one of the new comfy chaise lounge chairs, Shay’s gaze drifted over her surroundings. This had been her dream for so long, a dream she’d only admitted to her mother, and it was finally going to become a reality.  
 
   As Shay reclined, the aroma of furniture polish and coffee beans permeated the air. She looked upon the dark cherry wood bookshelves, the children’s reading corner, over to the espresso bar, and finally to the multitude of comfortable seating areas throughout the space. Everything was as she’d imagined it when dreaming of owning her own bookstore. 
 
   She should be ecstatic. Instead, the silence surrounding her was deafening and her thoughts were in turmoil. Her mother, Chase, the move back home, opening a new business—the cacophony of reflections spinning through her mind were almost overwhelming.  
 
   Thunder clapped loudly in the darkened sky, making her jump, and the first sounds of rain hit staccato against the shop windows. Shay had always loved the rain. Its cadence lent credence to her creative side, whether through dance or writing. And tonight, she definitely needed a stabilizing force to quiet her thoughts.
 
   Shutting off the lights throughout the shop, she headed upstairs to her loft to change. She freed her hair from the elastic band, allowing the thick length to flow down her back. She stripped then changed into her fitted shorts and sports bra before she turned on all of her candles, foregoing any electric lights. Shay slid her couch, chair, and tables to the far wall then rolled up the area rug and pushed it to the side as well. 
 
   The rain was now coming down in sheets, creating a waterfall effect on her windows. She moved over to the kitchen counter and placed her iPod in its docking station, scrolling through her music library until she found the song she wanted, setting the tune for automatic repeat.
 
   As the haunting lyrics of “My Immortal”, her favorite Evanescence song, pulsed through the speakers, Shay allowed her body free rein. Through turns and leaps, dèveloppés and pas de basques, she took advantage of the open space, her movements both percussive and fluid as she allowed the music to take her over until her mind drifted back…back.
 
    
 
   Ten years ago, the night air had been unseasonably cool for the end of May. Shay unfolded herself from the passenger seat of Mel’s brown Taurus. She wrapped her denim jacket tighter around herself to ward off the chill. In the distance, a raging bonfire lit the empty field in golden hues as the sounds of laughter and music, Lynryd Skynyrd’s “Sweet Home Alabama”, drifted forward. Old man Western had allowed the Lockhart Senior class to use his empty pasture land for one last hurrah for their graduation night party under the strict conditions that the party didn’t get out of hand and everyone stayed away from his cattle in the next field over. 
 
   Melanie squeezed Shay’s hand as they met at the front of the car. “Can you believe it, Shay? We’re finally getting out of this tiny town and heading off to college.”
 
   Shay smiled at her friend, who was literally bouncing with excitement. Mel had been accepted to Oklahoma State University and planned to study veterinary medicine while Shay was heading to Chicago to major in literature and dance at Columbia College—two very different fields, worlds away from their little town in Calder County. 
 
   “I know. It doesn’t seem real yet. But I don’t know Mel, Lockhart isn’t so bad.”
 
   Mel snorted and pulled them both toward the bonfire and the keg, filling up a bright red Solo cup before passing it to Shay. “Please, girlfriend. My ass will be making skid marks when I leave this place and so will yours so don’t deny you’re not as ready to leave as I am.”
 
   Taking a big gulp of the lukewarm beer and trying not to make a face at the bitter taste, Shay nodded in agreement but kept scanning the area. Of course Mel noticed her distraction. Not much got by her best friend. 
 
   “So are you really going to go through with it this time, Shay, or are you going to chicken out again?” Mel asked teasingly as she chugged the rest of her beer.
 
   Shay followed suit, knowing she’d need a lot of liquid courage to move forward with her plan. She held out her cup for a refill. “Yeah, I am, as soon as I can find him.”
 
   “Woo-hoo!” Mel shouted as she raised her cup for a toast. “To graduation memories that last a lifetime, girlfriend. Chug-a-lug!”
 
   More than an hour later, Shay still hadn’t seen Chase Collier. Maybe he wasn’t at the party yet. She spotted her best guy friend, Jarrett, stumbling toward them, laughing at absolutely nothing, his bright orange hair in disarray.
 
   “Hey, Big J.” Shay gave him a hug. “Have you seen Chase tonight?”
 
   Jarrett stopped laughing but still swayed back and forth, obviously a little unsteady on his big feet. He looked from Mel to Shay before he answered.
 
   “I saw him headed across the field toward the barn a while ago. Don’t know if he’s still there though. Why you askin’ about Chase?”
 
   Mel giggled and refilled their cups once again as Shay felt her cheeks heat. “Come on, girlfriend. Chug-a-lug for courage and go for it.”
 
   Shay had never been much of a drinker, which meant she was now unable to feel her toes as she made her way across the pasture toward the barn. “Why is my tongue thick?” She asked no one in particular then giggled as she slid the heavy wooden door open. Shay froze at the sight before her.
 
   Chase Collier, no shirt, lay on a thick bed of hay with a nearly empty bottle of amber liquid beside him. The bright moonlight shining through the open doors illuminated his muscular physique. He was so gorgeous, and Shay couldn’t believe she was doing this.
 
   Shay moved forward and Chase stirred at her approach. His dark eyes opened and locked on her before he simply raised his arm and held out a hand. Shay placed her much smaller hand in his and allowed him to pull her gently down beside him in the hay. She was too stunned to speak.
 
   “Shay.” His deep, whispered voice removed any trepidation she may have had.
 
   He pressed his lips to hers, his tongue seeking and she opened to him immediately, loving the feel and the taste of his mouth on hers. Chase rolled her under him and settled between her thighs. She felt his erection press against her as he continued to sip at her lips, her chin, and the sensitive spot behind her ear. Shay moaned in response, unable to keep her hips still.
 
   “God, Shay. I’ve wanted this for so long. Wanted you for so long. We can make this work, even though we’re going to different schools. Tell me you want to try and make this work.”
 
   Shay had never felt happier. She’d been in love with Chase Collier for as long as she could remember but had been too shy to ever approach him as anything other than a friend. As he continued to kiss her and touch her, she still couldn’t believe he’d wanted her just as much as she’d wanted him. Damn, so much wasted time.
 
   “Stay with me tonight, Shay. Please.” He whispered against her lips as he took another kiss.
 
   Fire coursed through her body and there was no decision in her mind. No hesitation about what she wanted to do. She’d told her mom she was staying with Mel tonight so she didn’t have to worry about getting home. And okay, she felt a little guilty about lying to her mom—but this was Chase.
 
   “Let me go run and tell Mel I won’t be going home with her and I’ll be right back, okay?”
 
   Chase held her tight and placed a gentle kiss to her already swollen lips. His eyes remained closed. “Love you, Shay. Always have. Hurry back.” He whispered, although his words were a little slurred.
 
   Shay ran all the way back to the party, finding Mel and Jarrett sitting on the tailgate of his pickup, still drinking stale beer. Gross. She grabbed Mel’s hands and her cheeks actually hurt from smiling so much.
 
   “I’m staying with Chase tonight. Will you cover for me, Mel?” Shay squeezed her friend’s hands as she hopped up and down with excitement.
 
   Mel’s smile flashed as she pulled Shay in for a quick hug. “Go Shay-ba! I told you I could tell he had the hots for you, you sexy mama.” She laughed. “Of course I’ve got your back, girlfriend. Go! Go now and call me first thing tomorrow morning and give me the scoop!”
 
   Shay hugged her best friend and then for the hell of it, gave Jarrett a hug too. She was so happy as she ran back through the field toward the barn…back to Chase. When she finally came upon the barn though, the door was closed. She was sure she’d left it open when she left. Shrugging off the thought she slid the heavy door open once again and she sucked in a startled breath.
 
   Chase was still on the bed of hay only unlike before, he was no longer alone. Jessie Cole, her long blonde hair tangled and filled with hay, was standing next to him in a lacy black bra and snapping her too-tight jeans. Through the shadows, Shay could see Chase lying on his back with one muscled arm flung over his eyes. Her heart shattered. 
 
   “You asshole,” she hissed. 
 
   He didn’t even have the decency to respond. Jessie gave her a smug smile as she shrugged into her tight T-shirt. “Bye, Shay. Oh, and close the door on your way out.” She wiggled her fingers and grinned. Shay turned and ran back to her friends and didn’t look back.
 
   As the 
 
   The achingly somber vocals continued to course through the loft. The heartbreaking lyrics, building toward the crescendo of the chorus, mirrored her turbulent thoughts of pain, loss, and uncertainty. Shay set her movements free as she allowed her body to take over and get lost in the music once again.
 
   ***
 
   Chase stood silently at the top of the stairs, mesmerized as he watched Shay. She hadn’t answered his earlier call so he took a chance and came over, only to find the door to her shop unlocked. Concerned, he let himself in. When he’d heard the music, he came up to the loft and was unable to move at the mesmerizing sight before him. Shay was absolutely beautiful and nearly took his breath away. As she glided effortlessly over the open space, it was as if her body was in perfect harmony with the music, the lyrics, the actual meaning of the song. Even though her eyes were open, he knew she didn’t see him, didn’t sense his presence. She apparently was too absorbed in the music and her body’s movements. 
 
   Sweat glistened on her pale skin. Her long hair was down and flying free behind her with every turn and leap, the flickering candlelight casting a gingered glow around her. Her long, lean muscles were defined as she flexed, extended, and leapt through the air with the grace of a gazelle. Chase knew, without a shadow of a doubt, this woman was his.
 
   As the song came to an end, Shay slowly unfurled from her ending pose on the floor and stood gracefully, running her fingers through her damp hair. Her back was to him and Chase still couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, as he watched her walk silently into her bedroom and to the adjoining bath. 
 
   Seconds later, the sound of the shower running snapped him out of his apathy. 
 
   After taking off his wet shoes, Chase moved to the bedroom. The clothes Shay had worn during her dance were tossed haphazardly on the floor. He quickly stripped and added his own to the small pile before stepping into the bathroom. His breath caught at the sight of Shay’s silhouette outlined behind the glass-enclosed shower, her lean body arched back under the spray. Even with the water running, she must have sensed his presence. She turned her head and their gazes locked as steam began to cloud the glass.  Chase didn’t move. Neither of them spoke. Moments later, still standing under the spray, Shay simply opened the shower door.
 
   ***
 
   Earlier in the day, Shay had told herself she wouldn’t have sex with Chase again. She couldn’t until she got to know him better as the man he was today. She’d accepted that what had happed between them ten years ago was in the past. Neither of them were the immature teenagers they once had been, so it didn’t make sense for her to hold on to that hurt. She needed to approach this new relationship with Chase with a fresh perspective—from the vantage point of a mature, adult woman, with no past juvenile misunderstandings in the way.
 
   Shay had admitted to herself that since she was back in Lockhart for good, she couldn’t fall into a meaningless sexual relationship with Chase. She’d never been the type of woman who could easily separate such an intimate act from her emotions. She just wasn’t wired that way. The proof of that was the fact that at twenty eight, Chase was only her second lover. 
 
   She’d tried to convince herself last night that she could detach herself from the emotions of the act, that she could simply enjoy the pleasure he gave her and she to him as two consenting adults. She’d cautioned herself to not allow her heart to get involved. But after one night with Chase Collier, she knew protecting her heart was a lost cause; which meant she needed to slow things down between them…at least until she knew his true intentions. 
 
   Yet after all her grand plans, here he was, stepping into her shower at her silent invitation. Shay couldn’t seem to help herself where this man was concerned and it unnerved her. More than her heart was at risk with Chase and it scared the hell out of her. Shay knew he could take her very soul if she wasn’t careful.
 
   Shay had felt his presence the moment he’d entered her loft. She’d felt the heat of his gaze on her as she danced and she allowed that fire to fuel her movements. And if she was being honest, she’d liked knowing he’d been watching her.
 
   Chase stepped in and closed the shower door. Ribbons of steam billowed around them, enveloping them in their own private cocoon. He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her flush with his hard body, his heavy erection pressed tightly against her stomach. She watched as his brown eyes darkened to nearly black with desire. 
 
   “Shay,” he whispered as his lips met hers.
 
   His kiss was like a blazing fire in the middle of a snowstorm. Raging hot flames burned her from the inside out until the heat nearly overtook her. His hands roamed over every inch of her skin until she couldn’t fight the flood of sensation to her core. She no longer had the strength or the desire to continue the fight against his intense onslaught to her system. Shay heaved a heavy sigh and closed her eyes, giving herself completely to him and finally realizing she’d been fighting a losing battle where Chase Collier was concerned. Because the truth was, she’d given him her heart long ago. She’d just never let him know.
 
   ***
 
   They stayed in the shower until the water began to turn cold, but Chase still hadn’t gotten enough of Shay. They hadn’t spoken and he was hesitant to break whatever bubble was surrounding them, but he knew they needed to talk.
 
   He led her out to the vanity and took great care in drying every inch of her delectable body before grabbing another towel and drying himself. He watched, fascinated, as she towel dried her hair and ran a brush through the long, wavy locks. 
 
   Chase met her gaze in the mirror as he wrapped his arms around her from behind. “Let me stay with you tonight, Shay.”
 
   She leaned back into his embrace, a look of acceptance and…defeat? in her eyes as she nodded.
 
   He carried her to the bed and tucked her in against his chest. “I saw you dancing.”
 
   Shay’s fingers were drawing delicate circles on his chest, driving him to distraction. “I know.” She answered.
 
   Chase turned so they were facing each other, surprised by her answer. “You knew?”
 
   She smiled; a genuine smile that felt like a punch to the gut. Damn, what this woman did to him. 
 
   “I liked you watching me.” Shay looked up at him through her thick lashes.
 
   Chase gently traced a finger down her smooth cheek, continuing down her supple neck and onto her collarbone. “You were exquisite and you need to do that more often.”
 
   “Do what?” She asked as her brow furrowed.
 
   “Smile.” He said softly, continuing to stroke her dewy soft skin. “That’s one of the things I remember most about you, Shay. Your smile used to knock me on my ass. I haven’t seen enough of it since you’ve been back, something I intend to remedy.”
 
   Shay curled closer into his side and he enfolded her into his arms. It felt right. She felt right. But he still sensed her trying to put distance between them. And that just wouldn’t do.
 
   “How would you like to come with me for Sunday dinner with my folks tomorrow?”
 
   He continued to stroke her back, waiting for what seemed like forever for her to answer. “I’d like that, Chase. My mom thought of Cherise as one of her closest friends and I’d love to see her.”
 
   Chase let out a sigh of relief. Whatever Shay was struggling with, at least she wasn’t pushing him away. In time she’d open up to him, and he would wait for however long that took. And until she was ready to do just that, he’d make certain she didn’t carry a single doubt as to what she meant to him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Chase watched as his mom, Cherise, enveloped Shay in a warm hug, his insides doing funny flips at the sight of the two women together.
 
   “Welcome, sweetheart,” Cherise pulled back and looked at Shay. “You are the spitting image of Katherine and I’m so glad you’re joining us tonight. I think of your beautiful momma daily. She was one of my closest friends and it just feels right having you here with us.” 
 
   Shay smiled and held onto Cherise’s hands. “Thank you, Miss Cherise, for having me.” 
 
   “Well come on you two, come out back with Jake and Connor and I’ll grab us all some cold drinks while the boys finish grilling the steaks.” 
 
   Chase placed his palm on Shay’s lower back and led her outside to join the others. Even the slight contact had him fighting for control. He knew she was nervous being around his family although there was no need. His family already loved her. But his instinct was to protect. Protect what was his. So he was determined to remain close. 
 
   “Chase!” His dad called as they stepped out onto the back deck. Jake handed over the spatula to Connor before he enveloped Chase in a bear hug. 
 
   “Damn good to see you, boy. It’s been too long. Connor tells me you got that new Turnwater deal all squared away. Good job, son. I’m proud of you.”
 
    Chase smiled. “Yes, sir. It took some work but we got it. Connor’s going to head down to San Antonio on Monday to handle the startup.” He pulled Shay closer to his side. “You remember Shay Davison, don’t you, Dad?”
 
   His dad’s focus shifted to Shay and he immediately pulled her into a hug. “I’m hearing lots of good things about you, little lady.” Jake smiled as he pulled back. “Your new bookstore sounds like just the thing Lockhart needs, and I’m proud that Collier Construction had a small part of it with your renovations. Your momma would be proud too.”  He patted her shoulder before moving back to the grill and grabbing the spatula back from Connor.
 
   Chase linked his fingers with Shay’s and led her to the picnic table. “Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
   “Yeah, grab me a beer.” Connor replied with a grin as he took a seat beside Shay at the table and draped a heavy arm over her shoulder.
 
   Chase rolled his eyes and Shay laughed, the melodic sound coursing through his senses. “I was asking Shay, dill-wad.” His gaze met hers. “What can I get you, hon?”
 
   “A beer is good. Thanks.” Her vibrant eyes were a brilliant blue in the late-afternoon sun and though he loved his family dearly, he’d much prefer having Shay all to himself a while longer.
 
   An hour later with their bellies full, the sky had turned to a dusky gray, although it wasn’t quite dark yet. Chase’s dad, although semi-retired, was asking questions about the Turnwater deal. 
 
   “Let me help you with the dishes, Miss Cherise.” Shay stood and began gathering their empty dinner plates to take inside.
 
   “That would be perfect, Shay. We’ll let the men-folk talk business out here while you and I enjoy the cool, air-conditioned inside. Cherise laughed and gathered up more plates before placing a kiss on her husband’s cheek and then moving inside.
 
   When Shay looked at Chase and smiled over the exchange between his parents before she followed his mother inside the house, he felt his heart twist in a knot. Damn, he wanted that with Shay.
 
   ***
 
    Once the dishes were done and put away, Cherise poured two glasses of white wine and motioned Shay over to the kitchen table. 
 
   “I have something for you, sweetie.”  Cherise said as she placed a sealed envelope on the table and slid it over to Shay.
 
   Shay’s brow furrowed. “What’s this?”
 
   Cherise took a drink, set her glass aside, then took a deep breath. Your momma and I were friends, honey. We went to school together but we became even closer once you moved away to Chicago.” Cherise sighed. “She loved you so much, sweetheart. I hope you know that. She asked me to give you this when the time was right and well, after seeing you back in Lockhart, setting down roots as you start up a new business, and after seeing you tonight with Chase, I think the right time is now.”
 
   Shay’s hands shook as she held the envelope, the truth suddenly slapping her in the face but she still forced the denial. “I don’t understand. How did mom even know to give you a message for me? How did she know to leave a letter with her estate attorney?” Shay’s voice whispered the questions, afraid to give full voice to her queries. 
 
   “She knew, baby.” Cherise said softly. “She didn’t want to worry you or to have you come back here out of any sense of obligation once you knew the truth.” 
 
   Shay carefully opened the envelope, pulled the letter out and opened it, immediately recognizing her mother’s perfect script but refusing to read the words. She wasn’t ready yet so instead she looked across the table at Cherise, unable to stop the tears that flooded her eyes. 
 
   “What do you mean she knew?” Shay asked hesitantly.
 
   “Katherine was diagnosed with heart disease about four years ago. She’d been suffering from excess fatigue and shortness of breath, so her primary doctor sent her to a cardiologist in San Antonio. That’s when she was diagnosed.”
 
   Cherise took a healthy drink of her wine and then reached across the table to hold Shay’s hand. “She never thought the worst would happen, Shay. You have to believe that. She felt good, physically, but the diagnosis made her think ‘what if’ and she immediately began to make plans.”
 
   “Like hiring an estate attorney and writing me letters.” Shay offered.
 
   Cherise simply nodded. “You were her life. She loved you beyond reason. She was so proud of all that you had accomplished, but she knew you weren’t truly happy—and happiness was all she ever wanted for you.”
 
   “So that’s the reason for her letter about telling me to be happy and follow my dreams, to find a place where my heart felt right,” Shay said, numb this new realization. “But why didn’t she tell me about the diagnosis?”  
 
   Cherise smiled. “Because she loved you, sweet girl, and didn’t want to waste a single moment with you talking about potentially dark things that might not have come to pass. She wanted you to live your dreams, follow your heart, and be happy.”
 
   Shay nodded as she folded the letter, unable to read the words right now. She’d read her mother’s words later, in her loft, alone.
 
   Cherise held onto Shay’s hand and squeezed. “Now, as one of your momma’s best friends, I can assure you I want those same things for you, darlin’.” She paused. “I also want those same things for my son.” 
 
   Cherise lifted a sculpted brow and grinned. “So are you going to finally put my eldest son out of his misery? He’s only been pining away for you since he was a teenager, you know.”
 
   Shay’s eyes widened and then she and Cherise both burst out laughing. Tears flowed unfettered down Shay’s cheeks, and she held onto Chase’s mother’s hand as if it were a lifeline. 
 
   “I don’t know much about his years of pining, Miss Cherise, or even if I believe that was the case.” Shay began hesitantly. “But I can tell you that I’m more than willing to see where things go for us from here. You and Mr. Collier raised two exceptional sons and you should be very proud of that.” 
 
   Shay smiled and then lifted her glass in toast. “Thank you, Miss Cherise. For everything.” The crystal clinked and they each took a drink as Chase walked in from outside. 
 
   “And just what are you two beautiful ladies drinking to?” he asked, his eyes filled with mirth.
 
   Shay smiled as she stood from the table and moved to his side, slipping her arms around his waist in a hug. “We’re drinking to you,” she whispered seductively in his ear. Chase had to quickly pull her in front of him quickly, 
 
   to hide the obvious erection that now prodded her backside. Yeah, definitely not the sort of thing he’d want his mother to witness.
 
   Shay couldn’t help but laugh as she looked at a very knowing and astute Cherise Collier across the room.
 
   ***
 
   Connor and Jake joined everyone inside as they all moved into the large family room, with Chase and Shay settling on the loveseat. A loud knock at the front door broke off all conversation before a whining voice made Chase cringe in recognition. 
 
   “Chase! I know you’re here so you need to stop playing hard to get. Uncle Mack wanted me to give you a message but I decided it would be better delivered in person.”
 
   Another series of knocks hit the front door. “Come on, Chase. I’ll give you better than what I left your office with on Friday. Open up, darlin’.”
 
    Connor was the first to react as he rose and crossed the room to open the front door, his scowl fierce. “This is my parents’ home and we’re having a family dinner. Do you even realize how inappropriate your behavior is, Miss Simmons?” 
 
   Chase saw Melinda’s eyes bug wide at the dressing down by Connor, but he didn’t have it in him to feel sorry for her. His little brother had agreed to take over the next phase of the development operation in San Antonio and from what Chase could see, he would handle it just fine. 
 
   Melinda stuttered and took a step back, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “I – ah – just needed to tell Chase something,” she stammered, her demeanor completely at odds with the coquettish vixen persona she’d displayed in his office Friday afternoon. 
 
   Shay took that moment to meet his gaze as she raised a brow in question. Chase shrugged and tried to pull her closer but she stood and took him along with her as she walked to the front door.
 
   “Hello.” Shay addressed Melinda sweetly. “Can we help you?” She smiled as she pulled Chase’s arms around her middle and melded into his chest. 
 
   Chase squeezed her closer and nuzzled her neck, admitting he liked seeing this possessive side of Shay. She giggled in response then returned her gaze to Melinda. “May we help you?” she asked again.
 
   Melinda shook her head and backtracked down the front porch steps. It was a wonder she didn’t fall on her ass in those ridiculous heels she was wearing. She turned back to face them when she reached her car. “I’ll just email your office. Sorry to bother you.”
 
   Melinda left a cloud of dust in her wake as she backed out of the gravel drive. Connor laughed and slapped him on the shoulder.
 
   “See, potential problem solved, big brother.” He smiled.
 
   Chase laughed and shoved Connor back while still holding Shay to his side. “Yeah, we’ll see, little brother. Let me know how it goes when you’re in the San Antonio office and she sets her sights on you.”
 
   Connor shrugged. “Trust me, bro. There’s not a filly around that can get one up on me. I’ve got it covered, my man.”
 
   Shay reached up and rubbed a hand over Connor’s buzz cut as she laughed. “Oh, really?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   The following week was a total blur. Connor was getting things started on the new development project with Turnwater and thankfully, so far, he’d reported no issues with Melinda. Chase kept busy helping Shay on the finishing touches to her shop, making sure everything was ready for the grand opening. He even assisted with hanging the new sign out front. They’d spent every night together in her loft, making love, talking, or sometimes just snuggling in each other’s arms until they drifted off into an exhausted sleep. 
 
   Shay had given Chase one of her novels to read, something to keep him busy while she worked on her latest story in an effort to meet her approaching deadline. Chase was impressed with her work and found himself unable to stop turning to the next page. And although the story and plot held his interest, damn if he didn’t want to replicate every erotic scene in the book. It helped that Shay promised him they could do just that once they got past the opening of Cozy Comforts. He couldn’t wait.
 
   The Fall Festival was one of Lockhart’s biggest events, running the first Saturday in October every year. Local businesses and vendors set up booths around the town square to promote their wares to residents and those visiting from outlying communities. Food was abundant and the live music was infectious, inciting young and old to kick up their heels and dance. And this year the weather was absolutely perfect—cool and not a cloud in the sky. Hanging lanterns flickered to life as the sun began to set.
 
   Chase couldn’t wait to have Shay all to himself. She was working her Cozy Comforts booth, drumming up enthusiasm for her grand opening the following Monday. Chase offered to grab them each a plate of food. He was standing in line at Black’s B-B-Q tent when a hard hand clasped his shoulder. He turned sharply to see Jarrett standing behind him.
 
   “What’s up, Jarrett?” Chase asked, noting Jarrett’s hard scowl.
 
   Jarrett took a deep breath and paused. “Here’s the thing, Chase.” Jarrett began, his voice hard. “I’ve known you since we were kids. You’re my boss. I actually like you most of the time. But I’m telling you now, you hurt Shay again and I’ll beat you senseless. Got it?”
 
   Chase looked at Jarrett in stunned silence for a moment before he found his voice. He respected their friendship. When it came to Shay though, Chase had discovered a new-found possessive streak, which meant he had to dial down his initial gut instinct to punch Jarrett in the face. Instead he asked, “What the fuck are you talking about, Jarrett? I never have nor will I ever hurt Shay.” 
 
   Jarrett stood at least two inches above Chase, his orange hair matched the setting sun and his light brown eyes looked determined. “Walk with me.” Jarrett ordered. 
 
   Chase looked across the square and spotted Shay, busily chatting with several women who had stopped by her booth. He turned back to Jarrett. “Fine, but just for a few minutes. I need to get back to Shay.”
 
   * * *
 
   After his talk with Jarrett, Chase could barely contain his fury as he stormed back to Shay’s booth. He stopped abruptly when he found her in a heated discussion with none other than Jessie Cole. 
 
   “I don’t care what happened in the past between you and Chase, Jessie.” Chase heard Shay’s nonchalant statement and it enflamed him even more. He hated the thought of how much he’d obviously hurt her all those years ago.  
 
   “It’s really none of my business and let’s be honest. It happened almost ten years when we were all still kids at the time,” Shay stated calmly. “We’re not kids anymore, Jessie, and what’s between me and Chase now is just that…between us.” 
 
   “Well you should care, Shay,” Jessie retorted in a snide voice. “Because it did happen back in high school and it continues to this day so back the hell off if you know what’s good for you.”
 
   Chase took a step forward but Jarrett held him back. “Let her do this, man.”
 
   He watched as Shay’s beautiful pale cheeks turned red with rage as her eyes narrowed. Oh hell no, Chase thought, unable to even stomach what must be going through Shay’s head at this moment after that bullshit Jessie had just spouted.
 
   But Shay surprised him as she calmed her features and spoke in an even tone. 
 
   “I actually feel sorry for you, Jessie. Because I know for a fact nothing is going on between you and Chase right now, nor has there been anything since I’ve moved back to town.”
 
   Shay shook her head and met Jessie’s gaze with a look of genuine sympathy. “I trust Chase, Jessie. Whatever may have happened between you two in that barn is between the two of you. But it was a hell of a long time ago and it’s time for you to move on.”
 
   “You bitch,” Jessie shouted, turning heads. “You think you can just come back here and act like you’re better than the rest of us?”
 
   Shay laughed, her look of sympathy now gone. “Oh, please. Why don’t you grow up and get a life, Jessie? I came back to Lockhart because this is my home. This town is where my heart is. It’s the place where I first dreamed. And most important, this is where the man I love is. So take your poufy hair and get away from my booth. You’re blocking other customers.”
 
   Jessie literally growled before she stormed off, the wind lifting up entire sections of her over-sprayed hair like airplane wings on either side of her head, causing Shay to dissolve into laughter.   
 
   Chase took several long strides to reach her side and without a word, cupped his hand at the nape of her neck and brought his lips to hers, his need for this woman palpable. He drove his tongue into the wet recesses of her mouth, devouring, possessing. When he finally pulled back, her eyes were dazed and she flashed him a smile that almost brought him to his knees.
 
   “Nothing happened that night,” he blurted out, needing her to know regardless of her earlier statements to Jessie.
 
   He watched as her brow furrowed and noted Jarrett had joined them at the booth. “I was drunk that night, Shay. I drank too much because I was trying to garner the courage to tell you how I really felt about you. I was young and rock dumb, and even back then you had me tied in so many knots I didn’t know how to approach you.”
 
   Chase cupped her cheeks in his large hands and leaned in close. “I may not remember what happened between us that night, Shay, and I’ll kick my own ass for all eternity over that one, but I can guaran-damn-tee you nothing happened between Jessie and me. I would have known and trust me, it anything had happened she never would have let me forget it. She’s never said a word to me. She played us both, Shay.”
 
   Shay smiled and brought her satiny palms to the sides of his face, tracing the outline of his jaw. “I meant what I said to Jessie, Chase. We were both stupid that night, and we’ve both grown up in the last ten years.” 
 
   She reached around to thread her fingers in his dark, thick hair and pulled until his mouth was close to hers. “I believe you that nothing happened between you two. Regardless, it doesn’t matter to me. What matters is us, right here, right now.”
 
   She leaned in and brushed her full lips against his, softly tasting him until he felt the glide of her velvety tongue inside his mouth and he lost all composure. Chase pulled away but rested his forehead to hers.
 
   “It matters to me, baby. It guts me to think I hurt you like that.” He sighed. “So many damn years wasted and I didn’t even have a clue.” 
 
   Chase lifted his head and looked into the deepest blue eyes he’d ever seen. “So,” he began hesitantly, “You love me?” He posed the question and prayed he hadn’t heard her wrong when she was talking to Jessie.
 
   Shay’s smile slowly bloomed, brightening her entire face, and he felt the direct hit to his groin. 
 
   “I wish I’d told you before spilling it first to that venomous snake, Jessie Cole, but yes, Chase.” She moved her body so there wasn’t a breath between them and she dropped her voice to that deep, husky tone he so loved. “I love you, Chase Collier.” She whispered.
 
   Chase squeezed her tight, hardly believing the gift that stood before him. Without warning, he lifted Shay into his arms and began walking back to her loft.
 
   She giggled and laid her head on his shoulder as Chase opened the door to Cozy Comforts and took the stairs two at a time, not stopping until he reached her bedroom. He placed her gently on the bed before melding his body to hers. 
 
   Their gazes met. “I love you, Shay Davison. It feels like I’ve been waiting a lifetime for you to come back to me. And this time, I’m not letting you go.” He stroked her cheek and placed a gentle kiss on her lips. 
 
   Shay smiled and wrapped her arms around his neck as she arched her body closer to his. “My mother was a very smart woman. I just did what she told me. I followed my heart and it led me back to you, to where I belong. I love you, Chase and I don’t intend to ever let you go.”
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